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First off, I'd like to give my greatest thanks and gratitude to you, the reader, for deciding to pick up my novel to read. 

To have selected this one out of the vast majority of other books out there, it means the world to me to have earned you as someone whose interest was piqued by this publication. It’s a genuine honor unlike many other; to see one see this book, purchase it, and give it a try means my mission to share a love letter to horror and all things grotesque in it has been accomplished.

More so, my mission to share my love for literature remains complete.

This story means much to me on quite a highly personal level as it takes on a topic I've always had critical views on: the Catholic Church. Growing up in a Hispanic household, it was a no-brainer that we’d follow Catholic views as it was, and currently is at the time of writing this publication, the dominant religion amongst Hispanic people; a respective 52% of Hispanics in the United States and 78% of Mexico’s population align their identity with Catholicism.

Neither of these stats are wrong or should be discriminated. 

The reason behind adding in this statistic is that I’ve grown up with an early childhood that was associated with Catholicism myself. I’ve gone through baptism, eucharist and confirmation through my earlier years as per any other follower must do. Despite my current agreements (and disagreements) with the Church now, I’m not ashamed or regretful of my past.

To reminisce on memories is a beautiful art of human thinking; therefore, I will not encroach on following my faith through a different path. However, I will admit that I did not have the smoothest sendoff from the Catholic church; there came a time wherein my family underwent multiple hardships and the people of said church came through with empty promises over the years.

Empty promises then turned into viciousness over our lack of attending church given it had become so overwhelmed by what was going on around me—the young version of me that was too naive, too stupid to read the room. Not the best choice of words, but it’s the nicest to choose for now.

Funny enough, I almost didn’t get to go through confirmation due to my lack of attendance; they simply were not fucking around. Sunday school was good at best; not great or the best, but not the worst. At least until the end of our time at the church. The teachers were nice but behind the facade, they were strict with attendance and doing this or that.

Hell, even my claim of meeting God after death was denied one time! I mean, you’re teaching kids about the Bible and deny the most common-sense-having truth? What?!

But that’s in the past now. That was what child me endured. They’ve had their fun but now it’s time for the grown-up here to take the steering wheel. 

Enough focusing on my sob story in the form of a “foreword” now...

Yes, this novel is based on the Catholic Church; as in the Christianity religion. Though we’re traversing a religious landscape here—we, as in you and I—that means there are a few things to think about before immediately rushing to criticize me on your Facebook blogs or wherever middle-aged adults with children flock over to to write about their daily lives and bitch about something that’ll definitely piss off One Million Moms nowadays: how far I can go with talking about it, the research put into the novel, and the altogether message.

Yes, there are many books out there that may be similar to what you're about to read, but this has a bigger appeal in my own eyes due to its strong importance on giving an eye towards real-world events that have occurred; I am not intending to bash any religion here or cause bigotry, but simply exercise my obligated freedom to express my views on this matter. 

It's a matter that I contemplated wanting to work on at first, because there were many things to consider, such as how to represent this issue and how to go about it in a respectful manner. While doing research on many theological stories and practices, a careful approach was initially taken to avoid offending many on a larger scale. 

The “research” in question involves notable scandals that have occurred in the real-world and other related incidents: the George Lukins exorcism; the Waco, Texas cult shootout; the Louisiana priest admitting to his crimes; you can get the idea here. Because this is still a fictional book, that means you can make up a lotta bullshit and get away with it, right?

The short answer: no, you can’t.

Just because you’re taking a serious topic and implementing it into a story, especially when it’s had serious impact on many, there is no reserved room for making a comedic show out of it, let alone glorifying it. Initially during production, I left many implications and went along with some sort of “tell, don’t show” formula.

This came from the sake of not wanting to piss off any masses of people by making it come across as a poorly-written joke. No; that’s not what I wanted.

Therefore, knowing that this is a novel that takes a strong head-on address to abnormal and rather uncomfortable topics, staying behind the drawn lines was off the table. So that’s why a lot more grotesque and vivid details on some disturbing material is present.

In other words, virtually nothing is being held back in what all I have to say through these characters and what they do.

Another thing I’d like to point out is that I, myself, am a Christian. Is writing this novel sinful? Yes. Am I still allowed to write this anyway? Definitely so. Because encroaching on one’s freedom to offend and express is to forego your own.

Another thing I’d like to add is that I hold zero bias for any side in this story, whether it be in relations to the Christianity or other non-Christian religions (or even secular movements). 

I feel the need to add this to the foreword while I am at it because let’s face it: there will not be many nice things that are said throughout, some which will offend the hell out of you if you’re pretty religious. But this isn’t meant to be something that’s automatically assumed to be my views.

This universe is an alternate Earth in which my own visions are different than the realistic latter of such. In other words, this Earth is about the same in terms of whatever you wish to align it with.

Furthermore, this novel is more as in something wherein I should state my input. As I’ve said before and will reiterate, I’ve had critical views and a way of thinking about the Catholic Church. Read that again: church. Not the religion, not the people, but the church itself and the actions by it and its inhabiting clergymen. And I find the best way to speak of that in the form of literature. Pictures speak a thousand words by themselves, but if a book can speak a millionfold of words in comparison, so be it. 

Lastly, here comes the message. From a glimpse, this could seem like a sacrilegious attack on religion and I can understand why that is. However, that is not my purpose. 

My personal purpose for writing this novel to begin with is just for the mere purpose of entertainment; something that'll just stick with you or have you wondering "What the fuck did I just read?" You can say whatever about this story: you can say it's good, trash, sucks ass, is a valid reason for me to hang myself, whatever—but my message stays true: this is NOT to bash any religion whatsoever. Any depictions of sacrilegious text against religion are entirely indicated for fictional purposes and is not an actual standpoint of my views.

While this novel is stronger in material, this may not be suitable for reading for younger audiences. Please continue reading ahead for an important warning.

DELIVER US TO EVIL contains extreme and/or intense sequences of horror elements—especially involving children.

THIS IS NOT A NOVEL TO TAKE LIGHTLY.

The following is a list of content that may trigger you if you have certain sensitivities. If you feel emotional discomfort from the following, please do not read this novel:

• extreme violence (intense sequences including mutilation, gore, etc.)

• mentions/sequences of characters committing self-harm/suicide

• implications/sequences of sexual abuse, pedophilia, human trafficking, and rape

• homophobia/transphobia (including use of respective slurs)

• brief mentions of abortion

While this list is not definitive, you should best receive an idea as to what this novel contains. Additionally, some of these topics are spoken of in a darkly-humorous manner by some characters. Bear in mind, however, that they are NOT a representation on my standpoints on such. 

Individuals with anxiety and/or depression may have an unsafe experience reading this novel due to its extreme nature(s). If, at any point, you experience discomfort/distress from any sequence of the novel, please immediately cease reading for your wellbeing.

By continuing to read DELIVER US TO EVIL, you hereby agree to exposure of disturbing/graphic material. You also agree that the author (H.L. Crowe) or other affiliated person(s) are NOT, and will NOT, be held responsible or accountable for what may conjure from reading the material. 

Thank you for taking the time to read this warning; please enjoy the story.

~H.L. Crowe



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Prologue

[image: ]




“Put on the full armor of God, so that you can take your stand against the devil’s schemes.” —Ephesians 6:11 (NIV)

Reverend Joseph Easterbrook had always seen Hell on Earth; but he didn’t believe Hell on Earth could exist in a person.

The year is 1778; the great village of Yatton in Somerset was rather a tranquil of many traits, especially as an enclave versus the industrial frenzy that intertwined the larger cities alike. Like a dwarf to a titan did it stand thriving, untouched, it was no stranger to being the odd one out of the bunch yet being unique on its own.

As Autumn settled throughout the village, so did the fresh bales of hay and the struggled cobblestone paths that wound throughout the village. The dawn of bloomed flowers released their aroma for all the hard-working townspeople until dusk; damp soil and fallen leaves settled; the times were changing.

However, despite the pastoral charm that overruled the cottages of this happy little village, they were no foreigner to the face of hardship. Illnesses that modern medicine can easily treat and cure was rather fatal in this time. And, especially after the wake of the Salem Witch Trials just over a century ago, superstitious paranoia and malevolent spirits seemingly ran through Yatton. Or so the people believed such was real.

This was no fairytale to take lightly, though. At least that’s what is assumed through the beacon of hope that is the church, a sanctuary of stone walls and solace for those who seek this intervention.

The main focus, however, was on the eponymous George Lukins. George was a simple tailor to say the least. A man of trades and a quiet demeanor, his face and name were well-known and circled around the village quite often. His handiwork was simply that praised. He worked in a workshop that crafted wooden furniture exclusively for the village but sometimes—if they were fortunate enough—they exported their goods to other villages that requested the furniture ahead of time due to its remarkable craftsmanship and durability. George was best known there at the workshop for being innovative on using different materials for the wood, from birch to spruce to even poplar to maple.

However, a contrasting underbelly laid underneath his everyday life; one that people talked about in hushed undertones of wariness and bottled-up hysteria. Inexplicable fits, utterances in foreign tongues, and unnerving, irrational jolts and thrashes of sudden movement captured the village man by invisible shackles of an unspoken evil one day, but who knows when that day was.

Everyone swore they could see, hear, and speak no evil as for Three Wise Monkeys foretell. But George was the polar opposite to such, and it became known upon his confession that he believed to have been possessed by demons.

Demons!

An abnormal account to many, Yatton was catapulted into wariness over George’s words. But it wasn’t his own fault, according to his point-of-view. Despite his pleas and genuine trembles, people refused to take into account that he felt as though someone or something was watching him, stalking him, hunting him.

Stumbling home and using the excuse that he was simply tired grew tried in no time flat, leaving George’s wife no choice but to reach out for help. Therefore, Reverend Easterbrook was contacted on his personal behalf.

As he stood at the forefront of six clergymen he had summoned for the solemn ritual, the church’s foundation settled and so had the weather outside. Calm and clear, yet it was bound to turn in a pandemonium of unforgiveness with thunderclaps of the Devil’s chants and lightning of the demonic possession within.

In the candlelight ever so dim, the faces of the clergymen were a cluster of sternness. The age-old symbol of purification was emitting its scent among the people tonight, especially given their daring task. The rustling of their robes was as soft as a mouse as they gathered their necessary materials for tonight’s exorcism on George. 

“My brothers in Christ,” Easterbrook began the meeting. “We are here to confront a great darkness that is here and imminent in our town; the darkness in the innocent George Lukins.”

A sour expression was glued onto his face as he explained the situation. A scenario like this was the last thing anyone in the church could anticipate, let alone prepared for. But this was a symbol that evil was real and was thriving on Earth; the church could only beacon hope for so long before people had to accept there was no Promised Land on Earth. But people on the other side of the debate were unwilling to give in to that argument, keeping a great, unwavering faith.

The materials on the table—the Holy Bible, crucifixes, and vials of holy water—were laid out before the altar as the clergymen gathered.

“We must realize that the unwavering faith of the Lord’s power will guide us tonight,” Reverend John Valton added. “And we must also remember that it is not by our power but the Lord Almighty’s that we can hope to succeed.” A final nod followed by the clergymen as the sacred place continued to take on a hymn of otherworldly glow, the baby embers relentlessly dancing with the thin air around it. Emerging from the shadows of the church came the clergymen, met with the abstract, rough filtered light of the moon. A mist clung onto the village, setting the scene for an ominous showdown between faith and one of the Devil’s minions. Reverend Easterbrook led the others to the waiting horse-drawn carriage.

“We must draw haste to arrive and save George,” Easterbrook cried. “Everyone abroad the carriage!” 

Its wooden wheels and iron axles were glistening faintly with the moon that was set abroad the sleeping town of Yatton. A familiar tension was in the air and felt crisp and bitter, an unsettling cold brought about the clergymen. And those who were there at this downfall of strange events would know their dignities would be wronged.

And those who tasted the bite of the sword dubbed this night in one phrase with enough weight to crumble Babylon: Satan is real.

The coachman cracked his whip, and the horses lurched forward as the clergymen descended into prayer after climbing inside. The hard, wooden benches settled and a soft rattle of the wheels against the rough earth “roads” were the sounds that orchestrated the soundtrack of tonight’s ritual. The clip-clop of hooves, frankly not as menacing as the hooves of Lucifer, provided accompaniment as well. Meanwhile, Easterbrook was lost in his own thoughts, especially about his awaiting lonesome queen of a wife back at home. Everywhere he looked, everything he thought—it was masked in a tangible foreboding.

But the look of the Lukins’ house had no avail with settling the nerves. The humble abode of ivy creeping up the walls of the stern residence, the disarrayed garden bed, it was all a sight to take in and not one that any of the clergymen wished to be looking at. But due to George’s alleged demonic possession, everything, including his personal property such as his house and the garden, was out of hand. 

“Have faith in our mission,” Easterbrook instructed to the coachman, nodding his head and thanking him for the hasteful ride to the Lukins’ house.

“Yes, my dear friends,” the coachman responded with a French accent. “Godspeed.” The coachman was frail in his bones yet mighty in his height. Considering his simple job involved driving the horse carriages for the church, he wasn’t the biggest profile to question for anything revolved around the church’s deeper archives of mystery. Though he was fairly local for someone who had become increasingly introverted in his elderly years. Nonetheless, he held a sense of pride in his carriage services.

Easterbrook appreciated him heavily; not just for the wits of dedication but also the immense determination for such and such despite being far past the age of retirement. Yet no matter how much he aged, he’d never lose that French accent that everyone adored. As the clergymen dismounted from the carriage and approached the front door of the Lukins’ house, George’s wife, Mary Anna-Crotz, burst through in a state of hysteria. “Thank God you’ve come!” She cried, fear and exhaustion visible in her eyes, as visible as the tremble in her joints. “George...he’s gotten much worse! The fits and the screaming and the foreign tongues...oh please, O’ good Easterbrook! You have to help him!”

“Fret not, Mrs. Lukins,” Reverend Valton reassured. “We will do everything in our power to contain the threat. Have faith in our trial.” Mary led the clergymen inside, where the interior of the house was nothing more but a neglected sight that bore witness to the many terrors of George Lukins and his demons. Furniture lay overturned, signs of struggle along the walls and flooring lay evident, and the eyes of the clergymen lay on the ominous upstairs atmosphere, sensing the Satanical aura of what was anticipating its challenger. Oh, how George must be saved!

The sight was an otherworldly view of demonic Hell on Earth objectified into a person, a grisly scene that was extremely hard to watch. George Lukins lay stiff, ankles and wrists tightly knotted by ropes on all corners of the bedframe, to prevent any further outbursts. But even with such a seemingly docile state, the details you could see with just a few seconds of laying your eyes on his form would be enough to conceive some sort of trauma.

Erratic breathing amplified his wretched, pale chest and other features as he turned his head upwards, gaze falling on the clergymen and his wife standing in the corner with red-rimmed, tear-filled eyes. His body had gone from a friendly cell of angelic divine to a withering cell of demonic divine. Such duality in a human could never be fully studied for many would mentally shut down and have suicidal headaches into full oblivion. The body is simply the scariest part of a human.

Pale and clammy skin took a stark contrast against the well-made quilt blankets that were set and lay on four corners of the mattress. With his guttural growling and incoherent spews of nothing more than just saliva and jagged-yet-straight-looking teeth, each movement, each spasm, was showing how the demon deemed itself immortal by design. 

As the bed rattled and thrashed as George attempted to escape his invisible shackles in this prison, the clergymen knew this would be the ultimate task of their entire careers. And maybe their whole lives even far into retirement.

Mary Anna-Crotz bore witness to the exorcism that was inbound, as so did the furniture of the living and the aura of the bedroom in which George lay shackled. She clutched a rosary in both hands, the beads slipping through her fingers as desperate prayers were murmured. Though gruesome at best and the very worst she’s seen her husband, Mary remained in hopes that the man she knew would return and be subsequently saved.

The ferocious love and hope could’ve seemingly overpowered the demon alone. The clergymen set themselves around the victim of Satan’s grim attack, a grim determination ever so present in the chanted prayers that filled the room with an unsettling accompaniment of inhumane screams. A variety of sacred tools came to their disposal; holy water was sprinkled over the twitching face of George Lukins, met with an eerie sizzle of disintegration as the droplet of water and skin collided in contact—as if it were burning away the evil within. Aloft the chest and forehead came crucifixes held by the clergymen, invoking the power of Christ in order to drive away such force.

A dark incense of uncertainty began to fill the room as though it were an invisible carbon monoxide. It was not as though they were being physically poisoned; but rather mentally. George only grew more violent as the exorcism continued and his thrashing movements and more guttural screams were evident of such. Yet the clergymen ceased to falter to the face of the Devil. For idol hands are his workshop.

Prayers grew fervent and so did readings from the Book of Psalms, knowing that King David’s words were as sharp enough to pierce as a dagger to the beast—as were a Bible to a demon. Finally, with a unison of the clergymen, Easterbrook lifted up one hand over the face of the exorcised victim and began to recite the Lord’s Prayer in a desperate, final plea for deliverance to the man...should he be delivered.

“Our Father, who art in Heaven...” he began, instructing the rest of the clergymen to join in on the prayer. “Hallowed be thy name!”

“Thy kingdom come; thy will be done on Earth as it is in heaven!” The demon inside of George seemed to flash with illuminated flashes of hallucination, the masquerading flesh and body of the man mixing with the invisible silhouette of the demon. The familiar face with the striking features of the one that’d tormented all in Hell. He was possessed by the Antichrist’s perfect devil with hooves; amongst all demons that existed, regardless of whichever dimension it should be, it was certain that it was Him. The Fallen Angel.

Satan.

“Give us this day our daily bread; and forgive us our trespasses...” Reverend Valton continued the prayer. “...as we forgive those who have trespassed against us; and lead us not into temptation...” With a final whiplash of a hacking lunge upwards only to be held down by cold, elder hands of God’s servants (and the crucifix held above), the reverend finished the prayer with the iconic words that’d lock Satan away from the grasp of George Lukins. And he spoke, “...but deliver us from evil! Amen!”

As the final words hymned about the chaotic aura of the bedroom, the clergymen’s hands showing shadowy prints of a physical trauma and his wife unable to tear her eyes away from her husband, George’s body went still.

All motion stopped in its tracks and, as per Newton’s law, the thing in motion had an opposing force act upon it. He was not in motion anymore. A surge of hope rekindled amongst the clergymen as George’s body ceased its convulsive movements. This eerie calm, however, would only be the start of what the clergymen were invited to view for themselves. Suddenly, George opened his eyes with a newfound serene. He spoke with a tongue that were no foreign tongue, but a familiar tongue of divine clarity that echoed amongst the room. 

“Blessed be the name of the Lord for I am delivered!” He exclaimed, though he were still suspended to the mattress and the bedframe by ropes. Seeing that he had gained his life back, the clergymen hurried to undo the ties and free the man. Mary wept with gratitude, offering a silent thanks to the saviors, the clergymen that had performed his exorcism before his wife. Though it would be permanently etched into her memory forever, Mary was relieved to know her husband was saved.

Or so they thought.

As George arose from the bed, sitting up to relieve himself of his strained posture, something sinister began to take shape. His serene smile suddenly replaced itself with a maleficent grin of some sort of evil, burning with an unholy evil left unchecked. Before you knew it, the eyes of George grew orange with embers while his limbs began to convulse in unnatural angles, cracking skin and forcefully tearing apart bone in its violent wake.

The clergymen were quick to react to the sudden takeover, but this force, this Satanic force of a malicious nature—it was designed to kill George.

Blood spurred like a water sprinkler to a lawn, so the walls of the room and wherever else were the canvas. Bone and blood mixed for a gruesome image of the man that was just saved—or thought to be saved—now forcefully mutilating himself into something unwatchable. George’s skin darkened and cracked as it was forced to stretch and bend in such ways that wouldn’t be humanely possible on its own.

Something was clawing its way out of the human cell of George Lukins; the demon wasn’t full cast away. And it couldn’t be more crystal clear when the eyes of George were suddenly impaled from the inside-out. Tears of bloody red instead of a hysterical clear poured down the eye sockets. Dark, wretched horns sprouted from within, George’s eyeballs instantly withering to the flaming visage of Satan’s arrival on Earth. The air was groomed with a sulfur stench, the entire room now trembling over the energy.

But as George’s body morphed, his hands reached up for either angle of his already-torn jaws. With disfigured fingers and non-existent muscle, he then began to brutally yank both sides of his mouth from either the upper or lower side, devilishly cracking his skull back and forward into two halves. 

A seeming pattern of smiles, jagged teeth upon jagged teeth, took a visual shape as the intestinal, visceral look of George’s skull and the inside of his head morphed into the shape that was Satan. Fully embodied by the Antichrist, George’s body was nothing more than a disintegrating slosh of mushy red as the demon that’d been possessing him came to life.

A chilling laugh, enveloped as the million senses of creeping death, erupted from Satan’s wretched, dry mouth of sin. And he spoke. “Fools! Nothing but fools!” He cackled, his voice dripping with a familiar malice. Shivers cracked down the spines of the clergymen as they breathed in and drank the sight before them. “Did you believe feeble little prayers would banish me?! Why, you are very mistaken. I am the darkness that walks among shadows; the crow of the night; your doom.”

Reverend Easterbrook only stood with paralysis from such irrational fear. Where was God to save him from this fallen angel when he needed him? Why did all of his senses go numb to stone as if he had just seen the cursed eyes of Medusa? Why did he feel not the Spirit of the Lord anymore?

The holy symbols and tools he’d relied on were nothing more than just frail, inanimate objects of nothingness; something with zero spiritual power, it seemed. Satan was above that kind of level, and nobody could decipher exactly how or what allowed him to traverse beyond the planes of reality and spirit into this undiscovered form of evil.

As the candles flickered and died, save for the faint, secular haze of Satan’s eyes, Easterbrook contemplated why this was happening; why the tools were powerless against this powerful force. But with the last remnants of courage, he stuck a crucifix in the air and stepped forward, raising the cross in front of Satan. “In the name of the Lord, I command you to leave!”

But Satan’s laughter grew louder with a larger hint of mockery in his voice. A hellish inferno of a furnace that was his mouth continued to open and close the more he laughed and bellowed among the mortal below him. “Your faith is only a candle that goes out in the face of something beyond your beliefs. There is no God; no Savior in this moment! Only the hellish, demonic divine of Pandemonium! And as you attempt to deny me for I used to be an Angel—you burn. Both of you!”

With a final blow of words, Satan deliberately reached for the shins of both Reverend Easterbrook and Valton, opening a portal to the dimension in which sinners and the punished would go to burn forever. Of course, the clergymen would get used to this stinging sensation of pain and suffering for all of time to come so long as it existed; for their bodies in the physical Earth churned with fiery orange as the whole room combusted with flames.

The dirty tendrils of Satan grasped the duo, their burning bodies warped together, as their screams echoed throughout the room and into the outside darkness of the night only now turning into early morning. 

As the smoke recoiled with blackness that enveloped the household, now a burning asylum of a failed exorcism, the abyss closed with the clergymen swallowed whole and dragged into Hell. The unholy laughter of Satan rang out forever, but so did the terrible truth that was a rather difficult pill to consume:

Hell has come to Earth.
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Chapter I
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"Let us pray." 

Arthur Knight instructed the moved crowds who sat in attendance for Sunday morning's mass service. The parish was dimmed in an orangish-melodramatic fashion of light, illustrations of Jesus and His chronicles from the Bible presented in stained glass portraits that stretched as far as up to the ceiling in a mesmerizing kaleidoscope of color and of a serene ambiance over the worshippers. 

Braziers hung between portraits, leading to the forefront of the parish where the table was set up for communion, representing the Body and Blood of Christ in front of the throne where the Pope of the Church sat, the high and respected majesty of Father Andy. As the congregation were hushed to gather in prayer, the scent of incense and the tone of reverence wafted throughout.  

"Let us pray with confidence as our Savior has taught us," the pastor, Arthur, added, leading the masses on with the reciting of The Lord's Prayer once the sound of creaking from the mahogany wood pews settled.

Then, there was nothing but a chant-like ambiance of voices repeating the words that were the same words said at the George Lukins exorcism. For no matter the scenario, the Lord’s word was a triumphant shout to release.

Arthur put on a persona of friendliness in front of the audience, admiring the parish ministry; the choirboys on cue; and the bishops preparing the table for communion. The golden plates of bread and cups of wine were neatly placed on the pearly-white cloth that stretched to all ends of the wooden surface, each given an equal distribution to be served to Arthur, the young men who worked in the youth ministry, the bishops, and then the general public—all in subsequent order.

"Every time we eat this bread and drink this cup," Arthur spoke, lifting the bread and cup of wine in either hand.

"We proclaim the Lord's death until He comes. And that we do this in remembrance of his sacrifice for our sins," the audience returned. 

“Absolutely nothing, and I mean nothing can compare to the immeasurable and reckless act Jesus committed to ensure we have eternal life,” Arthur continued as he observed the audience, piece of bread and cup of wine in hand (an oyster cracker and tiny shot glass-esque cup of grape juice). “And for that, we must always celebrate this beautiful and powerful gift that is our Salvation.”

As the last strains of the chant echoed through the sanctuary, there came the serving of communion. With practiced ease, Arthur shifted among the golden plates and cups, his graceful movements so deliberate yet so purposeful while the parishioners were served. 

However, don't be fooled by this facade. Beneath the piety and humility, there lurked a darker presence within Arthur, or so Father was projected among some people. Many came to believe that not only did he see himself as a permanent, humble servant of God, but someone who was interested in serving a life with power and influence to make sure nobody ever finds out about the past. 

There is hardly any publication that ever mentions anything having occurred here in the church, either because it’s been covered up or the media chooses not to cover it. But whatever it may be, those same conspiracists continued to project that  nobody would ever know; that Arthur was capable of shaping and manipulating what the people see above the iceberg.

This ideation came from the global crisis of clergyman abuse amongst others—especially children—in the Catholic Church. And Woodheart, North Carolina was a seeming nest of the same issue; these proclaimed "disciples" were the cogs and gears that forever clicked and spun in this machine. Arthur, however, knew that he was safe under God's grace and will, yet had regard for these sorts of flaws in him.

As the service drew to a close with a final prayer for the congregation, Arthur felt a sense of joy wash over him after another great service of spreading the Gospel. Father Andy stopped by, patting the former on the back and fueling his spirits. "Another Sunday, another day to praise the Lord," Andy declared. "I will remind the rest of the clergy of the meeting you proposed for later tonight."

"Excellent," Arthur replied. "We need everyone there as we have much to discuss."

"Do tell me what this may involve, Arthur."

"Our church. Our people. And most importantly, our future. There are people counting on you not to let us down, considering the masses have once rioted before from the onset of that Louisiana priest turning himself in in court."

"Yes. I haven’t forgotten about that day. But people forget this has been happening since Rome, so why do people act like this is new?"

"That's beside the point; don’t you think the media is harming others by the headlines they make about the Catholic Church? Not certainly our church but, you know...Vatican City?"

"They're all bullshit," Father Andy scoffed, shaking his head. "Might as well put this as a headliner: reading what the Boston Globe has to say about us will make you go blind. I guess people do keep reading up on it to keep it stored up here." He tapped the tip of his finger along the side of his head, signaling the mind of the reader who indulged in what was nothing short of "lies" about the Church and its clergy.

"Son, with all due respect, if a smart mouth like theirs was what it took to solve problems, the world would be a much better place. But it doesn't fix problems; it makes them worse," Father Andy pointed out. Given the wary hatred for the press was for sure an undeniable aura of self-pity in a sense that they were unworthy of being blasted, the venomous sting in these hateful words were nothing short of truthful. At least that's how Father Andy assumes his ideas.

His fatigue was only wearing off now after days of not being able to catch up on sleep. The cancer was taking over his body, but the most he was willing to do was trust in God because he wasn't able to go to a hospital to receive chemotherapy. The public could easily fund this overnight so he didn’t have to use a penny of his ridiculous fortunes and wealth to pull it off, yet it was a slightly daunting task to pull off given the town wasn’t that big but was still lively, regardless.

Yet he refuses to budge, assuming God will hold off the spread a little longer until he can find a solution or some way out. So as long as he was able to speak, even if he was restrained to a wheelchair, he'd keep praying to God and preaching about God. 

"No worse than the rumors about Swanford, or what’s left of those guys." Arthur declared, the thought of that church suddenly crossing his mind as he knew about some sort of criminal ring connected to it. “You know how they say Swanford’s church has a criminal ring linked to it, hence why it closed a while ago? I heard they got a lead on the ringleader.”

"Really? Who is it?" Andy asked, his eyes widening with the slightly pale pupils that showed his decaying face and state of mind. However, the desire to know was clear.

"Uhm, Rory Fraser. You know, that weird guy who was always clingy to me and my wife?"

"Oh, that son of a—!" Father Andy's anger burst onto his expression as he cut himself off. A low grumble in his throat gurgling as he spoke. Maybe being a former smoker before joining the clergy wasn't his brightest decision during his young adult years. But dedication to the Catholic Church called for righteous measures. "We tried our best to get him to see the light and that’s what comes out of our wasted time and materials? Excuse my foul mood, Arthur, but this takes me aback by surprise and I believe that my anger is therefore justified against this man. God may be a busy man who works in mysterious ways, but this makes it clear that Satan is doing the same! Manipulating the minds of the people and corrupting them into believing they have a chance at salvation! And not just people like him, but a mass of the public. I mean, the church exists for a reason! We have people who indulge in deadly sins, see women through lust, hold fear and worry over what others think of them, and don't even get me near started on the damn rainbow people who think playing dress-up and choosing all these imaginary characters will protect them while still having little tea parties with their moms and dads. A-And—"

"Father Andy! Relax, it's okay," Arthur insisted, attempting to calm his senses and ultimately shutting down his rant. "Are any of them here in the room with us? No. So have no worry except for what God will do for us and for those people when the time comes."

Father Andy released a reluctant sigh, his posture sinking back into his wheelchair. It was frail with wear and tear yet remained intact enough for the pope of the church to wander about in it. This was not a signifying implication that he was disabled from his cancer, however; just a natural age thing.

"I trust you know your place here too, young man," he softly shakes his head, looking down at the floor, both feet idly glued to the floor next to each other.

"Yet you mustn't forget your roots."

"I understand, Father," Arthur replied as he felt a shiver wanting to slither over his body, causing him to fight the urge to shudder in front of the priest he knew and admired. "It's hard for anyone to believe someone like me would do such a thing, but it's not just me.”

“Oh no, that’s for sure,” Father Andy scoffed with a sarcastic undertone. “You know what’s between us but that’s for another time.

"Right, and apart from the fact that I'm, you know, hoping things stay well between me, you, and the church. Hopefully so."

Father Andy nodded, sighing again as he rolled away in his wheelchair. "But remember, Arthur; you're no hero, but one of the ninety-nine. That’s a lot of weight to be carrying on your back, especially knowing what you have to repent for.” 

“But the Lord has a spot in Heaven for me—or well, us,” Arthur mumbled, taking a small step backwards as he watched Father Andy wheel away down the narrow corridor where the sunrays shone through like the trumpets of the skies. The orangish-yellow backdrop laid a less-than-pale tone on the pope’s well-sown robes of holiness and the pastor’s neatly-fitted button-up shirt dotted with tiny black X’s and dress pants. 

“Because if you have His grace, you have everything,” Arthur finished.

Overhearing the last sentence, Father Andy paused in his treading and softly smiled. He turned the wheelchair around and talked. "You have heart, Arthur. I’ll give you that,” he exhaled. “But you’ll know when your time comes. Until then, you have much to do and much to learn.”

***
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SEBASTIAN FITZGERALD stepped in front of the spotlight shining down on the lectern, preparing yet another press meeting in the Woodheart Police Department. An imprinted logo of the department was mounted behind where Sebastian stood, an aged, dedicated look glued onto his face. 

Throughout his years, serving in his father's footsteps, Sebastian served as a dedicated sheriff in the town, still kicking in his early fifties as if he were in his early twenties instead. He was quite athletic and agile for his age, standing at a robust six-foot-one and a posture that extrudes authority wherever he goes, in and out of uniform. His hair was the color of auburn, a gentle reminder of the pumpkin spice-scented time of year, now aged to a salt and pepper mane of monochromatic grey. The wrinkles of stress, wars against crime, and all he's seen etched on his face as honorable scars of his work in the line of duty; a true warrior of the police force and an idle caring force of the world.

The Woodheart police were not perfect, but he did what he could to make it exceptional enough for its own people despite the crazy world of darkness around it outside of their personal dome of a happy community. Sheriff Fitzgerald stepped up to the lectern, clearing his throat and organizing papers of transcripts for his speech. A pinch of mic feedback played before his voice transmitted. "F-First off, I'd like to thank everyone for making an effort to be here. Your presence is truly appreciated." He spoke as he was met with a string of blinding flashes from camera lenses from journalists reporting for various media outlets. This was an important meeting for the police department: they were discussing Rory Fraser's kill or capture.

"Listen, we are running out of time. We have to act now and swiftly on this terrorist amongst us or our progress will be jeopardized and significantly diminished. Now, I would like for everyone to hear our plan one more time for this raid." Sheriff Fitzgerald turned to his side, clicking the remote in his hands to switch to the next slide in his PowerPoint presentation. The next segment depicted a descriptive image of the squadrons that were expected to appear at the church-turned-cult building. 

The United States government had confirmed involvement, preparing to send forces of the Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco, Firearms, and Explosives next to the local North Carolina law enforcement units as additional reinforcements for this rescue/seek and destroy operation. The screen displayed a full blueprint layout of the church, showing drawn arrows with color codes for ATF, FBI, and law enforcement flanking routes. "ATF are expected to flank from the back of the building in the event we are ambushed, which should not happen as they're excellent and deadeyes at their job," Fitzgerald pointed out. "FBI are gonna take the side of the building in case any of the shitheads try to make a run for it. And then we will meet them in the front, giving 'em nowhere to go. All on national television by aerial support. Now I must warn ya, boys; Rory knows we have a warrant issued for his arrest, so he's not gonna budge at first. But do not, and I mean do not, respond with aggression unless he asks for it. Please, we can't have civilian casualties if possible!"
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