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  Content Warning


The Sacrifice is a new adult supernatural horror novel. As such, it contains story elements that some readers may find offensive, disturbing, or triggering. A few of these elements include: death and fantasy violence (both on- and off-screen murder as well as off-screen attempted suicide/self-harm), blood and gore, profanity, nudity, anti-religion, descriptions of medical procedures, and references to infant death, infertility, and past physical abuse. 
Readers who are sensitive to these topics should take note and proceed with care. 
Also, if you have not read The Compound, book one in this series, please do so before reading this sequel as the series must be read in this order. Thank you for reading!






  
  

For all the survivors.

You learned to adapt, to make do, and you're still here.

You made it through the night.


Keep fighting.








  
  ONE


The vast circle of candle flames danced in the darkness. Cobwebs hung from exposed wooden rafters overhead. A ring of black salt sparkled in the faint, warm glow, surrounding an elaborate pentacle spray-painted on the ground. 
“Within this circle, I call thee. Within this circle, I bind thee, Bazz-oh-lay-ehl.”
Justin Foster’s hands shook violently as he placed a silver bowl in the center of the giant pentacle. His face paled as he upturned a glass canning jar and poured viscous crimson liquid into the bowl.
Blood. 
Whose blood? Justin’s blood? 
No, Justin’s blood would be coming soon.
“W-witness this sacrifice offered unto thee, oh, Bazolael,” Justin said. “Draw from it thine strength.”
Thunder rumbled overhead. The candles winked out. An icy chill permeated the abandoned barn. Someone clicked on a flashlight. 
A figure had appeared at the center of the pentacle. A male body dressed in a sharp, well-fitted black suit, shiny black wingtips, and a red silk tie. 
Bazolael. The demon they had summoned because of Daniel Wester’s stupid suggestion. A reckless idea he’d gotten from reading the dusty old books from the back of his dad’s closet.
Daniel knew what was coming next. Justin was about to die. He had to stop it. But how? He couldn’t remember how.
Justin lunged forward out of his salt ring, hurling himself at the demon. “I said shut up!”
Daniel was out of time. He had to do something, now, but his body was as frozen as that possessed woman with the bloody hands in the gas station. Mindy. Dead-man-Al’s wife. 
Bazolael thrust his arm in Justin’s direction.
“NO!” Daniel heard himself scream.
Justin dropped to the ground with a thud. 
He lay face up. Motionless. Blood trickled from his ears and nostrils. Where his eyes had been a second ago, only bloody sockets remained. 
Bazolael turned to Daniel. His eyes were different now, too. They had turned to empty, soulless, translucent chunks of ice. A self-satisfied smile stretched the thing’s lips. “Who’s next, Danny Boy? Hmm? Who’ll be the next to die, because of you?” 
Daniel awoke gasping for breath. He shot upright and scanned his surroundings in a panicked frenzy. Bright golden sunlight blinded him. It poured through the plaid curtain of Aunt Geri’s spare room. 
A nightmare. It was just another nightmare. He was here. He was safe. What about Lena?
He glanced over at her portable sleeping cot to check on her. 
It was empty. The covers were neatly made with taut mitered corners. 
Lena was gone. 
Memories from the previous night came rushing back with alarming clarity. Sitting on Aunt Geri’s front porch beneath the starry sky, he’d convinced her to stay at the Compound. Somehow, he’d managed to let his repressed feelings for his lifelong best friend tumble right out of his lips. And, holy crap, he had kissed her. Had he really? His heart skipped at the thought of it. He had. And Lena hadn’t run away then. 
But shit, did that explain her absence now? 
No. Her luggage remained in the corner next to his duffel.  
He blew out a sigh of relief and realized his throat felt awful. Tight and parched from the distressed respirations of nightmare-ridden sleep. 
Something white on the nightstand caught his eye. A sheet of paper. He reached for it and discovered Lena’s neat cursive handwriting: 
[image: ]
He remembered something else from last night just then. 
Lena, too, was having nightmares. 
“The demon, Abalaroth, he’s been coming to me in dreams, telling me to do things.”
His stomach dropped as he mentally replayed her words from last night.
“He told me to destroy the final pages of your mom’s journal. He didn’t want you to know what was at the end. He said he would kill my mom if I didn’t.”
Lena had destroyed those pages. Abalaroth forced her to do it, and Daniel felt a renewed flare of anger now that he remembered it. The frustration would eat at him forever. What important information did those pages contain that Abalaroth didn’t want Daniel to see? What clue was now lost to history?
And what else could Lena be threatened into doing? 
“Abalaroth is in my head, and I’m not myself.”
Lena had said that. In the moment, all he’d thought to do was comfort her. Quell her tears. He held her, told her it would be okay, they would figure it out together. Everything had seemed alright after that. Their kiss, that shared moment of happiness, had prompted an unwarranted surge of hope and optimism. He could see that now, after a night’s rest. After that dreadful nightmare about Justin and Bazolael. He had no confidence in their future. 
“Abalaroth is in my head.”
Shouldn’t that be impossible within the confines of the warded iron fencing that surrounded this place? If the Compound was truly demon-proof, how was Abalaroth able to access Lena’s subconscious? 
How, exactly, were they going to figure this out? 
They needed help. They had to tell someone what was going on. But how would the people here react if they learned Lena had a demon in her head? What if they rallied against her? Forced her to leave? 
They wouldn’t. Aunt Geri wouldn’t let that happen. 
Still. He couldn’t forget how that one guy, Alan Miller, had glared at him after Justin’s death. How he’d not so subtly suggested Daniel start packing his bags. “As long as he’s in our protection, we’re all in danger,” he’d said. 
What would Alan do if he found out about Lena? Make her feel like shit for something she couldn’t help? Lock her up like a prisoner somewhere until they found a solution? 
He felt sick thinking about how she might be treated.
But if they told no one and let the problem fester, it could potentially mean trouble for everyone they knew, both here at the Compound and back home in Tennessee. Even now, the safety of Lena’s mother and her beloved tuxedo cat were in question. 
“Who’s next, Danny Boy? Hmm? Who’ll be the next to die, because of you?”
He rubbed his forehead, trying to silence the voices knocking around inside it.  
“Abalaroth is in my head.”
Anger swelled inside of him. The demon that had murdered his mother, slaughtered his infant brother, and kidnapped his father was now somehow entering the dreams of the girl he loved. Why was this monster going after everyone who mattered to him?
Visions of Justin’s death would haunt him forever. He deserved that. Because of his irresponsible suggestion to summon and interrogate a demon to find his missing father, Claudia Foster had lost her husband, and their three-year-old son Riley had lost his father. Bazolael’s taunting was merited. 
But Lena didn’t deserve what was happening to her.  
His head began to throb with rage. This was all on him, and he would not let Lena become the demon’s next victim. He had to find a way to protect her.
But how? Where could he start?
Maybe Dad could help. 
Thoughts of his father, who was confined indefinitely to a bed at the clinic, legs broken beyond healing, stirred a fresh wave of anxiety. Dad needed more care than Maeve, the lone nurse practitioner, with her limited equipment and supplies could provide. His outcome, Lena said, looked grim. 
He would go to the clinic later to check on Dad and Lena, but right now, he had to do something about the anxiety and anger that was building up to a suffocating crescendo inside his chest. He needed to clear his mind. 

      [image: ]Daniel’s sneakers crunched against the detritus of the forest floor, dodging rocks and gnarled roots as he hiked. His calves ached. A nagging cramp in the upper right side of his abdomen now stung sharply. Salty beads of sweat trickled down his forehead, seeping through his brows, blurring his vision. He brushed them away with the back of his hand. 
He was so damn out of shape. But this was good. This was what he needed. 
Grueling physical exertion. A sweaty release. A healthy outlet for all those negative emotions.
It had been weeks, possibly months, since the last time Daniel had rambled through the woods. He had taken to couch-surfing in his depressing post-graduation jobless slump, losing himself mindlessly in a screen to forget his problems for a while. Bingeing Netflix and shooting zombies for hours on Xbox weren’t options here at the Compound, so when he’d needed to check out from reality for a bit this morning, he’d chosen to revisit an old pastime: walking in the woods. 
He’d slipped out of Aunt Geri’s quiet cabin unnoticed, journeyed beyond the tree line that ran parallel to it, and here he was, wandering through the perimeter of woods that surrounded the community. Losing himself in the lush vegetation and quiet solitude, pushing his body, exerting himself, sucking in the fresh air.
A good choice. It wasn’t a complete remedy, but it was helping. His constant, repetitive inner monologue of anxiety-fueled rage had decreased to sporadic intrusive thoughts.
He could feel the tight ache in his chest loosening as he traversed deeper into the wood. His thoughts grew quieter with each step. The trees soothed him. He felt at home there, felt like a boy again, exploring the forest behind the double-wide trailer in the Tennessee mountains. His gaze flitted around excitedly as he scanned the terrain for the kinds of treasures he’d hunted as a kid. Cool rocks. Wild huckleberries. Edible mushrooms. Was it morel season? He couldn’t remember exactly, but he thought it ended in late spring. 
The faint, unmistakable sound of moving water caught his ear. Enthralled, he followed the sound right up to the bank of a lovely little creek. Clear water flowed toward the right, gushing over a slippery bed of rocks. Daniel had the overwhelming urge to slip off his shoes and go wading in, but he had no towel, and he didn’t feel like hiking back with wet feet. 
He squatted down, found a smooth brown stone on the ground, and flung it into the water. It didn’t skip across. Somehow, he had never figured out how to do that. Instead, it landed with a satisfying PLONK. He smiled to himself as he searched the forest floor for a bigger rock that would outsplash the previous one.  
Something pale among the leaves and sticks caught his attention. He stopped to check it out. 
A single, milky-white feather about the length of his forearm. The thing was breathtakingly beautiful. Daniel scanned the area, searching for more of them. He glanced up at the treetops overhead, hoping to find the feather’s owner perched above him in the branches. 
He saw nothing. Just the one feather.
Daniel crouched down and picked it up gingerly. He turned it over in his hands, felt the sturdy thickness of the quill. He didn’t know all that much about birds, but this had definitely come from a large one. A hawk or an owl, probably. Or maybe an egret? They liked water, right? And he’d found this right here by the creek. 
A blanket of serenity fell upon him as he studied the plume. He felt a connection to it immediately. It meant something. He wasn’t sure what, and maybe he was being silly, but it meant something. It felt hopeful, like a good omen. Perhaps in his desperate state, he was searching for meaning where there was none, but he chose to ignore his cynical side for now. 
He took the feather with him and followed the creek downstream. As he walked, he rolled the quill back and forth between his fingertips, imagining the kind of creature that had shed it. He kept picturing a snowy owl, which felt unlikely in the Midwest. Did Arctic fowl fly this far south? He had no clue.
Daniel spotted what he’d been looking for. A line of smooth, flat rocks stretched from one side of the creek to the other. He tucked the feather into a pocket, toed across carefully, and wandered deeper into the woods. 
Time passed. Daniel wasn’t sure how much time, but it felt like maybe half an hour. His watch had burned in the fire back home, and with no cell service at the remote colony, he’d left his iPhone behind at Aunt Geri’s. His gut had unclenched itself and begun to growl now, anxiety obliterated and replaced by gnawing hunger. He decided to turn around and go back the way he came. 
His journey back passed uneventfully, and Daniel was thoroughly famished when he emerged from the woods and found himself back outside his aunt’s cabin. He trudged across the grass and climbed the steps to her front porch— the same steps he’d kissed Lena on a few hours ago. Just as his sneaker hit the top step, the front door to the cabin flew open. Aunt Geri burst across the threshold. 
“There you are!” she exclaimed, her husky voice cracking from the dramatic intonation. “Where the hell have you been?”
Her face was flushed and damp with sweat, and she sounded flustered, bordering on panic. He felt a stab of guilt for wandering off without telling her. “I just went for a walk, in the woods over there.” 
Aunt Geri heaved a sigh. “Dammit, Daniel, I was worried sick. I went to the clinic, thought you’d gone there to visit your dad, but no, nobody had seen you. Lena was there, but she didn’t know anything. I came back here, hoping you’d show up, but I couldn’t stop thinking about how your dad had just disappeared from your place and…” She shook her head, rubbing her brow, and sighed again.  
“I’m so sorry, Aunt Geri. I didn’t see you when I got up, and I had to get out and clear my head for a bit. I should’ve left you a note.” 
“Yeah. Well. Thank Christ you’re alright.” She managed a smile and gave his forearm a gentle pat. “But listen, while I was at the clinic, I got some bad news.” Her smile vanished as quickly as it had appeared. “Your dad’s not doing so well today.”
Daniel’s stomach flopped. “What do you mean? He seemed so much better last night.”
“I know. But earlier this morning, there was, um, a situation.”






  
  TWO


Sweat ran in rivulets down Daniel’s back, his drenched clothes clinging to him by the time he and Aunt Geri reached the medical clinic. He was extra eager to get inside the door, for this place was the sole building within the Compound with air conditioning. When they had first constructed the clinic, certified registered nurse practitioner Maeve Lewis had fought for and ensured the installation of quality ventilation and air conditioning, citing CDC guidelines in order to minimize the spread of disease and infection. 
Praise be to Maeve.
The chilly air welcomed them into the facility, a pleasant reprieve from the oppressive heat of late July. Goosebumps prickled across Daniel’s damp, sweaty skin almost immediately. As nice as the cool air was, his comfort quickly changed to distress. The sterile smell of hospital-grade disinfectant that met his nostrils triggered childhood fears of doctors and needles and resurfaced the upsetting memory of arriving here with his father, bloody and bruised, with fractured legs, unconscious. 
At present, Dad occupied the fourth bed on the left side of the clinic. The privacy curtain was drawn, obscuring Daniel’s view of his father. He didn’t see Lena or Maeve anywhere.
He felt anxious as he moved toward the curtain, his aunt by his side. A metallic screech rang out from the hooks suspending the curtain as he pulled the fabric aside. 
His heart sank as he took in the scene before him. Lena and Maeve stood on either side of Pete Wester, busily working on him. He looked terrible. His eyelids were shut, his mouth hung open. A wide, thick bandage covered his entire forehead— a new addition since last night. The angry purple bruise spreading across his right temple was new, too, and it turned Daniel’s stomach.  
He gulped. Though Aunt Geri had already filled him in on the way here, he wanted to hear the details from the nurse practitioner. “What happened?” 
Maeve Lewis turned to face him, the dark circles under her eyes betraying the rough night she had spent at the clinic with his father. The woman always looked so put together, it was a shock to see her looking this drained and depleted. In the days he had gotten to know her, he had noticed her adornment was routinely fashionable, often flashy, and somewhat impractical for her line of work. Today, beneath a wrinkled lab coat, Maeve wore the same dress she’d worn yesterday— a flowing ankle-length dress the color of a fiery August sunset with a neckline that was a bit daring for a woman of her age. She’d swept her white hair into a low bun that looked rumpled and mussed. 
She released a weary sigh as she glanced back down at her patient. “I’m afraid he’s had a rough go of it this morning,” she began. “Around nine or so, I heard a loud commotion from his bed. I ran to see what had happened, and I found him on the floor, just there.” She gestured to the space between the bed and IV pole. “He’d somehow managed to lower his side rails. Got himself all tangled up in the IV tubing. If I hadn’t been so close by when it happened…” She trailed off, shaking her head. 
Daniel stared at his father. A disastrous fall out of bed? What the hell? He suddenly seemed far older than his fifty-five years. 
“He sustained a pretty deep laceration to his forehead, where he hit the base of the IV pole,” Maeve continued. “I had to give him twelve stitches.”
Daniel’s eyes dropped to the IV pole, where six wheeled, stainless-steel legs held the pole upright. He cringed, imagining his father’s face smacking into one of the legs’ pointed corners with full force. 
“He was very confused at the time,” she said. “He was… muttering gibberish.” She hesitated before adding, “And now he’s running a low-grade fever.”
Daniel winced. “Infection?”
“Most likely. We’re continuing to administer IV antibiotics and monitoring him closely. Right now, he really needs to rest.” 
He nodded, then glanced across the bed at Lena as she folded the blood pressure cuff she had just removed from Dad’s arm. Her navy-blue hospital scrubs caught him off guard— he hadn’t expected to see her in them here. But of course, ever-prepared Lena Dillon had packed a set, just in case. The cut was boxy and unflattering on most people, but Daniel found Lena at peak cuteness in them. He’d always felt confusing feelings when he’d seen his best friend like this, stethoscope slung around her neck. 
He felt those same feelings now, though they were no longer confusing. The memory of her lips on his came rushing back and he felt a little breathless. He waited for her eyes to meet his, but her worried gaze skipped right over him, purposefully avoidant, as she found Maeve. “BP ninety over fifty-eight. Pulse one-fourteen.”
Maeve’s brow furrowed at this information, and the concern displayed across her features mirrored Lena’s. 
“That blood pressure sounds kinda low,” Aunt Geri said.
“It is,” Maeve replied. She folded her arms across her chest and regarded her patient. “I’m not going to lie to the two of you. I’m concerned. Very concerned. It might be time to consider moving him to a hospital.”
Daniel and Aunt Geri exchanged nervous glances. 
“He wouldn’t want that,” Aunt Geri said. “I know he wouldn’t. It would put too many people in danger.” 
Maeve gnawed on her bottom lip. “That may be true, but…” She paused. Bobbed her head toward the clinic entrance, subtly and silently beckoning them to step away from Dad. The heels of her orange wedge sandals clacked against the floor tiles as she led the way across the clinic, pulling the privacy curtain closed behind them as they followed. 
Once they were out of Dad’s earshot, Maeve spoke at a lowered volume. “This seems to be quickly progressing toward a life-or-death situation,” she said, her eyes darting back and forth between Daniel and his aunt. “You two need to discuss this and make a decision. Soon.”






  
  THREE


Daniel’s legs felt like jelly as he collapsed onto Aunt Geri’s plaid loveseat. Could the shit stop piling up? After this week’s treacherous ordeal, he had finally managed to get his father back, and now he was on the verge of losing him again. Permanently. Because of severe injuries that required more intensive treatment than Maeve’s one-woman clinic could provide. 
Well. Two-woman, now that Lena had volunteered to help out. 
And something was up with her, wasn’t it? Just now in the clinic was the first time he’d seen her since their kiss, since he’d told her he loved her, and Lena hadn’t even looked at him. Not once.
Sadness welled inside him, for Dad, for Lena’s coldness. It squeezed his chest, dampened his eyes. 
Aunt Geri plopped down on the opposite end of the loveseat, sighing loudly as she did so. She leaned forward, rested her elbows on her thighs, and covered her face with her hands. “God,” she breathed. Mercifully not looking at him, she asked, “What do you think we should do?”
He felt a prickle of embarrassment as he blinked hard, forcing away tears. “If his chances would be better at a real hospital,” Daniel said, “I don’t understand why we shouldn’t risk taking him to one.”
“You remember how quick that demon in the barn got the jump on Justin?”
Oh yes. He remembered all too well. The memory was seared into his mind, replaying in excruciating detail countless times each day, whether he was awake or asleep. His traumatized brain refused to let him forget.
“We took every precaution we knew to take,” Aunt Geri continued, “but Justin stepped outside his salt circle for half a damn second. That was long enough. If we took Pete to the hospital, he would be admitted, and he’d have to stay there for days. Out in the open, unprotected.”
“Couldn’t we just, like, draw some sigils on the hospital room?”
Aunt Geri gaped at him. “I’m sure the hospital staff would be fine with that,” she huffed. Her tired eyes sharpened as they met Daniel’s. “Don’t forget, Daniel, the hospital has a psych unit, too. We might just find ourselves locked up inside it.”
Daniel frowned as he drew in a shaky breath. “Well, I don’t know if I can just let my dad die here. I don’t know if I could live with that.”
Aunt Geri considered his words for a long time. “I know,” she said at last. “Me neither.”
The cabin fell silent. 
Could he live with himself if Dad— or anyone else— died at the hospital? People from the Compound would go with him. Aunt Geri. Lena. Maybe Heath Garrison or another volunteer. There was also the hospital staff to consider too. Abalaroth wouldn’t hesitate to kill a random nurse, a CNA, a janitor, another patient, a visiting family member, anyone who accidentally crossed paths at the wrong time. The Westers’ presence would put everyone at risk. 
If Dad was lucid, he would refuse to go. Daniel was sure of that. This exact scenario had gotten his wife killed. Daniel’s illness at six months old had forced them to leave the safety of the gated community to seek healthcare, and the demon had attacked them inside their room on the pediatric ward. Helen Wester had died instantly. More deaths would have occurred after that if Dad hadn’t stepped up and traded his own soul in exchange for his son’s protection.
Would Daniel do the same if Abalaroth showed up? Make some sort of deal to protect everyone else? He felt queasy just thinking about it. He was certain, he realized shamefully, that he lacked the courage to make that kind of sacrifice. 
He did have the Cross of Silvanus, which would give them some pretty powerful protection. Did his parents have the device at the time of his mother’s death? Had they tried to use it then and failed? Daniel had no idea when his father had gotten the old relic. Or how. But that was a whole other question. He’d been wondering about that for a while. The amulet too. When and how had his frugal, penny-pinching, mill worker father obtained these magical artifacts? In rural Tennessee, no less? 
Daniel reached for the leather cord around his neck and grasped the quarter-sized silver medallion suspended from it. He ran a finger over the tiny depressions, engraved occult symbols he didn’t understand and text he couldn’t translate. He felt the roughness of the raw black onyx stone in the center. “We have this. You said it’s a shield, that it caused the demon’s spell to backfire when it tried to attack me in the gas station. Dad could wear it.”
Aunt Geri looked uncomfortable. “Daniel, we don’t know anything about that thing’s magic. It might’ve only had enough juice to work once. That’s not something I want to find out by experience. And besides, your daddy got that for you, told you to wear it at all times. You really think he’d take it from you, to protect himself?”
Daniel already knew the answer to that. “What about the Cross of Silvanus?”
“And how would that work? Just hold it up to everyone we meet and tell them what to do, just in case they’re a demon? Somebody would be calling the cops or walking us up to the fifth floor.” She shook her head and sighed. “If we tried to be discreet about it, if we waited for a demon to identify themselves, we’d only run the risk of being too late.”
“But shouldn’t we take that risk? You heard what Maeve said, this is life-or-death for him.” His voice broke when he added, desperately, “This is Dad.”
Aunt Geri’s eyes glistened as she held his gaze. “I know, hon.” Her pale blue eyes looked so uncannily like her brother’s— like Dad’s— he had to look away. “But out there? It’s life-or-death for all of us. We would put so many more lives at stake.” She paused, her own voice cracking with emotion. “After… after what happened to Justin…”
His heart sank. His insistence on doing the summoning ritual to find Dad had led to Justin’s death, and if he pressed this issue, he was once again putting dozens of additional lives at stake. 
He knew Dad’s wishes. No hospitals. 
But dammit, he couldn’t give up. 
“Maeve is a skilled practitioner with years of experience,” Aunt Geri said resolutely, dabbing at her eyes with the back of her shirt sleeve. “She’ll do everything she can to save him. And now she has Lena there to help out. He’s in good hands here.”
Daniel’s shoulders wilted as he slumped forward and planted his forearms across his lap. He hung his head and began to accept their only option. He would have to trust Maeve, trust Lena, and hope for a miracle. 
“But I still feel so damn helpless,” Aunt Geri admitted. 
Daniel regarded his aunt quietly for a few moments. Then, struck by inspiration, he straightened his spine. “Maybe we’re not as helpless as we feel.” He bounded from the loveseat, strode across the hardwood planks, and stooped next to the fireplace, where two milk crates held the collection of books he had pulled from Dad’s closet. “Dad told me to bring these. What if-” He hesitated. Feeling a sudden rush of excitement, he wet his lips and went on. “What if there’s a way to get rid of the demon, Abalaroth, for good?”
Her eyebrows lifted behind her salt and pepper bangs. “If there was an answer for that in those books, don’t you think Pete would’ve already found it? And tried it himself?”
Of course. His current physical state was enough to extinguish that hope. “But surely there’s something in here that could help us right now. Why else would he have specifically told me to bring them?” 
“Oh, I agree they’re worth reading, for sure. But if you’re talking about killing a demon… I doubt you’ll find any legitimate advice in there. I’ve never heard of anything that could kill a demon, and if Pete has, then he wouldn’t be lying in that clinic right now.”
Daniel gave a weak nod. “Well, I’m gonna start reading and see what I can find.” 
He knew quite well that these old tomes had triggered his suggestion to try the summoning ritual, yet he squatted down and rummaged through the remaining unread occult volumes. Because as terrible as that ritual had been, it had resulted in Bazolael providing the details of his missing father’s whereabouts. That technically made it a success, though it felt wrong to call it such.
He knew so little about the supernatural, he was desperate to consume any information available to him. Anything he read would potentially be useful. Maybe there was a way to travel safely outside the gates. A way to protect Lena from Abalaroth’s attacks on her subconscious. Possibly even some type of healing spell that could save Dad. He would only find it if he got busy reading. 
The Book of Symbols by Dr. Clyde Sherman looked promising. He grabbed it and An Encyclopaedia of Witchcraft and Demons. He would spend the rest of the day at his dad’s bedside reading.
Aunt Geri sucked in a sharp breath and exhaled loudly as she rose to her feet. “How about we divide and conquer?”
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Maeve seemed displeased about the decision to forgo hospital care, but she didn’t argue with Daniel. She vowed to do everything she could for his father. 
Lena did not join or acknowledge their conversation. She remained at the rear of the clinic, her back to them, working with a small countertop machine used for sterilizing medical instruments. An autoclave, he had learned this week, while spending hours at Dad’s bedside. 
Before he went to his father, Daniel decided to approach Lena. He would make the first move. His pulse quickened as he moved across the clinic and prepared to speak to her. After last night, things suddenly felt awkward between them, and now, with Dad’s health in decline, he wasn’t sure what to say. He came to a halt beside her, mere inches from her shoulder, but she didn’t bother looking up from her work.
Daniel cleared his throat, announcing his presence in case she had somehow missed him.
No reaction.
“I, uh, I found your note,” he said dumbly.
His voice seemed to snap her out of some kind of trance. She paused her work, still holding an alarmingly pointy pair of curved metal tweezers in her gloved hands, and peered at him. 
Daniel’s guts twisted. 
He saw everything in her eyes. Fatigue after a restless night. Sadness. Fear. For a split second, he recognized relief, an ever so slight relaxation at the sight of him. But it vanished in an instant, and she tensed once more. 
“Um, are you okay?” Daniel asked. 
Her ponytail swished as she turned back to the autoclave. She placed the pointy tweezers inside a silver tray with a soft metallic clink. “As okay as I can be.”
The conditioned air seemed icy now. He felt a cold sweat forming beneath his clothes as he studied Lena. His heart slammed into his sternum as he tried to find words. At last, he gulped and reached for her elbow. “Hey.” His fingertips trembled as they brushed against her cool skin. “You had another nightmare, didn’t you?”
He felt her shudder, then shift away, recoiling from his touch. “I don’t want to talk about it,” she breathed. In a brittle whisper, she added, “I can’t talk about it.”
Every muscle inside him tensed. She had spent another hellish night being tormented by Abalaroth. Flames of anger seared through him once more. “Listen. We are gonna figure this out. Okay?” He gestured to the heavy canvas tote slung over his shoulder. He’d borrowed the bag from Aunt Geri and filled it with reading material. “I brought some of Dad’s books. I’m gonna sit with him today, and I’m gonna go through these, see if I can find anything useful. There’s gotta be something out there that can stop this.”
She didn’t reply. He could tell she was fighting back tears.
“I’m so, so sorry you’re having to deal with this. But you’re not alone, okay? I will do whatever I can to make it stop. We’ll get through this together.”
She nodded, too quickly, chin trembling with emotion. Her gray-blue eyes sparkled as they brimmed with moisture. 
“And, um, I wanna say,” he stopped, scratched at the back of his head, feeling his sweaty scalp beneath his dark waves. “Thank you. For helping Maeve. I’m glad you’re here to take care of Dad.”
Lena’s expression softened at this. She wiped away a tear with her forearm. “I’m glad I can do something helpful.”
He detected a tiny hint of something dark in her tone. Resentment? Bitterness? As though she only ever did unhelpful things. He didn’t know how to address that, so he pretended he hadn’t noticed. 
“What’s that in your pocket?” she asked suddenly. 
He fumbled for words, feeling his ears go pink. Then he remembered the feather. He’d stowed it in a pocket and forgotten about it after the morning’s events. He dug it out and held it up to show her. “I found it in the woods behind Aunt Geri’s house.”
Lena stared at it. “Pretty.”
“Yeah. I thought so too.”
“My Meemaw used to say that if you find a white feather, it means an angel is close by.” 
Daniel felt unreasonably unsettled by this comment. He forced a smile. “If only, right?”
“No kidding.” She kept her eyes on the feather, watching closely as he returned it to his pants pocket. She sucked in a sharp, shaky breath and dabbed at her teary eyes once more. “Go to your dad. Let me know if you need anything.”
He nodded. “I will. Thanks.”
His knees felt weak as he walked away, leaving her to her work. The simmering rage he felt toward Abalaroth waned marginally as he realized neither of them had acknowledged the other events that had taken place last night. This wasn’t the time to worry about relationship drama, but damn. Had things been more one-sided than they had felt to him in the moment? She had kissed him back, hadn’t she?  
He couldn’t focus on figuring that out right now. He pulled back the privacy curtain and felt a fresh kick in his chest as he saw, once again, how pitiful and aged his father looked. He drew in a deep breath, forced himself onward, and resumed his old post in the bedside chair. 
Dad’s eyes remained closed, his mouth slack. The rise and fall of his chest was slow and rhythmic. At least he appeared to be resting well. But then Daniel noticed something he hadn’t before: a clear, straight line of maroon bruising across his neck. That was odd. Maeve had mentioned he’d gotten tangled in his IV tubing. Had it somehow ended up around his neck? 
The thought made his spine tingle. 
Daniel leaned forward, propping his elbows on his knees. In the softest, most gentle voice he could muster, he greeted his father. “Hey, Dad. It’s me. I’m gonna sit with you a while. You just rest, okay? I’m right here.”
He searched Dad’s face for a reaction to his voice, some awareness of Daniel’s presence, but there was none. A lump grew in his throat as he moved to pull Dad’s hand into his. He stopped himself. Maeve said Dad needed his rest, and Daniel’s touch might startle him awake. 
Disheartened, he straightened and eased back against the chair. As he sat there, staring helplessly at his father, the chilliness of the mechanically conditioned air bit his skin. Goosebumps rose on his arms, and he wished he had brought along the oversized hoodie he’d borrowed from Lena. Maybe he was getting used to life with no air conditioning, because this air seemed unbearably cold. 
He shifted around in the seat and crossed his legs. Folded one arm over the other and hugged them to his chest for warmth. If he was really going to sit here all day, he might have to request a blanket. But he didn’t want to seem like a wuss this early on, so he would have to just deal with it. 
Daniel reached into the canvas tote bag and extracted one of the books he had brought along. A dusty, two-inch-thick monster of a book entitled The Book of Symbols, written by Dr. Clyde Sherman, PhD. He groaned as he opened the cover and found long paragraphs in a dreadfully small font. He thumbed through a few pages to see what he was in for. There were, at least, lots of pictures and diagrams interspersed with the text. Dozens of black and white images showed a variety of occult symbols depicted on cave walls, ancient ruins, Egyptian tombs, thousand-year-old pottery, and more. Rings of yellow highlighter encircled a few of them, and Daniel recognized Dad’s handwritten notes in the margins beside them.
Maybe it wouldn’t be such a boring read after all. 
And maybe, just maybe, there was a warding sigil within these pages that he could draw on Lena’s cot to block out the demon’s subconscious influence. Or some type of symbol that would accelerate healing.
Feeling hopeful, Daniel flipped back to page one and began with the introduction.

      [image: ]Two chapters into The Book of Symbols, Daniel had to stop reading. He was shivering so severely, he couldn’t focus on the words in front of him. He dog-eared the page (he hated to do it, but he had nothing to use as a bookmark), rose to his feet, left the book in the chair, and stepped out to find Lena. 
His eyes scanned the clinic and found no other person present but Maeve. She sat at her large, minimalist-style wooden desk before a stack of papers, pen in hand, wearing a pair of vibrant orange reading glasses he hadn’t seen before. She slid them off of her nose and pushed them back onto her white hair like a headband when she noticed Daniel’s presence.
“What’s happened?” Maeve asked, rising quickly from her chair. Her eyes had gone wide, her complexion a shade paler than it had been a second prior.
“Oh, nothing, it’s nothing,” Daniel replied hastily. “Dad’s fine. I just, um, I was just wondering if I might could get a spare blanket. It’s pretty chilly in here.”
She gave him a slow nod and narrowed her eyes at him. “It is, isn’t it?” 
Her response made him wonder if the coldness was due to more than just the A/C. He recalled, with a sudden pang of terror, how frigid the air had gone in the presence of the demons he had encountered thus far. 
“I thought it was just me,” Maeve said. After a slight hesitation, she went on. “But yes, of course, let me grab you a blanket. Then I’ll go adjust the thermostat.”
She rushed to the back of the clinic where several cabinets stored her supplies, heels clacking noisily as she went. She yanked open a cabinet door, revealing shelves of neatly folded white linens. She grabbed a bundle and hurried back. 
“Here you go, dear.” Maeve handed over two bulky knitted blankets that smelled faintly of bleach. “I thought Pete might need an extra layer too.” 
Daniel thanked her. Before he headed back to his seat, he asked, “Where’s Lena?”
“She ran out for a couple of errands. Lunch being one of them. She’s bringing you something from Pearl’s. She should be back any minute now.”
His ravenous, post-hike appetite had vanished after finding out about Dad’s fall, but now, at the mention of food, he felt a nauseating emptiness in his belly. “Oh. Okay. Great.” 
Maeve gave him a polite but tight-lipped smile as they parted ways. 
Back in Dad’s makeshift hospital room, Daniel drew the curtain and draped one of the blankets across his father’s feet. He unfolded it carefully and unrolled it over him, taking care not to disturb any of the tubes attached to his body. The sudden grip of icy fingers wrapped tight around Daniel’s wrist emitted a small yelp from his throat.
He glanced up and found his father’s eyes bulging open in a crazed panic, desperately beseeching him, his lips moving, struggling to form words. “-can’t hold-” Dad gasped weakly. “I can’t-”
“Dad, hey, it’s okay-”
“Don’t take me… the hospital… so many… will die,” his words were barely discernable from his wheezing breaths. “Bill!”
Daniel’s heart squeezed in his chest as he stared into Dad’s eyes. “It’s me, Dad.” He swallowed. “It’s Daniel.”
“Bill! In the woods.”
“What?”
“Saw it.”
“Saw what, Dad?”
“Bill! Brother Bill…”
Daniel was only vaguely aware that Maeve now stood beside him. She held something in her hand. A syringe. She worked quickly, connecting it to the IV port on Dad’s left arm, pressing the plunger until the clear liquid inside the barrel vanished.
The tightness around Daniel’s wrist eased then subsided entirely, and Dad’s hand dropped to the mattress. His eyelids slid closed as his head bobbed to the left and relaxed into the pillow. 
“That will help him relax,” Maeve said, her voice solemn. “The same thing happened this morning at the time of his fall. The disoriented speech. I need to check his vitals again. He’s… this confusion…” She faltered. Drew in a deep breath and looked at Daniel, her eyes wide with alarm. “You didn’t see him this morning, Daniel. He’d pulled out his IV. Somehow, he had gotten the tube wrapped around his neck. And the head wound… there was… quite a lot of blood loss from the head wound.” 
The lump in Daniel’s throat doubled in size as he helplessly regarded his father. 
“I worry the antibiotic isn’t helping,” Maeve said. 
Daniel felt his jaw trembling with emotion. He didn’t try to steady it. “I don’t think he recognized me.” His voice cracked as he spoke. “He called me Bill.”
“No, he said that name earlier,” Maeve said, her brow creasing. “Brother Bill. Do he and Geri have another sibling?”
Daniel shook his head. “Brother Bill was the pastor of our church back in the nineties.”
“Hmm. Well, as I said, he’s very disoriented.” She inserted a thermometer probe into Dad’s mouth. She slid it around gently until it rested beneath his tongue. After a few seconds, three successive beeps sounded from the thermometer. “One-hundred point eight.” Maeve frowned and moved around to the far side of the bed. She inserted the earpieces of her stethoscope into her ears and leaned over to listen to Dad’s chest. 
“Could you try a stronger antibiotic?” Daniel asked, once she had replaced her stethoscope around her neck.
“I’m afraid there isn’t one. Not here anyway.”
“Oh.”
“And as Lena and I said before, the fractures he sustained during his time in the demon’s captivity require surgery to heal properly.” She paused and stared at him with a firm, troubling intensity. “But Daniel, I must tell you, at this point, even in a proper hospital setting with some top-notch orthopedic surgeon, his outlook would be poor.”
His knees felt like they might buckle out from under him. He needed to sit down.
“We’ll continue the antibiotic we do have in hopes that it will help,” Maeve went on. She drew a deep breath and lifted her shoulders in a shrug. “Sometimes it just takes a few days before you see any improvement. And in the meantime, we’ll make your father as comfortable as possible.”
Daniel couldn’t help but focus on her final sentence. He knew that phrase was used with end-of-life care. How could this be happening?
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The rest of the afternoon passed unremarkably, and Daniel got through it in a daze. He forced down a room-temperature lamb and veggie wrap Lena brought him from Pearl’s, afraid of how much worse he would feel without some kind of nutrients in his body. Lena made intermittent but brief, mostly wordless appearances. She stopped by to recheck vitals, to measure and empty the urine from Dad’s catheter, to hang a fresh bag of intravenous fluids. She was in nurse mode. Strictly professional. 
Eventually, and somewhat bitterly, Daniel began to ignore her when she made her rounds, keeping his eyes on The Book of Symbols, which lay open on his lap. He’d actually managed to learn a lot about the early origins of occult symbols, which had their roots in Mesopotamia, Egypt, and Greece. The historical aspects of the book intrigued him, capturing the attention of his history major brain. But he hadn’t discovered anything of real use just yet.
Aunt Geri stopped by with dinner. It was getting late, apparently. He hadn’t noticed. Time had become irrelevant. She offered to relieve him for a while, but he refused to leave Dad. She sat with him and they ate together, some kind of rice dish with summer squash and onions. Daniel barely tasted it. 
Lena came in around eight o’clock to administer the evening dose of antibiotic. Aunt Geri was still there, and she noticed Lena’s uncharacteristic aloofness enough to say something about it. Her eyes narrowed at Daniel after Lena finished with the IV and left them alone.
“Did something happen between you two?” Aunt Geri asked, sounding very much like she already knew the answer to her question.
Daniel felt his skin burning. Had she seen them kiss? Overheard last night’s confessions? It was her front porch after all, and it was awfully quiet in the cabin. If she’d been awake, she could’ve heard everything. 
“I mean, I see you somehow got her to stay. She seemed pretty set on going back to Tennessee, and here she is, working with Maeve like she’s always been here.” Aunt Geri waved a hand around as she added, “But the air between you two… good lord. What happened?”
He scratched the back of his neck. “I don’t really wanna talk about it.”
“Hmm. Well. It’s a damn shame. You need each other right now more than ever.”
He couldn’t disagree with that. His insides squirmed as he contemplated telling her about Lena’s nightmares. They needed help, and he knew they could trust Aunt Geri. So why was he so hesitant to tell her? 
Because it was Lena’s experience to tell. She had told him in confidence. It felt like betrayal to spread the news of her turmoil around behind her back. He thought of Alan Miller again, of the potential negative responses from the community members. He couldn’t do that to Lena. 
Maybe there was a way to get his aunt’s assistance without exposing his best friend. He thought it over for a while, mentally rehearsing various ways he could bring it up, as they sat together in silence. 
“So, um, I wanted to ask you about something,” he started. 
“Okay.”
“Demons visiting people through dreams. Is that something that can really happen?” 
“Oh, sure. Why do you ask?”
Daniel avoided her gaze as he lied, “I read about it in one of Dad’s books today. It freaked me out.” 
“Mmm.” She crossed her legs. “Well, I know the word nightmare actually comes from an old word for sleep demon. A mare or a mara was a creature that snuck into people’s rooms at night, sat on their bodies, and gave them bad dreams.”
The imagery disturbed Daniel, but again, he thought the warding sigils and iron fencing surrounding the Compound should’ve rendered this impossible. “That can’t happen here though. Right?”
Aunt Geri eyed him sympathetically. “No, hon. We’ve done our homework. Nothing supernatural can get through the fence.”
She spoke with such confidence, Daniel believed her. Did that mean Lena’s nightly visitations from Abalaroth were nothing more than bad dreams? It would be normal, expected even, to have graphic, terrifying nightmares about the demon after the week they’d experienced. Daniel was having nightmares too, wasn’t he? 
But it seemed unlikely that Lena would have burned his mother’s final journal entries because of a frightening, stress-induced sleep hallucination. That discredited her too much. 
No. Something else was going on. 
He would keep reading. Keep learning. 

      [image: ]As the night grew later, Aunt Geri left the clinic to get some sleep, but not before Daniel promised her he would do the same.  
“Don’t worry about sleep demons, Daniel. You’re safe here,” she’d said. “Please, try to get some rest. Lay down in one of these other beds here for a while. You gotta take care of yourself too.”
But he didn’t lay down. He couldn’t, not yet. 
Hours passed. Maeve stopped by to inform Daniel that she was going to bed. Her own private living quarters were conveniently nearby, situated in a walled-off corner at the rear of the clinic, and she insisted that he and Lena should wake her in an emergency. Lena would remain on duty throughout the night, a fact for which the visibly exhausted nurse practitioner was clearly most grateful. 
Daniel didn’t hear or see his best friend until she came in to check vital signs at midnight. She said nothing as she slipped the blood pressure cuff around Dad’s arm and inserted the earpieces of her stethoscope into her ears. Daniel’s heart thumped anxiously, audibly, as he watched her, listening to the kwish, kwish, kwish of the cuff inflating as Lena repeatedly squeezed the rubber bulb. Then finally, a long hiss as she released the valve. 
“Ninety-two over fifty-eight, pulse one-ten,” Lena announced without looking at Daniel. She checked Dad’s temperature and, after the beep, said, “One-hundred, exactly.” She removed a pen and a little notebook from one of her scrub pockets and scribbled down some notes. “No real changes in a few hours. That’s good.”
A glimmer of hope bloomed in his chest, and he gave her an enthusiastic nod. 
She gave Dad’s catheter, IV, and siderails a quick once-over then asked Daniel, “Need anything?” 
“Nope.” 
Lena moved toward the curtain to leave.
“Except maybe some company,” Daniel blurted, pulse racing as he spoke. “You could hang out for a while.” He swallowed. “Couldn’t you?”  
Lena’s jaw stiffened. She fixed her gaze on her pocket notebook. “I have work to do.”
He glanced around at the empty, silent clinic. “What work?” he scoffed. “Counting Q-tips? Organizing tweezers? Surely you can sit down for-”
“I don’t think it’s a good idea, okay?”
“Why not?”
“It just isn’t.” 
Her nightmares of Abalaroth had left her shaken. Raw. On edge. He knew that. But she had confided in him, and he had promised to help her. Why was she pushing him away now?
Daniel was beginning to wonder if his late-night confession of love, if that kiss, had something to do with her detachment. He’d told her he loved her, but she hadn’t reciprocated that sentiment, had she? 
No. She definitely hadn’t said I love you too. That seemed important now. 
They were best friends, had been since elementary school. Of course she cared about him, just not in the same way he cared about her. Maybe last night had ruined everything they had established over the last fifteen years. 
But she’d taken the job at the county hospital to be close to him. She’d turned down a great offer from Vanderbilt— for him— hadn’t she? She said she had. So what had changed?
Daniel sucked in a sharp breath and pushed himself up to standing. His legs felt wobbly as he moved closer to her and reached for her hand. “Hey.”
Lena jerked away from him. “Just… no. I’m- I’m sorry.” She wouldn’t meet his eyes. “Not right now, okay?”
A knife stabbed his chest. It was true. Last night had been one-sided. He’d fucked up their friendship after all. 
“Did I misread you last night?” Daniel heard himself ask. His heart thrummed fiercely against his sternum, terrified to hear her response. “If I overstepped-”
“There’s a lot going on, Daniel. Okay?” her voice came out so uncharacteristically harsh and sharp, it physically pained him. She finally looked at him as she spoke, and her expression hurt just as much. Knitted brow, tightly curled lips, even a brief nostril flare. “It’s been a crazy week. We’re both exhausted, running high on all kinds of emotions. Reality just got turned on its head. I don’t think we should be rushing into, into anything
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