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DELIVER US FROM EVIL



ALLISON BRENNAN





He who does not punish evil, commands it to be done.


—Leonardo da Vinci


All that is necessary for the triumph of evil is that good men do nothing.


—Edmund Burke




PROLOGUE






ANTHONY SENSED FATHER PHILIP before he saw him on the overgrown garden path that connected the ancient monastery to Anthony’s private retreat.


Gently he laid his book on his desk—a four-inch-thick, thousand-year-old Latin tome—and stood to greet his mentor on the porch.


“Good evening, Father,” Anthony said. He used the word out of both respect and affection. Since Anthony had been abandoned as an infant thirty-five years ago, Father Philip had guided both his spiritual and personal growth. There was nothing he wouldn’t do for the man.


“Raphael is on the phone,” Father Philip said.


Anthony shut the door of his small bungalow and walked with the old priest toward the main house.


“Make any headway?”


Anthony rubbed his temples; he’d spent two days doing intensive research. “If there is a demon at work in Santa Louisa, I don’t know how it is managing not to leave a tangible trail, something to track. I hope Rafe has more information for me.”


When Rafe e-mailed him last week, his comments were vague and Anthony couldn’t get much more from him during their subsequent e-mail exchange. The twelve semiretired priests in Rafe’s charge were acting “strange.” Or, rather, stranger than usual. Rafe described them as forgetful, melancholy, and angry.


“Perhaps you should go out there yourself,” Father Philip suggested.


“I am not a demon hunter,” Anthony replied. “I’m doing what I do best, and that’s identifying the problem. Then I can send the right person to fix it.” Though he certainly wasn’t making headway on Rafe’s situation. “Maybe this isn’t a supernatural problem, but a mental one.”


Four weeks ago, Rafe had been called to minister to the reclusive priests at Santa Louisa de Los Padres Mission, who had each been sent there to recover from supernatural and human evil. Most would never be able to serve in full capacity again. But even Rafe’s arrival at the mission was odd; since when did a seminarian get called into such a sensitive service?


When Father Philip didn’t say anything, Anthony tensed. “You disagree?”


“I don’t think either of us can make that determination without going to the mission.”


Seven years ago Anthony had failed in the worst way and someone died. He wouldn’t jeopardize another life, preferring to work with inanimate buildings. “If it is a demon, Rico and John are the two best hunters out there.”


“Rafe needs you, Anthony.”


Father Philip didn’t need to say more. Anthony had been the one who had sanctified the ground the mission stood on. He’d renovated the facilities five years ago, declared the mission safe for the troubled souls sent there. That was his job—historical architect and demonologist. If a demon was there—if it could break through all Anthony’s precautions—Anthony must have missed something.


The library housed the only phone in the monastery. Father Philip left Anthony in privacy. “Rafe?”


“Eight minutes it takes you to get to the phone? I tried your cell phone first.”


“I had it turned off. I’ve been trying to research your problem, but I can’t find anything in the ancient texts that addresses your specific observations. Do you have anything else for me?”


“I need you to come here.”


“To America?”


“It’s a feeling. I can’t describe it. It’s like I’m looking at these men and someone else is inside them.”


“What about—”


“There are no cold or hot spots,” Rafe interrupted. “No sulfuric scent. No superhuman strength or unexplainable events. I know what to look for, Anthony. We’ve been through the same training. It’s like—they’re here, but they’re not here. They rarely sleep and when they do they succumb to violent nightmares.”


“What about Dr. Wicker?” Psychiatrist Charles Wicker lived a few hours from the mission and made monthly visits.


“He thinks one of my men is communicating with a spirit. But he doesn’t know who. We’ve used every test we can think of and they all pass.”


“The tabernacle is still secure?”


“Tabernacle? Yes, of course, it’s right behind the altar.” Rafe sounded confused.


“Then you’re okay,” Anthony explained. “The tabernacle is embedded with the cross of Saint Peter and blessed with water from the river Jordan.” There were also other protections, but Anthony didn’t need to go into details now.


“You’re one of the few people I trust. I need you. I don’t want to lose any of them.”


Suicide among those who have faced evil was unfortunately common. Like Anthony, Rafe had once failed in his mission.


The fear in Rafe’s usually calm voice set Anthony on edge. They’d known each other for twenty-nine years, since the day Rafe had been left on the doorstep of the same monastery Anthony grew up in. Rafe was as close to a brother as Anthony had ever had. How could he refuse him?


Rafe said quietly, “Anthony, I think something evil has slithered inside. And I don’t know how to get rid of it.”


“I’ll leave within the hour.”




CHAPTER ONE






BLOOD ISN’T RED.


Blood goes beyond color. Rich and textured, dark and fathomless, blood was life and death. Burgundy didn’t do it justice. If blood were wine, it would be a full-bodied cabernet, perhaps a zinfandel, certainly not something as boring, mundane, two-dimensional as red.


Especially spilled blood, filling the crevices of the nearly two-hundred-fifty-year-old limestone floor of a forgotten California mission. Every hole, every nook, every imperfection in the aged floor filled with blood, corner to corner, the porous stone absorbing death so dark red it was almost black, as black as the heart of the evil man who had murdered the twelve priests in this oppressive chapel.


Evil men. Certainly it had taken more than one person to slaughter twelve unarmed priests.


Until this morning, the most spilled blood Sheriff Skye McPherson had witnessed was a vicious murder-suicide three years ago. A man had stabbed his family to death, then shot himself, the bastard. Even the arcs of blood slashed against those white walls didn’t come close to the tragedy before her today.


She’d never rid this image from her mind, never forget the stench of violence.


Violence? Twelve people dead. It was a massacre.


“Jesus, Mary, and Joseph.” Detective Juan Martinez crossed himself as they proceeded carefully through the carnage.


They were in the chapel of Santa Louisa de Los Padres, a small mission closed to the public. Skye had hiked up here many times with her father, Chuck McPherson, a U.S. forest ranger who had known the Los Padres National Forest better than anyone and had befriended the priests who came to the mission on sabbatical.


That was before. Five years ago the diocese relocated the few who’d lived there, ended the sabbatical program, and moved in retired priests who weren’t as friendly as their predecessors. But Skye was too busy now for weekend hikes anyway. And with her father dead, she didn’t enjoy the wilderness as she once had.


Skye let the criminalists do their job as she surveyed the scene. So much violence in such a small room—it was as if the imprint of what happened last night would forever taint this hall. The altar drew her eye. She wasn’t Catholic, she didn’t care much for any religion, but it was obvious something sacrilegious had occurred.


The huge stone crucifix had been turned upside down. It must weigh hundreds of pounds, in addition to the deceptively simple six-foot solid-wood carving of the crucified Christ. Blood coated the crown of thorns on Christ’s head, whether spatter from the killings or put there on purpose Skye wouldn’t know until the crime scene team finished their work.


One of the dead lay on the raised altar; the remaining victims were scattered around the room, on the floor or in the pews. Not all bodies were intact.


There was good news, bad news. The good news was that they had the prime suspect in custody, along with the man who had discovered the bodies. The bad news was the suspect was allegedly in a coma. She’d believe it when she had a second opinion.


“I thought de Los Padres was for retired priests,” Martinez said as he looked around. Many of the dead were too young for retirement.


“That’s what the diocese has said, but they’ve been pretty hush-hush about this place for the last couple years,” Skye said. “They did some major renovation five years ago, but I haven’t been here for more than a decade.” She forced herself to look at the faces of the victims. Their frozen expressions of terror gave her additional motivation to find the killers.


“The crime scene has been compromised.” Head of the small county CSU Rod Fielding carefully approached, his face grim, stating what they already knew. “The guy who brought Mr. Cooper to the hospital didn’t take any care about stepping in blood or disturbing evidence. I need his prints, his shoes, and a statement. What he touched, why, the whole nine yards.”


“I sent a deputy to the hospital to hold Mr. Zaccardi until I get over there to interview him.” Skye stared at the crime scene. “I don’t expect it’ll be anytime soon.”


“Sooner than you think.”


Skye whipped around and saw a tall, broad-shouldered man with dried blood on his white tailored button-down shirt. His naturally tan face was as hard as the stone walls that framed the mission, but his eyes were as deep and rich as dark chocolate. He looked like a pirate, not only out of his country but completely out of his element. His commanding presence caused everyone to pause a beat.


Anthony Zaccardi, no doubt.


“You’re in the middle of my crime scene,” she said.


Zaccardi stared at her with haunted eyes, his black hair falling to his shoulders. He wore a small dark stud in his left ear and bore a three-inch scar on the side of his neck along the edge of his collar. He was physically fit and muscular, more than capable of killing. But twelve men without a scratch? Doubtful. Besides, she had already verified his itinerary and the timeline wouldn’t have worked, otherwise he’d be in lockup.


Chances were he had nothing to do with these murders. But she wasn’t going to assume anything.


“I want my cross back.”


She frowned. “What’s he talking about?”


Tommy Reiner, the cop she’d sent to sit on Zaccardi, stepped into the room. He paled at the sight and scent of death. “He wanted to talk to you.”


“I told you to keep him at the hospital.”


Zaccardi repeated, “I want my cross.”


Just what she needed, a lawsuit that she was denying Catholics their right to worship the way they saw fit.


“Uh—” Tommy hesitated.


“Give it back to him.”


“It appeared to be a weapon.”


“For shit’s sake,” she muttered. She motioned for them to leave the chapel, then turned to Rod. “You need me, I’m outside.”


“I have enough to keep me busy,” he said. “But when you’re done with Zaccardi, I’d like him to walk me through his exact steps.”


She ushered everyone out of the chapel and into the courtyard. “This is a crime scene. I—”


“You need to know what I touched when I arrived, where I went. I understand. I need my cross, Sheriff.”


Zaccardi spoke with a subtly luxurious European accent. He looked Italian, dressed well, and had an aura about him that suggested he always got what he wanted, when he wanted.


Reiner said, “It’s a knife, Skye. I swear.”


She snapped her fingers. “Let me see it.”


The cop left through the main courtyard entrance. They’d cut the lock on the gate when they entered. With one survivor at the hospital, they had to assume going in that there were other survivors, regardless of what Mr. Zaccardi had said over the phone.


There weren’t.


“So you weren’t lying when you told my deputy you just flew in from Italy.”


“I don’t lie.”


Everyone lied, but she refrained from saying so. “What are you doing so far from home?”


“Rafe asked me to come. He was concerned about something happening here. He felt something—” He paused.


“Something what?”


“He said something evil had slithered inside.”


She raised her eyebrow. “Were those his exact words?”


“Yes.”


“And you dropped everything and flew halfway across the world?”


“Yes.”


“Why?”


“Rafe wouldn’t ask for help if he didn’t need it.”


“Help?”


“Yes.”


“What kind of help.”


“I told you. Something—”


She waved her hand dismissively. “Something evil, right.”


“What kind of evil?”


Skye had almost forgotten her detective, Juan Martinez, had followed them out of the chapel, until he asked the question. A few years older than she was, Juan had been one of her few close friends in the department since she became a cop eleven years ago.


“The kind of evil I understand.”


“For a man who doesn’t lie, you’re being awfully evasive,” Skye snapped.


His jaw tightened. “I’m a demonologist.”


That was the last thing she expected to hear. She glanced at Martinez, who was nodding. “You study demons,” he said, as if it were in the same career category as brain surgery.


“Among other things.” Zaccardi stared at the chapel doors. “I was here five years ago. It had been safe.” His voice trailed off.


“And now? You’re saying demons killed those men?” Skye snorted. “Please. We’re looking for the men who helped your friend butcher those priests.”


Zaccardi stepped toward her, aggressive. She put her hand on the butt of her gun, but he didn’t so much as blink. “Rafe did not kill those men. He didn’t have any part in it.”


“When was the last time you saw him?”


“That doesn’t matter—”


“All I’m saying is we don’t always know our friends, especially those we don’t see all the time.” And sometimes we don’t even know our own family. Skye steeled herself against her memories.


Zaccardi shook his head. “Rafe and I might as well be brothers. I know his heart. He knows mine. We were raised together, studied together in Europe.”


“When?”


“Until he moved to America ten years ago.”


“And you haven’t seen him since,” Skye said flatly.


“No.”


Deputy Reiner came back with an evidence bag. Inside was a knife in the shape of a cross. Dagger would be a more descriptive word.


“This is your cross?” Skye took the bag from Tommy. “How’d you get this on the plane?”


“I checked my baggage. It is a cross.”


“Right.” This guy was getting weirder and weirder. But he didn’t seem dangerous. Not physically dangerous, at any rate. His alibi had checked out. Between the time his flight landed in San Francisco and the four-hour drive to the mission, he couldn’t have killed the priests. She handed him the bag.


Surprise lit his face. He retrieved the cross and slid it into a loop on his belt. For a moment he looked just like the pirate Skye had envisioned earlier, the dagger-cross his sword, a breeze lifting his hair, the morning sun chiseling his face.


Rod stepped into the courtyard. “Skye, you have to see this.” He stared at Zaccardi. “You should come, too.”


Skye didn’t want to discipline Rod in front of the other cops, but he didn’t have authority to bring civilians into the crime scene, even though he’d been working the job almost as long as she’d been alive.


“Do you really think demons did this?” Martinez asked Zaccardi without derision.


“Yes,” Zaccardi responded. “I know they did.”


“I don’t know about demons,” Rod said, “but something weird is going on, and if the press gets hold of this, PR will be hell.”


Anthony walked through the carnage, trying to push aside the silent screams for salvation. He didn’t have answers, and the panic in the pleas told him the dead knew their fate.


Did none of these cops see the evil around them? Didn’t the presence of darkness terrify them as it tried to overtake their souls?


For his entire life, he’d heard the cries of the dead and cackle of evil. If it hadn’t been for the wise men at St. Michael’s on a small island off Sicily, he would have gone insane. He’d learned to control it, to let them inside in small doses, in order to help the dead as well as preserve his own sanity. But here, with so much evil and pain in one place, his head ached with the struggle to keep the agony of the lost souls at bay.


They entered the small, narrow sacristy on the far side of the altar, the room where the priests stored chalices, vestments, unconsecrated hosts, sacramental wine. The destruction was complete, broken glass everywhere and the scent of sweet wine.


An odd drawing was painted in red—probably blood—on the stone wall. It was the seal of a demon, but Anthony didn’t recognize the crest. Four circles, one within the other, evenly spaced. Inside the first ring was a phrase written in ancient Latin. The second ring held three symbols Anthony recognized as traditional demonic marks—an upside-down cross at the top, a common symbol of the devil that has been around for thousands of years; a seven-point triangle in the lower right; and an upside-down hook in the lower left with a triangle at the top and an oval circling the bottom curve.


The third ring had markings he would need to analyze, but they appeared to be a numeric code of some sort. Some who practiced demonolatry used numerology as part of their rituals.


But the inner circle held three filled ovals that formed a fat triangle, a mark he’d never seen but filled him with an unexplainable primal fear. The image reminded him of soulless eyes, of which he had seen far too many.


Rod said, “It looks almost like hieroglyphics, but not exactly. Too much detail. The words are Latin.”


“ ‘Summon the fires to serve in death; relinquish the soul to serve your lord; walk in the willing dead,’ ” Anthony translated.


“What the hell does that mean?” Skye demanded.


“I’m not sure, but it’s part of a ritual.”


“A satanic ritual?” she questioned, disbelieving.


“This isn’t the mark of Satan.”


“Well?” she prompted when he didn’t continue.


“This is the seal of a demon. It’s used as part of the ritual to bring a specific demon from Hell.” He gestured at the crude painting.


“Demons, Satan, does it really matter? I mean, we’re dealing with a bunch of violent psychos anyway.”


“It matters,” Anthony said. Walk in the willing dead. He’d never heard that phrase before. Fire was a common element to call upon, particularly when dealing with demons. To serve Satan, one had to relinquish their soul to the fires of Hell. But the willing dead? Physical death or spiritual death?


“And who is he?” Skye asked.


If he were in Italy or in some other countries, Anthony could explain in far greater detail what they were dealing with. Believers would be appeased with his explanation that someone had brought forth evil and until they knew what evil they faced they’d never be able to send it back. But here in America? This pretty blond cop with intelligent, sad eyes? Her entire demeanor said she wouldn’t believe anything he had to say.


“I don’t know,” he finally said. He didn’t know which demon had been called, a first for him. All those years of study, and he was at an impasse.


“Great.” She rolled her eyes. “So we’re dealing with some satanic cult,” she said, obviously not listening to—or believing—Anthony. “You’re right, Rod, the press is going to have a field day.”


“You think we have a wacko group running around performing satanic rituals and killing people?” Rod asked. “The crime seems too—disordered.”


“Very Charles Manson-ish,” Skye said with a smirk.


Anthony said, “You don’t know what you’re up against. These aren’t satanists, and they’re not disorganized. This is pure demonolatry. Someone called this spirit up and helped it kill those men. This seal is—how would you say it?—like his signature. He’s gloating over death.”


Skye rubbed her temple. Anthony resisted the anger that rose because of her disdain. He’d faced ridicule many times before, and he knew whatever spirit had been unleashed would feed on his anger, fear, and insecurity.


“So you think a demon killed those priests? And your friend just happened to survive the slaughter?”


Anthony chose his words carefully. “I think that a person brought forth the demon and used the power of Hell to kill those men. How, I don’t know. Why Rafe was spared, I don’t know. But I can tell you that it”—he pointed to the circle on the wall—“is still here. And more people will die if I can’t find him and send him back to Hell.”


Skye sighed and rubbed her eyes. “Let’s get out of here.”


Anthony didn’t move. He took out his wallet, extracted a business card, and began to re-create the seal of the demon on the blank side. Anthony needed to find out exactly who—and what—he was up against. Maybe there was a chance to save those souls. The willing dead.


These men hadn’t been willing. The demon would be looking for someone who was. One of those who summoned him? Did they know what the demon would demand of them?


“Look, Mr. Zaccardi,” Skye said, sympathy crossing her face. “You’ve been through a lot today. I’m sorry about your friends, but I’m asking you to leave the crime scene. I’ll be in contact later.”


He finished the sketch and wrote down the Latin phrase. “You do not know what you are up against,” he repeated.


“Yes I do. I’m up against a group of brutal cowards who killed twelve unarmed men.”


“You are up against those who worship him.” He stabbed his pencil at the drawing. “It is his strength that slaughtered those men. The people who called him—and there had to have been more than one—are tools. They may be frail old women or strong teenage boys. It doesn’t matter, after bringing forth this demon they have the power of Hell on their side.”


Anthony must sound crazy to the sheriff. The more she tried to dismiss what he knew to be true, the angrier he became. He had to control his temper. Not only to be able to work with this cop, but to prevent the spirits from using his temper against him.


“Sheriff,” he said quietly but firmly. “You don’t believe me. But you must. We don’t have time for doubts.”


“Please leave.”


“You wanted me to tell you if anything was missing.”


“Do you know where the written records are kept?”


“In the caretaker’s office.”


“I’ll let you know if anything has been stolen,” she said.


He stared at her, her green eyes never leaving his, her mouth firm, her posture rigid. She wore her long blond hair back, in a complicated French braid. But the tight hairstyle didn’t diminish the femininity of the tall, athletic woman. Skye was attractive, but deliberately downplayed her assets. To be seen as a leader first, a woman second.


The men around her were watching the situation closely. This was her turf, her pride at stake. There would be another time, soon, to reason with her. When they were alone, maybe she would let her guard down, soften her heart to the reality she denied.


“We’ll talk later.” He pocketed the drawing and left.


Skye watched Zaccardi leave, nodded to Martinez to follow him out. She turned and stared at the hideous drawing, the eyes inside the circle seeming to look right at her. Watching her.


Demons.


Ridiculous. “Don’t listen to him,” she said to Rod. “The guy’s a whack job.”


Rod didn’t say anything.


“What? Man of science believes in demons?”


Rod put away his equipment and stared at her. “Skye, I’m fifty-two years old. I’ve been a crime scene analyst in New York City, Chicago, and Los Angeles. I came here because Santa Louisa was supposed to be one of the safest places to live.


“I’m telling you, in my thirty years of law enforcement, I have never seen anything like this. I’m not a religious man, but I believe in God. And if God exists, why not demons? I just can’t wrap my mind around this crime scene. It makes no sense. No one tried to leave the chapel. The killers should have been drenched in blood, but not one drop was found outside this room, except for what Mr. Zaccardi tracked out when he saved his friend. If we are to believe Zaccardi that he broke down the kitchen door, which was bolted from the inside, that means that the only two entrances to the mission were locked by someone inside.”


“Which means Rafe Cooper is our only suspect.”


“Where are the weapons? We have searched everywhere and there are none. As far as I can see, at least four different weapons were used, all blades. Yet there is not one knife in this room, and certainly nothing that can decapitate a man.”


Skye opened her mouth, closed it. She had no answer.


She walked out of the sacristy and saw Anthony Zaccardi standing next to the altar. “Reiner! Escort Mr. Zaccardi back to his car.”


What the hell was he doing standing like that? What was he looking at?


He turned to her with a strained expression. “The tabernacle. It’s missing.”


Juan stood next to her and pointed. “It’s right there.”


Skye stared at a small, simple antique metal box with gold mesh wire for sides.


Zaccardi shook his head. “That’s not the tabernacle I installed five years ago. Now I know exactly how the demon got in.”




CHAPTER TWO






ANTHONY CLOSED HIS CELL PHONE and stared at the fountain in the mission courtyard. He’d called the only person who might know which demon had been summoned, the only person who knew more about demons than he did.


And if Father Philip didn’t know, they were in mortal danger.


He’d stepped out of the chapel as soon as he realized the tabernacle had been replaced. Without the ancient protection against evil, these men had been in jeopardy from the moment the tabernacle had been switched. For how long? Was this a slow-working insidious evil, or a sudden awakening? Anthony had specifically asked about the tabernacle, and Rafe hadn’t seemed worried. Had it been switched before he arrived last month? Or more recently? The fake looked nearly identical to the original. Only someone with Anthony’s expertise would be able to tell the difference.


How long had the demon been tormenting these men?


A silent cloak of frightened whispers wrapped around the former sanctuary, suffocating the mission. The vicious imprint of what had happened inside these walls could never be cleansed.


Help us help us help us.


The chant wrapped around him, invisible tentacles reaching for his soul, the pleas growing in urgency as a sharp sliver of icy fear rolled down his spine and his heartbeat doubled. Sweat broke out on his brow and he leaned forward, putting both hands on the fountain, the trickle of water soothing. Breathing deeply, eyes closed, he forced his heart rate to slow and regained his internal composure. He needed all his energy focused on learning who and what was responsible for these murders.


He opened his eyes. Blood poured from the statue of Saint Jude. He gasped, blinked, and the blood was gone.


Help us help us help me.


The keening of trapped souls, the souls of the men being carted out of the chapel in black plastic body bags, surrounded Anthony, deafening in their persistence. He’d heard the cries of the dead before, had saved countless souls before they were forever lost. But never like this, never this strong. Never this lost.


“What’s wrong?”


He turned and faced Sheriff Skye McPherson.


Needful, he soaked in her raw beauty to clear his mind of all he’d seen. She did everything possible to diminish her sensuality, but nothing could destroy what lay beneath. Her creamy, clear skin. Her sharp, intelligent green eyes. Her full, red, unpainted lips. Makeup would only have destroyed what nature had created to be pleasing to a man.


Anthony desperately needed hope. Skye’s presence strengthened him. It was as if she’d been conjured from his dreams. As if he’d seen her before. As if he was meant to be at her side, helping her. Watching her. Protecting her.


He turned from her, unsettled by the thought that there might be a bond with a woman he did not know, a woman who doubted him and everything he believed in.


He touched the statue, water—not blood—flowing over his hand. Certainly his mind was clouded and troubled by what had happened here. The bond with Sheriff Skye McPherson was only through death.


“Saint Jude,” he murmured, “the patron saint of desperate causes. The men inside were desperate, Sheriff. Desperate because of what they had lived through. I put this statue here, personally selected and retrieved it from a monastery in France that had given sanctuary to other desperate people. Jews escaping the Holocaust. Desperation and hope. Without hope, we have nothing.”


Uncertainty flashed in her eyes, then the steady face of the cop he’d first met returned. She wouldn’t understand, she hadn’t believed him even when faced with the violence inside; why did he even try to explain?


Because of hope. He sensed the hope and goodness within Skye McPherson as strongly as he felt the evil that permeated the formerly hallowed grounds of Santa Louisa de Los Padres.


“All I feel,” she said, “is that someone—most likely several someones—slaughtered twelve people. Considering they were priests and this is a place of worship, it is being looked at as a possible hate crime.”


Anthony almost laughed, pulled his hand from the water and crossed himself. A faint scream from the trees taunted him. Skye didn’t hear it.


“Hate crime?” he repeated. “All violence comes from hate.”


She glanced at the doors of the chapel where another body bag was being removed, then looked at him. It was obvious to Anthony she had grave questions for him.


“Did you remove anything from the crime scene?” she finally asked.


“Other than Rafe, no. Why?”


She didn’t answer, then suddenly it became clear. He pictured the destruction he’d walked into at dawn.


“There are no weapons.”


“Someone removed them. And if you were telling the truth about breaking into the kitchen—”


“I was.”


“Then they are in here, someplace.”


“The killer left. He could have taken them.”


“You said a demon killed these men.” She couldn’t keep the derision from her voice.


He sighed, ran a hand through his hair. Patience, Anthony. “Demons don’t act on their own. They need human intervention. They need someone to bring them forth. Once here, they have more power, but in the netherworld, their power is only that which they are given by Satan himself. This is why demonolatry is so dangerous. It is humans who are giving these demons power, enabling them to walk on earth stealing souls.


“Yes, a demon was responsible, but only with the help of people.”


“Then how did the human being leave a locked mission?”


“You’re the cop, you figure it out!” Anthony turned away from Skye, angry with himself for his temper. He couldn’t allow himself to fall. He leaned into the fountain, put his hands in the water, seeking peace.


Help us help us help us


“You told my deputy that the mission was locked when you arrived.”


“Yes. The gate here”—he motioned to the courtyard fence—“had a padlock. I have a key to the mission, and went through to the kitchen door because it was closest. But the door was bolted from the inside. I broke in.”


It had been like an invisible hand, dark and twisted, holding him back. The sensation of evil slithering across his skin. Malevolence hung thick in the air, whipped his tongue, and he knew he was too late.


“The lights were out.”


“It was five in the morning,” Skye said, as if his comment were ridiculous.


“For some of these men, dark is as much an enemy as Satan himself. The wall sconces are always on, and in the event of a power outage, the mission has a generator.”


He saw Skye scribble a note. Of course, a sabotaged generator was tangible, something she could investigate. But who would know these men feared the night?


Anthony held the crucifix—dagger point out—in front of him as he ran down the hall toward the smell of death.


“I smelled fresh blood. The chapel doors were closed.”


Resisting the urge to call out, he pushed open the solid wood doors and stepped into the house of worship. A rush of burning heat came at him, then the temperature dropped and he saw his own breath.


Anthony couldn’t tell this cop about the demon he felt vacating the chapel. She wouldn’t believe him.


“I checked for survivors, but it was clear they were butchered. I was too late.”


Eerily beautiful, the early morning sun filtered through the tall, narrow stained-glass windows bathing the dead in colorful rays of light. Body upon body filled the narrow chapel. Some decapitated, some without limbs, all murdered.


The crucifix hung upside down. It was a sign of demons, of Satanists, but this cross weighed too much for even a large group of men to invert and rehang. It had been carved from granite in Mexico and brought to the mission when it was first built in 1767.


“I began looking among the dead for Rafe, giving blessings as I went.”


“What spirits tortured you?” Anthony whispered to the dead. Where was Rafe? He carefully crossed the floor, checking the pulse of the men he passed. All dead. As he neared the altar, he saw his friend.


“I found Rafe behind the altar.”


He lay facedown, white T-shirt covered in blood. Anthony squeezed back tears of anger, regret, and deep sadness as he knelt beside Rafe and turned him over. Anthony wasn’t a priest, but at this point he doubted God would care who gave last rites. The crying for help intensified as Anthony began the prayer.


“After I turned him over, I saw that he was breathing. His pulse was strong and I ripped open his shirt to find the wound that had caused all the blood, but there was nothing. No visible injuries. I couldn’t wake him, so I carried him out.”


The trapped souls of the dead priests cried out to him. Maybe they hadn’t been dragged down to Hell. Maybe they were in between worlds, like ghosts, waiting for help. Waiting for him.


First, save Rafe. Then he could return to save the dead.


“I called 911 as soon as I started down the mountain.”


“We have the call logged at 5:32 A.M. You told my deputy you arrived at the mission about twenty minutes before that.”


He nodded, rubbing his temples as the whispers continued, scratching at his subconscious. “Skye,” he said quietly, not looking at her, calling on the person, the woman, not the sheriff.


“Yes?”


“Do you know of doubting Thomas?”


“Vaguely.”


“He had to see Jesus to believe. He had to touch His wounds to believe in the Resurrection.”


Anthony turned, stronger now, faced the woman whom he needed in order to save these men. He could stop the demon, but it would be her investigation that led him to those humans responsible for calling on Hell. To the ritual that maybe, with luck, strength, and faith, he could reverse.


He reached out, touched her soft skin. “I am asking for faith from a doubting Thomas. But I am still asking.”


Skye stared at Anthony Zaccardi, the dark pirate, because that was most certainly what this man was. She should be laughing in his face—demons and Hell? Ridiculous. Her own mother had left to seek God and look what happened to her. Their entire family had been torn apart. Skye didn’t need religion or belief in anything she couldn’t see when she had cold, hard facts that didn’t lie.


But she couldn’t laugh at this man whose middle name could be Serious. His expression when he recounted finding the dead priests would stay with her for a long time. So full of pain and agony, as if he felt what they’d gone through. Zaccardi believed everything he told her, of that she was positive, and she couldn’t figure out how he had anything to do with the murders.


But the investigation was still young and she refused to let her feelings cloud the facts.


“I am a cop,” she finally said, her voice a mere whisper. “I want the people who did this. Demons or not, someone was responsible for killing these men and I will find them.”


Skye turned from Anthony Zaccardi’s eyes, so piercing it was as if he could read her mind. She didn’t like that, not one little bit.


She surveyed the courtyard. Two wings extended on either side, leading toward the main entrance, with the traditional rounded arches of California missions. Entirely surrounded by the Los Padres National Forest, Santa Louisa had been built by a reclusive sect of the Franciscans and dubbed the “lost mission” because it wasn’t easily accessible from the Mission Trail that started in San Diego and ended in San Francisco.


The courtyard was beautiful in its simplicity. Six arches on both sides framed the buildings. Brick walkways. And roses, everywhere roses. The fountain in the center was designed as a natural rock waterfall, water trickling over gray and brown stones that looked so precariously balanced that Skye was surprised they didn’t topple over.


Saint Jude, Zaccardi had said. Patron saint of lost causes. She was certainly a lost cause. But one thing she was good at, thrived in, was being a cop. And her instincts told her that God or no God, a man was responsible for these deaths.


“I’ll need your passport, Mr. Zaccardi,” she said, regretting her decision when a cloud of disbelief crossed his face, but knowing a good cop would insist that Zaccardi not be able to leave the country. He reached into his back pocket and handed her the documents.


“I’m sorry,” she found herself saying.


“You’re just doing your job,” he finished for her.


“Where are you staying?”


“I don’t know.”


“The Coastal Inn outside town is a nice place. I know the owners. Tell them I sent you, they’ll give you a good rate.”


He looked over her shoulder. What did he see? All she saw was a simple stone building. His troubled eyes told her he saw something more. She wanted to ask, but bit her tongue. She couldn’t, wouldn’t, be sucked into his fantasy. Or hers.


Detective Juan Martinez stepped out of the chapel, waved her over.


“I’ll keep in touch,” she said to Zaccardi.


A chill wind swept through the courtyard as he turned and left, as if he’d summoned the elements himself.


Or they came in his wake.


•  •  •


Trapped himself without a human body, the ancient demon imprisoned the twelve souls that fought for the Light, but didn’t have the strength to bring each soul back to his Master.


He had failed. Black pain twisted his noncorporeal mind as he hovered in the mountains, invisible to those who did not know what he looked like, how he smelled, how he felt, in his true form.


He had never faced Zaccardi, but the human was known to all in Hades. Zaccardi was a relic from the past, relishing the destruction of that which ensured balance on earth.


If the Master of Heaven hadn’t wanted them to exist, He would have extinguished Satan and the rest of them during the Great Battle. But it was a game. How many souls could they win over? How many would serve the Dark Lord? The more they won, the hotter Hell burned, the more of his kind walked the earth.


But Zaccardi was among those pathetic humans who wanted a piece of the pie. As if destroying demons would grant him a larger room in Paradise. Because of Zaccardi and his powerful friend, he’d failed. He hadn’t been able to keep Zaccardi at bay and Cooper trapped at the same time he manipulated death. And in that sliver of time, the soul he’d been promised got away from him.


He burned at the unfairness of it!


Losing the body chosen for him greatly irritated the demon. That which was lost would have given him more power than he’d ever had. He’d have ruled on earth forever! He would have opened new portals for his Master, converted more humans to dark service. They would be a potent force, undefeatable. No angel would be able to destroy them. No human would be able to fight them. They’d have the numbers and strength to come and go at will among the pitiable human bodies.


What a travesty that he needed such a weak vessel to survive in this dimension!


With the remaining strength from the ritual that had brought him from Hell, he’d be able to keep the souls trapped until he could complete his mission and send them to the fiery pit. He needed another body, which his earthly servants would soon provide.


He could survive in an unwilling body, but the constant battle to restrain a fighting soul would prevent him from attaining his highest power. Sooner or later, he would need a willing human to increase his strength.


The dead around him moaned with dread of their fate.


No one can save you. You were betrayed by one you loved, and you’re mine for eternity.


The demon laughed, and waited, and the trees of the forest groaned.




CHAPTER THREE






SKYE LISTENED TO DETECTIVE JUAN Martinez as she drove from the mission back to town.


“While you were talking to Zaccardi in the courtyard, I spoke to the delivery boy,” Juan said, glancing briefly at his notes. “Brian Adamson. He delivers every Monday morning between nine and noon.”


“Did he have anything to add?”


“He confirmed what Zaccardi said about Cooper being a recent transplant. Came here a month ago. The interesting thing is that Cooper recently fired the housekeeper, a Ms. Corrine Davies.”


“Do you have an address?”


“Ten Seaview Lane. North of town.”


“Let’s go pay her a visit.”


Juan flipped through his notes and said to Skye, “According to the property manager, Corinne Davies and her daughter, Lisa, moved into the house nearly two years ago when the mother took a job as cook and housekeeper at the mission. They’ve never been late on the rent, no complaints, not even a call for repairs. Ideal tenants.”


“How old is the daughter?”


“Twenty. A college student.”


“Background?”


“No warrants, no arrests. I have Ms. Davies’s credit application. A widow, her last address was in Salem, Oregon, where she worked for the Catholic diocese. Her references included the bishop.”


“Who hired her in Santa Louisa?”


“Bishop Carlin.”


Martinez had spoken with the bishop earlier in the day to inform him of the murders and ask questions about Rafe Cooper. Skye had met the bishop only once before, when he presided over the funeral for one of her deputies. She was more comfortable with Juan handling the religious contacts. She didn’t need religion, didn’t understand people who sacrificed everything for something they couldn’t see. People who abandoned their family, their homes, everything, for a promise only good when you were dead.


Skye pushed that all from her mind. Already, this case was eating at her and memories of her mother threatened to return. She was as done with her mother as the last criminal she’d locked behind bars.


“Why is Cooper here?” she asked.


“Raphael ‘Rafe’ Cooper is a seminary student up in Menlo Park,” Martinez said. “The bishop doesn’t have any personal information on him.”


“How does he just move to the mission without the diocese knowing his history? Isn’t there some sort of background check, employment verification, anything? I need Cooper’s background, ASAP. But what I really want to know is, why is he here?”


“Bishop Carlin didn’t know. The mission, though technically part of the diocese, isn’t under his control.”


“So who controls it?”


“The Vatican.”


“As in Vatican, do you mean like the Pope and the Catholic Church Vatican?”


“Apparently. Someone in Rome, Francis Cardinal DeLucca, sent the bishop an introductory letter a month ago stating that Cooper was being sent to evaluate the priests for service. Cooper is a psychologist, perhaps he was giving them a mental health update, I don’t know.”


“And?”


“And that’s it. That’s all he knew.”


Switching gears, she asked, “Why did the diocese fire the housekeeper?”


“They didn’t. Cooper did. Ms. Davies is still on the payroll,” Martinez said. “Bishop Carlin told her to take a couple weeks and he’d find her a different position. He seemed angry with Cooper for firing her without consulting him.”


“Maybe I should talk to the bishop.”


“Are you questioning my investigative abilities?”


Skye bristled at the accusation in Martinez’s voice. “No, and you shouldn’t think that I would. But you’re Catholic, you have respect for the office, maybe you didn’t ask the right questions.”


“I asked the right questions.”


Skye changed the subject as she turned off the highway. “Do you know why Davies left Salem?”


“No, but her daughter is a student at UC Santa Barbara.”


“She’s commuting an hour to college?”


“We do what we can when we’re broke,” Martinez said with a half grin.


“Let’s go.”


The coastal cottage on Seaview Lane had an exquisite view of the ocean, almost identical to Skye’s own property three miles down the shoreline. The cottage rested on a bluff with a sheer drop to the Pacific Ocean beyond.


Skye surveyed the rental house. Small, neat, functional. The perfect place for a recluse or lovers, separated from nearby homes by nature. Craggy, wind-sculpted cypress trees lined the property, and with the smell of salt water and sound of crashing waves below, the entire setting was picturesque.


She opened the door of her police-issue Bronco and they walked up the cobblestone path to the porch. The cottage looked well lived in with lots of plants, herbs, and flowers growing in pots resting on every available inch. Skye rapped on the door.


A moment later a young woman answered. She had long dark hair and large pale brown eyes. To say she was beautiful would be an understatement.


“May I help you?”


“Sheriff Skye McPherson and Detective Juan Martinez,” Skye said. “We’d like to speak with Corinne Davies, if she’s home.”


“My mom is on vacation. Is something wrong?”


Lisa Davies would hear it from the press, so Skye said, “There’s been a multiple homicide at the mission.”


The girl’s eyes clouded with tears and her delicate hand went to her mouth. “What happened?”


“I can’t say, but we’d like to speak to your mother about anything she may have witnessed or heard during her time working there.”


Lisa shook her head. “Mom was so upset after—I hate to speak ill of the dead, but Mr. Cooper was a vile human being. He hurt my mother cruelly, fired her for no reason. She’s at a health spa, trying to accept what happened and look for another job . . . ’’ Her voice cracked. “She knows I love going to college here and she’s trying to find something local.”


“Where can we reach your mother?” Skye asked.


“I don’t want to trouble her. She’ll be heartbroken.”


“I need you to trouble her. This is important.”


Lisa relented. “I’ll call her. I’m sure she’ll come home immediately.”


“Please have her call us as soon as she returns.” Skye handed Lisa Davies her business card. “Did you frequent the mission?”


“I went up there a few times.”


“And what was your impression of the men who lived there?”


“Harmless,” she said. “Nice, I guess. I really didn’t talk much to them.”


“Did you meet Rafe Cooper?”


She hesitated, and Skye suspected she was about to lie. “Once.”


“Did you have an impression?”


“He seemed mightier-than-thou. I’m sure my feelings are clouded by what happened to my mother. He fired her. For no reason.”


“Please have your mother contact us as soon as possible,” Skye said and led the way back to her Bronco.


“What are you thinking?” Martinez asked.


“There was so much wrong with that conversation I don’t know where to start.”


“She assumed Rafe Cooper was dead.”


“Exactly. And she didn’t ask who else had been killed, if we’d caught the suspects, nor did she seem fearful of her mother’s life.” Skye paused as they climbed into the truck. “You said the bishop kept Corinne Davies on the payroll. Why did her daughter think she’d been fired and needed to find a job?”


“Perhaps the bishop is keeping her on payroll until she finds something,” Martinez suggested.


“Hmm.”


“You think she was involved?” Martinez asked.


“I’m not making any assumptions at this point, but I can hardly wait to speak to Corinne Davies. I’d like you to do a deeper background check on mother and daughter.”


Skye turned the ignition. “Let’s go check in with Rafe Cooper’s doctor.”




CHAPTER FOUR






ANTHONY SAT AT RAFE’S bedside, praying over him, concentrating so hard that he was oblivious to everything else, trying to figure out what had happened.


If only it were that simple. If only he’d been blessed with second sight, like some of the others. If only he could reach into Rafe’s mind and see what had happened . . .


He admonished himself for his futile plea. As Father Philip often said, accept the gifts you have and don’t covet the gifts of others.


As a young child, he had found it difficult to understand what advantages he would have in the ongoing war. He’d been sheltered by the monks because of his strong empathic ability. He sensed good and evil in both people and things. When he was young, overwhelming waves of negative emotion nearly destroyed him; it was only with age and training that he learned to control his senses.


Now, his ability served him well as a demonologist. And sitting here, at Rafe’s side, he knew there were no demons inside him, nothing evil that kept him comatose. Only emptiness, a void, as if Rafe were already dead.


“What happened in there, Rafe?” he whispered.


Perhaps the coma was Rafe’s way of dealing with the tragedy. Where had he been during the slaughter? Had he witnessed it? Had he listened to it? Had he been somehow trapped by the demon? Why had he been spared? What had caused him to collapse at the altar?


So many questions, and Anthony had no answers, and likely wouldn’t until Rafe woke up.


Anthony was six when he first met Rafe. He’d instantly bonded with the child who radiated goodness.


But there had always been questions. Rafe was older than most, abandoned at the monastery at the age of three instead of infancy. He’d been dying until Father Philip laid hands on him. He had scars no one could explain, as if he’d survived a brutal battle, though he was still a toddler.


By the time the boys of St. Michael’s reached puberty, their gifts had been revealed. Demon hunter, psychic, healer, among others. For Anthony, it was his recognition of good and evil, his empathy, his ability to purge demons from inanimate objects like buildings. But as for Rafe—his gift was still unknown. At the age of twenty-one Rafe had decided to serve as a priest. He’d been sent to America because Father Philip sensed it was right. Yet ten years later, Rafe had still not received the Sacrament of Holy Orders. It was as if God Himself was pushing him in another direction, Rafe had told Anthony on more than one occasion.


“I go through the ceremony and I can’t say the words. Something holds my tongue.”


“Why didn’t you call me sooner, Rafe?” Anthony whispered. “I would have dropped the world for you, my friend.”


Anthony reached for Rafe’s hand and stared. His right hand was in a cast, his left bandaged. He pulled Rafe’s chart from the end of the bed and read.


Three broken fingers on his right hand and a shattered wrist. Fingernails on six fingers half torn. Wood slivers embedded in the tips, down to the bone.


There had been so much blood at the chapel Anthony hadn’t noticed Rafe’s hands had been so damaged. Slivers of wood? Had he been trapped somewhere during the massacre? How? Who? The demon?


“I must go to the mission tonight,” Anthony whispered. “I need to find out what happened to you.”


He would search not only for answers to what had happened to Rafe, but for some way to free the souls still trapped.


“I’m going to try,” he said aloud. How could he not? How could he do nothing? Evil would triumph, the demon would grow stronger, Hell would burn hotter.


Anthony sensed that he stood on the edge of something big. Hell churned, working overtime. They, the fallen ones, would be coming in waves. As more human beings worshipped the darkness, more demons would rise to the surface. This, the slaughter at the mission, was the beginning of a battle that Anthony feared would last until end times.


He took out his holy water and prayer book. He blessed Rafe, then surrounded his friend with a powerful protection against Hell. Rafe was at his weakest now; Anthony refused to let Satan claim him.


•  •  •


Martinez was silent on the drive to the diocese’s main office.


“What?” Skye finally said.


“Have you considered that maybe Mr. Zaccardi is right?”


Skye rolled her eyes. “I should never have told you what he said.”


Martinez’s light brown face tensed. “Are we partners on this case, or are you pulling rank, Sheriff ?” he asked.


“What’s that supposed to mean? You’re the best detective on the squad.”


“If you want me to do my job, you need to listen to me.”


“I always listen to you.” Skye was hurt that Juan thought she was pulling rank. “I value your opinion.”


“Then take it,” he said. “I think you should listen to what Mr. Zaccardi has to say.”


“That demons killed those priests? Come on, Juan. You’re not so damn superstitious to think that something not even human could slaughter those men!”


“And I didn’t think you were so closed-minded that you couldn’t see the possibilities.”


“Please.”


“You’re letting your mother stop you from seeing the truth.”


Skye fumed. “Don’t talk about my mother. She’s dead, if you haven’t forgotten. And if anything, her murder should tell you that those people are all a bunch of freaks.”


Juan’s jaw tightened. “Is that how you think of me? A freak?”


“That’s not what I meant—” It had come out all wrong. But isn’t that what those people did? Promise the world as long as you give up everything you know and love? If her mother had never left, her father would never have been out in the woods that night; he wouldn’t have died and left her alone.


Juan didn’t say anything. She was angry with herself for hurting him, and angry with him for being so easily swayed. Demons. Right.


“Dammit.” She resisted the urge to pound her head against the steering wheel.


“Look, you know that one man could not have done that. Not all those priests were old. They would have fought back. Rafe Cooper has no marks on him whatsoever. No defensive wounds. No offensive wounds. His hands are bruised and scraped and Rod thinks it’s from pounding on his bedroom door. The blood from the door matches Cooper’s blood type.”


After Zaccardi left the mission, Rod had discovered evidence in Rafe Cooper’s room that suggested he’d been trapped inside. But there were no locks on the door and no plausible way he could have been locked in.


“What do you think happened?” Skye finally asked.


“I don’t know. But I think you need to look at all possibilities.”


She didn’t want to hurt Juan—he was one of her few friends in the Sheriff’s Department. But what he was saying was ludicrous. “Okay, here are the facts. Twelve men between the ages of thirty-six and eighty-one were murdered in cold blood. Rafe Cooper was unharmed. A thirty-one-year-old man, healthy, strong, unconscious for no reason?”


“Maybe he walked in on the scene after the fact, collapsed from the stress. Especially if someone had locked him in and he heard what was happening.”


Skye weighed that and admitted that perhaps Juan was onto something. “Then let him out of his room when they were done? I don’t know. It doesn’t make sense to me, to leave a potential witness.”
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