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      I made it to the door and yanked the knob with sweaty hands, but it wouldn’t open. I swung around. Ken emerged from beneath a library table across the room. He held the knife. Tim lay flat on his back with a pool of blood around his head. Though I’d never been violent in the past, I hoped I’d killed him.

      Ken strode over to the body and commanded, “Get up.”

      Tim stood. He straightened his nose, fetched two teeth from the floor, and reinserted them. Then he lifted the hem of his robe and swiped blood from his face. He looked at me and grinned. “Naughty, naughty.”
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        “In company with Stephen King”

        ~Alfred Runte, Author & Historian
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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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        Friday, November 13th, 2015

      

      

      Halfway through translating a chapter on demons, I saw the library door open, and Brother Jordan poked his head into the room. “You have two visitors.”

      I sat back in the chair, surprised. “Who?”

      “Brothers Morrison and Lane from the Benedictine monastery on Orcas Island. They said it’s important.”

      What could it be? How did they know where to find me? Were monks gossips? I recalled the World War Two slogan, “Loose lips sink ships.” Then I reminded myself of the date—Friday the 13th. I was free of the curse. Time I started acting like it. “Thank you, Brother. Please show them in.”

      Patty Allen, the old medium who lost her life trying to help me, stated I would be in peril until the following Friday, the 13th. That day finally arrived. The Seattle coven of witches intended to kill me as part of a ritual to restore youth and bring wealth and power to its members, but they needed to do so before today. I eluded them by hiding in the St. Francis Monastery outside Yakima, Washington. Giddy with relief and the joy of being alive, I took the opportunity that morning to post about it on my Steven Metcalf (my real name) Facebook page. I glanced at the photos on the site—me grinning in Red Square when I arrived at the University of Washington, hanging out with other grad students at a local pub, pictures of friends and family. My former life.

      Using social media in the Witness Protection Program was verboten, but I took care. I didn’t reveal my location or the real reason for my absence, but I did apologize to family and friends for “going dead” for many months and said I would soon be among the living.

      During my stay at the monastery, I did my best to help the brothers as much as possible, working in their orchards and assisting in producing their juice, apple butter, pies, and renowned hard cider. I never left the monastery grounds, where most monks were cloistered. Only the abbot knew the real reason for my being here. Since I wasn’t a member of this order, the abbot gave me leave to spend my non-working time in the monastery’s excellent library, which contained a surprising number of liberal titles, such as Ulysses and Sons and Lovers.

      I didn’t know when I’d be leaving the monastery. Participating in the Witness Protection Program was something I owed to Detective Hunter, formerly of the Seattle Police Department, now deceased—another person who lost his life on my behalf. And I owed it to him to wait until they gave me the green light. Moreover, I had come to appreciate life in the monastery.

      In addition, I wanted to complete a translation of a truly significant find: the library contained a dusty, leather-bound copy of Friar Anton Liguerre’s The Devil’s Legions, a fantastic compendium in Latin of the supernatural and ways to defeat it. No one seemed to know how this 16th-century tome ended up in a Yakima monastery. Abbot Rodale permitted me to copy it by hand (the abbot, it seems, is a traditionalist). Instead, I’ve been putting my translation into their old desktop computer and backing it up on two thumb drives and the cloud. I know Latin and can read the text without translation, but the abbot mentioned that the volume would not be leaving with me when my stay was through.

      The November light faded as it shone through the many stained-glass windows of the library. I paused my work to switch on the lights in the room. I also lit a large white candle on a four-foot-high, iron, cross-shaped stand. I usually didn’t bother with the candle, but today seemed special. I returned to my wooden seat and resumed my work.

      A few minutes later, Brother Jordan ushered two black-clad monks into the room. Brother Jordan nodded to me and shut the door as he left.

      The visitors pushed back their cowls, and I involuntarily gulped. Tim Lane and Ken Morrison shared a jail cell with me back in Seattle. Later, they used their car to hit a possessed derelict who was attacking me—not out of any altruism. They did it to frustrate another coven so Maara and the rest of the Seattle conclave could kill me themselves.

      “Long time no see,” said Tim.

      “It’s been a minute,” Ken added. “Maara sends her regards. She’d be here too, but she’s due in a couple of weeks and didn’t want to risk it.”

      My mind raced, realizing she survived the police shooting and now carried our child.

      Tim grinned. “Not only did we drive across the state to see you, but we went the extra mile to fit in.” He bent over and pointed at the shaved circle on top of his head.

      Ken shook his shaved head, a look of remorse on his face. “That was before we learned Pope Paul the Sixth abolished it way back in ’72.”

      “Yeah,” Tim said. “Bring back the good ol’ days.”

      Ken shrugged. “It’ll grow back.” He started to approach my worktable. “I suppose you’re wondering why we’re here.”

      Tim reached into a fold of his robe and produced a dagger with a jewel-encrusted pommel. Maara, my former lover and would-be executioner, threatened me with the same blade eight months ago. He leered at me.

      Despite growing anxiety, I stood and leaned on the table to face them. “You guys missed another memo—it’s Friday, November 13th. The time for killing me has passed.”

      Ken shook his head. “You’re misinformed.” He gestured around the room. “Like books from a library, it’s been renewed.”

      My heart leaped to my throat, and I tried to swallow it back down.

      Ken bolted around one end of the table, and Tim ran around the other. I hoisted my wooden chair and drove it into Tim as I raced toward him. One leg caught Tim full in the face with a crunch. He flew back and landed on the floor, the knife clanging as he dropped it. The blade skittered away on the wooden floor, and Ken dove after it. I leaped over Tim’s body and raced for the door.

      “Help!” I yelled as I ran. “Help!” I didn’t know what the monks could do, but it was worth a try.

      I made it to the door and yanked the knob with sweaty hands, but it wouldn’t open. I swung around. Ken emerged from beneath a library table across the room. He held the knife. Tim lay flat on his back with a pool of blood around his head. Though I’d never been violent in the past, I hoped I’d killed him.

      Ken strode over to the body and commanded, “Get up.”

      Tim stood. He straightened his nose, fetched two teeth from the floor, and reinserted them. Then he lifted the hem of his robe and swiped blood from his face. He looked at me and grinned. “Naughty, naughty.”

      Liguerre’s book stated that religious items could be used to great effect against witches. I grabbed the large candleholder shaped like a crucifix and yanked the burning white candle free of the spike. I flung the candle at Tim and pegged him on the forehead.

      “Ouch!” he shouted. “Hey, pick on Ken for a while.”

      Ken raced in my direction, holding the dagger before him. I held out the spiked top of the candle stand—longer than Ken’s reach. He stopped short and tried to knock the candle stand away with his free hand. I let the top swing away and brought the base up to catch him on the chin. Now Ken fell back. I stepped forward and slammed the bottom of the stand down hard on his head. He did not get up. I looked at Tim, crouched as if ready to spring. He surprised me by standing and waving his hands before him, saying, “What we have here is a failure to communicate.”

      I made a guttural sound and ran toward him, holding the spiked top to the candle stand before me like a spear. The spike entered Tim’s chest as a look of surprise flashed across his bloody face. He fell backward to the floor and burst into flames.

      “Holy shit,” I said between gasps for air, rank with the scent of burning flesh.

      I turned. Ken was also ablaze. I noticed the sizzling and crackling sounds for the first time as fire ate at his and Tim’s remains. The smoke detector on the library ceiling seemed a little late, but now chimed in with an ear-shattering shriek. The double doors to the library burst open, and the entryway filled with stunned-looking monks. Several held fire extinguishers, but they weren’t needed. In just a few moments, the assailants were reduced to two identical piles of ash. The flames flickered and died away.
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