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      Mike Vogel sat in the worn, tan-colored driver’s seat of his Jeep Compass. The plush fabric was sun faded and some of the material was missing in spots. It had been paid off for nearly two years and had over a hundred and fifteen thousand miles on it, but he had no intention of selling it. The engine was in great shape and the body, except for a few rust spots that gave the dark blue color some character, was solid. He had more pressing needs for his money. Like saving up for Noelle’s ring.

      He stared at the notice of payment in his hands. The Eagle Cap company had switched to direct deposit five years ago yet still gave out official-looking paper indicating what they’d been paid. What about saving money by not printing checks? he thought at the time, but since no one else grumbled about it, he kept silent. It wasn’t in his nature to make a scene. Normally.

      The money he made after giving the company sixteen years of his life should have been better. Grateful to even have a job considering the tanking economy, he still felt underpaid. They were kind enough to give him any position even if it was normally company policy not to hire family members.

      His father, Bob Vogel, had worked for Eagle Cap for close to thirty years, working his way up to VP of Sales. His last six years with the company were rocky as most apparel companies shipped their manufacturing overseas to compete in the wider market. They were under a lot of pressure to follow suit. Mike’s dad convinced the company to remain in Brownsville, Illinois as one of the last remaining USA Made cap companies. They quickly earned a reputation for quality and competitive prices.

      During Bob’s last years, he dealt with the immense stress of the job by drinking. He’d seen the bottom of more bottles than Mike cared to remember. The one thing Mike never forgot was his mom telling him that his dad was facing his demons…and the demons were winning.

      That was enough to scare Mike straight for a while. He stayed away from alcohol not because he disliked the feeling it gave him, but because he didn’t want to be like his dad. When Dad died, that all changed.

      His uncle gave him a shot of Irish Whiskey at his dad’s funeral, the only alcohol his dad ever drank—a point so contentious that he never allowed anything else in the house—to celebrate his life. It burned but Mike found he enjoyed the way it made him feel.

      Staring down at the notice of payment, he was reminded of his dad and wished he got to spend more time with him. I miss ya dad, he said in his head. It was a loss he should’ve gotten over, but every day he was reminded of him when he walked by his picture hung up along the hallway at work. It had been almost a year; shouldn’t the pain be dulled by now? He tossed the notice to the passenger seat and ran his hands through his hair.

      He promised Noelle that he’d be home after work, but something didn’t feel right. A hole had opened inside him and it threatened to consume him. The memories of his dad carved a chasm within his emotions he wasn’t ready to deal with.

      “Wait, it’s payday,” he said as he turned on the ignition. He ran through his head what Tuesday of the month it was, and a grin crept across his face. "Gene’s!”

      A dive-bar eight miles west of Brownsville, Gene’s Last Stop was the last place to get a drink or bite to eat unless you drove twenty miles east to Chester or took a forty-five-minute drive south to Cape Girardeau, Missouri. He’d known Gene because of his father and Gene took care of him most of the time.

      Once a month, Gene brought out a stash of moonshine for a special treat. Technically illegal, he never “sold” it, but did ask for donations of $5 a glass to help pay the costs of making it.

      Mike shifted into gear and knew exactly where he was going. Noelle would forgive him later. What about saving for her ring? he asked himself. The memory of his father was still too raw. He needed to escape for a little while, even if it meant it would take a little longer to get Noelle’s ring.

      Sleepy Brownsville never got too rowdy, especially not on a Tuesday. Mike drove the speed limit through town, carefully watching for the city police or the sheriff’s deputies. Rumor had it that a new deputy from St. Louis had joined the force named Patrick O’Day or O’Shea or O’Something and he was a stickler for rules. The moment he crossed out of city limits, this deputy might have his sights set on him. Not that Mike was doing anything illegal. Not like Gene. Though surprisingly the bar owner never got in trouble. Mike always thought he must pay off the police. Wonder how that new guy will handle it? he thought.

      It took almost twenty minutes before Mike pulled into the gravel parking lot at Gene’s. He rubbed his hands together and his mouth watered. It was time to have a drink and forget the feelings he kept hidden inside.
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      Mike finished the moonshine and threw the empty glass at the mirror behind the bar, shattering both on impact. He thought he’d seen his dad, but it turned out to be a Yosemite Sam decal smiling back at him. That’s when he let the glass fly.

      Smoke filled the dingy bar as old country-rock music blared from the jukebox. The walls were covered in weathered barn wood, the remains of a barn torn down years ago, and decorated with neon beer signs which provided most of the light inside. The ten or so people still left in the bar fell silent and stared at him. He felt their cold, accusing eyes on him but didn’t give a fuck. His girlfriend Noelle had just told him he was done drinking and they needed to leave, but he wasn’t ready. Or maybe she was a figment of his imagination like his dad was.

      “Mike, I’m through with this.” She scowled at him. “We need to go. Look what you’ve done!”

      “Fuck the wall.” Mike stumbled a bit, wavering as he turned toward the shattered remnants of the mirror on the other side of the bar. Gene, the grey-bearded owner of the bar, looked as though he were about to lose his composure and crush Mike. If it weren’t for Noelle, he most likely would have. No one messed with Gene or his bar, and anyone that was a regular knew it. He might have been small, but he was fearless with just the right amount of crazy to make a person think twice before ticking him off.

      Mike loved Gene and his bar. On the counter next to the shattered mirror were several large mason jars stuffed with grapefruit and what looked like water. Mike knew better. That was Gene’s exclusive brew, an old family recipe he brought with him from his family back in eastern Kentucky. It burned like hell, but it gave a heavy kick right away. Mike liked not having to drink as much. It meant less money out of his pocket, and it kicked his ass every time.

      “Well dammit, Noe, I’m not ready to go. My friends want me to stay,” he muttered, barely intelligible. She scowled at him. “Ain’t that right, Ol’ Gene?”

      “You keep up like this and I’ll break every bone in your body, ya damn drunk,” he growled back in his Kentucky transplant accent. “I ain’t gonna put up with your shit any longer, Mikey. Why don’t ya go with your ol’lady and sober up? I’ll be expecting you to pay for this mess too. Fucking drunk.”

      Mike looked puzzled, then smiled back at Gene. “Is that so? Whatever ya say, man. We’re cool.”

      Ryan, a friend from work that Mike liked to drink with, kept quiet. He tended to stay out of these arguments when Noe was involved, though Mike wished he wouldn’t. He was gonna need Ryan’s help to clear things with her.

      Noelle shivered; out of anger or disappointment, Mike didn’t know which. He had done this so many times before. Why did she care now? He wasn’t normally a violent man. Drinking made life better. It gave him a chance to unwind and forget all the shit he dealt with, especially the grief he bottled inside. There were times when he flew off the handle, but it was never anything serious.

      He caught Noe reflexively rubbing her right temple, feeling the scar he’d left there a few years back. Watching her touch the wound broke his heart. It was the worst moment of his life. Never a fighter, for some reason when the alcohol grabbed hold of him that night, he was overwhelmed with aggression. They argued about something he couldn’t remember, but he’d gotten so frustrated and angry that he caved to his dark impulses. Instantly he regretted it. He’d always been critical of men who abused their partners, even stepping in once to confront a man twice his size because he’d been physically abusive to his girlfriend. But at that moment when he was under the influence, he lost control and did the unthinkable. The guilt of his action weighed on him every day. He never got close to touching her like that again. The incident also forced him to get sober. Until his father’s funeral when his uncle offered the drink.

      Gene’s Last Stand was his favorite hole to drink at. Mostly a farming and good ol’ boy community, he felt comfortable out there. Noelle never understood why. Mike was not from the country and was not a farmer. It was understood that if she called him after work and he didn’t answer, she’d find him there, drunk. As she did this night. Had she known it was moonshine night, she might have tried to do something to stop him, which was why he didn’t tell her. He almost always never made it into work the next day but was able to keep his job out of respect for his dad. Noelle often expressed hope that maybe he would lose his job so he’d see the extent of his destruction.

      But so far, no luck.

      “Mike, I said let’s go!” She was nearly shouting. The place was quiet, though he seemed to not hear a word she said.

      “Yeah, bud, you best get out before ya cause any more trouble. I like ya, but not like this. Not now,” Gene snarled. Gene was a wiry, wily man, and mostly all heart. He always had a smile, but not tonight. He scowled as he looked back at the mess and over at Mike. “Damn best get ya self out, kid. Now.” With that, he went to the back to get a broom and dustpan to clean up the shattered mirror. The Bantum twins, Carl and Keith, approached Mike to help him out the door. Barrel-chested with shaved heads and dark brown beards, they wore dark denim overalls with a different colored shirt under. Carl wore red and Keith a black shirt. They often acted as the unofficial bouncers for the dive.

      “Stay back, you…you devils,” Mike stammered. “I can get outta here when I damn well feel like it.” He turned toward them and tried to walk forward. He stumbled like he was pushed over a log. Noelle ran to hold him up.

      “Now, boys. Please, let me take care of him,” she pleaded. Violence bothered her and Mike thanked her for that. He was fit, but in this state, he couldn’t do a thing to protect himself. The twins were twice his size and just as mean. “Please. Let me take him.” She looked at the twins with such sorrow in her eyes. It was a look Mike had seen before.

      Keith spoke up. “I like you, Noelle, and because of that, your man is lucky. He gets on my damn nerves, but as I said, I like you. Get him out now, for your sake.”

      She directed Mike toward the door when Keith spoke again. “And Noelle? Please take care of yourself. Don’t let that scumbag do anything to you.” She reached up to her temple, feeling the scar through her dirty-blonde hair.

      “Yeah. Thanks, Keith. It’ll be fine. I’ve got this.”

      She finally ushered Mike out the door before anything else happened. “Damn you, woman,” he slurred. “I wanna drink wif my buds, and you take me outta there?”

      She remained quiet as she directed him to the passenger side of her little Nissan. He slumped on the hood as she opened the door and helped him inside.

      “Sit,” she said, and he did so with little argument. Reaching in to buckle his seatbelt, he grabbed her arm.

      “I wuv you, Noe,” he slurred. “You take good care a’me. I’ll make it up someday.” And then he closed his eyes.

      Figuring he’d passed out, she closed the door and went back in to talk to Gene.

      She opened the door and everything seemed back to normal, except Gene sweeping up the glass. All eyes went to her as she approached the bar.

      “Gene, what does he owe you?”

      “Noe, it’s ok. Just take him home and sober him up. I know he don’t mean it, but the damn boy needs to watch himself. Not everyone is as forgiving as me. And not all are as patient as you. An angel, you are,” he said as he winked at her. “He don’t deserve you at all. Just take him home.” He turned away to finish cleaning and get Carl another beer. A Skynyrd song blared on the jukebox and everyone seemed to forget the incident. Noelle thanked Gene and turned to leave when Keith stopped her.

      “You can do better, Noe,” he said with all sincerity. Looking around, Keith leaned in closer, “I ain’t gonna treat ya like that.”

      “No Keith, I’m fine. Mike and I are fine. He just needs some help, and to stop hanging out here with you fine people,” she said with a wink, then turned to leave.

      She got to the door before overhearing Keith tell Carl, “She’s gonna be my girl someday. She won’t stay with him much longer.”

      She sighed and thought maybe he was right. Not that she would be his girl, but that she might not stay with Mike much longer. He was getting worse. His drinking seemed to be out of control since his father’s passing. Her patience was starting to wear thin. It had to stop.

      She walked out in the night to her car to find Mike snoring away in the passenger seat. Enjoy it now, she thought, ‘cause it may not last much longer. She pushed the ignition, started the engine, and drove them home. She prayed that he stayed passed out.
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      Mike opened his eyes or at least thought he did. Everything was black. A sulphuric stench made him cover his nose and mouth. The heat was worse than any summer day. Where had Noelle taken me? It didn’t feel like any place he’d ever been to.

      In the inky darkness, howls and screams as though of tortured souls made the hairs on the back of his neck stand on end. Maybe they were some kind of owl? He’d heard some before that sounded eerily like humans in pain. The cries rose and lowered in pitch. It was impossible to say where they were coming from.

      “Noe? Noelle? Where are we?”

      His voice sounded like it was in a soundproofed room. It came out dull and didn’t carry far. This has to be a dream, he thought. What was in that moonshine? Damn, Gene!

      Mike turned in every direction but nothing appeared. Everywhere he looked, a vast black void surrounded him. Lifeless and crushing, something about it felt threatening. At any moment, he expected it to close in and squeeze the life out of him. He wrapped his arms around himself and shuddered. Glancing down, he realized he couldn’t even see his own hands. He held them out in front of him and wiggled his fingers, but still nothing.

      Am I dead?

      The thought startled him, but it was a real possibility. It happened to his father, why not him? It wasn’t beyond belief that he drank himself to death. Poor Noe, what will she do if I’m dead? She came down to the bar to help me. What if I died next to her? It was a horrible thought and he wished it wasn’t true. Maybe it is just a bad dream?

      Mike took in several deep breaths of rotten air. If he’d had anything in his stomach, he would’ve vomited.

      “Noe, where are you?” Again his voice sounded cut off. He wondered if it even carried beyond himself.

      The cries rose higher, cutting through the darkness, though his voice couldn’t extend beyond his little bubble. They moaned and wailed, like a chorus of pain. It was not an owl nor any kind of animal he could think of. What the fuck is going on? Then a thought struck him so hard that he didn’t even want to consider it.

      Is this hell?

      The possibility that he’d died and now stood at the entrance to hell was real. What else could it be? Smells were never part of any dream. The growing hellish choir sounded all too real.

      In the darkened void, it felt like he was standing on solid ground. He took a chance and stepped forward. His body felt the sensation of moving but nothing changed around him. It’s a start. He swallowed hard and walked forward, leery of walking into something or someone. A knot of fear grew in his stomach at the anticipation of what was next.

      Then the howling voices like a chorus of demons erupted nearby. It was like they were growing closer yet he still had some time before they reached him.

      The sound shook him completely. He shuddered as he waited on the arrival of something awful.

      Then a blood-red glow illuminated the darkness, but just barely. In the distance, a circle of white light stood out from the rest.

      Long writhing limbs like vines stretched across the opening. Mike wanted to run away but to where? He stared a long time at the circle of light which was no bigger than a basketball. There seemed to be something moving beyond the waving limbs. He stepped closer; it seemed to be a way out.

      The limbs writhed around the edges of the portal like vines or roots. Their tips ended in gnarled, wicked talons. Mike’s heart beat faster. He had a sense that if those nails dug into him that he’d experience a pain far worse than anything he’d ever experienced in his life.

      Vibrant colors called to him through the other side of the roots. The palette became vivid greens and browns and sky blue. It was a dizzying transition. A forest and gently rolling hills trailed off in the distance. The closer he moved toward the light, the larger the portal grew. He might be able to pass through without those claws reaching him. Inching closer, he gambled that they wouldn’t reach him and he raced through the portal.

      The moment he burst through, thick humid air smacked him in the face. The scent of pines and dirt replaced the noxious odor from the dark void. He spun around and the portal was gone. So were the roots with those deadly claws. Instead, a small ramshackle house with walls barely standing and a roof that looked like it was on the verge of collapsing stood in the middle of a wheat field. Tall weeds grew up around it and someone had beaten down a path to the front door which hung lazily on rusty hinges. If he had to guess, it looked like it had been there for at least a hundred years. A covered porch ran the length of the front of the house with two windows flanking the door, though the glass had long ago been busted out and torn linen curtains slowly drifted in and out of the openings.

      Something felt off about this. Could he trust this vision or whatever it was?

      “Mike, Mike, come here. Mike. Over here.” It sounded like Noelle, but it couldn’t be. Not here, not in this strange sort of afterlife or between life, or whatever the hell it was.

      “Mike, please. Over here,” the voice pleaded. It was Noelle! It came from his left, though there were no buildings or trees or anything that way. Only wheat swaying in the gentle breeze.

      “Noelle, I’m here. I’m coming!” He ran toward the voice. He glanced back toward the house and saw a balding man with ceramic jugs in each hand step out onto the porch. Mike stopped for a second, but he heard Noelle’s plea again and reaching her outweighed his curiosity. He turned back to the direction of the voice, took one more step, and found himself in the black void once again.

      “Damn!” he cried. Stepping forward was all he remembered as he fell fast when the ground left him. He screamed as he fell, crying out to Noelle for help. The demonic sounds from before answered his cries. The fear of the claws ripping into him made it worse. If they grabbed hold of him, he was certain they’d tear him apart. As he prepared for a brutal death he knew to be inevitable, he hit the bottom.
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      Mike opened his eyes. He wasn’t sure if the vision before him was real or part of the horrible nightmare he experienced.

      Noelle stared down at him. Dirty-blonde hair framed her face. Her plump lips were quivering, and tears streamed from her blue eyes that were now encircled in a dull red color.

      It was a sight he never enjoyed watching. It brought feelings of shame, of hate, of self-loathing to him like nothing else. Seeing Noelle’s eyes like that made his whole heart sink knowing her grief was because of him. He always thought she cared way too much, never counting himself worthy of such love and adoration.

      He reached up to her face, but his arms felt like they were weighted down.

      “It’s ok, Mike. You’re fine. You’re back now. Don’t you ever do that to me again, you hear me? I love you too much! Don’t you ever leave me like that.”

      “What are you talking about?” It hurt to talk. His jaw felt like it was broken and his head throbbed. Blood rushed in his ears. His mouth was dry. The wooden blades of a ceiling fan spun behind Noelle’s head. Looking to his right, he noticed the alarm clock on the dresser, and he knew he was in their bed. “I didn’t go anywhere. I...I... What happened?”

      She sobbed as she stared down at him with pity and pain in her eyes.

      “I don’t know where you went. After you broke the mirror at Gene’s, you lost control. Gene called me and I found you in a rage. You were cussing, yelling, and telling Gene how much you loved him and how much you hated him. You kept drinking that moonshine of his and getting more and more ugly. He told you to leave, and when I finally got you in the car, you passed out. On the drive home, you started mumbling something but I couldn’t tell what it was about. All I know is that after dragging you to bed, you started to convulse. Your breathing slowed and for several minutes, I thought you died. Don’t you ever fucking do that to me again!”

      She composed herself before continuing, wiping at the tears on her cheeks.

      “That was two days ago,” she said quietly. “I had to tell your boss that you caught a bug and couldn’t make it in. You just laid here in bed the whole time. You would alternate between having convulsions and being completely still. I didn’t know what to think. I wanted to call 911, but then you would start to breathe again and I thought you’d just wake up, get some coffee, and return to normal. I’ve never seen you gone for this long. It was like you left yourself.”

      “I’m confused. I don’t know what to say. I’m…sorry?” The hanging question was a mistake.

      “Really? You’re going with I’m sorry after all the hell you put me through? It’s going to take a lot more than that. I can’t keep putting up with this shit. I love you, but I’m not going to keep wasting myself and crying over you.”

      Mike closed his eyes to think, to escape the mess he made. He rubbed his eyes, trying to clear the problem ahead of him. Opening them, he could see that nothing had changed except Noelle was now crying softly with her head in her hands.

      “You’re too good to me. You know that, right?”

      “Shut up. Just stop doing this to me. Get up. You smell awful and look terrible.” She stood. “I’ll get you some coffee.” She left, still crying softly.

      He sat up and the room spun. “Whoa,” he said and steadied himself on the bed. Swinging his feet off and turning toward the mirror on the dresser, he stopped. His reflection looked like death. The pungent odor of cigarettes and body odor filled his nostrils. He looked at the mirror again and though his gaze was a bit fuzzy, he saw something strange.

      Slowly standing, he leaned against the dresser and looked closely into the mirror. The man staring back at him looked twenty years older than a few days ago. His brown hair was tinged with a few stray grey streaks and his face was lined with deep grooves.

      Damn. What the hell happened to me? That wasn’t real, was it? I just passed out, that’s all.

      He stumbled out of the bedroom and plopped down at the dining room table, leaning on one arm. It was hard to walk far as dizziness kept trying to take him away on an awful joy ride. Noelle brought him coffee. It didn’t feel like morning to him. The sun was much brighter than normal. The clock on the stove brightly displayed that it was 3:23.

      “Noe, did I get into a fight again?” he asked. He really hoped it wasn’t true, but his body felt like he’d been pummeled by the twins.

      “You and Keith got into it, though I don’t think it lasted long.”

      “Did he hit me on the head? It hurts so fucking bad.”

      “If he did, I wouldn’t know.”

      “It hurts like hell. Got any aspirin or something for this headache?”

      Noelle left and came back with pills and a glass of water. “Here,” she said and handed them to him. “Now that you’re awake and alive, I gotta go to the store. Take a shower, will you? You stink like shit.”

      “Yeah, I feel like it too. Sorry. I really am.”

      Noelle grabbed her keys and left. It was silent in the house and Mike needed it to recover as best he could. He finally got up after finishing his coffee and worked his way to the bathroom where he took a long, hot shower.

    

  

This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


OEBPS/images/png.jpg






OEBPS/images/master-of-demons-ebook-cover.jpg
JAY BOWER

SOMETIMES DEMONS COME FROM A BOTTLE







