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      This one is for Mel Odom, who got me writing again. Thank you, my friend. You rock!
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      Survivor’s guilt hangs around long after you think you’re done with it. If I hadn’t stopped at the grocery store on the way home from work that day, maybe I’d have been there in time to save them. If I’d arrived just a little sooner, maybe I’d have heard the gunshots, and wouldn’t have frozen when I saw my family. Maybe I’d have been quicker to fight back when the men the police referred to as a “home invasion crew” attacked me.

      I shook the memory away before it sent me down the dark rabbit hole of revenge.

      I stared at an article spread out on the table before me. A business card sat beside it. The man who’d given it to me had just left, and I hated him for sending me down the spiral once again.

      The clipping was from The Guadalupe County Communicator, a weekly newspaper from a small town in New Mexico called Santa Rosa.

      I picked up the business card. It read Peter Chessman - Occult Specialist, and had a phone number. What I wanted to do was crumple up the card, toss it in the trash, and spend a hundred bucks on whiskey. Instead, I pushed my brain through the booze, and thought about meeting Chessman earlier that evening.

      “I’ve been looking for you,” the skinny man had said, taking a barstool two seats down from me.

      Jake’s was a dimly lit dive bar I’d been frequenting since renting a hole-in-the-wall studio apartment in Albuquerque. I fit right in with the rundown clientele, but this guy was definitely out of place.

      The man had pasty skin, long white hair, and was dressed in black from his boots to his slacks to his button-up shirt. He wore a black trench coat over his get-up that seemed to have swallowed him whole. In spite of the white hair, I put his age at maybe thirty.

      “I have a proposition for you, good sir,” he said.

      I sipped my whiskey, gave him a side-eyed glance, and growled, “I don’t sleep with men.”

      “Good,” he said. “I prefer my men under fifty. Plus, I’m not sure if you’ve looked in a mirror lately, Mr. Hunter, but you won’t be attracting anyone with a face like that.”

      My nose did a zigzag down my face, and my ears looked like lumps of cauliflower nailed into my skull. I’d shaved my head a few nights back, and I’d cut myself more times than I cared to admit, but it didn’t matter because my entire body was crisscrossed with scars.

      “You’d be surprised,” I said, and slammed the last of my whiskey.

      Joe the bartender, a middle-aged man whose wife left him last week, moved over without me having to ask, and refilled my glass with Jameson. I was a regular, and I tipped well. I also listened to him bitch about Betty doing him wrong for three solid hours. He was a good guy, and I listened partly because I felt guilty. After all, his wife had strayed into my arms a few times. So maybe I’d done him wrong, too.

      The white-haired guy swiveled on his stool, and stuck out his right hand. He wore rings on every finger. One had a pentagram, another an ankh, and the other two were skulls.

      “Peter Chessman,” he said.

      I looked at his hand like it might give me leprosy.

      “Don’t tell me you’re a homophobe,” he said, keeping his hand out there.

      “I don’t care who you fuck,” I said. “I just don’t want to know you.”

      “I’ll trade you some advice for your help,” he said, hand still hanging out there.

      “Fuck off.”

      He sighed. “If you grew a short beard, you’d cover up some of those scars,” he said, taking his hand back.

      “I earned these scars, pal.”

      “Well, you should at least dress with more style. That T-shirt has more holes in it than a colander. And those oil-stained jeans are atrocious. I do like the boots, though.”

      I sipped my whiskey, and ignored him.

      “Let’s try this another way,” he said. “If I buy you a bottle of whiskey, will you join me in one of the booths at the back? I promise not to put any moves on you. I just want to discuss something, but I want some privacy.”

      It was eight o’clock, and other than Mad Marty at the end of the bar, and Joe, who was busy feeling sorry for himself, there was nobody else here. The place didn’t start hopping until ten on a normal night, and probably not at all on a Sunday.

      The jukebox clicked through a cycle, and decided to play a song for us. Bachman Turner Overdrive’s “Takin’ Care of Business” filled the nearly empty bar.

      “Mr. Hunter,” Chessman said. “Will you at least do me the courtesy of listening? I’ll throw in a hundred dollars on top of the Jameson.”

      I grimaced, but truth be told, I could use the hundred bucks.

      I sighed. “Joe, give me a bottle. Charge this asshole.” I cocked a thumb at Chessman.

      “Anything for you?” Joe asked Chessman.

      “Do you have absinthe?”

      “What the fuck is that?”

      “Never mind. I’ll have vodka straight up with just a twist of lemon.”

      Joe slid a bottle of Jameson across the bar to me, then poured a glass of vodka for Chessman. He twisted a slice of lemon over the drink, and tossed it in the glass.

      Chessman pulled a hundred dollar bill from his pocket, and handed it to Joe. “Keep the change.”

      “Don’t mind if I do,” Joe said, raising an eyebrow, and giving the kid a nod. “You let me know if you need anything else.”

      Chessman climbed off his stool. He stood six feet tall, but couldn’t have weighed a buck twenty soaking wet. Again he extended his hand.

      “If you’re going to drink with me, you’re at least going to shake my hand.”

      “Where’s my hundred?” I asked.

      He grinned, pulled another bill from his pocket and handed it to me.

      I made it disappear. Then I stuck my right hand out. “Mark Hunter.”

      “Peter Chessman,” he said, and shook my hand.

      He had a better grip than I expected, and when I looked in his eyes, I realized that part of the effeminate routine was a put-on.

      He pointed to a booth in the back, away from the jukebox. “Over here should work.”

      I took the seat in the corner, so I could keep an eye on the door. Old habits die hard. I sipped my whiskey, and set the bottle on the table off to my right.

      “I’m all ears,” I said.

      He studied my ears. “How many concussions have you had?” he asked.

      “What do you want, Chessman?”

      “I want the Portam Immortalitatis, but that will have to wait.”

      “I don’t know what that is.”

      He grinned. “It’s a book.”

      “You want me to get you a book?”

      “No. I’ll get the book myself when the time is right. And it’s not what I want that matters right now. I work for Theodore Elwood Bryant’s widow, Victoria.”

      “And that’s supposed to mean something to me?”

      He leaned toward me. “You’ve never heard of Theodore Elwood Bryant?”

      I shrugged. “Can’t say as I have.”

      “All right. Are you aware of the Azariel Prophecy?”

      “No,” I lied.

      He studied me some more. Sipped his vodka. Narrowed his gaze. “Azariel,” he said. “I know you’ve heard the name.”

      “The Little Mermaid?” I asked.

      “That’s Ariel,” he said, rolling his eyes.

      “Whatever.”

      He hesitated, then said, “I heard what happened to you with the Order of the Covenant.”

      “We’re done here,” I said, biting back on my anger. “Get out.”

      “Oh, it seems I touched a nerve.”

      I pointed at the door. “Go.”

      “I paid a hundred dollars for you to talk to me,” he said.

      “You didn’t specify for how long, and you just wore out your welcome.”

      “But there are lives at stake. And this job pays ten thousand dollars whether it takes one week or two.”

      I slid out of the booth, and towered over him. “Don’t make me throw you out of here.”

      “But those little girls will die, Mark.”

      I wasn’t about to take that bait. Instead, I started to reach for him.

      He put his hands up.

      “Fine,” he said. He lowered a hand, and reached into his pocket.

      “You can’t buy more time with me, asshole.”

      “I wasn’t trying to,” he said, and placed a newspaper clipping on the table. “Excuse me.”

      I stepped back to give him room to stand.

      He tossed a business card on top of the article.

      “Call me,” he said.

      He straightened his coat, and left the bar.

      I stood there fuming. I didn’t like to be reminded of the past. I drank to keep it away.

      His business card sat on the clipping like an accusation. The headline on the paper caught my eye, as he knew it would.

      LOCAL FAMILY SLAUGHTERED, GIRLS MISSING.

      I closed my eyes for a moment.

      “Not my problem,” I whispered to myself. “Not my problem.” Like a mantra.

      Then I moved his card off to the side, stood there, and read the article. I looked at the pictures of the Watson family. An old wedding photo of a happy middle-class couple, Barry and Susan. And three school photos: two girls, Ashley and Amber, twelve-year-old twins, and a seven-year-old boy named Ethan.

      Ethan was dead. Ashley and Amber were missing, and neighbors claimed to have seen them carried out of the house, and thrown into the back of a white van by three men in delivery uniforms.

      That vehicle had been recovered on the side of Interstate 40. The police found bloodstains in the back, but no fingerprints.

      There was another photo of the living room wall, and a symbol scrawled across it of a question mark in a circle with a slash through it. The dot at the bottom of the question mark was done up as an upside-down pentagram, known to many as the sigil of Baphomet.

      I recognized the symbol.

      It had been scrawled in blood in my house twenty years ago by the men who murdered my family and nearly killed me.

      Had it really been that long?

      Teresa’s face swam into focus in my memory, but I didn’t see her as she’d been in life because I can never get the crime scene out of my head. Her blonde hair stained with red, her nose askew, and her teeth scattered across the floor. My step-daughter, Dawn, with a self-inflicted gunshot wound to the head, and my son, Zachary, lying beside her in a puddle of blood.

      I drew a deep breath, then took a pull on the bottle of whiskey.

      I pushed the guilt aside, sat down, poured myself another drink, and read the article again. A policeman identified as Officer Todd Shelton blamed MS-13, a gang that liked to wield machetes.

      The murder was not MS-13. Nor was it a normal home invasion crew.

      I knew exactly what it was.

      A Satanic cult.

      The Order of the Covenant to be specific.

      It couldn’t be the same branch that killed my family, of course. No, I’d already killed those sons of bitches, and I had the scars to prove it.

      But that symbol. The circle with the slash was a particular message. The same one they’d left in my house so many years ago.

      It meant, Don’t cross Azariel.

      If Chessman thought I was going to face off against another branch of the Order, he had another thing coming.

      Nothing I could do would bring back the Watson family. And the police and the FBI were already searching for the girls. They were trained to recognize Satanic cult activity, though the symbols used by the Order of the Covenant were not present in law enforcement literature. Never had been, never will be. The Order had politicians in their pockets.

      “Not my problem,” I said again.

      I closed my eyes, trying to forget the past.
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      Next thing I knew, Joe was shaking me awake.

      “Mark,” he said. “It’s two-thirty. You don’t have to go home, but you can’t stay here.”

      I ran my hands over my face. An empty glass lay on top of the clipping and an empty bottle of Jameson stood on Peter Chessman’s card. I didn’t remember drinking the bottle.

      “Thanks, Joe,” I said, and pushed myself to my feet. The room spun, but I was a professional drunk, so I did a slight weave to the left and found my balance.

      I started toward the exit, but sighed and went back to the booth. I grabbed the clipping and the card, telling myself I’d throw them away when I got home. The lies we tell ourselves are the easiest to believe.

      Chessman’s words echoed in my head as I staggered the three blocks to my rundown apartment. Those little girls will die.

      After I killed the last of the men who’d murdered my family, four members of the Order of the Covenant found me, and worked me over. They broke the fingers on my left hand one by one then pulled knives and threated to cut off pieces of me until I agreed to stop hunting them.

      I told them to just kill me and get it over with, but instead, they changed tactics, pulled out a list of names and current addresses.

      They read them off to me.

      My sister, my cousins, my old friends, my ex-lovers.

      If I refused to sign the agreement, they would kill not only me, but everyone on that list.

      I signed the damn contract.

      In blood.

      I spent the next year making the rounds to find everyone from the list so I could warn them. I knew the Order was watching, so I made sure that each of them publicly broke off all contact with me.

      I hadn’t spoken to any of them in all the years since. The odds anyone from the Order was still watching them seemed impossibly small. But I knew they kept track of me. I was a threat. And by that rationale, they very well could be keeping track of everyone else, even though I hadn’t made contact with any of them in nearly nineteen years.

      I unlocked my apartment door, and shoved it open. A bad smell assaulted my nostrils. Must be time to take out the trash. I looked around my shoddy little place. There were holes in the walls, leaky faucets, tattered furniture that even the worst thrift store would deem unworthy for resale, and some dirty clothes on the floor.

      Living the high life.

      If I tried to help the Watson twins, the Order of the Covenant would come after me. Chessman’s offer of money meant nothing because I knew I wouldn’t be alive to spend it. I kept telling myself it was better to be alive, but I didn’t really believe it. I’d been going through the motions for so long, I didn’t know why I even bothered. One look at my apartment told me I didn’t have anything to lose.

      Ashley and Amber had their entire lives ahead of them. But only if they could be saved.

      I looked at the clipping again, and checked the date. October 14. The murder had taken place on October 12.

      Aleister Crowley’s birthday.

      Cute.

      Today was October 20th. No, it was after midnight, so it was the 21st. The cult would do one of three things: sell the girls to the highest bidder, try to turn the girls with isolation and brainwashing techniques, or they would sacrifice them on Samhain.

      We had ten days.

      “What are you thinking?” I said aloud. After all, I was out of it. I could steer clear. This had nothing to do with me.

      But from the moment I looked at the pictures of the girls, part of me knew I needed to help. I could argue with myself, but that would simply waste time, so I cut to the chase and just admitted it.

      If I helped, there was a small chance I could save those girls. If I didn’t help, they were dead for sure. Ashley and Amber deserved to live a lot more than I did.

      When I tossed the clipping onto the couch, the business card fell onto the floor. I sighed, picked it up, flicked my finger against Chessman’s name, and tucked it into my back pocket.

      I didn’t have a phone, so I left my apartment, and walked two blocks to the gas station/convenience store called Debbie’s Dew Drop In.

      Phyllis, an older woman with blue hair and an unlit cigarette perpetually balanced on the edge of her lip, sat behind the counter reading some gossip rag. She’d quit smoking a few years back, but liked the feel of her old habit. I pulled the door open, setting off a bing-bong sound, and Phyllis stood up. She tossed the magazine on the counter.

      “You got that ten bucks you owe me?” she asked, cigarette bobbing as she spoke.

      “I don’t owe you ten dollars,” I said.

      “Well, hell,” she said. “It was worth a shot. What do you want, Mark?”

      “I need to use your phone.”

      She scratched the back of her neck. “That’ll cost you ten bucks.”

      She grinned and removed the cigarette. “Just messing with you,” she said, pointing the cigarette at me. “If you had ten bucks, you wouldn’t be wearing that ratty old shirt.”

      “I like this shirt,” I said.

      “Oh, yeah, nice shirt … ten years ago,” she said, and stuck the cigarette back on her lip. For a moment I thought it might fall as she bent down and took the old-fashioned rotary dial phone from beneath the counter, but the cigarette managed to stay put. Phyllis set the phone down hard enough for it to ding. “Some girl in her twenties wanted to use the phone the other day. Couldn’t figure out how to place a call. Kids these days.”

      “It’s a different world,” I said, and pulled out Peter Chessman’s business card. I dialed the number but the call went right to voicemail.

      “You know the drill,” Chessman’s recorded voice said.

      I waited for the beep, then left him a message. “I’m in.” I left him my address, and hung up.

      “What are you in?” Phyllis asked.

      “Trouble.”

      “Yeah? What else is new?” She grabbed her magazine and threw herself back in her chair. The cigarette dangled but held on.

      “Coffee fresh?” I asked.

      “Nope.”

      She flipped to the article she’d been reading and ignored me.

      I walked over to the drink station, poured myself a cup of old coffee, and returned to the register.

      She looked up at me without lowering her magazine.

      “What now?”

      I held up the coffee.

      She grimaced. “Just throw a couple of bucks on the counter. I’ll ring it up later.”

      I took a sip. “This is nasty and old.”

      “Still gonna cost you two bucks. No free rides.”

      I tossed a couple of ones on the counter and left the station as a black hearse wheeled into the lot and parked beside me.

      The passenger window buzzed down.

      “Get in,” Chessman said.

      I tried to open the door but it was locked.

      “Sorry,” he said, and hit a button.

      The door unlocked.

      I slid into the seat.

      A black curtain separated the front from the business end of the hearse. I couldn’t resist pulling the curtain aside to peer into the back.

      I half-expected a coffin. Instead, the back was filled with boxes, suitcases, and an air mattress with a couple of blankets and a pillow.

      “You live in this?”

      “Sometimes.”

      “Charming.”

      “Which way to your place?” he asked.

      “I gave you my address on the phone.”

      “I didn’t bother writing it down because I was watching you from across the way.”

      He was better than I thought because I hadn’t noticed him, and even though I was still buzzed, I tend to feel when I’m being watched. Then again, I always felt like I was being watched, so maybe I needed to reassess my situational awareness.

      I pointed. “Couple of blocks down that way.”

      “Cool. I need to use your restroom.”

      “There’s a restroom inside the gas station here.”

      “I hate public toilets,” he said, and wheeled out onto the street.

      When he pulled up to my apartment, his stomach rumbled and he frowned. “Maybe I should have risked the gas station.”

      I got out of the hearse and unlocked the apartment door.

      Chessman brushed past me into the apartment, ran into the restroom, and closed the door.

      While he took care of his business, the BTO song played in my head. I grabbed my gym bag and stuffed my few belongings into it. Some clothing, and a Donald Hamilton book I’d been reading. Then I had to wait for Chessman to finish so I could get my toothbrush, toothpaste, and razor.

      It was a long wait.

      Finally, the toilet flushed.

      He stepped out into the apartment and made a beeline for the front door like someone had set his socks on fire.

      “I’ll wait in the car,” he said.

      A wall of the ghastliest smell slammed into me, and I thought I might puke.

      I grabbed my bag and vacated the apartment. When I climbed into the hearse, I said, “What the hell did you eat?”

      He grinned. “Something I regret,” he said.

      “Me, too. I’ll pick up a new toothbrush and such on the road.”

      “Sorry, my stomach has been acting up since I learned about the girls.”

      “All right,” I said.

      He nodded, and pulled out his cellphone. He plugged it into a car charger, and punched up a map program. He kept tapping the screen.

      “You can’t just ask it for directions?” I asked.

      “It’s busted. I keep meaning to get a new phone, but they cost too damn much.”

      “Says the man throwing hundred dollar bills around like they mean nothing.”

      “Not my money,” he said. “Okay, and, start.” He jabbed his index finger at the phone once more.

      The phone spoke out directions, and he started driving.

      “You can’t consider a new phone a business expense?”

      “I probably could, but we’re on a tight schedule.”

      “Right.”

      “What kind of weapons do you have?” he asked. “Maybe a Glock or a Sig Sauer?”

      “I don’t own a gun,” I said.

      “Why not?”

      I didn’t answer him. The truth was that if I owned a gun, it would only be a matter of time before I’d put it in my mouth and pull the trigger.

      Hardly the right tone to set for a road trip. After all, he might think I was along for the ride in the hopes that one of the cultists would save me the trouble of killing myself.

      And who knows? Maybe he’d be right.
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      Chessman pulled onto I-40 heading east. He rubbed his eyes.

      “Any chance you could drive?” he asked.

      “I’m still drunk.”

      “Yeah? You don’t seem drunk.”

      “I’m a professional.”

      He nodded. “Look, I drove twelve hours from L.A to get to Albuquerque, and only dozed a bit while you drank yourself to oblivion. It’s less than two hours to Santa Rosa, but my eyelids weigh more than the Eiffel Tower.”

      “I don’t have a driver’s license.”

      “But you know how to drive.”

      I shrugged, and closed my eyes. Yes, I was being an asshole.

      “If I fall asleep and we die in a horrible wreck, don’t blame me,” he said.

      “You’d be doing us a favor,” I said. “When the Order of the Covenant catches us, they’ll take their time. They’ll start by plucking out our fingernails one by one with a pair of pliers. Then the toenails. Same thing. One at a time. Have you ever had needles jammed into your eyes?”

      “Not since last Tuesday,” he said, and pushed a button to turn on the radio.

      Some goth metal song filled the air, and I couldn’t understand a word of it.

      Chessman bobbed his head in time with the pounding of the drums.

      My head felt like it might explode. So I wasn’t the only asshole.

      As we drove through the winding hills at the east end of Albuquerque, he lost signal. The song came in and out, interrupted by static. He gave up, and turned it off.

      “Thanks for coming,” he said.

      I pretended to be asleep.

      “Seriously,” he said. “I don’t think I could do this alone.”

      Again, I remained silent.

      He drew a deep breath, and let it out slowly. He gave his head a vigorous shake, and tried to focus on the road.

      The headlights carved out two splashes of highway weaving through the hills. Not another car on the road.

      I drifted off, and didn’t open my eyes until I felt the car slowing down as we eased off the highway down an exit ramp to Santa Rosa.

      “Looks like we made it,” I said, straightening up.

      “Thank you, Barry Manilow,” he said, and flipped on his turn signal. It ticked loudly in the still of the morning. The sun wouldn’t poke its head up for another hour or so.

      Chessman turned right, then took a left into a motel parking lot. “Wait here,” he said, as he stopped in front of the office.

      He got out, ran his hands through his hair, stretched, then entered the office. I watched through the glass window as he tapped a bell on the counter. He turned to look out at the car, then back to the counter as an old woman came out of a back room.

      A few minutes later, he returned to the car. “We’re in room twenty-seven.”

      “You didn’t get two rooms?”

      “There are two beds. Don’t worry, I won’t expect you to cuddle.”

      “So this Bryant person has you watching your pennies?”

      He ignored me, started the car, backed out, then drove across the parking lot.

      I climbed out of the hearse, and stretched. I was still a little buzzed, but I knew I could get more sleep. The air was a bit chilly, hanging out in the mid-thirties.

      Chessman looked around at the cars and trucks parked in front of darkened rooms. It was a cheap place, and the sound of the occasional car whooshing by on the highway interrupted the crickets.

      “Hard to believe a brutal murder took place here last week,” he said.

      “No it’s not,” I said.

      He unlocked the door. I grabbed my bag from the car, entered the motel room, and clicked on the light.

      The room was a lot nicer than my apartment, but that wasn’t a high bar. I tossed my bag on the floor by the wall, went into the restroom to take a piss, then stared at my reflection in the mirror. I looked the way I felt—old and tired. Where had the years gone?

      Chessman knocked on the bathroom door.

      “You going to be long in there?” he asked.

      I frowned, turned, and opened the door. “I’m done.”

      “Good,” he said, and slipped past me into the restroom. He closed the door even as I was exiting.

      Great. I knew I was going to regret sharing a room. I wished he’d invested in some Imodium.

      I stripped down to my underwear, and was relieved when I heard the toilet flush. I sat down on the bed closest to the bathroom. Had he not been taking a piss, I’d have taken the bed closest to the front door.

      Chessman exited the bathroom, wiping his hands on his black slacks. He glanced at me.

      “Wow,” he said. “They really did a number on you.”

      Bullet wounds, white lines from knife wounds, welts from a bullwhip, cigarette burns, you name it. All of them decorated my body.

      He removed his jacket, and draped it over a chair. Then he opened his suitcase, which he’d placed on the luggage rack, and dug through it for his toiletry kit.

      He gave me a nod. “Just gonna brush my teeth before I go to bed.”

      “I’ll alert the media,” I said.

      When he finally made it to the bed, he wore black boxer briefs, and had his long hair in a ponytail. Tattoos of various protective sigils marked his skin.

      “Protection from evil,” he said when he saw me staring. He pointed to various tattoos, and named off the demons they were supposed to protect him from.

      I sighed, and shook my head. “You know those won’t do you any good, right?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Wasn’t demons who took those little girls.”

      He rolled his eyes. “I know that.”

      I vaulted to my feet, grabbed him, and shoved him against the wall. I jabbed him in the gut five times fast, not hard, just enough to make my point. He didn’t have time to react.

      I leaned close and whispered in his ear, “You just remember that those pretty little sigils won’t stop normal people with knives, bullets, or fists.”

      He stared at me, silent.

      I patted him on the shoulder. “Sleep well, kid.”

      I climbed into bed, turned out the light, and didn’t say another word.
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      We got a late start because the curtains were heavy and blocked out the sun. By the time we got up, it was already noon. We’d managed maybe six hours of sleep, which was fine with me, but Chessman staggered around like a zombie.

      While I was in the shower, Chessman picked up breakfast at McDonald’s. Sausage Egg McMuffins and coffee.

      I threw on some blue jeans and a black T-shirt. This one didn’t have any holes. Then I grabbed the take-out bag and fished out my sandwiches.

      Chessman showered while I ate.

      When he exited the bathroom, he was fully dressed, though his hair was wet.

      “I figure our first stop should be the police station,” he said. “You have any warrants?”

      I just looked at him.

      He grinned. “I know. I ran a background check on you. No warrants, which I have to admit surprised me considering the fact that you killed quite a few people.”

      I sipped my coffee.

      “I figure someone at DOJ pulled some strings for you because you saved Senator Donaldson’s daughter. Am I right?”

      I took another sip and pulled the curtain open to gaze out at the parking lot. Most of the cars were gone. A motel like this primarily catered to weary travelers, so we were the only people staying on for more than a night.

      A large sign that simply read Cafe stood at the edge of the parking lot, but the building next to the motel where the cafe used to be looked long abandoned.

      “You don’t like talking about your past,” he said.

      “Are we going to talk to Officer Shelton?” I asked.

      “That’s the plan.” He donned his long jacket.

      “It’s probably sixty degrees out there,” I said.

      “So?” he said, adjusting his jacket collar.

      I frowned. “Lead on, MacDuff.”

      “You mean ‘Lay on, MacDuff,’” he said.

      I just stared at him.

      “Macbeth?”

      I continued staring.

      “It’s a play. By Shakespeare. Never mind. I’ll lead on.”

      Yes, I’d read Macbeth, but I got a perverse pleasure out of letting him try to explain things. At this point, I wasn’t particularly fond of Peter Chessman, and if I could get under his skin by being silent, I was fine with that. It was clear he’d done his research on me, or had it provided by the stingy billionaire.

      There were a few things that in the light of day started nibbling at the back of my head. First, why would the widow of some billionaire give two shits about a murder on the far side of the country? Second, why would she hire Peter Chessman to recruit me? It didn’t make any sense. I didn’t like it when things made no sense.

      There were reasons for everything.

      I decided not to let Chessman into my head. I would work with him to try to save the girls. I didn’t care so much about the money, though it would come in handy. Mostly, I couldn’t get the pictures of Ashley and Amber out of my head. They looked so innocent. And their brother, Ethan, was about the same age as my son Zachary had been. The girls’ blond hair reminded me of Teresa, of course. I’m not a psychiatrist, but I understood how I made the connection to my own family from that damned article. Chessman knew I would, and that’s why he left the damn clipping. I didn’t like being manipulated, and I didn’t like him.

      It’s one thing to ignore the world entirely. If you don’t know about the evil shit going down, it’s easy to go about your life no matter how much you’d like it to be over. When you do know about it, things get a little tougher. Most things are beyond our ability to do anything about. Reading about some horrible thing the government has done goes beyond what Liam Neeson would call my “particular set of skills.” But little girls taken by a Satanic cult? I could do something about that, and if they killed me, I probably had it coming.

      After all, I was just a drunk loser sleeping with dissatisfied married women as I counted down the days until I drank myself to death. Too many nights, I drank away the pain of knowing I could do more to stop evil men from doing evil things.

      Doing nothing didn’t make me an evil man per se, but I was at least evil adjacent. The world dies when good men do nothing. Some part of me buried deep inside still wanted to believe it was possible to be good, and that such things mattered.

      But what about Peter Chessman? What did he get out of this?

      Chessman snapped his fingers in front of my face.

      “Earth to Hunter,” he said.

      “What?” I said.

      “Are you coming?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Good. For a second, I thought you got trapped in a David Carradine Kung Fu flashback. Can’t let the bad guys get away while you try to snatch a grasshopper from some old monk’s hand.”

      “Pebble,” I said.

      “What?”

      “It doesn’t matter,” I said. “Let’s go.”

      We climbed into the hearse, and Peter drove us about five blocks south to a double-wide trailer on the west side of the road. He wheeled into the parking lot and parked between two police cars.

      Turned out the double-wide trailer was the police station. I guess the budget didn’t allow for an actual building.

      We entered, and a middle-aged woman at a desk glanced up from shuffling through some papers.

      “Can I help you?” she asked.

      Chessman gave her a nod. “We’re here to see Todd Shelton.”

      “Is he expecting you?”

      “No, but we have information about the Watson murder case. He’ll want to talk to us.”

      She rolled her chair back and shouted down the hallway. “Todd? Two men are here to see you.”

      “Send them back.”

      She looked at us. “First door on the right,” she said, pointing.

      We walked around her desk. On the other side of the room, a dispatcher was speaking into a microphone, but I couldn’t hear what she was saying. The hallway had pictures of former policemen. Chessman knocked on the open door to Shelton’s office.

      “Officer Shelton?” he asked.

      “That’s right, gentlemen. What can I do for you?”

      We entered his office. He sat behind a desk with an ancient boxy computer and a dot matrix printer. He was peeling the tractor feed strips from the sides of the paper of a report he’d just printed.

      “We’d like to talk to you about the Watson case,” Chessman said.

      “And you are?”

      “My name is Peter Chessman, and this is Mark Hunter. We work for the Bryant Foundation, which is consulting on the case.” He pulled a leather ID pouch from his coat pocket, and flipped it open to display to the officer.

      Shelton took a pair of reading glasses from beside the computer, slipped them on, then leaned forward to look at the ID.

      He glanced at me, and his face tightened. But rather than focus on me, he looked up at Chessman.

      “Can’t say as I’ve heard of the Bryant Foundation.”

      “We consult on cases dealing with cults. We have—”

      “I don’t need all that information,” Shelton said. “Ain’t my case anymore. Feds took it over due to the kidnapping. I mean, I’ll keep working the murder side here if something comes up, but there ain’t much to go on since the killers are long gone.”

      “We’re aware of that,” Chessman said.

      Shelton began tearing the pages from one another, and placing them face down on his desk in a pile. “The FBI has a copy of my file, my notes, and the pictures.”

      “Yes,” Chessman said. “I went over the file. I was hoping you might be able to tell us something that wasn’t included.”

      “Like what?”

      “Smells, for one,” Chessman said.

      Smells? I thought.

      “Smells?” Shelton asked. He stopped separating pages.

      “Chemicals? Sulfur? Anything?”

      Shelton narrowed his gaze. When he spoke, his voice came out tight and disgusted. “What I smelled when I walked into that house was shit and blood and piss.”

      “No need to get excited,” Chessman said, taking a step back. I pinched the bridge of my nose and wished I could quietly disappear, but Chessman kept right on talking. “It’s just that the … activity there could have presented certain aromas, and—”

      “Activity? Is that what you want to call it, Mr. Chessman? Activity? I’ve been on the police force here for twenty-two years, and was in the army before that. I saw men blown apart by IEDs in Iraq. I saw suicide bombers blow themselves up, leaving nothing but their heads in the middle of the blast radius. And you know what? The state of the people in that house was the worst thing I’ve ever seen in my entire life. I can’t sleep at night thinking about what all they did to that poor family. You read the report. You know all about the … the … violations.”

      Shelton crossed himself like a good Catholic, then continued.

      “You come in here dressed like some reject from a rock and roll concert, and ask about smells, and talk about what they did to that poor family as an activity? Look, you may think we’re just some Podunk department because we ain’t got a fancy building or new computers, but we do good police work here, goddammit.”

      “I didn’t say anything about—”

      “We care about the people we serve. The damn Feds are welcome to that case. I knew the Watson family. My daughter went to school with their little girls. You want to ask me about smells? Get the fuck out of here with that bullshit.”

      Chessman reached into his pocket and took out a sheet of official looking paper with FBI stamps on it. “This is authorization for us to check the murder scene ourselves.”

      Shelton slapped the paper out of Chessman’s hand. “Get the fuck out of here.”

      The paper fluttered to the floor.

      “I was just letting you know out of professional courtesy—”

      “Did I stutter? Get out.”

      “Thank you for your time,” Chessman said, bending down to get the paper, and we left.

      The receptionist glared at us as we passed. Voices carried in that small department.

      Outside, Chessman said, “That went well.”

      “Smells?” I asked. “Activity? What the fuck?”

      “Demons leave aromas behind them like rotten eggs or sulfur.”

      He unlocked the car and went around to the driver’s side. I stared at him over the roof of the car.

      “What did I tell you before?”

      “Not to worry about demons.”

      “You know why?”

      “Because you think men did this.”

      “I know men did this.”

      “But they had to be guided by demons. And if so, there will be evidence in that house.”

      I shot him a disgusted look. “You think men need demons to do evil shit? How old are you, Chessman?”

      “Thirty-one.”

      “Grow the fuck up. Listen carefully. Hell, you might even want to read my lips. I’ll say this very slowly for you so you have no excuse not to understand all four words. Are you paying attention?”

      “Those are the four words?”

      “No.”

      “Fine,” he said. “I’m listening.”

      “Four words: Demons. Do. Not. Exist.”

      His shoulders sagged, but he tried to save face. “We should still check out the house.”

      “Yes, we should. Before we go, I gotta know—is that Bryant lady some bat-shit crazy believer in demonic activity, too?”

      He slid into the car and started the engine. When I took the passenger seat, he reached to turn on the radio. I slapped his hand down.

      “I’d prefer silence right now,” I said.

      “Fine,” he said. “I just—”

      My glare said more than my mouth could, and he stopped talking.
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      The Watson house was in a quiet neighborhood filled with ranch-style homes. It looked normal, but murders happen in places that look normal all the time. Flashing lights, police tape, and investigators poking around make the place seem surreal for a time, of course. The coroner showing up to remove the bodies adds to the image. But when the police leave, and the crime scene tape comes down, the neighborhood goes right back to looking normal.

      It was true in my neighborhood two decades ago, and it was true in the Watson’s now. There was still a bit of police tape fluttering in the breeze around an oak tree in the front yard, and two strips making an X across the door as a reminder of the horror, but other than that, it looked like it had before the atrocities had been committed.

      Chessman wheeled over to the curb and shut off the engine. He took a deep breath. For a moment, I thought he wanted to say something because his eyes changed. He sniffed, turned away from me, and opened the car door. I noticed him touch the corner of his right eye as he got out of the hearse.

      My first thought was that his feelings were still hurt. But I was wrong about that, because as we approached the front door, he stopped in the yard and bent over to draw in a number of deep breaths.

      “Something wrong?” I asked.

      “I’ll be all right,” he said. “Just give me a minute. Not sure I’m ready for this. I thought I was, but now that we’re here?” He shook his head. “I don’t know.”

      “The bodies won’t be there.”

      “The blood might be.”

      “It will be.”

      After a homicide, the coroner takes the body or bodies, but they don’t hire a clean-up crew. That normally falls to the family. And since the Watson family was all gone, unless they had local relatives, the place was going to be a disgusting mess.

      Chessman straightened up, closed his eyes, and tipped his head back to take in the sun. His skin was extremely pale, and in the light, he looked like a lost kid, so far out of his element that he should go back home to his mother.

      “All right,” he said. “Let’s do this.” He flipped his keys around in his hand as he approached the door and unlocked the house.

      “Why do you have the house key on your key ring?” I asked.

      “Where else would I keep it?” he asked.

      “An evidence envelope?” I asked. “I don’t know how the FBI does things.”

      “That makes two of us,” he said, and pushed the door open.

      It was dark inside, of course, but the sunlight through the door drew a parallelogram across the floor, highlighting bloodstains in the carpet.

      “We should have brought some of those booties,” he said, trying to grin. “We might leave trace evidence behind when we go inside.”

      “They’ve already processed the scene,” I said. “They won’t do it again, so let’s get on with it.”

      “You want to go first?” he asked.

      He still looked like a kid playing dress-up, so I stepped into the house ahead of him.

      There was a slight smell of fecal matter, and more of the unforgettable aroma of death than I expected.

      Because there were still pieces of bodies on the floor.

      A few fingers, toes, and a chunk of flesh I couldn’t identify at first glance. Maybe part of a torso hacked out of one of the bodies. I tried not to look at it.

      Dried blood caked the carpet. The furniture looked like something purchased at Big Lots. A particle board bookshelf lay on its side, with the contents spilled out. A Nora Roberts hardcover titled Angels Fall lay on a dark stain, the dust jacket splattered with blood. I tried not to read anything into it. A coffee table had been smashed, shards of glass littering the floor. The faux brown leather sofa looked fine, though a bloody handprint marred the back of one of the two matching chairs.

      And of course, the symbol scrawled in blood on the wall. The question mark, the sigil of Baphomet, and the slash gave the place an even more surreal look. Especially compared to the serene paintings of ocean beaches hanging on the walls. From the slightly discolored rectangle in the paint, I suspected another painting had been where the symbol was now displayed. I didn’t see a painting on the floor, so it was probably in an evidence locker somewhere. Dusted for prints, and the full nine.

      Chessman dropped to his knees. At first I worried he was going to sniff one of the bloodstains, but instead, he gently touched his fingers to it, clearly not worried about any bloodborne pathogens. He pulled back, turned his hand over, and rubbed his fingers together. The blood was dry, so there wasn’t any residue on his skin, but he bowed his head, and his shoulders shook.

      “You all right?” I asked.

      He held up a hand, telling me to stop.

      “You go ahead,” he said. “I need a minute.”

      “Right,” I said. I figured it was his first real crime scene. When you see the blood, you can’t help but think about the person whose veins it used to course through. Now it was all spilled out, and the person was gone.

      And I knew from the death of my own family that when that much blood is spilled, the cleanup would cost a fortune, because the blood seeps through the carpet into the floorboards, and those normally have to be replaced.

      Death punches life in the face, and while we might be able to hold it off for a time, it always wins in the end.

      The kitchen looked normal. A relief, since the first thing I saw was a knife block on the counter. A toaster with a loaf of bread stood next to the knives. I walked over and looked at the bread. The expiration date was still a few days away.
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