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CHAPTER ONE


          

          HEY BOY, COME HERE
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      “I’m cooked, chat.” Logan ripped the headset from his head and stared at the screen. He’d been dominated in Call of Duty for the past two hours and was getting frustrated with his sagging performance. His viewers were dropping quickly, too. They didn’t sign up to watch him get roasted by a roving band of noobs. They subscribed to watch him dominate and talk trash. He wasn’t doing either one of them tonight. How was he going to get people to pay real money when he failed to take out what should’ve been the easiest of opponents?

      The chat at the bottom of his screen was filled with comments and making fun of him or laughing at him. More than a few laughing emojis scrolled by, and that was enough for the night. He shut everything down and got up. His dog, a golden retriever named Major, got up as well. His large tail wagged, and he breathed heavily.

      “Need to go out, boy?” Logan patted his head, and the dog headed for the back door. After slipping on his black hoodie and his red Converse All-Stars, Logan joined Major at the door.

      “Don’t bark and don’t run off. I need to study for my test. Got it?”

      Major looked up at him like a young child, a look of understanding on his face. Or so Logan thought.

      The moment he opened the door, the dog bolted for the back of their property, which jutted against fifty acres of woods.

      “Damn it!”

      Logan ran into the dark, following the wagging color of light far ahead.

      After half an hour of looking, Logan was exhausted. The chilly night air touched the back of his neck and made the hair stand on end. He looked around for any sign of the dog.

      Logan ran a hand through his newly cut hair. The pounding that had developed in his skull worked in time with his heartbeat. Steady and rhythmic. Each pulse was a terrible reminder that something wasn’t right.

      “Major!” he called out. “Major, where are you?” The pine trees swayed in the twilight. The chilly wind whistled through their branches. Logan glanced back toward his house, where only the light from the back porch pierced the growing darkness.

      Logan’s mom was out with her friends, and he was all alone. He should’ve been studying for his mid-terms. His sophomore year of high school hadn’t been going well, and he needed to ace his tests. Instead, he decided to jump on Twitch to give his small number of followers something to watch. He was trying to build up enough of an online presence that he could monetize it and help relieve some of the burden from his mom. He had a long way to go.

      As each minute ticked by in the darkness and Major hadn’t appeared from the woods, he grew more anxious.

      “Come on, Maje, where are you? I don’t want to be out here all damn night.”

      A loud, piercing yip carried across the wind. Alarm raced through Logan’s body. His eyes widened. It was Major, but he couldn’t tell exactly where it came from. Another bark, this one cut short. It echoed through the trees.

      What the hell?

      It came from ahead on his right. Logan cursed under his breath and raced into the dark trees.

      The detritus underfoot crunched as he ran. Low-hanging branches scratched his arms. The thick hoodie he wore helped protect him from the worst of them.

      “Major? Where are you, boy?”

      Logan stopped next to a maple tree and listened. He breathed heavily. Cold air filled his lungs. He cocked his head from side to side trying to find where his dog had gone.

      Another shrill cry sent shivers down his spine. The dog was in obvious pain. Whatever happened to him, it must have been terrible. Logan ran from the cover of the tree toward where he thought the sound originated. If anything happened to Major, he’d not forgive himself for it. Neither would his mom. He didn’t need to give her any more reason to be mad at him, especially with how well therapy had been going.

      A few steps ahead and he spotted a red glow in the darkness.

      Where’d that come from?

      He’d never seen anything like that before.

      The faint glow shifted and moved like smoke drifting on the breeze. He rubbed his eyes, wondering if all the time spent playing video games had messed with his vision.

      The red glow was still there, but now it had morphed into something else. It pulsed like a giant amorphous heart. He imagined it must have been the size of a person but still couldn’t figure out what it was and why it was out in the woods.

      A gust of cold air crossed his face, and the trees bent above him. Something was out of place.

      For a moment, Logan considered leaving his dog to its fate. After all, he was the stupid one to run off into the darkness. It was a cowardly thought, and he scolded himself for it. The dog’s sorrowful cries replayed in his mind, and he knew there was no way he’d leave him out there.

      Another howl, this time much louder and seeming to come from…

      The glow?

      Logan crept closer. “Major? Hey, are you there?” He dug into his pocket for his phone to turn on the flashlight and cursed. He’d forgotten it when he took the dog out.

      Stupid. You should’ve known better.

      He took a deep breath and headed for the ominous shifting light. The trees around it blended into the darkness, leaving only the glow.

      The closer he stepped, the more the hair on his arms stood up. Major growled low and angrily, though Logan still couldn’t see him. A pungent stench like roadkill baked in the sun wafted out from the mysterious glow.

      The red light seemed like it was surrounded by walls, like it was inside something. He’d never seen a cave in the woods, and he spent entire summers practically encamped out here. There wasn’t anything resembling one that he could remember. Whatever this was, it wasn’t normal.

      My head is screwed up, that’s all. I must be making this up. This isn’t real.

      For a second, he thought maybe what he was looking at was a portal from his game. A place where the zombies would burst from the darkness to eat his flesh.

      Then, something moved.

      “Major?”

      Logan took two steps forward and was suddenly yanked by his arms into the red aura. His skin burned. Major cried, a pitiful howl that settled deep into Logan’s soul.

      A deep voice boomed all around him.

      “Logan Burrow, your time has come.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER TWO


          

          WELL, THIS IS DIFFERENT
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      A fiery sensation wrapped itself around Logan, trying to squeeze the life out of him. It hurt to breathe. The forest flashed by and was now replaced with columns of flames. He turned, and the red glow was behind him, above him, far away. It didn’t make sense.

      Logan fell into the fiery pit, the flames licking hungrily at his skin. His cries echoed through the cavernous darkness, but no one heard him as he plummeted deeper into the depths of hell.

      Just as he was sure he would die, he suddenly slammed into the rocky ground, the impact jarring every bone in his body. His skull hit so hard that he thought his eyeballs exploded.

      Logan lay still for a moment, reeling from the shock of the fall.

      Every nerve was on fire, sending constant pain impulses throughout his shattered body. He lacked the strength, and most likely the jaw, to scream out. In his head, he let loose a torrent of curse words.

      The deep male voice that had called to him just before he fell was now behind him, laughing maniacally.

      “This is my way out?” the voice asked. “A child?” He scoffed and kicked at the ground. “Get up, Maggot. All I really need is your husk. I can take it if you want to die.”

      Disoriented and unsure of what to say, Logan lay there with his face to the ground. When he inhaled, the powerful rotten stench from before seeped deep within.

      “I said get to your feet, Maggot.”

      Logan didn’t know if he even had feet anymore. He certainly lacked the strength to get off the ground. Everything hurt. Bad. His chest, his head, his legs. There was not a single place on his entire body that didn’t cry out in agony. If it wasn’t broken or smashed, it was on fire. Again, he prayed for death, an escape from the torture wracking his body.

      An unseen force wrapped around his chest and yanked him upwards. Logan cried out, but the voice never escaped his lips.

      When he was upright, he was held in place by the same invisible force. He knew without a doubt that had it not held him there, he’d crumble into a pile of bones and flesh.

      Where the hell am I? he asked himself in a weak, strained voice.

      All around him, impossibly tall columns of flames burst from the blackened earth, spewing out lava and bursts of fire. What it illuminated made him sick to his stomach.

      There was a mountain of smoldering embers in the middle of the cavernous room. The embers gave off an infernal glow that bathed the entire room, from the walls to the floor, in a bloody haze. Around the embers, a ring of fire surrounded them. Rivers of blood flowed on either side of the flames.

      A creature stood in the middle of the ring, silhouetted by the fire, but tall and looming, humongous in its own right.

      The creature was at least twenty feet tall. A hulking mass of rotting and charred gray flesh. Boils the size of people emerged and erupted, letting loose what appeared to be screaming souls. When one burst, another formed somewhere else on its sickening body. Bones stuck out from its chest; flesh dangled from its arms. Its mouth was filled with broken yellow teeth, its nose a crumbled stump, and it lacked ears. Its eyes were large and round, with reptilian pupils. And the entire time, more boils formed, each one bursting to release another blackened soul.

      A sickening horror overcame him, and Logan felt a longing in his soul for an escape from this horrid place.

      His eyes watered in the oppressive heat. They hadn’t burst like he initially thought, but he wished they were. Moving within the shadows to either side of the monster were creatures he didn’t know how to make sense of. They were obscured by the darkness so he wasn’t entirely sure he could trust his vision.

      Creatures ranging in size from a rat to a bear scurried or loped across the landscape. Some were crab-like with large pincers; others had more appendages than seemed natural.

      One creature seemed to have no eyes or face at all. Instead, its entire head was made up of a large, cavernous mouth with several sets of sharp teeth. It was maybe fifty feet away and oblivious of his presence. It was bipedal, with two arms and the size of a person. It scooped its hands into the bloody river and pulled out an eel-like thing that was black with a head full of eyes. It bit into the creature and ripped it apart, spewing black blood all over its mouth.

      The creature finished its meal and raced into the darkness beyond. Logan wanted to vomit.

      This was far worse than any game he’d played or any book he’d read. Yet, he still didn’t know if it was real or not. If it was all a dream, it had to be the worst one he’d ever had.

      Other creatures crawled on the ground or flew in the air. Yet none of them resembled anything he’d ever seen in nature. All of them were hybrid monstrosities that could have been thought up by game designers after a steady diet of energy drinks and junk food. Except they were way worse and far more disgusting.

      The unseen force that held Logan upright also held his eyelids open. They burned not only from the heat but also from being forced open for so long. He couldn’t turn away from the horrors around him if he wanted to.

      The large creature in the center of it all seemed to command all the others like it was the boss at the end of a game. Logan knew without a doubt that the thing wanted his soul.

      Then, something stole his attention, and his heart sank.

      A dog’s yelp.

      Major?

      Emerging from the darkness, his dog floated in the air. The large golden retriever hung suspended in nothingness. His fur was matted down around his neck as though someone held him there.

      No! Logan still couldn’t speak out loud, and he was frozen in place. He could do nothing for Major other than hope and pray that whatever was happening wouldn’t get any worse.

      A shape moved through the darkness, growing larger as it approached. Barely discernible from the surroundings, Logan struggled to see its outline. It stood as tall as a person, had arms and legs, but its entire body was nothing more than black shadow as though made of smoke. White eyes blossomed from the dark figure.

      The creature held Major in suspension.

      “Missing something, Maggot?” the dark voice asked. It came from the shadow, but it had no mouth to speak with, only those white eyes boring into him.

      Major, no. Please don’t hurt him. Logan couldn’t plead for his dog’s life, only wish for it within his head.

      The figure laughed, a dark, menacing sound. Then Major’s head twisted, and bones crunched. Logan screamed, and this time, his voice escaped his mouth.
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          THE MAGGOT MEETS THE DEMON
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      “Shut up before he notices both of us!” the dark voice scolded. The shadowy thing drew closer and breathed hot, rancid breath on Logan’s face. It turned its head back toward the large creature in the center of the cavern and then back to Logan. “He will devour us both.”

      “You killed Major,” Logan squeaked out.

      “He was already dead.”

      Logan didn’t know how to respond. What was this thing in front of him?

      “I’m leaving, and you are making that happen. I have something to finish, and I can’t do it from here.”

      Logan remained silent, still held in place by the unseen force.

      “Too scared to talk? I don’t need the conversation. I need only your flesh.”

      The shadow creature placed its hands over Logan’s face, heat radiating from them. Fingers wrapped around his head, and shadowy thumbs pressed against his eyes.

      “I promise this will hurt you more than me.”

      Then its thumbs plunged into his eyes with a sickening pop. Warm gore gushed down his face. A whoosh of hot air forced its way into his eye sockets. Logan screamed. He could do nothing to stop the creature.

      Flashes of past wrongs raced through his head as though the shadow creature ignited long-forgotten memories.

      The time Logan skipped school and broke into a restaurant, stealing money and an apple pie.

      When Logan lied to his mother and she caught him with a bag of meth.

      When he was only eight, Logan cut a boy because he refused to share his Lunchable with him.

      Logan slapping his mother when she refused to get him a new game.

      Every vision brought a heavy sense of guilt and remorse. All of them were true, but they were things he tried desperately to forget. The past six months had been spent in therapy, learning to cope with his anger and forgive himself for the wrongs he’d done.

      The visions erupted in a cataclysmic explosion, everything turning to thousands of flaming embers floating around him.

      The shadow figure was gone. The pain in his body had vanished. Surprisingly, his eyes were intact, and he could see. Logan took a step and found he’d regained the ability to walk again.

      On the ground in front of him, Major lay with his head twisted at a terrible angle. His body was still.

      Logan dropped to the ground to embrace him, but when he clasped the body, it vanished into a cloud of ash, and he clung to nothing.

      “What did you do?” he snarled. Anger bubbled inside, and he wanted a way to let it out, yet there was no one other than the boss creature in the center of the cavern.

      I told you; the dog was dead already, a voice said in his head. It was the same voice that had spoken moments ago, the voice of the shadow creature. And you can stop thinking of me as a creature. I’m human. A man. Or was. It’s been a long time since I’ve been on that side of the realm. Don’t screw this up for me.

      The voice came from within Logan, though much deeper and with a certain disconnect, as though a barrier blocked access to the source. If two consciences could inhabit the same body, he suspected it would be similar to what he was now experiencing.

      I don’t understand, Logan thought.

      No, of course you don’t. I don’t really care either. Your body is mine now. We’re getting the hell out of here. The voice chuckled. Hell. We’re getting the hell out of Hell.

      How did I end up in Hell?

      I brought you here. The deal I struck and the amount of suffering I had to endure to make that brief connection was staggering. Once I’m done expelling your soul, you can try it yourself.

      Expelling…my soul?

      The voice laughed again, rattling inside Logan’s skull. Listen, Maggot, there’s only room for one of us, and it won’t be you.

      I don’t understand. Major is already dead?

      The voice sighed. Are you dense? Yes. He died in the forest. I did it. It was how I coaxed you…you know what, forget it. I knew it was a risk to grab you, but it was the best I could do with the time I had.

      The wicked creature in the center of the cavern roared loudly. Blood spilled from its mouth. The sensation to cower and let it consume him left Logan rooted to the spot.

      We have to go. Torture time is here, and my days with that are over.

      A strange sensation raced down Logan’s legs to his feet, like someone was trying to move within his skin. It didn’t work though, as Logan stood still against the pressure inside.

      Damn. The connection is too weak. It’s not ready yet. The voice grumbled incoherent words before speaking again. You’re going to have to move. If you don’t, we both suffer.

      The creature in the center of the cavern broke from the ring of flames and swiped at a snake-like thing that was as thick around as a tree, but with long spikes on its spine. Indentations of human hands and feet poked from within its translucent skin. The boss creature grabbed it and lifted it into the air. It hissed and snarled, coiling around its arm. Then, the large creature ripped it in half.

      The snake-thing cried into the cavern. Blood spilled out. People fell to the ground, writhing and screaming. They were in various states of decay. Some were missing flesh on parts of their bodies. Others had broken bones that bent awkwardly.

      We’re next if you refuse to move.

      Logan didn’t know where to go or how to get out, but he turned to his right and ran.
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          CALL ME…
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      Explosions rattled the cavern behind him. Logan surged forward into the gloomy dark.

      Bursts of flame ignited in the darkness.

      Howls and screams rose in pitch. Like the never-ending torture of the damned, their pitiful cries resounded within him, his own soul fusing with their calls. The gravel crunching underfoot on the blackened ground was barely audible over their screams.

      A deep, booming roar vibrated his chest, and Logan glanced back. The monster that seemed to oversee the place tossed the snake-like thing aside and lumbered toward him.

      Hurry! If he catches us, torture unlike anything either of us has ever experienced awaits.

      That voice again. A new companion that hitched a ride inside Logan’s skull and refused to let go. The voice of the thing—the creature—that killed his dog and lured him down into this pit. Then shoved its way inside him. It was like he was infested with a wicked version of Cortana.

      A constant push against Logan’s insides made him fight back for control. He felt like he was filled with air that had the ability to move on its own, yet he remained in charge of it.

      That push was the thing inside him.

      “How do you know?” Logan called back. “You won’t even tell me what you are?”

      If you listen to me, I promise to share more. But only after we get away from him.

      “Then where to?” Time was running short. The boss creature had been distracted by a wolf-like thing with three heads and black fur. It put up a fight against the monster, nipping at its heels and drawing blood. The larger thing ripped one of the wolfish heads off and crunched the skull in its mouth.

      Logan turned away and fought the urge to vomit.

      Follow the river until it curves. There’s a small cave where we can rest.

      Logan caught the river of blood to his left and followed, refusing to turn back toward the bone-crunching, muscle-ripping sounds behind him.

      The farther he ran, Logan realized there were less of the odd monsters roaming around. They seemed to thin out the more they escaped the presence of the large creature.

      The cavern itself didn’t seem to have an end. He could see walls lined with faint glowing streaks of blood. The roof overhead was only seen when a burst of flame shot upwards from fissures in the ground. Long stalactites ended in deadly points. Logan worried that the explosive flames might jar them loose and kept an eye on them whenever he could.

      The entire place lacked any vegetation at all. It was nothing but rocks, fire, and blood. How do those things live? he thought. A strange question considering there were more important things like hiding from the boss-thing and figuring out why something lived within him.

      They feed on souls like ours. Do I have to spell everything out to you?

      The sudden intrusion shocked Logan. The thing read his thoughts again.

      “Stop listening to me. Get out of my head!”

      The voice laughed. No. I don’t really care what goes on in your head if I get free.

      “What if I refuse?”

      You can’t.

      “I don’t have to escape anything. I can stand my ground.”

      That’s the dumbest thing I’ve heard you say yet. Leviathan is far more powerful than you. He will not hesitate to swallow you whole or shred you to pieces. Have you not seen what he did to those others?

      “Leviathan?” Logan said in a whisper as he tried on the word. It was a fitting title for the monstrous thing behind him.

      “Who are you? What’s your name? Everything has a name. At least tell me that.”

      The voice inside sighed. Jack. Does that make you happy, Maggot?

      “Can I keep you from reading my thoughts, Jack?”

      Jack grumbled but didn’t reply. Logan took that as an affirmative. All he had to do was figure it out.

      The river of blood narrowed to a point where Logan thought he could jump over it if he had a running start. In the darkness, he barely made out the sharp curve to the right ahead of him.

      Throughout the brief conversation, Logan now realized that he wasn’t distracted by the howls of Leviathan. Turning back, the only thing visible in the cavern was intermittent bursts of flames. They’d ventured so far from where they started that they were alone.

      The cave is on your right. You’ll see it if you move. Time spent gawking is time wasted. Move it, Maggot.

      “You’re an ass.”

      I’m a trapped soul ready to escape Hell.

      “You can stop calling me Maggot, too. My name is Logan.”

      Sounds like Maggot to me. Move. We have to rest.

      “From what? You haven’t done anything. As far as I can tell, I’m doing all the work. You’re just along for the ride.”

      For now.

      Logan headed for the bend in the river. The cave emerged from the shadows. It was hewn out of a rocky outcrop. A faint red glow like what he’d seen in the forest when chasing after Major came from inside.

      “I’m not going in there. The last time I did something like that, I ended up here.”

      Jack grunted. A force nudged against Logan’s insides, but he was able to resist it.

      I will take over. I promise you that. Jack sighed, and the force stopped pushing inside Logan. It should be fine in there.

      “How would you know?”

      Because it was my home until I found you.

      Logan gave in and entered the cave, hoping it wasn’t a mistake.

      Once inside, the temperature cooled considerably. Weathered bones piled in a far corner. Human body parts in various states of decay lay strewn about. The ethereal red glow didn’t have a source; it was just…there.

      “Who the hell are you? This is where you lived?”

      A dark laugh rumbled in his head. Yes. Welcome to my home.
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          WHEN PURGATORY ISN’T PURGATORY
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      Despite the heat of the place, a chill ran through Logan. Who was inside him? Had he been possessed by a murderer? Then, a thought struck him so hard it nearly made him stumble.

      “Am I dead?”

      With mounds of decaying flesh staring back at him from within Jack’s home, the question seemed fair enough. If he wasn’t dead, was it soon his fate?

      Sort of. You’re in a state of purgatory. Not like the religious nuts understand it. Had they ever visited here, they’d know how far off they are.

      “I’m familiar with the concept.”

      You’re familiar with a lie. I bet you went to church and pretended to be a good little boy, didn’t you, Maggot? How did that work out when you were smoking meth? Did your church save you then, or did they turn their backs on you? The church has done nothing but blind humanity to the truth. Look around. This…this is truth.

      Logan did as Jack asked and took inventory of the small cave. It was maybe fifteen feet wide by twenty-five feet deep. The walls were straight and smooth, carved from black stone. The ceiling arched above, too high for him to reach even if he extended his hands.

      “I did go to church, but not often. Mom always thought it was good for me, but she couldn’t make herself get up. Not after drinking all night.”

      Ha! The apple didn’t fall far from the tree, did it?

      “I guess not. She always wanted better for me. After Dad left her, she spent a lot of time trying to replace him. Sometimes she used alcohol. Other times, she found a new boyfriend.” Logan breathed deeply as he recounted the information. His mother’s trysts had always made him feel uncomfortable. As if speaking about it out loud was an invitation for the memories to return, his mind raced back to the moment when an irrevocable break happened in their relationship.

      The first time he recalled her having a man over was when he was just eight years old.

      Logan was awakened in the middle of the night by his mother’s groans. At that age, he thought she was in trouble. Between moans, she let out high-pitched screams. Bursting from his bedroom and throwing open her door, the image in front of him scared him.

      His mother was bent over on her bed, and a man he’d never seen before was behind her, pulling her long auburn hair and spanking her like she’d done something wrong.

      “What are you doing to my mom?” he asked in a shaky voice.

      Their movements ceased, and his mother looked back at him with such a look of shock that he thought the man had hurt her.

      “Logan! Get back to bed!” she said.

      The man turned, and a wicked grin crept across his face. “Take a lesson, kid. This is something your old man should’ve taught you.” He then clutched Logan’s mom’s hips and slammed into her several times, making her eyes roll up in her head and the moans returned.

      Logan didn’t know what to make of it other than his mom didn’t seem hurt at all.

      Closing his eyes against the vision that had been burned into his memory all those years ago, Logan willed it away.

      Jack had been quiet the whole time. He finally broke his silence.

      Your whore mother made you who you are. She’s the one who put you here. Not me.

      “Shut up!”

      Touch a nerve, Maggot? You can’t escape truth here. You can only face it. Once you realize that, the better off you’ll be.

      Anger roiled inside Logan. Had Jack stood in front of him, he would’ve gone after him. It’s why he cut that kid in school. He taunted Logan about his mother.

      As much as you can blame her, you still had the freedom to make your own decisions. What have you done with that opportunity? You may have had freedom, but it was still dictated by your circumstances. In your case, by a neglectful mother whose selfish desires placed you second to her. She preferred to get screwed rather than raise you right.

      “What’s wrong with you? Why are you such an ass?” Logan leaned his forehead against the wall of the cave. The warm stone pulsed as though it were alive. “Why am I here?” he muttered.

      Ahh, the matter at hand. You are here because I brought you here. Of all the billions of people among the living, you were the one I connected with as part of my deal. I can promise you this. Unlike your mother, you will get no lies from me.

      Logan pounded his fist on the wall. He wished so badly to be back home and out of this nightmare.

      Maybe it really was a nightmare.

      Logan tried to remember if he’d taken any drugs before logging on to play his game. Did he have a drink? The longer he thought about it, the more likely it seemed that he was having a messed-up reaction to some kind of substance. What he was experiencing probably wasn’t real at all, but a vivid hallucination that was bringing up the worst parts of his past.

      “None of this is real,” he finally said. “You’re not inside me. This is all from the drugs I took. There’s no way any of this is happening.”

      Keep lying to yourself. Like your mom. I don’t give a damn what you believe. All I need is your shell. You’ll come around to the truth in your own time. Or not.

      A force inside Logan shifted and pushed, stronger than before. Still, it couldn’t take control of him. It tried to move his arms, but Logan held firm. He found resisting it to be easy but could also see how a slip in his concentration could make his resistance crumble.

      You won’t do that for long. I’m gaining power every minute I’m within you. When I do grow powerful enough, you’ll cease to exist. The little scared boy who watches his mother screw strange men will be locked up. Forever.

      “You’ll never gain control over me,” Logan snarled. “I’ll fight you till the end.”

      I expect that, and I welcome it.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER SIX


          

          SCHOOL NIGHT
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      Stephanie Burrow could barely keep her eyes open. Three drinks ago she should’ve stopped, but the janitor at her middle school, Blake Vinson, insisted she try another vodka and tonic. It didn’t take much persuasion. She was already lit up by that time, and with everyone still having a good time, she didn’t want to be the Debbie Downer of the group. The first of the drinks went down so fast that Blake assumed she needed more. She didn’t, but she also didn’t stop him from ordering more.

      Work tomorrow was going to suck. She knew better than to go out on a Tuesday night, but it had been so long since she had gotten drunk that it was hard to pass up.

      “Hey, Steph,” Blake said. “Are you ok?”

      Her eyes fluttered open, and her head bobbed. “Hell yeah, Drake!”

      The man’s eyes narrowed. “Drake? It’s Blake.” His expression soured, like he’d been told his dog had died. “I guess you don’t wanna go back to my place then, huh?”

      Stephanie’s fuzzy mind couldn’t grasp the meaning behind his words, the unasked question of having sex.

      “Why would I go back there?” She had a house. It wasn’t much, but with only her and Logan and their dog Major, they didn’t need much. A middle school secretary’s salary only went so far.

      Blake’s gaze lowered, and she got the sense that she had hurt his feelings. She didn’t mean to, yet she also didn’t know why he’d feel that way. Stephanie reached out and placed her hand on his. “You’re a good man. Thank you for the drinks.”

      Blake wasn’t the most attractive of men. His pudgy face was often coated in sweat, and his thinning hair had tried its hardest to cover the growing bald spot underneath. He’d earned a paunch from too much beer and cheeseburgers. What he lacked in appearance he’d made up for in kindness. At least from what little Stephanie knew of him, which wasn’t much.

      “I just thought maybe you and I could go back to my place, and…you know.”

      Stephanie struggled to focus. The alcohol flowing through her had nearly knocked her on her ass. All she could think of was that Blake was a nice man. The impression wouldn’t leave her.

      “You know what, I’d like that.” She finally understood what he was hinting at, and she could use some physical comfort. Her vibrator had done wonders for her, but a real man always felt better. The drinks had worn down her resistance, though to be fair, she didn’t have much of one to begin with.

      Moments later, she was in an old Ford Ranger heading to some place she’d never been.
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        * * *

      

      When Stephanie awoke the next morning, her head pounded like someone was trying to break through her skull with a ball-peen hammer. Her stomach roiled and twisted in on itself. Her mouth was dry, and her tongue stuck to the roof of her mouth. She needed water and a handful of pills.

      Her ass hurt, and she didn’t understand why. She shifted her legs under the covers to try to alleviate the pain, but it did nothing. Slowly, images flashed in her mind like a bad movie, and they weren’t something she really wanted to see.

      Blake’s naked body. Her going down on him. The man flipping her over and…

      She couldn’t revisit it. They clearly had sex, and by the feel of it, she’d gotten out of hand. True, she hadn’t been with a man in a while, but that didn’t mean she needed to lose all control. Apparently, she did, from what she remembered.

      “Morning,” a man’s voice said. Stephanie’s eyes shot open wide. “Sorry, didn’t mean to disturb you.”

      She was so out of it that Stephanie didn’t realize she was not in her bed, but someone else’s. Blake’s.

      “I made some coffee. I figured if we’re gonna be at work in an hour, we might need to sober up a bit. You’re free to use the shower if you need to. You did get…kinda dirty last night.” A wicked grin crossed his face as he leered at her.

      Stephanie’s face flushed. She cursed at herself in her head. What she did last night wasn’t right. Guilt and shame settled in her bones, paralyzing her from moving out from under the covers. She didn’t want him to see her naked. He clearly did the night before, but that was when she was stupid and reckless. With her faculties returning, she knew she screwed up.

      Going drinking on a work night was dumb. Sleeping with Blake was even dumber. Letting him have anal? That was the worst thing of all.

      Regret was instant. How could she look the man in the eye again when they were at work?

      “Hey, I’m gonna go to work. You’re more than welcome to get some breakfast and use my bathroom. I don’t have any clothes for you to change into, though.”

      She mustered the courage to reply. “Thanks.”

      Blake smiled at her. “See you in a bit.”

      Thankfully, he left. Stephanie pulled the sheet up over her face and started to cry.
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        * * *

      

      Come on, pick up! she thought.

      Stephanie had called in to work that morning and called an Uber to take her home. While on the drive, she tried getting ahold of her son, Logan.

      She was ashamed it had taken her so long to think of calling him. The boy had his problems, but she also didn’t help much. Part of the reason for her taking the job at the school was to start laying down the foundations for a stable life for the both of them. She’d only been there a few months. If what she did with Blake got around, there was a good chance she wouldn’t be there much longer.

      Cursing herself for the hundredth time, she clicked the “End Call” button and shook her head.

      Logan had to be worried sick about her. That or disgusted that she never came home.

      Her motherly skills weren’t up to par, but she was trying.

      Stephanie clicked open the app that would show her Logan’s location, expecting to find him at home. Knowing her son, he probably stayed up late playing video games and was just now rolling out of bed to go to school. If she got hold of him, maybe she’d let him have the day off and the two of them could do something fun.

      The app showed he was at home, and she let out a sigh. At least he was someplace safe.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER SEVEN


          

          HOME IN THE DARKNESS
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      Logan slumped against the wall inside Jack’s cave and ran a hand through his hair, trying to make sense of what was going on.

      Had he really died and gone to Hell?

      Something shrieked outside, and Logan’s heart raced. “Wh-wh-what is that?” he stammered.

      Damn! Leviathan’s on to us. I think we have some time, but not much. His minions will be scouring Purgatory for their missing souls.

      “Souls?”

      Us, Maggot. He’s got to account for all the souls in his realm.

      “I need to lay off the games. Mom was right about that. This has to be some wicked fever dream.” He waited for his chat to start teasing him about being scared. Any moment, their words would scroll across the screen that he apparently couldn’t see, and it would all make sense.

      Keep telling yourself that and see how long you last. I need your body. If that’s what it takes to get it, I’ll support the delusion.

      Logan shifted his hand on the dirt floor and touched a severed arm. He recoiled as though bitten by a snake and wiped his hand on his pants. It was then he realized he was wearing the same clothes as when he’d gone chasing after Major. A hoodie wasn’t practical in this hellish place, but he wasn’t about to remove it for fear of having one less layer to protect him from the wicked things crawling outside.

      “What happened in here? Why are there arms and other body parts?” Saying the words out loud sickened him. Finding random piles of severed limbs wasn’t something he expected to see in his life.

      Jack laughed in his head. Not a jovial, friendly laugh, but more of a wicked, sinister one. It didn’t do a thing to calm Logan’s nerves.

      Do you really want to know?

      “Maybe?”

      Ok Maggot. I promised transparency, so why not? Those are my leftovers.

      “Leftovers? I don’t get it.”

      From those I’ve eaten. Hungry souls need nourishment. I’ve taken my fill when Leviathan wasn’t paying attention. He keeps their souls though, but their flesh belongs to me.

      A sickening sensation rumbled in Logan’s stomach. The urge to vomit rose up within him.

      “You eat them?”

      I did. I won’t need to anymore. Not with you⁠—

      The shrieking call outside returned, this time sounding a little closer than before. Dark rumbling accompanied it as others joined in.

      I thought we’d have more time than this. We can’t stay here. Leviathan must really be angry that we aren’t there. Take a good look around. We may never be back. I hope I never see it again myself because you’re my ticket out.

      “I’m not going out there!”

      Maggot, you need to listen to me carefully. If we stay in here, we’ll both suffer Leviathan’s wrath. You’ve seen those boils on his skin? Those are souls like ours. He eats them, smashes up their bodies over centuries within his stomach, and then they resurface to be expelled into another realm. Sound like fun to you? I’d rather not be stuck inside him. But if you allow me to guide you, we both stand a chance of escaping and getting back to your old life. Am I clear?

      “I don’t believe you. You aren’t even real. You exist within my head.”

      I promise you I can leave if I desire it. If I do, it means I no longer have the use of your flesh, other than to eat it of course. Which I’ll gladly do. Then I’ll need to lure another down here and start all over, though the bet didn’t say anything about that. What I’m doing is giving you a chance to save us both. You have an opportunity to escape Hell. Do you know how many souls desire their freedom?

      Jack pushed against Logan from the inside. For a second he thought Jack gained control over his legs, but he regained it so fast that he wasn’t sure. Whatever happened, it was enough to raise alarms in his head. He needed to focus at all times or risk losing control to this entity called Jack.

      An explosion followed by deep, guttural grunts shook the cave. The shrieking sound followed.

      We’ve got to go! I thought we were safe here, at least for a few days. Get up! Get your ass off the ground. Now!

      Logan hesitated. As much as he didn’t want to be eaten, he also didn’t want to face the horrors outside. He’d seen some of those already, and they made his soul ache.

      Come on, Maggot. I made a mistake bringing you here. We aren’t safe. We should’ve gone into the Glooms. We have a chance to make it there if we hurry.

      Whatever the Glooms were didn’t sound any more appealing than hiding within the cave. Logan had played enough games to know if something had a frightening-sounding name, it most likely was something to fear.

      Another explosion shook the cave so badly that the pile of bones rattled. Several of them tumbled from the pile. A half-eaten leg fell and landed next to Logan. It was the nudge he needed to move.

      Logan got to his feet and crept closer to the cave entrance.

      That’s it, Maggot. Now we’re getting somewhere.

      “Shut up so I can think. There’s always a path out if you’re patient enough.”

      Not always. It would be good to remember that.

      Logan shook his head, wishing he could expel the constant voice somehow.

      Fireballs streaked across the larger cavern, illuminating the dark walls. Thin lines of blood ran down the black surface, as if something had carved deep lines into thick flesh. He let out a deep breath. There had to be a way out.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER EIGHT


          

          SPIDERS IN HELL
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      Logan crept outside the small cave until he stood just beyond the entrance. Howling creatures and screaming souls burst from the darkness. The hidden terrors quickened Logan’s heartbeat. Flame escaped the dark ground. Countless eyes were reflected in the light of the flames. A growing sense of dread crept over Logan. Something terrible was coming; he could sense it.

      Time to go, unless you prefer to let them flay you alive. Once they start, it’s nearly impossible to break the cycle.

      Logan wasn’t sure where to go. The expansive darkness, only broken up by fiery light, didn’t offer any clues. It seemed no matter what direction he ran; it was all the same.

      “I’m gonna need your help.” It pained him to ask Jack for guidance. The dark soul trapped within his body was the reason for him being here in the first place, and he didn’t fully trust him.

      Follow the river again. To your right. Eventually we’ll end up in the Glooms.

      Logan squinted and found the river of blood ahead of him. He tracked its path and headed for it.

      A deep, menacing growl stunned him. Logan froze. Across the river, two sets of eyes burned with a blue flame, and they stared in his direction.

      Toward the left, where he’d come when Jack guided him away from Leviathan, a high-pitched screech echoed through the larger cavern. Several others followed, creating a deafening chorus that drowned out Jack’s voice in his head. The entity was screaming at him, though he could barely hear him.

      Run! You can’t face these things. They’ll tear you to shreds! Don’t cross the river, and don’t turn back. You must get to the Glooms. It’s our only chance!

      “I don’t even know what you’re talking about!” Logan had to shout to be heard over the cacophony.

      Unless you want eternal torture, get your ass moving!

      A flame burst behind the source of the eyes across the river, and Logan gasped.

      Two spider-like creatures with bloody flesh and tattered wings were exposed by the light. They stood about as tall as a human and had large fangs that dripped blood. Instead of a pair of eyes, Logan realized they had several hundred eyes, but they were so small they glowed blue as if they were just a pair.

      The spidery things leapt over the bloody river and landed a few feet in front of him. They hissed and scratched the dirt.

      Spider-demons! Run! Jack shouted in his head. He followed that by trying to control Logan’s movements, yet Logan resisted the temptation. Run! Jack pleaded.

      One of the spider-demons flapped its wings, and Logan finally broke from his stupor. He ran to the right, as Jack had wanted.

      Logan made it about fifteen feet before something wrapped around his ankles, and he slammed to the ground. The breath was knocked out of him. A tingling sensation ran up his leg like it had fallen asleep.

      It’s the venom. You have to get out of here somehow. Let me take control. I can do it.

      Logan struggled to push himself off the ground. The tingling turned hot. Searing. Suddenly so intense that he screamed.

      He was silenced when the spider-demon jumped on top of him and several of its legs thrashed against him.

      Every time one of the hairy legs struck him, an electric jolt raced through Logan with such intensity that he couldn’t move.

      Inside, Jack wrestled for control. Several tendrils of energy stretched through Logan’s body seeking a weakness to exploit. Even with the spider-demon attacking him, Logan was aware enough not to let Jack take over. Deep in his gut, he knew that was a bigger mistake.

      You’re gonna screw it all up if you don’t let me take over!

      “No!”

      The spider-demon’s fangs hovered above Logan. Hot, bloody saliva dripped onto his face and sizzled. The screaming things in the distance were closer now, and the spider-demon flapped its wings erratically like a beacon.

      Jack pushed again and Logan nearly gave in to the temptation, despite the alarms blaring in his mind that it was a terrible idea.

      The spider-demon grabbed him and lifted him off the ground. It spun him several times, wrapping his legs in a thick strand of web.

      You dumbass! It’s going to eat you. Get yourself free. Let me have control so I can do it.

      Logan resisted and thrashed his arms wildly. He found a rock on the ground and yanked on it. The rock was flat and as wide around as his head. He used it to cut the web around his feet. The spider hissed and turned on him.

      Without waiting for it to attack again, Logan smashed the rock into the spider-demon’s face. Its fangs scraped his arms, drawing blood and igniting fiery lines of pain.

      Logan smashed again. A sickening crunch of bone was followed by wet brains splattering on his face. Some landed in his mouth, leaving behind an awful acidic taste.

      Get up. There’s no time to jack around with this thing. Get to the damn Glooms now!

      “What are the Glooms you keep talking about?”

      Trees. An underworld forest forbidden to us.

      “Have you ever been there?”

      No, it’s forbidden. Are you listening? Still, it’s all we’ve got.

      “Ugh. Screw it.”

      Logan jumped to his feet and raced in the direction he’d been heading. The venom had started to wear off already.

      Still, with each step, Logan wanted to cry out. He wished for a drink or a hit from his pipe. Anything to rid himself of this nightmare.

      Screams echoed behind him and made his heart quicken.

      For a kid, you sure are slow as shit. Can’t you move any faster?

      “I’m doing the best I can.”

      Do better.

      “I wish you’d die.”

      I did. How do you think I got here?

      The uneven ground made traveling difficult. Logan struggled in the eerie gloom, and the voice scolding him in his head made it even more daunting.
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