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Deferred Divorce IV The battle of souls, is the fourth book in the saga that began with a story on a platform for writers. There, Daniel Canals published chapter by chapter, generating great expectation in his readers. The story grew until it became a short novel. However, the writer’s overflowing imagination, his precise language and well-crafted images did not stop there but led to a prequel. This is how Deferred Divorce II Berenice’s Dream, was born, set in a period, a temporary space that the author manages to draw as if it were a realistic painting, this time deepening the plot. Its characters took on an undeniable complexity and the relationship with the previous text made it more exciting to follow the thread that led to its reading.

When Daniel matured and wrote Deferred Divorce III The Coven, he took the action back to an earlier time; events continued to mutate and involved those who read them in disturbing and terrifying situations. The Lord of Darkness was introduced gradually, but inexorably in the middle of the pages, demonstrating that the war between good and evil is the engine of human history.  Moreover, how a device riddled with malignity, the central object of all the books, can corrupt anyone, to the point of creating whirlwind of curses, death, and pain.

The author’s ability to create strong and noble characters who always fight against darkness and with whom you would want to identify with is unquestionable, although the villains are also so insinuating  and attractive that they can hypnotize any reader.

Deferred Divorce IV The battle of Souls, was a bigger challenge because it had to close the circle opened with the first book and it had to find the precise ending, which only in Canals’ head could have been developed and he succeeded. This time, it's the sequel to the story that started it all. You will get to know the paths taken by Thomson, Berenice, and Madame Clerk, as well as the introduction of other characters such as Dr. Balguimor and Cheng, (the villain of the story The extraordinary case of Susan Malcolm, by the same author). The links that bind them together and separate them will not let you take your eyes off the pages. 

Another aspect you will enjoy is how the author brings back characters who return from other times and places to protect or take revenge. For this reason, if you have read the previous stories, you will understand and be amazed by the universe created by the saga. 

After reading the last paragraph of the fourth volume, I reflect and conclude that only someone so methodical, demanding and expert in the art of storytelling could have created this well-woven odyssey. As he himself says: "sometimes, I was able to write the story from the end to the beginning or from the middle to the end, without losing the general thread."

Each of the four books can be read independently, but if you can read them all, I highly recommend it. You will be plunged you into a delightful and chilling journey of horror and terror that will keep you awake several nights in a row.

“From the dawn of humanity to the present times, strange and difficult to explain the events that have always happened.”

“Hell is often closer than we think.”

Excerpted Fragments of Madame Clerk’s Old Grimoire

––––––––
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“Let nothing disturb the rest of the dead.”

Epitaph
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A strange invitation...

The shadows of twilight embraced the august museum building, when the dogs that guarded the estate began to howl for no apparent reason. In the basement, Dr. Balguimor and Cheng, his assistant, were wheeling the limp body of a homeless man to the autopsy room on a wheeled stretcher. There, in the middle of the diaphanous room, there was a transparent glass tank filled with a viscous phosphorescent green substance, a metal table with several drawers full of surgical instruments, ready to perform operations, a gigantic cold room and a kind of machine. filter full of tubes and connections. A strong smell of phenol permeated the aseptic atmosphere.

"Strip him naked and immerse him inside, tomorrow I expect an important visitor and we must preserve him. I don't want the decomposition process to start when he dies."

The Asian, without answering, took the scissors and cut the rags that covered the tramp, which remained unconscious. He prepared a powerful tranquilizer and, using a metal syringe, injected it into the "patient's" arm. Half an hour later, the diligent assistant, following the instructions received to the letter, introduced the inert and naked body, still alive, into the tank. To facilitate his work, Cheng used a system of pulleys, attached to a counterweight, which hung from the ceiling and some fastening straps. The unfortunate man floated for a moment, before submerging, bubbling between slight involuntary spasms. His death was almost instant.

Leaving the gloomy room, the doctor ascended the stairs, closed the heavy door with a key behind him and opened the adjoining one, accessing his office. Once there, he hung up his jacket, poked at the embers in the fireplace, and poured himself a dose of liquor from a carved glass bottle. He sipped his drink, kicked off his shoes, set an alarm clock, and settled back on the soft sofa. Many nights he stayed there.

Around ten o'clock in the morning the tinkling of the clock woke him up. He proceeded to wash his hands in a basin, combed his hair, smoothed his clothes neatly and, after checking his appearance in a mirror, poured himself a cup of coffee. Half an hour later, the bell at the entrance announced the long-awaited visit. He folded the newspaper he was reading, put out his cigarette and took his jacket from the rack ready to receive his distinguished guest. Through the French window, located under the threshold of the main entrance, he could see Madame Clerk accompanied by her assistant.

Both women admired the outline of the farm surrounded by a wall of hedges, trimmed, and crowned with hawthorn, to avoid unwanted visitors.

"I welcome you to our facilities, allow me your coats," the doctor greeted affably as soon as he opened the door.

"We very much appreciate your invitation, Dr. Balguimor, although I must confess that I feel somewhat confused," answered the medium as she took off her cloak.

Madame Clerk wore an elegant black dress adorned with gold trim and arabesques. She wore her long, smooth, snowy hair. Balguimor, who knew her only by reference, could not help admiring her beauty. Berenice also took off her coat; it was unusually hot in that room.

"Before explaining the matter that brings us together, I would like to show you our humble presentation. We won't open it until next Sunday and the museum is still closed to the public, so no one will bother us." Proposed Balguimor, while he hung up both garments in a small changing room located on one side of the hallway. 

From the open windows of the room that housed the exhibition you could see the extensive and well-kept garden. In a perfect order pre-established, visitors to the museum could contemplate in its showcases a large collection of exotic pieces, some unique in their kind, related to magic, esotericism, the occult and divinatory arts. Several scaffoldings could still be seen on the walls on both sides and an undisguisable smell of fresh paint dominated the room.

In the first section, devoted to tarot, Madame Clerk was captivated. The exquisite decks of cards, fanned out, were a real gem for any tarot reader. Death, The Fool, The Star, The Devil,  The Sun, The Wheel, and the rest of the major arcana were represented in all of them, but each deck was unique and unrepeatable due to its origin or the person to whom it had belonged. The exhibitor contained, among other originals, an incomplete reproduction of the first known mallet: the Visconti-Sforza. There were also the gypsy, the Marseilles, the Egyptian, the Rider Waite, etc.

One of the decks caught Madame Clerk's attention. Apart from being incomplete, the edges of the cards were charred, and the images were somewhat blackened.

"This tarot belonged to the Russian Countless, Caterina Elianka, Rasputin’s lover and collaborator. As you know, they both were both murdered in Yusupov’s palace. The deck, given by her, was found next to the corpse of the oracle in the Pargolovo forest while it was being cremated and someone rescued the deck before it burned completely." Added the doctor  "It is one of our most recent acquisitions and apart from being strange, its value is incalculable. Do you dominate the cards, Madame Clerk?" 

"My specialty is palmistry, but I also do cartomancy sometimes. However, my deck is nothing compared to theirs. I congratulate."

"I also understand that you are a medium..." continued Balguimor, in passing, as if downplaying the matter.

Berenice and Madame Clerk exchanged a fleeting glance of complicity before replying:

"Yes, that's true, although I haven't used this skill for a long time."

Last time it almost cost you your life, Berenice reminded her through her mind.

They continued in silence admiring the exhibits behind the glass cases. The second section of the exhibition was dedicated to the magic of ancient civilizations and tribes: African masks used in dark ceremonies, voodoo dolls, shaman's clothing, carved pipes, spears, amulets, sharp machetes, ritual knives with elaborate handles, and an extensive herbal shop. with samples of all kinds of plants and seeds such as ayahuasca, peyote or coca, used by the indigenous people to provoke their mystical visions.

"Without wanting to appear indiscreet, doctor, I'd like to ask you a couple of questions," said Madame Clerk.

Without waiting for his approval, she ventured:

"Aren't you afraid they'll break in to steal?"

Balguimor responded impassively:

"From here they can't see them, but behind that stone balustrade, we have a pack of ferocious mastiffs that watch the perimeter of the property at night and the police usually make regular rounds around the area," adding: "my assistant and I also live here, in an annex building."

"I need to go to the toilette," Berenice communicated.

"Dr. Balguimor, can you tell my assistant where the ladies' toilette is?"

"Of course, you just have to go out the other end of the room," he said gently.

While Berenice went to the indicated area, Balguimor and Madame Clerk continued their conversation:

"Where do you get the funds to maintain the museum?"

The question made the doctor smile:

"With private contributions from the members that make up the Spiritualist Society and we receive a generous government subsidy too."

"Of the government?"

Madame Clerk began to sense the hidden interest in his host's unexpected invitation. While the medium's question still hung in the air, Berenice entered the bathroom. A few minutes later, when she was about to leave, she noticed two adjoining doors opposite. She opened one of them a crack, revealing a guy with an Asian appearance, carrying a handful of rags in his arms. She didn't see it. The young man, freeing one of his hands, closed the door with the key and disappeared down one of the sides of the wide corridor. Upon entering the room, again, Berenice heard the doctor's voice:

"Many of these pieces belong to private collections and are given in deposit."

The third section was the most extensive and assorted in terms of the objects commented on by the doctor. It exhibited a great variety of sacred relics: orbs, ancient and luxurious reliquaries in the form of caskets, monstrances, busts... In the background could be seen a reproduction of the Egyptian sphinx, an effigy of the barbarian god Moloch made in bronze and a primitive Roman altar used for the interpretation of the entrails of animals before battles. Next, there was another collection with Ouija boards, pendulums, dowsing rods, crystal balls and indefinite magical tools from dark and underdeveloped times: runes, animal bones, flint stones, holed skulls...

As they admired the exhibit, Madame Clerk and the doctor continued to study each other. Balguimor remarked just as he passed by the Ouija boards:

"I suppose you recognize these boards, madame."

"Of course, I do," replied the medium, counterattacking. "By the way, do you have any magical or divinatory abilities?"

"No, my interest in the esoteric is scientific, although I have a great fascination for everything related to the occult sciences. My studies focus on enhancing these skills through experimentation."

"What activities do you carry out in the Spiritualist Society? Are they also scientific or just playful?" Madame Clerk asked again, showing great interest.

"You must know that to belong to the Society it is not enough to have considerable financial resources. On admission, we require a certain dose of spectral sensitivity."

"So, the partners are also mediums..." Madame Clerk said without waiting for her reply. Interesting, very interesting.

It was approaching noon when they visited the fourth area of ​​the exhibition. Next to a faithful reproduction of a cauldron destined for the coven, there were some panels in which photographs of sorcerers, witches, renowned magicians, and mediums were exhibited in the midst of their lurid sessions. Strange images of rites and places considered "energetic" could be seen. In other horizontal cabinets, kept under lock and key, they had arranged several ancient original grimoires, whose open pages showed spells, potion recipes, archaic drawings, and engravings of supernatural creatures. Once the visit was over, Balguimor went straight to the point:

"I'd like to ask a favor of you, Madame Clerk." Would you be willing to give a lecture to the members of the Spiritualist Society about your own experience on the matter? Of course, you would be well paid for it.

"As you yourself have said, Dr. Balguimor, sometimes money is not everything. Should I just give a lecture or is something else expected of me?"

Balguimor, a good connoisseur of human psychology, knew that his interlocutor, apart from being intelligent, was not just any person, so he chose to be honest from the beginning:

"Let's say that, after giving the lecture, we want to propose a sensitive and confidential matter that could result in a great scientific advance. Of course, you will have the last word on the matter and, if you are not interested in our proposal, you can always decline it. But let's not advance events, my intention is that you first meet the rest of the members of the Society and judge the scope of our project per say."

"Let's go, I don't like this guy or this place," Berenice projected.

"I feel a certain curiosity to listen to your proposal, let me think about it... "

When they left, a taxi was waiting for them, ordered by the doctor himself. From the window, Madame Clerk verified that no external sign announced the existence of the museum or the Spiritualist Society.

"He likes you," Berenice emitted without looking at her.

"I know," Sophia Clerk replied.

In the cellar, the beggar's preserved corpse was still floating in the juice. Not even in his worst drunken nightmares would that poor devil have imagined his unfortunate and fatal death.

***
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A special conference...

The attendees who had been sitting for a long time, occupying the entire capacity of the museum auditorium, fell silent when they saw the famous seer appear. The Spiritualists of the Society showed awe in the august presence of the speaker. To immortalize the event, Cheng himself recorded the scene, taking a few obligatory photographs. From her dais, Madame Clerk began her speech before her distinguished colleagues:

"In this conference I am going to try to explain how to penetrate the Beyond without paying a high price for it."

The medium could not help but notice that most of the guests had white hair like herself, the result of her incursions through the paths of the grave.

"Only spirits that are in limbo can be summoned, those whose final destiny is yet to be defined..."

Someone undefined in the audience interrupted her:

"What destinations are there?"

"They know them perfectly, they are what we call Heaven and Hell, as appropriate or if you prefer: the Garden of the Hesperides and Tartarus, for non-believers; any analogy about good and evil can be accepted."

A wave of murmurs ran through the room.

"You have commented that only summonable souls are in limbo. What about those who dwell in Purgatory? Can they be summoned?" Asked the previous voice again.

"Yes, because they have not yet entered Heaven."

Balguimor, located near her, thought it appropriate to intervene:

"Dear colleagues, leave the questions for later. I am convinced that, Madame Clerk, she will be willing to answer all your questions when the conference is over."

An hour later the room thundered in a loud applause. While the medium finished answering the questions posed by the public, Balguimor, with a severe countenance, addressed Cheng in a low voice:

"When it's over, make sure they don't bother us. Escort the guests outside and make sure no one is left in the compound," adding, "then let the dogs out."

The young man nodded. Hearing the first applause announcing the closing of the event, the doctor addressed Madame Clerk:

"It was sublime. Follow me, please, I'd like to tell you something alone,” he said, accompanying his words with a gesture that indicated a side door.

"You are a flatterer."

Without further ado, both left in the direction of Balguimor's office; the echo of applause still echoed in the carpeted hallway. Once there, the doctor adopted a kind and seductive tone:

"Would you like something to drink?"

"No, thank you."

"If you don't mind, I'll pour myself a drink while we chat."

Madame Clerk rested her eyes on a kind of pestle placed next to the bottles in the liquor cabinet.

"Is it a museum piece?" She asked curiously.

"Yes, but it's a fake, a worthless Indian trinket; I use it as a paperweight," he explained with a smile.

They took a seat on the sofa. Reaching into his waistcoat pocket, Balguimor produced a folded check.

"I'm intrigued, Doc."

"Here is the payment for your services."

Unfolding the paper, the medium checked the amount and said:

"It's three times what we agreed on."

"I know. I would like to make another proposal."

"Would you like me to give more lectures?"

"I want you to get involved in our spiritualist project; if you agree, at each session, you will receive a check like this in payment for your services and confidentiality."

"The offer is tempting," Madame Clerk kept thinking, "besides, we would work together."

"I'll give you a copy of the private contract we're proposing, and if you decide to accept, return it to me signed."

Back at the herbal shop, where she was still living with Berenice, she had a little discussion with her:

"You're late, Sophia," she thought sourly.

"Dr. Balguimor has made me an offer that is difficult to refuse," replied the medium.

"You like him, don't you? Your eyes sparkle unmistakably every time you talk about him."

"I will not deny that I find him attractive, but my interest is only professional."

Berenice disappeared down the narrow hallway, cursing at her muteness.

Chapter II

––––––––
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Somewhere else, under the sun...

Beatriz's coffin floated, hesitant and lonely, in the middle of the sea, rocking like a cork stopper abandoned inside a barrel. It was noon and a scorching sun beat down on Thomson's back; his cracked, lifeless lips were a crust of pure salt. High up in the sky, a seagull was flying weightlessly, calibrating if there was something of interest to her in that dehydrated body. The lawyer was lucky to keep his eyes closed: it was the favorite dish of the vulturid who used to scrape the sockets down to the bone.

Two days ago, he had resigned himself to dying hugging the coffin of his beloved, but providence was not going to make it easy for him. His unusual boat was sighted by some fishermen who brought him to the beach with great care and caution. They kept making the sign of the cross, naively thinking that the dead man inside had decided to go out for some fresh air. Upon arrival, they moved away in fear. They did not even dare to touch him until one of them, the most daring, chose to throw a bucket full of cold water at him, which, on contact with his burning and blackened body, caused a violent spasm in him.

Blinking, he caught a glimpse of a small, barefoot creature with haunting blue eyes that reached out and caressed her face tenderly; she wasn't afraid of him. The girl's gesture reassured the rest of those present who, after standing him up, tried to start a dialogue in a foreign language unknown to him. As a result of the harmful effects of the sun, exhaustion and the overwhelming thirst that invaded his body, his vision became blurred, and he fell unconscious on the sand.

They picked him up, carrying him toward some nearby huts. The inhabitants of the miserable village, who had gathered around the coffin, decided to disassemble it to take advantage of the luxurious wood. As they dragged it out of the water, they noted the extraordinary weight of it. The same man who had soaked the lawyer, levered a strong oar, ripping the lock that sealed the coffin. An awful smell forced him to step back between intense retches: his corpse was wormy and half rotten due to the heat accumulated inside.

Disgusted, the villagers closed the lid as best they could and as the sun dipped below the horizon, they set it on fire. Beatriz did not suffer at all; her soul had long ago left that pasty body.

***
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Weeks before, at the bottom of the sea...

The Clermont couple did not have to wait long to completely disassociate themselves, at least physically. Their remains were soon consumed by a myriad of voracious fish that penetrated through the side hole of the gigantic coffin that contained their corpses and was still wedged between two large rocks.

Ana Marie Clermont's forearm, ripped off with the evil ring hooked on one of her phalanges, washed up on the remote beach three weeks after the flood. The same girl who had caressed the burning face of the lawyer, picked up the arm and mistaking the jewel for one of the thousands of colored stones that populated the sand, kept it in the only pocket of her dress, returned the bones to the sea and continued playing, oblivious to the approaching storm.

Thomson stirred restlessly inside the shelter where the locals used to keep their boats, preserving them during bad weather. The healer of the fishing village, who was in charge of his recovery, had smeared him with a foul-smelling ointment, later wrapping his body with poultices and seaweed; she visited him a couple of times a day to renew them and feed him, on the way. Lying on a makeshift cot, the lawyer had been submerged in constant delirium for three weeks. Due to the magic ointment, he suffered the same nightmare over and over again.

In the dream, he recalled the scene where he had found his crush dead, although with some different nuances. Beatriz floated inert, white, and ethereal, on some logs stranded in the dike; she rained in torrents. She could see himself kneeling beside the corpse until her beloved opened her eyes and spoke to him; she did not know how to discern what was more terrifying, the unexpected resurrection or the marked tone from beyond the grave of her telling him:

"My love, come with me! Let's walk together towards eternity!"

By accepting her offer, the scene took on a flaming tone similar to Hell... There, from a desolate mound, they could see how the hanged corpses of those executed, tied hand and foot, swayed violently on their ropes, rocked by the stormy winds whipping through the infernal watchtower...

Through the dirty layer of saltpeter of the only small window of the hut where the lawyer was recovering, a small face was blurred. Inexplicably, Thomson cracked open one of his eyelids and he barely caught a glimpse of the blue-eyed girl. She remained planted and indecisive, at the entrance, as if evaluating whether she should pass or not. Her curls floated in the air charged with electricity; behind her, in the distance, the gale lashed the sea, making the waves furious.

Overcoming her uncertainty, the girl entered and knelt at her feet where the sick man lay; She manipulated a couple of packages under the bed and extracted what she was looking for: a small wooden drawer full of shells and colored stones; she dumped the contents of the pocket and hid it again.

The small window reflected a long flash of lightning, and soon there was a mighty clap of thunder that shook the shed. The girl looked at the patient, for a fleeting moment, to make sure that he was asleep and had not discovered her secret. Then she ran off. The two old sailors who were going to put one of the boats under cover, gave a start when they saw Thomson appear, barefoot, in the rain and still wearing a sheath with the seaweed that showed on his chest. His crazed appearance, amidst the lightning, resembled a ghostly apparition. A few moments before, rising from the bunk like a spring and driven by a powerful energy, he had razed the girl's drawer, taken her ring, and gone outside, showing himself to the astonished men.

"Where is Beatriz?"

What the lawyer had considered when arriving at the beach as an unknown language was, in reality, a local slang. It was not too far from the city, barely thirty kilometers.

"What have you done with the coffin?!" He asked uneasily, surveying the length of the beach.

One of them, after recognizing him, replied:

"We had to cremate her and spread the ashes to the four winds." While indicating the extinct pyre.

"Nooooooooooo!!" He yelled, mad with pain, as he ran out into the storm. "Noooooooooooo!!"

The ring, still on his fist, gave off a subtle sparkle.

***
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First session...

After descending on a freight elevator, located at one end of the conference room, Balguimor and Madame Clerk reached the access to the headquarters of the Spiritualist Society. By flipping the light switch, a myriad of indirect lights lit up the “hexagonal room”. The medium was impressed when observing the surprising installation dedicated exclusively to ultra-terrestrial communication. The six walls, lacking windows, were covered with powerful esoteric symbols that gave the room a special energy; on the carpeted floor, right in the middle, was a large round table surrounded by thirteen black upholstered chairs, except for one in red that indicated the presidency. On top, rested a larger than usual Ouija board, which covered almost its entire surface, and the corresponding glass.

On one side wall, a small glass booth was concealed and on the opposite one, a kind of cinematographic projector mounted on a tripod had been installed. The cables that made the device work were hidden under the carpet.

"I suppose you have many questions about this room, Madame Clerk. I will try to answer some with a brief explanation."

"Thank you, I'm a bit confused."

"Inside that booth is a stenotype machine. A stenographer records the words of the attendees, which she hears through a loudspeaker, and those that appear on the table, hence its unusual size; she observes them with an ingenious set of mirrors installed on the ceiling. We recorded everything for later study," Balguimor stressed.

"It's a very clever system. And that projector?" Madame Clerk asked.

"It is one of my most precious inventions, it allows..."

A bell announced the arrival of the rest of those summoned to the session. As the freight elevator door opened, a secretary-like girl appeared: a shy, dark-haired young woman with her hair pulled back, wearing a tight gray suit jacket, and carrying a folder in her hand; she went straight to the booth without saying a single word. "The stenographer", Sophia thought. She was accompanied by six ladies, most of them elderly, who were taking seats in the black chairs of the “great Ouija board” leaving one empty, between them.

"Are you going to participate, Madame Clerk? If you prefer, you can wait in my office, and I'll have Cheng call a taxi."

"I'll stay and that's how we get to know each other, don't you think, doctor? If we must collaborate regularly, it is better to start relations between us as soon as possible."

"Okay. Please take the red chair and head the table. As you can see, these ladies already have experience in the matter." 

Sophia did not miss the detail of the purpose of the “intimate” scheduled meeting: they intended to test her own summoning strength. Although her fame preceded her, no one present had ever attended any of her sessions. Despite Berenice's continuous warnings, after years of ineffectiveness, she felt strong enough and knew her own limits perfectly. Balguimor, not to miss a single detail, settled down next to the stenographer.

Madame Clerk, after looking at each of the women for a few moments, began the session:

"Who do we want to summon?"
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