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			Signs of Possession

			(from The Roman Ritual of Exorcism)

			The following are symptoms of possession as described in The Roman Ritual of Exorcism. In most cases, a possessed individual will have one or more of the symptoms listed. 

			
					Victim speaks or understands unknown languages without any prior knowledge thereof. 

					Victim clearly knows things that are distant or hidden. 

					Victim can predict future events. 

					Victim has an intense hatred for holy things. 

					Victim shows a physical strength far beyond what the individual should be capable of.

					Fear or loathing of the name of God, Jesus, Mary, or any of the saints.

					Pain or physical discomfort in the presence of holy objects, upon hearing prayers or Scripture read, or witnessing sacraments being performed.

					Supernatural activity, including but not limited to levitation, the appearance of unusual objects, and the presence of ectoplasm.

			

		

	
		
			Stages of Possession

			Oppression: When a demon plagues an individual. This can include physical torment, health issues, and even paranormal activity in the victim’s vicinity.

			Obsession: This encompasses mental, physical, and emotional torment. Often a person will act irrationally and show signs of abuse.

			Infestation: When a demonic entity takes residence inside a person. This can include all the above signs, plus speaking in tongues, levitation, stigmata, and psychic phenomena.

		

	
		
			SECTION ONE – Opression

			Los Angeles, Present Day

			Excerpt from Good Morning with Josh and Jenny

			Jenny Durso: “Tell me, Mr. Graves, what made this such a difficult case for you?” 

			Stone Graves: “I could name a dozen things, Jenny, but really what it came down to was information and interpretation. The Catholic Church actually has a list of signs, what they call symptoms, of possession. You can find it in The Roman Ritual of Exorcism.”

			Onscreen behind Graves, a list appears.

			Josh Black: “That’s some list!”

			Graves: “It is. And usually it’s very accurate. But what they don’t take into consideration is that the presence of a supernatural being is a lot like getting sick in the winter.”

			Durso: “How so?”

			Graves: “Because you can’t always tell what you’ve got. A cold, the flu, a sinus infection. A lot of the symptoms are the same.”

			Black: (points at list) “Ectoplasm and physical discomfort? Sounds a lot like my last flu!”

			Audience laughter.

			Graves: “Trust me, Josh. Having a demon or poltergeist in your house is no laughing matter. We learned that the hard way.”

			On the screen, a picture of a covered body being taken away by two EMTs appears. The audience goes silent.

			Durso: “When we come back, Stone Graves will tell us more about his new book, A Town Possessed.”

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			Guatemala, fifty-five years ago

			Evil lives here.

			Father Leo Bonaventura shivered as he entered the remote village of Tapajo. Satan’s presence lay across the tiny settlement like a malevolent blanket, woven between the scattered huts like a deadly miasma. Darker than the jungle night, more oppressive than the cloying, sulfur-tainted mist rising from the nearby river, it lapped at skin and clothes with an oily, invisible tongue.

			“This way, Padre.” Benito, the native boy who’d met the boat at the dilapidated wooden dock, tugged at Leo’s sleeve. He wore a ragged tie-dye t-shirt and cut-off denim shorts. Despite his preoccupation with the coming task, the priest still managed to feel more than a small measure of discomfort at the boy’s knowledge of both English and Spanish. Not to mention his clothing.

			Hundreds of years later and the handiwork of the Church is still evident everywhere, both good and bad. We brought them new languages, gave them education and clothes, and showed them the path to Heaven, but at what cost? Their identity, their culture.

			Ahead of them, someone – or something – cried out, a long, animalistic howl that raised gooseflesh on Leo’s arms despite the stifling tropical humidity and heat. Hoarse shouts followed, a barrage of words in no language Leo recognized.

			“Venga, Padre. Come.” 

			Leo realized he’d stopped walking. He forced his body to move forward, fighting the instinctive urge to turn and flee. Around them, the jungle sat silent, as if the birds and animals had gone into hiding or fled the area to escape the unnatural presence that had invaded their territory.

			Benito led him to a large thatch hut on the far side of the village. A communal hall, perhaps, the priest thought. A group of about twenty villagers stood nearby. Waiting.

			Waiting for me. Their last hope.

			Their savior.

			Although he kept his face impassive, Leo grimaced inside. He came not as a savior, but as a warrior. A big difference.

			Unlike saviors, warriors didn’t always triumph.

			Leo paused at the entrance to the hut, wiped sweat from his face and neck, and whispered a short prayer for safety.

			“Gracious Saint Joseph, protect me and those around me from all evil as you did the Holy Family. Amen.”

			As he crossed himself, he noticed the villagers repeating the gesture. More evidence of the Church’s subjugation of primitive cultures.

			We force them to change their gods and promise them a better life, but we also bring diseases for which they have no resistance, and medicines that half the time don’t work as well as their own.

			“Gracias a Dios que venites, Padre,” whispered an older woman. Thank God you came.

			I hope her faith isn’t misplaced.

			Leo nodded to her, took a deep breath that filled his lungs with oppressively moist jungle air, and then pushed through the vine curtain that served as the hut’s doorway.

			The low roof magnified the humidity to almost sauna-like conditions, and Leo found himself mopping more sweat from his face before his eyes finished adjusting to the dim, green-tinted interior, where the only light came from two small candles atop a wooden crate.

			“Leo. Thank God you’re here,” someone said in a wheezing voice.

			Halfway across the circular dwelling, two men knelt next to the prone form of a boy, the child nude except for a ragged towel covering his private area. The man who’d spoken, Father Jorge Sanchez, rose to his feet, the cracking and popping of his ancient joints audible to Leo from ten feet away. Sanchez wore the purple silk stole of an exorcist over the customary black shirt and trousers. His clothes clung to his thin shoulders and round belly, plastered on by sweat. It was the first time Leo had ever seen him without the traditional black cassock. As he approached Leo, he removed his thick glasses and wiped uselessly at them with a stained handkerchief.

			Time has not been kind to him. Leo watched his old mentor’s stiff movements. Ten years since I last saw him, but he looks like he’s aged twenty. Is that one of the hazards of the position? Will it happen to me as well?

			The idea of growing old and losing his faculties disturbed Leo deeply, which surprised him. He’d only recently completed his studies in exorcism and been assigned his first Church posting, in Guatemala City. Until now, he’d never contemplated his own mortality. He quickly pushed the thought aside to focus on the matter at hand. The matter he’d trained the past five years for; that had, in fact, been his sole reason for joining the Church.

			To rid the world of Evil.

			Behind Sanchez, the boy on the ground let out a loud moan and his body went into convulsions, legs and arms shaking, heels drumming against the dirt floor, head whipping back and forth. Even in the badly lit confines of the hut, the child’s eyes stood out, wide and white against the darkness of his skin and the surrounding gloom.

			“Ay, Dios mio.” Sanchez hurried back to the boy. 

			As Leo followed, he felt the gaze of the boy’s parents, who stood near the back of the hut. Ignoring their pleading looks, he set down his traveling case and knelt while Sanchez whispered passages in Spanish from a tattered Bible.

			“You must be the doctor,” Leo said to the other man, who gripped the boy’s arms and attempted to hold him still. “I’m Father Leo Bonaventura.”

			“John Zimmerman.” The doctor was thin and pale, with close-cropped hair almost the same carrot red as Leo’s. He looked a few years older than Leo’s twenty-four. Leo guessed he’d recently graduated medical school and had to complete some kind of foreign service in return for a reduced tuition. A black medical bag sat next to him, closed. That simple fact indicated the man had already done everything in his power for the boy. 

			Which was why Jorge sent for me.

			The idea of his mentor needing help worried Leo; it had, in fact, led to many hours of lost sleep during the four-day trip from Rome to Guatemala. 

			If things are so bad the teacher has to turn to the student….

			The boy screamed again, the same primitive cry Leo had heard while walking through the village. Without warning, the boy sat up, easily breaking free from Zimmerman’s grip even though he couldn’t have been more than twelve years old and all of seventy pounds.

			“You!” the boy shouted and pointed at Leo, who fell back in surprise. “I will see you dead, Leo Bonaventura. Your heart will boil and I will devour your soul!”

			The child stood, the cloth falling away to reveal an erect penis. He waggled his hips in a crude, suggestive manner. Leo wondered how he could have thought the boy was short, seeing him tower over their heads. Then the doctor gasped and Leo looked again. The boy floated a foot above the ground, hovering in the air like an angel.

			Or a demon.

			Leo didn’t doubt the existence of demons. He’d read too many tomes, heard too many stories from Sanchez and the others at the Vatican, had seen too much himself in his young life, for there to be any doubt. 

			However, he hadn’t been a hundred percent sure about the native boy’s condition until now. 

			“Jesus, Mary, and Joseph,” he whispered, making the sign of the cross with his thumb.

			“Fuck your God!” the boy screamed, his face contorting into a mask of rage. 

			Leo reached for his bag, which contained his Bible and exorcism paraphernalia, but Sanchez was faster. Standing with surprising speed, the old priest cast a handful of holy water at the child, who shouted in pain and fell to the dirt floor. 

			“Nāṉ uṉṉai narakattil pārppēṉ!” the boy cried, and then his frail form began to shiver uncontrollably, as if he lay naked in a snowy field instead of a sweltering jungle. The doctor looked up at Sanchez, who nodded once and then motioned to Leo.

			“Come with me. We must talk.”

			“But the boy…?”

			“The demon will not return for an hour or so. Anibal has been like this for more than two days. He has…spells…but in between he is mostly delirious with fever.”

			“Spells?” Leo held the fiber curtain aside so Sanchez could walk through. “Is that what you’re calling them?”

			“Yes. What words would you prefer? Manifestations? Fits? Seizures? Haven’t you learned words mean nothing? Things are what they are, regardless of what you call them.”

			Sanchez led them to what appeared to be a gathering place. Groups of logs had been peeled, notched, and fitted together to create crude benches. They took seats and Leo sighed. Although the temperature still sat well into the nineties, the evening air felt cool and fresh on his skin compared to the sweltering confines of the hut.

			For a few minutes they sat without speaking, and once more Leo took note of the jungle’s unnatural silence. Without the background noise of animal sounds, the low gurgling of the lazy river reached him clearly. A loud moan came from one of the other huts, followed by the unmistakable grunting of two people engaging in intercourse. Leo frowned, and his old mentor noticed.

			“It is the demon’s influence.”

			Leo considered this. It was unusual for a demon to affect those surrounding the possessed individual. He tried to think of which ones might be capable, but the lack of information made it impossible to narrow down the possibilities.

			“What else has been demonstrated?” he asked, his voice hushed, an unconscious reaction to the stillness all around them.

			“Pardon?” Sanchez jumped slightly, as if startled from a doze. Knowing what the man had been through the past week, Leo wasn’t surprised his old friend had nodded off.

			“You wouldn’t have called me all the way here for bouts of seizure and occasional levitation. To ask for my help, for anyone’s help, you must have a very good reason.”

			Sanchez sighed and nodded. “You know me too well. Should I start at the beginning?”

			Leo nodded. “That is always the best place.”

			“Sí, así es.” Sanchez took off his glasses and attempted to clean them again. With a smile, Leo handed him a clean handkerchief. “Ah, thank you. Yes, that’s better. Where was I?”

			“The beginning.”

			“Yes. Dr. Zimmerman called me a week ago, asking for my help. He studied medicine in Rome and we had met several times while I performed last rites. He said he had a patient suffering from fever and convulsions and none of his medicines had worked, just like nothing the family had tried had worked before that. In his words, ‘I believe the Devil has taken this boy.’ When he told me the local priest had died while ministering to Anibal—”

			“What? A priest died here?” Leo’s shock came as much from his having heard nothing about it, despite being in a parish only fifty or so miles away, as from the sad fact of its occurrence.

			Sanchez nodded, his face grim. “Yes. Father Hector Ecchivaria. He walked out of that hut and threw himself into the river. His body hasn’t been found.”

			“Hector? I heard he died in a boating accident on his way to visit a village.”

			“The local government didn’t want a story about demons spreading to other areas.”

			While Leo digested that news, Sanchez continued speaking.

			“When I arrived, the boy was as you saw him just now, shaking with fever. The first thing I did was begin a prayer for good health. No sooner did I speak the first few words than Anibal sat up and swore at me, much as he did to you before.”

			Leo allowed himself a small smile. “Yes, he does seem to have quite a way with words.”

			“More so when you find out he neither speaks nor understands English.”

			Despite the heat, a cold shiver ran through Leo’s body. “Are you sure? Even if his family doesn’t speak it, plenty of trading boats pass through here. Others in the village speak it. The boy could’ve picked up any number of foul words from them, or from the sailors.”

			Sanchez shook his head. “No, his family assured me those were the first words in English they had ever heard him utter. Even so, he has spoken in other languages as well. Tamil. Hebrew. Latin.”

			“So, speaking in tongues. What else?”

			“He has immense strength. You saw how he pushed Zimmerman to the ground? I’ve seen him break free of four men at once. Then there is the levitation. And finally, he shows a complete intolerance for anything holy, including the names of God, Jesus, or any of the saints.”

			“All of the signs,” Leo said, as much to himself as to his onetime teacher. “But that’s not why you called me. Something is different this time.”

			Another nod from Sanchez, his dim figure more spirit than human in the darkness, an image that made Leo shiver anew.

			“Besides his foul epithets, Anibal has also spoken…a name.”

			“What was it?” 

			“Asmodeus.”

			Leo’s thoughts dissolved into nothingness. For a moment, his whole body went numb. He no longer felt the sweltering heat, the savage mosquitoes, the rough wood of his seat. He opened his mouth, but it took several seconds for the words to form.

			“Asmodeus? Are…are you sure? Perhaps you misheard—”

			“I didn’t. He repeated it more than once. He even said it while speaking to me in Spanish. He referred to himself as Lord Asmodeus, the one before whom someday all shall bow.”

			Leo stared at the old priest, who’d seen so many things in his life, and saw fear in his friend’s eyes. Asmodeus was more than an ordinary demon. A prince of Hell, one of the original banished ones. A fallen angel who commanded legions in the name of Satan and served as the Dark One’s left-hand confidant. Many ancient writings referred to him as the many-headed beast and the demon of lust.

			If he truly has come into our world….

			“Wait,” Leo said, as a thought came to him. “One of the first things you taught us is that demons lie. How do you know it’s really Asmodeus?”

			“That is the reason I sent for you.” Sanchez gripped Leo’s arm. “I have made three attempts to banish this evil from the boy, but it only grows stronger. Its foul presence is spreading through the village. You can feel it, it permeates the air like a terrible odor. For days now, the animals of the jungle have been dying and the people of this village…several have taken their own lives in the river and others have experienced episodes of unbridled lust, even rutting like beasts right in the center of the village. It has grown steadily worse since…Father Ecchivaria’s visit. I fear he may have attempted to drive the demon out on his own.”

			“What? An untrained priest performing an exorcism?” Leo gave an involuntary shudder. “Why would—?”

			“We do not know what he did or did not do. Perhaps he simply read the rites to appease the family, or test the boy. Of course, if he did carry out the rites….”

			Sanchez didn’t need to finish the sentence. They both knew the dangers of an exorcism conducted incorrectly. One of Sanchez’s first lessons had focused on that topic.

			“When a demon is not exorcised properly, the danger is magnified and you will spread the demon’s influence even farther. You must always remove evil by the roots, so that nothing remains behind.”

			“Is there anything else I should know?”

			Sanchez’s frown deepened. “There have been instances of poltergeist activity as well. Objects moving on their own. Violent acts with no recollection afterward. We must end this now. Whatever it is, the thing inside Anibal is too strong for me alone. Call it luck or fate that you happened to be nearby, but I trust you more than any other to help me with something so powerful. We must drive whatever inhabits that child back to whence it came.”

			The grip on Leo’s arm grew tighter. Although his friend’s words terrified him to his core, Leo placed his hand over Sanchez’s. 

			“Tell me what to do.”
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			Leo struggled to remain on his feet as a horrific wind turned the inside of the hut into a miniature tornado. Clothing, bowls, and the broken pieces of Father Sanchez’s wooden cross whirled around, metamorphosed into deadly missiles by the supernatural storm. 

			Squinting against the gale, his clothes slapping painfully against his skin, Leo raised his Bible and pointed a finger at Anibal, whose rotating body floated five feet above the ground.

			“I exorcise thee, unclean spirit, in the name of God, the Father Almighty, in the name of our Lord, Jesus Christ, and in the name of the Holy Spirit!”

			Across from him, Sanchez repeated the phrase in Latin. “Exorcizo te, immunde spiritus, in nomine Dei Patris omnipotentis, et in nomine domini nostri, Iesu Christi, et in nomine Spiritus Sancti!”

			While he spoke, Sanchez waved a wand-shaped aspergillum back and forth, spraying holy water across the levitating figure. 

			“Pūcāri, uṅkaḷai ēmāṟṟuṅkaḷ!” Anibal shouted, his face twisted in pain.

			Leo had lost count of how many times they’d performed the rite over the past twenty-four hours. In between, they’d prayed to Jesus and all the saints and recited passages from the Bible. They’d even bound the boy with garlands of grass woven around Eucharistic wafers, to no avail. His skin blistered and red, Anibal had torn away the strings and defecated on them, desecrating the body of Christ, all the while cursing in Latin, Spanish, English, and several other languages Leo didn’t recognize.

			“Leo, now!”

			Earlier, Sanchez had decided they needed to add something new to the rite. As he’d often said in class, “An exorcist must adapt to the situation at hand, because every instance of possession is different.” Pushing himself forward against the battering wind, Leo took a silver cross from his pocket and pressed it against the boy’s chest.

			“Crux sancta sit mihi lux! Vade retro Satana!”

			Let the holy cross be my light! Step back, Satan!

			At the same time, Sanchez grabbed the boy’s head and poured an entire jar of blessed water into Anibal’s open mouth. Blinding white light burst from the boy. Hands raised against the glare, Leo watched as the possessed child writhed in midair, arms and legs twisting into shapes that shouldn’t have been possible for a thing of flesh and bone. One arm bent backward and caught Sanchez around the neck. Leo heard a crack! and Sanchez fell to the dirt floor. Light still streaming from mouth and eyes, Anibal turned and looked at Leo.

			“This is not the end for us, Father Fucking Bonaventura! You cannot kill me, for I am eternal. We will meet again.”

			An invisible force exploded outward and knocked Leo to the ground. The silver cross shot toward him and he threw up his arms to protect his face. Burning pain ran down one arm and he cried out.

			Manic laughter filled the air and then faded away. A horrendous howling rose up throughout the jungle, reached a deafening crescendo, and then stopped. The light disappeared, leaving charred holes where Anibal’s eyes had been. With a final scream, the body dropped to the ground and lay still. The wind slowly dissipated and Leo had to cover his head as dishes and other objects fell to the floor. 

			With the candles extinguished and the mystical illumination gone, the only light came from the thin streams of dawn leaking through the tattered remains of the hut’s walls and ceiling. Leo rose to his knees, straining to see the body of the cursed boy, alert for any signs of treachery.

			Anibal’s mouth fell open and a swarm of beetles flowed out, each as long as a man’s thumb and black as obsidian. More of them climbed from the empty eye sockets. Within seconds, hundreds of the giant insects scurried across the dirt floor, the sound of their legs and bodies like someone shaking dozens of maracas all at once. Careful to keep his hands and feet away from the creatures, Leo grabbed an empty jar and scooped up several of the bugs. He screwed the lid on tight and backed away from the body. Screams from outside the hut told him the beetles had found their way into the village.

			And then as fast as they’d appeared, they were gone.

			Leo set the jar down and hurried to Father Sanchez. The old priest’s chest didn’t move and his head flopped loosely from side to side when Leo touched him. 

			“God be with you,” Leo whispered. He wanted to cry, to mourn his friend, but his exhaustion had numbed him, body and soul.

			Movement by the door caught his attention. Anibal’s family stood there with Dr. Zimmerman, the rest of the village behind them. Their eyes all held the same question.

			“Lo siento.” I’m sorry. Leo shook his head. “Anibal es muerte,” he added, hoping his limited Spanish was correct. 

			A stout woman stepped forward. “Y el demonio?” 

			And the demon?

			Leo started to speak and then paused, remembering the demon’s words.

			“Your time will come, Father Fucking Bonaventura! You cannot kill me, for I am eternal.”

			Maybe they hadn’t killed him, but he was certainly gone. Banished to Hell forever.

			“Adios,” Leo said, making a waving motion with his hand. “Goodbye. No more.” He tried to remember the Spanish words, but they weren’t necessary. The woman offered a solemn nod and made the sign of the cross.

			“Gracias, Padre. Dios de bendiga.”

			Thank you, Father. God be with you.

			Leo patted her shoulder. “Y contigo tambien.” And with you too. 

			The woman smiled weakly and then left, her family following her.

			Alone in the tent with the two bodies, Father Leo Bonaventura retrieved the silver cross and slipped it into his pocket, then knelt and gave thanks to the God Almighty for his help and strength.

			As he made the sign of the cross again, he noticed blood dripping from his arm and remembered the cross striking him. He looked at the wound and shivered as a wave of cold terror ran through him.

			Carved into his flesh was a single word.

			Asmodeum.
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			Three weeks later

			“Father Bonaventura? It’s Ed Oberle, at St. Alphonse University. I’ve identified your beetles. Can you come over here right away? This is quite amazing.”

			“I’ll be right there.” Leo hung up the phone and grabbed his jacket. St. Alphonse University was only a ten-minute cab ride from the hotel he’d been staying in since bringing the insects to one of the top entomologists in New York State. More than long enough for knots to form in Leo’s stomach as he wondered what kind of news waited for him. He had a strong suspicion he’d have another unbelievable report to file with his superiors.

			The short ride through the quaint rural town of Hastings Mills and then across the neat green campus of the university did nothing to quell his nerves. Any other time, he’d have enjoyed his visit. 

			Perhaps someday I can get an assignment at a place like this. After all, when he finished his training, he’d have to be placed somewhere. And teaching at a university would allow him ample time to continue his research.

			When he arrived at the Life Sciences building, he found the Head of Entomology at his desk, his head in his hands.

			“Dr. Oberle? What did you find?”

			Oberle looked up, and Leo immediately knew something was wrong.

			“They’re gone. All seven of them. The one I preserved and the six I left alive.” 

			Oberle pointed a shaking finger at a nearby lab table, where a glass tank sat next to a microscope and several reference books.

			“I don’t understand how it happened,” the gray-haired scientist continued. “I never left this room except to call you. One minute they were there, and the next….”

			“Gone,” Leo finished. A seed of fear came to life in his belly. He felt no surprise at the disappearance, not after what he’d witnessed in the jungle. What concerned him was where they had gone. “Tell me. What were they?”

			“Cerambyx certo. The Great Capricorn beetle, an extremely rare species from Europe. Extinct since the 1700s. And unheard of in Central America. So now please tell me the truth. Where did you really get them?”

			“Get what?” Leo indicated the empty tank. “I don’t see anything. Perhaps it’s better if we just go on as if this never happened. Have a good day, Professor.” Before Oberle could respond, Leo turned and exited the office.

			The next morning, he was on a plane to Rome.

			By then, the seed of fear had already sprouted leaves.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			Hastings Mills, NY, forty years ago

			Father Doyle Bannon descended the steps of Holy Cross Church and paused to take a deep breath of the brisk November air. It brought with it the smells of winter in upstate New York: dry earth, decaying leaves, and the metallic hardness of frigid water from the Alleghany River, which formed the south boundary of Hastings Mills and the back border of the St. Alphonse University campus. 

			His stomach growled and he made a mental note to go into town for a quick shopping trip after his walk. His cupboards were almost empty, and while he took most of his meals at the campus friary’s private cafeteria, he liked to keep some sweet snacks around for when cravings hit. 

			The late afternoon sun glistened off church spires and roof shingles still moist from the morning’s rain. A smattering of cars drove past, people heading home from work or out to early-bird dinners. 

			“Buon pomeriggio, Padre.” Pasquale Fromo, a neighbor and parishioner, waved as he passed by on the sidewalk. He still wore his blue coverall from his job as head janitor at Hastings Mills Elementary. Although technically Holy Cross was part of the St. Alphonse campus, it primarily served the local community, while the newer, smaller St. Alphonse Church, in the middle of campus, served the students.

			“Best o’ the day to you, Pasquale.” Bannon smiled back. “Beautiful afternoon, isn’t it?”

			“Sure is, Padre. Gotta enjoy them while we can.” He nodded and continued on his way.

			Bannon watched him go, thinking that sometimes the most profound statements came from the mouths of ordinary people. Enjoy them while we can. That didn’t just apply to days; it applied to everything in life. People, food, being one with God. He made a mental note to include that in his next sermon. 

			A tickling sensation on his wrist caused him to look down. He gasped as an enormous insect crawled out from his jacket sleeve and across the back of his hand. With a cry he shook his arm, dislodging the bug, which fell to the ground and scurried toward the church steps. His disgust faded when he saw it wasn’t a cockroach but just a large beetle, shiny black and easily the size of the rectangular pink erasers the kindergarten classes used. He tried to smash it with his foot but it dodged away and disappeared into a crack in the cement. Despite the fact that he didn’t have a fear of insects, the sight of it turned his stomach. He hated roaches with a passion, and made sure to have the church and the small rectory behind it sprayed every three months. The damned beetle looked too much like a roach for his taste, and if beetles could live on the grounds, so could roaches.

			And how did it end up in my jacket?

			That thought made him pause. It was November. Shouldn’t bugs be hibernating or whatever they did in the winter? And Jesus Almighty, it was huge!

			All of a sudden, he wanted nothing more than to strip his clothes off and make sure no other creatures hid inside them. Or his closet. His afternoon walk forgotten, Bannon headed back to the rectory to clean his whole room and then call the exterminator company to arrange a special visit.

			There’d be no vermin in the church under his watch.

			[image: ]

			“Well, that should do it, Father.” The exterminator, a skinny, balding man named Ray who referred to himself as a ‘pest control technician’, slammed the doors of his white van – with the obligatory dead roach painted on the side – and wiped his hands on his blue uniform shirt. “I put down dust along every wall and in every corner, and set bait traps besides.”

			“Thank you.” Bannon signed the itemized form and handed it back. The bill would be sent to the archdiocese. 

			“Gotta say, though, I didn’t see any signs of bugs, ’cept for a few spiders down in the basement. The quarterly treatments are doing their work. You sure that beetle you saw didn’t get on you outside, like off the sidewalk?”

			“I’m not sure, but I don’t want to be takin’ no chances.” Just thinking about the creature from Monday made him want to shower again. 

			“Well, cleanliness is next to godliness. At least that’s what my ma always said.” Ray slipped his pen into his pocket and got into the truck. As he drove away, Bannon found himself mouthing the words, “Feck off, arsehole,” to the departing vehicle.

			Shaking his head at the unexpected eruption of what his own mother always called his Irish temper, he said a quick Hail Mary for his transgression and returned to his office, where he’d been struggling all day with his sermon for the Sunday Mass. Usually they came right to him, the words flowing from brain to pen as if the Lord himself spoke through him. He’d always had the gift of the gab, ever since his days in seminary school. But for the past four days he’d been afflicted with a writer’s block the likes of which he’d never experienced. Instead of being unable to find the right words, his mind kept wandering down strange roads.

			Strange and dark.

			Unwholesome images kept creeping into his thoughts, visions of sexual perversion and physical violence. At the age of fifty-two, Bannon was no stranger to the sins of the flesh – any priest worth his weight in sacramental wine would admit, at least in private, that lustful urges came as part of the human condition. He’d confessed to his fair share plenty of times over the years. But having an urge and acting on it were two different things. A cold shower, a sleeping pill, and a few passages of scripture in bed usually kept the demon of self-satisfaction at bay. It had never concerned him, because his dreams and fantasies had always involved adult men and women doing what came naturally.

			Not young boys.

			His hand went down to the lowest drawer of his desk. His fingers brushed against the metal handle and then pulled away. Denied its recently acquired prize, the temptation roared inside him like a caged animal, throwing its invisible body back and forth until Bannon’s arms shook and sweat rolled down his face. 

			Not now, he told the beast. Not during the day, when someone might come in. Later. When we’re alone.

			He returned to his sermon. The words blurred on the page and imaginary movies of naked, writhing flesh filled his head. Bannon sat back and rubbed his eyes. When he looked down at the paper again, the words he’d just written stood out from everything else on the page.

			If the Lord didn’t want us to have sex with little boys, then why are they so beautiful? The pleasures of the flesh are not to be ignored, for surely God gave us the ability to feel that pleasure. There is a reason angels and cherubs flock together in Heaven. This is God showing us that men and children are meant to share His love.

			“Blasphemy,” Bannon whispered. What if he’d read that aloud during Mass? His blood pounded in his temples and heat spread through his body. His clothes rubbed against skin that had grown so sensitive he could feel every hair springing to attention. His legs rubbed together, delivering waves of pleasure that caused him to moan. 

			This time, his hand didn’t hesitate. It opened the drawer and removed the magazines hidden in the folder labeled Liturgical Research. The ones he’d bought that morning, at a tiny store over the border in Pennsylvania, where no one knew him. Lurid images on the covers made his heart beat faster. Naked boys on the laps of smiling men. Teenagers and adults nude in the forest, holding hands. 

			He opened the first one and undid his pants. This was for the best, he told himself. Eliminate the urge and he’d be able to concentrate on holy matters again. And later he’d go across town to St. Anthony’s and confess his weakness. 

			He’d just begun stroking himself when the door opened and the new altar boy, Bobby Lockhart, walked in.

			“Father Doyle, I— Oh!” The boy’s face turned red and his eyes went wide. 

			Bannon leaped up from his chair, which only exposed his shame even further. 

			Why shame? There’s no shame in sharing God’s love. The voice in his head was low and confident. That’s your job, isn’t it? To spread the teachings of God. And doesn’t he teach us to love one another?

			Yes. Yes, he does. Bannon smiled at the boy, who still stood frozen, his eyes locked on the staff sprouting from its nest of red hair.

			“Shut the door, Bobby. I’ve got a special lesson for you today.”
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			Father Doyle Bannon stood at the front window of his office and stared at the crowd gathering in front of the church. He knew why they’d come. Knew it before he even saw the police car parked there.

			I really fecked things up.

			He should have expected the Lockhart boy wouldn’t keep his promise of silence. Who had he told? His father? His mother? It didn’t matter. Someone had believed him, had gone to the police. And now there’d be hell to pay for his transgressions.

			I’m soiled. Dirty. Unclean to the very depths of my soul. For the first time, he understood his own hypocrisy. How could a man who took pleasure in the sins of the flesh, right in the house of God, carry Jesus’s word to the people?

			As he unlocked the window, he found himself wondering why God allowed such things to happen under his own roof. He’d never questioned the Lord’s motives before, and certainly never objected to the advances of the parish priests when he’d been an altar boy, or a novitiate.

			Still, he’d always known they were wrong, and he’d made sure to do his penance after. But this…. 

			I must atone.

			A firm knocking on the door turned him away from the view of the street.

			“Father Doyle? Open the door, please. It’s Officer Rose.”

			Bannon sighed. Alex Rose. Of course. A parishioner of Holy Cross, his family had deep roots in the community, from long before Bannon took over as pastor. They’d shared more than a few whiskeys on cold winter nights, both in the rectory and down the street at the Hickory Tavern, discussing everything from the church to politics to movies. He considered the officer a friend.

			And now he’ll be the one to put me away.

			How can I possibly explain to him what happened, when I can’t even explain it to myself?

			“It’s open,” Bannon said. A second later, Rose entered, wearing his blue uniform beneath a rumpled overcoat. His graying hair stuck out at angles, as if he’d been running his hands through it. A mixture of regret and anger showed in his eyes, but when he spoke, his voice was calm.

			“We got a situation, Father. You’re gonna have to come to the station.”

			“I’m sorry, Alex. I didn’t mean for it to happen.” 

			Rose stared at him and said nothing, the silence dragging on until it became uncomfortable. Bannon wished he’d say something. Anything. An accusation, or perhaps an apology of his own for what he had to do. Even an angry condemnation for his act of perversion.

			“You must respect those in authority, Doyle.”

			Bannon jumped at the words. That voice! It couldn’t be…. It was his old parish priest, Father Brendan Donahue. The man who’d introduced a young Doyle Bannon to the dark pleasures of sex back in Dublin more than forty years ago.

			Bannon opened his mouth, but no words came out. Rose continued speaking in the long-dead priest’s voice. “Take off yer trou, boy. Let Father Brendan show you how to be a man.”

			Memories came flooding back. Bending over the chair. The sharp pain as something entered him. Donahue’s animal grunting, in time to the sound of flesh slapping against flesh.

			“A good shepherd tends to his flock.”

			“The spirit of God flows through us all.”

			“Jesus gave himself up for us.”

			Every Friday, in Donahue’s chambers. He’d teach the Bible and more.

			“You know what you have to do.”

			“What?” Bannon opened his eyes. Rose still stood several feet away, his mouth closed, his features twisted in a manic grin. Had he even spoken? Was I hearing things?

			The officer pointed at the window. It took Bannon a moment to understand. Then everything became clear.

			It wasn’t his old friend speaking to him. It was God the Almighty. Using Rose as a tool, a human burning bush. Like he’d done with Samuel, Ezekiel, and Moses, the Lord had descended to personally deliver a message to a mortal man.

			And that man is me.

			The time had come for him to pay the price for his sins. 

			A sense of peace came over him, and he knew the weight of guilt had been lifted from his soul. Rose continued to stare, his arm still extended. A sign that couldn’t be ignored. 

			“Forgive me, Lord,” Bannon whispered, “I was weak in the face of temptation.” He went to the window. When he opened it, a pigeon leaped from the ledge, startled by the movement. The sounds of the neighborhood came to him from twenty feet down, the twittering of birds and squirrels, music from a nearby house, the muted growl of someone blowing leaves. A delicious odor wafted in, the mouth-watering scent of frying hamburgers from the Barton Hotel a block away.

			He loved the town, and he’d tried to do right by it, despite his personal failings. Now he’d never see it again. Never get to say goodbye to his family. He turned back to look at his old friend as a new thought came to him. If he committed suicide, what would happen to his soul?

			“Is there no other way?” 

			Rose reached out and approached him, moving swiftly across the office. Bannon’s heart soared and wonder filled him when he saw his friend’s feet weren’t touching the ground.

			A miracle! I’ve been forgiven. Truly this is a wondrous day and the Lord has—

			The officer’s hands struck him in the chest and then he was falling over the ledge, sailing through the air. As he plummeted, he saw another face superimposed over Rose’s.

			A twisted, evil visage with yellow eyes and a laughing mouth.

			He had time for one last thought – the Father of Lies has deceived me! – and then Bannon’s back and ribs shattered as he landed on the iron railing of the church stairs.

			Dead on impact, he never saw the large, iridescent-black beetle that launched itself from the window ledge and flew away.
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			Boston, MA, forty years ago

			Father Leo Bonaventura hung up the phone and tugged his sweater tighter around his shoulders in an attempt to ward off a sudden chill that had nothing to do with the November weather or the poor insulation in his office.

			“You’ve been transferred, Leo. A big opportunity. Your own parish plus a teaching position at a university. This is just what you’ve been asking for.”

			Yes, it was. But when he’d heard the name of the school from the archbishop, he’d gone cold and momentarily lost the ability to speak.

			St. Alphonse.

			Memories of the beautiful upstate town of Hastings Mills and the terrifying events that had led him there that summer came flooding back. Fifteen years had passed and he still had nightmares.

			And the scar on his arm to remind him it all really happened.

			He remembered the drive to the campus on the morning he’d learned the impossible insects had disappeared. How he’d thought he’d love to settle down in a place like that.

			“Be careful what you ask for,” his mother had been fond of saying.

			Now he understood the truth of that old adage.

			Praying he hadn’t made the worst decision of his life by accepting the position, he returned to the sermon he’d been writing and flipped over a new page in his notebook.

			The subject of his talk would now be decidedly different.

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			Hastings Mills, NY, thirty years ago

			A brisk October wind, redolent of crisp dead leaves and the first hints of winter, swirled around the small group of students standing in the night-darkened shadows of St. Alphonse University’s Dallas Hall. Caitlyn Sweeney shivered and Rob Lockhart put an awkward arm around her. They’d been dating since the start of the school year but only recently gone ‘all the way’, as Caitlyn had phrased it that night in her dorm room. In the days that followed, he’d been struggling with confused thoughts and feelings. He enjoyed spending time with her, but the physical part of the relationship…lacked something. Something he hated to admit he needed. He’d thought this time would be better because Caitlyn was different from his other girlfriends. 

			Now he feared she might not be different enough.

			“Are you sure we won’t get in trouble?” Caitlyn asked. She kept her voice to a whisper, even though they were alone behind the building. 

			“Chill out.” Her older sister, Lori, poked her in the arm. 

			“We won’t get in trouble if we don’t get caught,” Rob said, taking a set of keys from his coat pocket and jingling them. 

			“That’s comforting,” Caitlyn muttered. 

			The seven of them – Michael Choi, Maggie Brown, Kylie Johnson, and Patrick O’Hare made up the rest of the group – had left the warmth and cheap beer of the Hickory Tavern to sneak up to the fifth floor of Dallas Hall and party in the supposedly haunted attic storage area that had once been a commons room for the dorm.

			“Relax. Everyone’s gone for the weekend. This is gonna be our best chance to do this.” Rob approached the heavy metal door that would let them into the back stairwell of the massive brick-and-stone Gothic structure.

			The second oldest building on campus, Dallas Hall stood two stories higher than any of the other dormitories and was something of an architectural wonder in the daylight, with expansive archways, numerous cupolas, and a sharply peaked roof done in a California Mission style. Its ivy-covered walls didn’t match any of the other buildings on campus and it seemed to stand sentinel in front of the more modern gray-stone structures, its brooding presence the first thing visitors saw as they entered the campus. In keeping with the university’s century-old dedication to learning, the original architects had included bas-relief plaques on the front wall representing the seven medieval arts: Tonus (music), Numerus (arithmetic), Ratio (dialectic), Lingua (grammar), Tropus (rhetoric and literature), Astra (astronomy), and Anglus (geometry). 

			To the chagrin of the administration, a recent survey by the school paper had shown not a single student questioned could name even one of the symbols.

			In the dark, the building morphed into something better suited to a medieval monastery than a co-ed residence hall, and the bas-reliefs took on the appearance of sinister glyphs. 

			The idea had come to Rob after hearing a story related to him by his father, who’d worked as a librarian at the university for several years. A story about the fifth floor being haunted.

			“A girl committed suicide up there in the fifties,” he’d related one night after dinner. “Before my time. Rumor has it, she was pregnant. A real sin back then. The school covered it up, probably with help from the parents. After that, strange things kept happening until one day, they just stopped using the whole floor.”

			Now, as a resident assistant in the dorm, Rob had a master key to all the doors in the building. Including the top floor, which had been converted from a commons area to a storage room back when his father worked at the school. Aside from the six RAs in the building, only maintenance and campus security had access to the back entrance.

			The open door revealed a narrow staircase leading up into a lightless void broken sporadically by small emergency lights set into every fifth stair.

			“No way, I am not going up there.” Lori turned and looked at Pat. “Let them go. We can wait for them back at my room.”

			“C’mon, babe.” Pat gave her a quick kiss. “Midterm break is the only time we’ll get a chance to do this. The rest of the year there’s too many people around.”

			“I’ve been up there a dozen times, and it’s not scary,” Rob added. “The worst thing I ever saw was a mouse.”

			Lori frowned but followed Pat as he made his way up the stairs. Kylie, Maggie, and Michael went next, with Caitlyn and Rob bringing up the rear. They waited until Pat clicked on a small flashlight before shutting the door. In the resulting darkness, the emergency lights glowed like eerie alien life-forms beneath their feet.

			“You know,” Rob said, his voice echoing off the cement walls, “they say the girl killed herself up there on Halloween.”

			“Shut up, Rob.” Lori’s voice floated down to the others from somewhere above.

			“She slit her wrists,” Rob continued. “And now, every October, you can hear her crying for her baby in the early morning hours.”

			“Rob, stop it. You’re creeping me out.” 

			“Seriously. And that’s not all. There were the animal sacrifices.”

			“Idiot.” Caitlyn poked him. “Now you’re just bullshitting us. Besides, Halloween is next week.”

			At the top of the stairs, the group gathered on the small landing while Rob unlocked the door. It opened with a loud click.

			“Enter, if you dare,” he intoned in a mock sepulchral voice. 

			Michael laughed, and then stopped when one of the girls shushed him.

			They filed into a wide, open space Rob had cleared for them earlier. Pat took some candles from his pockets, placed them in a circle, and lit them. To the far left and right were stacks of chairs, office supplies, and spare bed frames. The ceiling angled from close to twelve feet high in the middle to only eight by the walls. Pink insulation filled the gaps between beams. Rob’s father had told him there’d once been a plan to renovate the space and turn it into dorm rooms, but it had been abandoned back in the early 1970s. Cobwebs draped corners in gray lace, decorated with the husks of long-dead insects. Faint rustlings hinted at mice lurking amid the clutter. Rob caught a glimpse of a dark shape scurrying away from their lights, flat and low to the ground, and he hoped it wasn’t a roach. If the girls saw one, the whole night would be ruined.

			“Let’s get this party started,” Rob said, putting the giant bug out of his mind and opening his backpack to reveal a large bottle of tequila and a plastic bag filled with lemon slices.

			“What’s with the candles?” Kylie asked, sitting down on the dusty tile floor. The others joined her inside the circle. The flickering light made the shadows come alive. 

			“Atmosphere,” Pat said, a broad smile on his freckled face. Rob knew the real reason, but kept silent. Their plan had a much better chance of working if everyone caught a buzz first.

			They spent the next twenty minutes doing just that. The tequila traveled the circle several times, thanks to the game of ‘I Never’ Rob and Pat started. By the time they finished half the bottle, the girls were in full giggle mode and nobody worried about trespassing or stories of ghosts.

			Judging it to be the right time, Rob caught Pat’s eye and nodded to him. In response, Pat lifted the bottle and raised his voice.

			“I never had a séance in an old dorm.”

			Everyone went quiet.

			Then Michael burst into laughter. 

			“Man, that shut everyone the hell up!”

			“Not funny.” Maggie pointed at Pat. “Drink, motherfucker. You ain’t had no séances anywhere.”

			“Wait.” Rob held up his hand. “We could all drink, since that’s the rule. Or…we could really have a séance.”

			“Séance,” Pat said, just like they’d planned.

			“Séance,” agreed Michael, who Rob knew would pretty much agree to anything when drunk. Like the time they’d told him it would be cool to go streaking at the basketball game.

			“You don’t know the first thing about a séance.” Caitlyn shook her head, and he imagined her giving him one of her eye rolls as well. His confusion rose up again. Sometimes her attitude grated on his nerves. Like he was a child and she the parent. More and more, he’d found himself wondering if they were right for each other. He’d thought dating a sophomore would be okay, but perhaps he’d be better off with someone else. Someone who’d be thrilled to date a senior. Like one of the freshman girls.

			Or maybe someone even younger.

			“Not true. We learned about them in Father Leo’s class. He covered the basics.” Pat looked at Rob, who nodded.

			“He’s right. We both took the class.”

			Father Leo Bonaventura served as head of the religious studies department at the university, but it was his Religion and the Paranormal class, nicknamed ‘Spooks’, that had made him one of the most recognized professors on campus. As an official exorcist for the Catholic Church, Bonaventura brought real-world experiences to the class, which had long been one of the most popular electives at the school. His habit of reserving the front row for ‘spirit friends’ was just one of his many quirks; another was steadfastly sticking to the belief that God and the Devil existed and constantly battled for souls. In an era when the majority of Christians – including priests – believed in a more abstract definition of evil, Bonaventura’s opinions made him somewhat of an anachronism among his peers. That, in turn, only increased his popularity among his students.

			“Don’t we need, I don’t know, goat’s blood or a Ouija board or something?” Kylie asked.

			“Ta da!” Rob reached into his pack and withdrew a square object that he unfolded to reveal a series of black letters and symbols against a white background. He placed a heart-shaped planchette atop the board.

			“You two had this planned, didn’t you?” Caitlyn asked. 

			“It’ll be fun,” Rob replied, purposely not admitting his guilt. “C’mon. We’ll play for a few minutes and then do something else. But we’ll be the only ones on campus who can say we tried to call a spirit on Fifth Dal.”

			“Pat, you’re an asshole.” Lori slapped him on the shoulder. “If you think you’re getting some tonight, think again.”

			Pat grabbed her by the waist and kissed her. “Who are you kidding? You’ll be jumping my bones later.”

			“La la lalalala!” Caitlyn put her hands over her ears. “I do not need to hear about my sister’s sex life.”

			“This shit ain’t right.” Maggie shook her head. “This is how every scary movie starts, with a bunch of kids doin’ something stupid.”

			“Relax. It’s just a game,” Michael said.

			“Fine. Let’s just do this and leave. I’m cold and I want to get back to the Hickory.” Kylie shivered and wrapped her arms around her chest. “Cindy gets off work in an hour and we have better plans than this.” 

			“I’ll bet.” Michael made a peace sign and wiggled his tongue between his fingers.

			“You’re such an ass.” Kylie gave him a good-natured punch on the shoulder. 

			“How do we start?” Lori scooted closer and the rest of them did the same. Rob moved the planchette to the center of the board and placed a finger on it. 

			“Everyone puts one finger on the planchette and then we ask questions. It will move from letter to letter if something’s here with us.”

			“Y’all better not cheat,” Maggie said. “I didn’t come all the way up here and freeze my ass off just so’s you could make dumb ghost jokes.”

			“I’ll keep you warm, babe,” Michael said, putting his arm around her. She snuggled against him and kissed his cheek. 

			“No one will cheat,” Rob agreed, surprised to find he meant it. He’d always had a fascination for the paranormal and he didn’t want to ruin his one chance to try something for real.

			“What do we ask?” Lori hesitated before placing her finger next to Rob’s.

			“You’re supposed to start by asking if anything is out there. Is anything listening.”

			“Is there anybody out there?” Pat intoned in a decent imitation of Roger Waters.

			“Dude, not like that. You have to—”

			The planchette slid an inch to the left.

			“Shit!” Lori jumped back.

			“Who did that?” Maggie asked. “You all said no cheating.”

			“I didn’t do anything,” Rob said. Pat and Michael chimed in on their innocence as well.

			“Again.” Rob motioned for them to put their fingers back. Slowly, they all resumed their places. “Is there anyone out there?”

			When several seconds went by with nothing happening, Rob waited a moment and repeated the question. Then asked it a third time.

			The planchette jerked under his finger. Up and to the left. This time no one removed their hands, although Caitlyn gave a startled gasp.

			The planchette continued to move in short increments until it stopped on the Yes.

			“I swear, if any of you is—”

			“We’re not doing anything,” Rob interrupted Maggie. Not that he knew if any of the others had cheated. Only that he hadn’t. Either way, it didn’t matter. They’d have a great story to tell later.

			“Ask it something else.” Pat sounded excited.

			“The instructions say to ask for a name,” Rob stated.

			“No, you’re supposed to make sure it’s friendly,” Kylie said. “I saw that in a movie.”

			“That’s stupid.” Michael shook his head. “Like, would an evil spirit tell the truth? Hey, are you the ghost of a student?” He raised his voice as he asked the question.

			The planchette vibrated but didn’t move.

			Lori frowned. “Does that mean yes?”

			The planchette vibrated again.

			“This is wack.” Maggie leaned forward. “If you’re really a ghost, prove it.”

			“Mags, a ghost can’t—”

			The planchette shot out from beneath their fingers and shattered the tequila bottle. Lori screamed and everyone jumped to their feet. A frigid breeze whipped through the room, sending dust and old papers flying. All the candles blew out, leaving Pat’s flashlight as the only illumination. Something fell over with a crash and Caitlyn wrapped her arms around her sister. 

			A rustling sound came from the far end of the room. 

			“Who’s there?” Rob called out. 

			“Stop!” Caitlyn’s voice sounded too loud. The acoustics in the room seemed off to Rob; he could hear everyone breathing, hear the pitter-patter of things scurrying in the eaves.

			Something landed on his shoulder and he jerked back, brushing at it with his hands. A huge beetle perched there, wings spread as wide as his hand. Its eyes blazed yellow. He went into a crazy dance, trying to slap the oversized insect away. The creature skittered down his arm and disappeared. Behind him, Kylie shouted. 

			Pain blossomed in his cheek at the same time as something buzzed past his head. Michael cried out and then cursed. Rob touched his face and his fingers came back red with blood. He turned toward Michael, who pulled something from his arm.

			The planchette.

			“What the—”

			POP!

			The flashlight’s lens shattered and the bulb went out, casting the room into total darkness. The temperature dropped even further and the wind picked up speed. Unseen objects struck Rob’s back and neck and he put up his arms to protect his face. 

			Then the wind stopped and the only sound was heavy breathing from all around him.

			“Rob?” Caitlyn’s voice came from his right. He moved toward it, one hand outstretched. His fingers touched cloth and she gasped. He put his arms around her and Lori and pulled them close.

			“I’m right here. Everything’s fine. Hey—” he raised his voice slightly, “—is everyone else okay?”

			“Yeah.” Michael cleared his throat. “Yeah. I’m good. Mags?”

			“Here.”

			“Me too,” Pat said from their left. “Kylie?”

			Rob looked around, trying to find her in the dark. When she didn’t answer, he repeated her name. 

			“Kylie, cut the shit,” Maggie said, equal parts annoyed and nervous.

			One of the candles flickered to life, casting a dim circle of light. A pale shape appeared in front of Rob and he jumped back.

			“Kylie?”

			She’d removed all her clothes, exposing her thin body and small breasts, as well as the hairless area between her legs. In the faint light, she looked way younger than twenty and Rob felt himself responding in a way he’d never experienced with Caitlyn. She held out her arms and he stepped toward her. Just as her hands touched his shoulders, her mouth opened in a silent scream and her eyes narrowed to slits. Sharp nails dug into his arms and she bit his chest, growling and gnawing at his flesh like a rabid dog.

			Rob shouted and pushed her away. Kylie’s nails raked his cheeks.

			“What the fuck?” he yelled. The only answer was the thud of bodies colliding and then Maggie screamed, a long wail worse than anything Rob had ever heard. He ran to the sound and stumbled over two people thrashing around on the floor. Muffled, wet grunts reminded Rob of the time he watched pigs eating at his uncle’s farm. Remembering Kylie’s attack, he grabbed hold of a leg and tried to separate the two bodies.

			A blinding light flared in the darkness and resolved into the yellow glow of a flashlight. Patrick swept the beam around the room; it settled on Michael kneeling next to Maggie, who had her hands over her face. Blood dripped from between her fingers.

			“My eyes! My fucking eyes!”

			“Maggie! Ohmygod! She’s hurt. We need a doctor.” Michael tried to pull her hands away but she screamed and fought his efforts. 

			“Kylie did it,” Rob said, standing up. “Where is she?”

			Pat played the flashlight back and forth. “I don’t see her. What happened?”

			Lori and Caitlyn stood shoulder to shoulder, looking all around. 

			“Where is she?” Lori asked. “Why—”

			“Stupid sheep.”

			The rough, sonorous voice came from above them. Pat swung the light up.

			Kylie perched in the rafters like a giant pale spider. Her normally blue eyes glowed orange. Bloody drool hung from her open mouth. Her hair stuck out in all directions. Strange markings crawled across her flesh like swarms of insects.

			With a growl, she dropped onto Lori and Caitlyn, all three of them crashing to the floor. Someone cried out and Kylie leaped up and ran for one of the small, arched windows that lined each wall. 

			No, she’s not running, Rob realized. She’s floating!

			Her feet were inches above the floor and her legs motionless. Yet she crossed the room faster than Pat could follow with the light. When she reached the window, she stopped, still suspended in the air, and looked back at them. The gruff, deep voice emerged from her throat even though her open mouth didn’t move.

			“Close the door, Bobby.”

			The thin form spun around and crashed through the window. 

			Rob stood still, his brain and body frozen. 

			Did she really say—?

			Pat pushed past him, calling Kylie’s name. That broke Rob’s stasis and he followed, afraid he’d see Kylie’s broken body sixty feet down on the lawn. And even more terrified that she’d still be floating in midair. 

			Blood dripped from the daggers of glass that jutted from the windowpane like giant teeth. Something else hung there as well; Rob’s stomach lurched when he saw it was a clump of her hair, still attached to a scrap of flesh.

			Five stories below, Kylie lay impaled on the iron fence that surrounded one of the many gardens in front of the dorm.

			“Lori’s not breathing!”

			Rob turned at the sound of Michael’s shout, and then looked back out the window.

			Kylie was gone.
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			On the last day of classes before Thanksgiving break, Rob Lockhart stood in front of Father Leo Bonaventura’s office, wondering if he should knock or just leave. During the four weeks since the awful night in Fifth Dallas, his life had been a crazy mess. He’d run all the way down to the third floor to find a pay phone that worked so he could call the police. The EMTs had rushed Lori and Maggie to the hospital, where doctors tried in vain to save Maggie’s eyes. The one time Rob tried to visit her, she’d looked like she’d been mauled by a tiger. 

			As soon as she heard his voice, she told him to get out and never come back.

			No one had escaped without injury. Lori’d suffered a fractured skull and brain trauma, and would probably be institutionalized the rest of her life. The rest of them had needed stitches for the various wounds they’d suffered. Caitlyn had dropped out of school to help her family with Lori’s care, and Pat and Michael refused to talk to him after they’d all been put on probation and forced to find off-campus housing.

			Kylie had been found on the other side of campus, near the river that flowed beyond the soccer fields, her arms and legs broken, one side of her face crushed, her flesh sliced to the bone and gaping holes where the iron posts had punctured her.

			Their statements to the police had all matched. Kylie had gone crazy and attacked them without warning. None of them mentioned seeing her floating or climbing the rafters.

			The official report attributed everything to alcohol and possibly drugs, and the school and police were only too happy to close the case and move on.

			Close the door, Bobby.

			After weeks of replaying everything in his head, Rob had finally admitted he needed to talk to someone about what he’d seen, what he’d heard. He’d been having nightmares so bad he couldn’t sleep, couldn’t concentrate on his schoolwork. Terrible dreams of Kylie floating over his bed, her hands like claws and her face covered in blood. He couldn’t tell the police, and his friends wouldn’t return his calls. God knew he couldn’t say anything to a shrink. He’d be locked away forever. And despite what had happened to him as a boy at Holy Cross, he’d never lost respect for the Church or the people who served it. Maybe a priest – at least a certain priest – was his only answer.

			And if he doesn’t believe me, at least he can’t have me committed. 

			Father Leo Bonaventura’s office looked the same as the last time Rob had seen it, at the end of junior year when he’d stopped by to get his final grade. Narrow and cluttered, with overflowing bookshelves taking up both of the long walls and a desk at the far end, a dusty window behind it. The books ranged from religious texts and translations of old scrolls to a variety of paranormal topics such as poltergeists, unexplained phenomena, and UFOs.

			And demonic possession.

			One shelf held volumes Father Bonaventura had written. Rob had read a couple, and it always surprised him how different the priest looked compared to the back cover photos on the book jackets. Despite being only a few years old, they showed a much younger face than the man standing before him. Bonaventura’s face carried the lines and wrinkles of a man much older than his mid-fifties, his jet-black hair already turning silver and thinning at the top. He was neither too thin nor overweight for his average height. His cheeks were slightly sunken, with hollows under his eyes. Round glasses perched at the end of a bulbous nose and a cardigan sweater worn over the traditional black shirt of a priest completed the image of an elderly professor.

			“Please, sit down.” Father Bonaventura indicated the single plastic chair in front of his desk. His face floated above stacks of papers and books that would have hidden a smaller man.

			Rob sat, and found himself at a loss for words, with no idea how to begin. 

			Father Bonaventura saved him the trouble. “I’m glad you came. I’m interested in hearing your story. The real one, not the fabrication you told the police.”

			Rob’s heart slammed against his chest and he jumped a little in his chair. Before he could deny the statement, Father Bonaventura smiled. 

			“It’s all right. I’m not looking to cast blame or get you in trouble. Whatever you say will remain within this office. No matter what it is, or how strange it sounds.” 

			“How…how do you know…?”

			“Let’s just say I have a nose for the unusual.” He tapped his nose and winked.

			The priest’s matter-of-fact answer made Rob feel like he’d made the right choice, which eased his anxiety enough so he could speak.

			“I…I don’t know where to start. Everything that happened…it’s so messed up.”

			“How about the beginning? You told the police you went up there to have a little party and play a parlor game. You’re not the first ones to do it, you know. Students try it all the time.”

			“But no one dies, do they?” Bitter guilt crept into Rob’s voice.

			“We can discuss the history of the fifth floor another time. For now, let’s hear about your experience.”

			Rob looked at the priest’s face and realized things had been left unsaid. 

			How much of the legends is true? 

			I don’t think I want to know.

			He took a deep breath and began his story. When he got to the part about the planchette moving and everyone asking different questions, Father Bonaventura pursed his lips and frowned, but didn’t interrupt. As Rob spoke, the memories and feelings of that night came rushing back. The hardest part was describing Kylie crashing through the window and the last words she’d spoken, and why they terrified him. Father Bonaventura’s frown deepened. When Rob finished, goose bumps decorated his arms.

			Father Bonaventura leaned forward, his hands folded atop a pile of test papers waiting to be graded. “Is that all of it? She didn’t do anything else?”

			She climbed the ceiling like a damned spider and floated in the air. Isn’t that enough? He kept the angry reply to himself, but he couldn’t help reliving the scene again in his mind. 

			Close the door, Bobby.

			Rob shivered and rubbed his arms. “What about Kylie? Was she, I don’t know, possessed? Did we make it happen with the Ouija board?” 

			“Possession is a complicated matter, Robert. And not that common.” Father Bonaventura sighed. “I hesitate to say anything supernatural happened. The police are probably correct. Group hysteria and hallucinations brought on by too much alcohol. You’ve taken my course. You know I discourage people from using implements of magic, such as Ouija boards. Because there are rare instances of untrained persons calling forth unfriendly spirits, including poltergeists. Is it possible something supernatural occurred? Yes. Is it likely? Probably not.”

			“Either way, it was my fault. And Pat’s. We came up with the idea, we pushed everyone to try it.”

			“And I believe that’s what’s really brought you here.” Father Bonaventura’s tone should have been comforting, but Rob took none from it. “I can’t absolve your guilt. No one can. But I can remind you of one thing. People have free will. Your friends chose to stay when you proposed your game. You had no intention to hurt anyone. We all make mistakes in life, and part of living is accepting our blame, apologizing to anyone we’ve hurt, and moving on. Hopefully a little wiser. The Lord knows what’s in your heart, and He is the ultimate provider of forgiveness.”

			“Forgiveness. Huh.” Rob knew that would never happen. What could he ever say or do to make it up to Maggie, or to Kylie’s family? They would never forgive him, and he’d never forgive himself. Not even a lifetime would be enough.

			A lifetime. 

			He looked at the man sitting across from him. A man who’d dedicated his life to God, to helping people. 

			Maybe he couldn’t make it up to Kylie or Maggie, but he could bring peace to others. And along the way, prevent what had happened to him and his friends from happening to anyone else. 

			“Thanks, Father.” Rob stood up. He still felt guilty as hell, but at least now he could put that shame and remorse to good use. “You’ve been more of a help than you know.”

			“God be with you, Robert,” Father Bonaventura said. 

			Rob waved and exited the office, his new path in life already taking shape ahead of him.

			He could make a difference. 

			No, not could. Would.
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			Leo opened the door to Dallas Hall’s fifth floor and paused at the threshold, as he did every time he visited the storage area. He’d had a key for almost fifteen years, ever since a former university president, Father Gervais Carrich, had asked him for a special favor.

			He shined his flashlight back and forth, his attention focused more on the atmosphere of the place than his actual surroundings. He closed his eyes and took a step forward, half afraid he’d feel something other than cool air against his skin. The palpable presence of evil, cold in its own right. Or perhaps hints of burning sulfur lingering in the air. 

			Instead, he sensed nothing. The room felt no different than any other on campus.

			Still, he had to be sure nothing had changed. Making his way around the toppled candles left behind by Rob and his friends, the latest in a long list of students to play dangerous games in the attic space, he went to the far wall and peered beneath the insulation between two rafter boards. 

			A communion host sat in its wax paper wrapping, just as he’d left it the last time he’d been there. A quick check revealed all the hosts still in place, with two of the six partially eaten by rodents. The crosses he’d hidden were also right where they should be.

			He replaced the hosts with new ones, blessed them, and then scattered holy water throughout the attic. He usually performed the cleansing during the Christmas and summer breaks, but this year he didn’t feel comfortable waiting. Not after what had happened.

			Nothing unnatural had occurred in the storage area since he’d begun performing his ritual, and he intended to keep it that way. There’d be no repeats of the manifestations that had plagued the dormitory throughout the years, even before that poor girl’s death in 1957. Not on his watch. He prayed this terrible accident was just that: an accident, and nothing more sinister.

			He’d learned the truth of the place in his first year, when Father Gervais told him the history of the fifth floor and asked him to cleanse and bless the building.

			“Just to be safe.”

			Safe. He’d quickly found out the fifth floor was anything but. The apparitions Father Bonaventura encountered that day had convinced him of two things: Dallas Hall definitely housed dangerous psychic manifestations, and they could never be allowed to return.

			He’d often wondered if his status as an exorcist played a role in Father Carrich personally requesting him to be transferred to St. Alphonse. Especially when he learned how the previous parish priest had committed suicide by jumping from his bedroom window after molesting an altar boy. A suicide Leo held suspicions about after experiencing the inhabitants of Fifth Dallas.

			After conducting the cleansing, he’d never again felt the presence of the spirits or auras that had haunted the attic, but that didn’t mean they didn’t still lurk. So, even after Father Carrich had retired from his presidency and a secular president had taken over – the first of several business-oriented rather than spiritually focused head administrators – Leo had kept his master key and continued his protective actions in secret.

			Soon a cleaning crew would arrive to take care of the mess left behind by the students and the police. He glanced around the room. The hosts would be safe tucked away under the insulation. It was unlikely anyone would be scrubbing the place down with cleaners, except for the bloody area around the boarded-up window the Johnson girl had leaped from. Just to be safe, he splashed more holy water across the wall and frame, and made a mental note to come back after maintenance replaced the window and bless that as well. And double-check everything else.

			He was about to head to the exit when something caught his eye. A pattern of dark smudges on one of the rafters. Most likely smoke from the candles. Although as he drew closer, they looked almost like…. 

			Letters?

			He aimed the flashlight at the markings and recoiled, almost dropping the light.
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			Although it had been several years since he last read a text written in ancient Latin, he had no trouble translating the charred letters.

			Asmodeum.

			The Latin spelling of Asmodeus.

			It can’t be possible.

			The room grew darker and Leo’s heart jumped. He glanced behind him. It was only a cloud passing across the sun, but the symbolism wasn’t lost on him. The dusty attic disappeared and his memories transported him back to that long-ago day in the jungle, the body of the dead boy at his feet and the demon’s last words hanging in the air.

			“Your time will come, Father Fucking Bonaventura! You cannot kill me, for I am eternal.”

			Had the creature really returned? In their drunken foolishness, could those students have let something through? 

			No. Common sense returned and his pulse eased. There’d been no signs of possession in any of the students, and he felt no presence of evil lingering in the area. No demon had been loosed into the world. Even if they had opened a doorway, it had only been a crack, just wide enough for a malicious spirit to momentarily enter the dimension of mankind. And whatever it had been – ghost, poltergeist – it had done its damage and returned to its own realm.

			He rubbed at his arm, where the demon’s name had faded to nothing but thin white lines. 

			“Your time will come, Father Fucking Bonaventura!”

			With a shiver, he sprayed holy water across the letters and then hurried down the stairs, making sure to lock the door behind him. Even after he had left the building and the weak but bright November sunshine did its best to warm his back as he crossed the campus, he could not stop his hands from shaking.

			The demon was still locked safely in Hell. He knew that in his heart and soul.

			But for how long?
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