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Chapter 1

 

The bus pulled to the curb in front of Baltimore City Community College with a squeal of hydraulic brakes and the odor of diesel exhaust. Assumpta Mary-Margaret O’Connor cleared the Plexiglas shelter, felt the brief, delicate touch of November snowflakes on her head and shoulders, making her long auburn curls droop, then climbed aboard wearily, dropped her quarters into the fare box, and headed to the back of the bus. She brushed her wispy bangs off her forehead, and held her voluminous purse more tightly to her as she swept past the other passengers.

Thank God no one sat in the back row. She hated having to sit anywhere else. From the rear, she could see all the comings and goings.

And she could be reasonably circumspect when—if, she thought, correcting herself—if Jak ever decided to visit her again. She squeezed her eyes tightly closed, willing away the tears, realizing that he probably wouldn’t. She’d done her good deed, helped him to escape the bonds of Hell where he’d been unrightfully trapped, and he had moved on as he said he must. She knew she shouldn’t feel so abandoned, or so hopeful that he might come back to her. It had been six weeks since she’d seen him, after all. And his last visit had only been in a dream.

But if he did return, she’d be prepared, sitting in the back of the bus. She didn’t need people thinking she was crazy. Because when she talked to the dead, it looked as if she talked to herself—and that looked a little bit nuts. People could think what they wanted—they’d do as they pleased anyway—she just didn’t need the guys in the white coats chasing her down to take her to her own private, padded room.

Maybe all those crazy people weren’t crazy, she thought. Maybe they chatted with the dead, too.

She sighed heavily, letting out a pent-up breath as if she’d been storing it all day, then breathed in deeply, trying to relax. She regretted it. The back of the bus smelled like urine with high notes of vomit. No relaxing here, but at least she was on her way home: the home she was going to have to move out of soon.

I’ll move out next week, she thought. I refuse to take advantage of Greg any longer.

Her back itched, right between her shoulder blades, the exact location of her demon mark: the booby prize for helping Jak out of Hell. She twisted her arm up behind herself to scratch it. The mark had never bothered her before. Why now?

The itch grew worse, the muscles near the mark tightening.

“Greg won’t mind if you stay,” said a voice beside her.

She flinched. The bus hadn’t stopped again, so this guy had materialized, not walked on board. Just what I need, she thought, another damn demon. She couldn’t stop the gallop of her heart if she wanted to. A sheen of sweat broke out on her brow.

The demon’s blue eyes twinkled, letting her know he knew much more about the situation than she did, and he enjoyed it. His blond hair look sun-dyed and windswept, as if he’d just come off the beach, but his nose had been broken more than once, giving him a rakish rather than boyish appearance.

He’d be attractive if she thought she could trust him. But he already knew more about her than she liked—or he’d read her mind. She didn’t care for either scenario.

She detected the faintest whiff of sulfur. Then she sneezed.

“Who are you?” she asked, pulling a tissue from her purse, but keeping an eye on the creature.

“Friend of Jak’s. Dan.” He held out his hand.

Assumpta ignored it.

“Oh, really?” Jak never mentioned anyone named Dan. “How’d you meet?” She gave him a look that said, I don’t believe a word of your bull.

The smile in his eyes dimmed. “We were introduced by a mutual...acquaintance.” He put the hand he’d previously held out to her on her knee. She slapped it away, but her hand went right through his and struck her own thigh. Still, she felt the warmth of his palm as it traveled up her knee to her hip.

“Jak!” She wondered if calling for him in desperation might bring him around.

A few passengers from the front of the bus looked in her direction, then turned away. Uh-oh, white coat time, she thought.

“Jak can’t come right now,” Dan said in a soft voice, leaning toward her ear. “He’s busy.”

No, he’s just not allowed to come anymore, Assumpta thought. That’s what he’d told her the last time she’d seen him in person. But he’d left her with that tiny bit of hope that she might see him again. Why had he been so cruel?

“I can’t imagine why you’re here,” Assumpta said, sliding over one seat. She pressed into the wall of the bus, trying to get as far away as possible. Dan slid along with her, trapping her in the corner seat.

“Please leave,” she said.

He looked down at her lap, his hand on her thigh, and chuckled. His hand smoothed down to her knee again and fingered the edge of her hunter-green tartan skirt. Thank God for thick woolen stockings, she thought.

“I’m not leaving until I get a little taste of what Jak’s been getting.” 

He leaned into her, curling his fingers under the edge of her skirt, pushing it higher. His lips touched her neck, hot and burning. She could smell the sulfur more strongly now, enveloping him like a cheap cologne. The mark on her back fluttered wildly.

Assumpta twisted away. Pushing was useless. Her hands went right through him.

His hands searched for the buttons to release the skirt, fingers fumbling at the closure. She wondered what the other passengers on the bus were seeing. Did they see Dan, or just her flailing around like a crazy person just as she feared?

“Ahhhh!” he screamed suddenly, pulling his hand from her waist. A terrible, burnt-flesh odor filled the air. “You bitch!”

He shook his hand as if to cool it, pulling away from her entirely.

Thank you, Grandma, she thought. Dan must have touched the religious medals she kept pinned to the hem of her skirt—medals that had originally belonged to her grandmother. Nearly all of them had been blessed at one point or another. She knew from firsthand experience that demons could not touch blessed things.

The bus stopped, making its familiar wheeze of breaks and exhaust. Assumpta catapulted from the seat, torpedoed through Dan, and jumped out the rear exit of the bus. She took off running, slinging the long handle of her purse over her head so she wouldn’t lose it as she ran.

Snow fell harder now, and a breeze pushed the snowflakes across the sidewalk in front of her. The cottony whiteness seemed to insulate the city, muffling the road noise from Cold Spring Lane.

Assumpta sprinted down Kenwood, passing the topiary trees and high, wrought-iron fences that signaled she was closer to Greg’s apartment than she thought. She turned left at the corner and saw the familiar covered portico.

“Where do you think you’re going?” Dan materialized right next to her, running beside her at her pace. Still, she ran.

He showed her his burned hand; a spherical shape blackened his palm. She didn’t stop, but continued running toward the apartment.

He shoved his hand in her face. Inky, vein-like tendrils, dark and bold, radiated out from the center, blackening his skin. “Do you see this?” She jerked away, lost her footing and stumbled, but caught herself on a lamppost and kept running.

“I’ll get you for this, just as soon as I take care of it.”

And then he was gone—and so was the itch on her back.

She slowed to a quick walk, breathing heavily. Despite the falling snow, she felt hot under her corduroy coat. When she reached the apartment a few minutes later, Assumpta typed the code into the keypad by the front door and let herself in, heading toward the elevator.

Good Lord, what had she gotten herself into now?

The elevator dropped her off in front of Greg’s door. Her door, but not for much longer.

She unlocked the deadbolt and stepped into the marble foyer, still holding the doorknob in her hand. Entering the apartment alone had given her the willies ever since she’d been attacked by demons right here in the doorway. She looked around, seeing nothing amiss: ashes in the marble fireplace, pillows stacked neatly on the leather couches, tiny herbal wreaths still hanging in all the windows to ward off demons.

With a sigh of relief, she closed the door behind her and locked it, then knelt to the threshold with her bottle of blessed oil and salt. She poured a little on a rag, then swiped it across the floor where she’d passed. Then she checked the other rooms in the apartment to make certain all the windows were closed and still wreathed.

Finally, she felt secure enough to relax.

She headed to her bedroom, pulling her pendulum from her purse and tossing it on the nightstand. She bent to untie her leather ankle boots, then kicked them under the bed.

She needed answers, and she needed them fast.

But first, she needed to look at her demon mark.

Six weeks ago when Jak had come to her in her dreams to warn her she had one, he couldn’t tell her what it did. Now, she had an unsettling feeling she knew.


Chapter 2

 

Assumpta’s private bath connected to the bedroom via a pocket door next to the closet. With a flick of her wrist, she slammed the door aside, then stripped off her dark green turtleneck and turned her back to the large vanity mirror.

Over her shoulder, she inspected her demon mark, a supernatural scar she had acquired when she helped Jak flee the bonds of his Hellish prison. The mark looked like a finely drawn tattoo in brown ink—about the size of a quarter—of an upside-down cross surrounded by a circle. It you didn’t scrutinize it, it looked exactly like cross-hairs viewed through a rifle scope.

The skin around it looked red and inflamed.

Was that due to Dan’s visit?

Her back had itched just prior to his appearing. Did the mark act like a beacon? Why was her skin so red? And did the mark look darker? The lines thicker? Was the skin on the inside of the circle just a tad bit darker than it used to be?

Oh, that’s just what I need, she thought, a demonic skin condition that changes with each infernal encounter. She thought she might be sick.

“Jak!” She waited a minute for him to appear, hoping he would come this time. When he didn’t, gooseflesh prickled her skin and she felt a sudden chill.

“Where the hell could he be?” she muttered.

Assumpta stepped back into the bedroom and pulled up the hem of her skirt. Safety-pinned underneath, where no one could see, were a wad of seventeen religious medals: several versions of the Miraculous Medal depicting Mary, two Sacred Heart medals showing Christ, one of Saint Jude, and another of Saint Michael the Archangel—which she loved because he looked like a strong and fearless warrior, and of course, Saint Christopher, the patron saint of travelers. Her grandmother had worn them every day, pinned to the slip beneath her housecoat or day dress. And now Assumpta did, too.

Thank heavens.

She was certain Dan had burned his hand on them and that was what had sent him fleeing. She rummaged through her jewelry box and found a long chain to secure the medals onto and put it around her neck. She wasn’t taking them off anymore. Not even at night.

She pulled off her skirt and hose, changed into a white T-shirt and thick, navy blue sweats, then sat cross-legged on the floor. With her back leaning against the bed, she picked up her pendulum. From the top nightstand drawer, she retrieved a piece of paper with a semicircle drawn on it. The alphabet was written along the arc, each letter precisely drawn and equidistant. Assumpta placed it on the floor in front of her, the alphabet facing her so she could easily read it. If she asked the pendulum anything other than a yes-or-no question, she would read the answer as it swung back and forth over the message chart. Yes and No were signified by a clockwise or counterclockwise rotation.

The pendulum had served her well in the past, helping her answer difficult questions and find missing objects. Finding things was her talent. Usually, someone else paid her to do the finding. That was how she had met Greg. It wasn’t often she was her own customer.

She wrapped the thin, braided cord of the pendulum twice around her second and third fingers and let the teardrop-shaped crystal drop to the length of its string, about ten inches. She held it steady and waited for it to stop swinging. When it hung perfectly still, she closed her eyes and let the question develop in her mind.

Then she asked, “Where’s Jak?”

Silently, she used his full name, always careful not to say it out loud in case something evil listened. In the spirit world, knowing someone’s name meant having power over him, power to command or enslave. She was careful to keep Jak’s full name a secret.

The pendulum hung slack. She didn’t like that. The pendulum not responding meant it didn’t know the answer. If it didn’t know the answer, it meant Jak wasn’t on this plane of existence. Well, she knew he hadn’t gone to Hell—so Jak was probably in Purgatory. Maybe he’d even moved on to Heaven by now. She could only hope.

 “We’ll start with something easier,” she said aloud. “Was my visitor Dan a demon?”

With barely a moment’s pause, the pendulum started a clockwise rotation.

She nodded. “I knew that. But it’s always nice to have confirmation when dealing with evil spirits.”

“Will he be back?”

The pendulum continued its clockwise motion.

Great. “How can I get rid of him?”

The pendulum jerked and hung slack again. No answers there, at least not yet. She’d try again another time.

She thought to ask why he was following her, but she already knew the answer to that: the mark. Apparently, it made her susceptible to any demon that crossed her path. It must give off a scent or signal or something that alerted demons to her presence.

Usually, humans were off limits to the creatures unless they invited evil into their lives somehow. That line in the sand, for her at least, didn’t mean anything to roving demons.

The mark, apparently, made her fair game.

“How do I get rid of the mark?”

The pendulum hung slack for a moment, then began a back and forth motion over the message chart.

“S,” Assumpta said, guessing by the trajectory what letter the pendulum moved above. But, the pendulum continued swinging back and forth. S was wrong.

“R?”

The glass teardrop hiccupped on the string, then changed direction, signaling that she had guessed correctly. It veered left.

E was the closest vowel in that direction. “E,” she said.

The pendulum changed again, back to a similar pitch as the first direction.

“T.” It continued to swing.

“S,” she said. And then it changed to swing toward E again.

“R, E, S, E...research?”

The pendulum swung clockwise and Assumpta threw it aside. It slapped the wall in front of her and fell in a crumpled heap.

“What do you think this is?” she asked, referring to using the pendulum. Then she felt bad about throwing it. She retrieved the pendulum, checking to see if she’d chipped or broken the glass, and then, satisfied she hadn’t, wound the cord around her hand neatly, peeled it off and sat it on the night stand. “I’m sorry,” she said. “I appreciate your help.”

Dowsing wasn’t foolproof. You got your answers from the universe, or rather, spirits in the universe. And sometimes, the spirits just didn’t have the answer. She knew that, but knowing it didn’t make things easier to bear when finding answers was slow and frustrating.

“I wish Jak were here,” she said.


Chapter 3

 

Assumpta might be a demon magnet, but she still needed answers. She had to leave the apartment, despite the risk she might encounter other demons. No one can stay cooped up in their house forever, she thought. Even if she had every amenity known to man, she was sure to go crazy without some external contact with someone.

And besides, whatever she needed to get rid of this mark was outside the apartment. She had to go and obtain it. It certainly wouldn’t find its way to her by itself.

Still, she took precautions. She wore her grandmother’s medals on the long chain around her neck—and the chain was never coming off again, if she could help it—but she’d pulled two Miraculous Medals off the wad, her least favorite, and the ones she had the most duplicates of, and attached one of them with metal twist ties to the bottom of a ring on each hand so they dangled down into her palms. If a demon materialized anywhere near her, she wanted to be able to burn it through with a touch.

She took the bus downtown to the main branch of the Enoch Pratt Library, one of the oldest free libraries in the United States. The Roland Park branch would have been closer, but it was a modern affair opened in 2007. She needed access to the older collections from the building built in 1931, where everything was moved after the original 1830s building was shut down.

She loved the main branch with its marble floors and columns, map rooms, musty card catalogs, and the genealogy center with its old-fashioned microfilm readers still in use. The building on Cathedral Street was as long and wide as the city block, and held more history than she could fathom.

And while Pratt had made great strides to meet the electronic age, many of its treasures were still buried in the stacks. If I want the most obscure information, Assumpta thought, as the bus rattled and wheezed its way down St. Paul Street, I need to visit, not just jump online.

Surely there would be a book on demon marks there. Something obscure that Mr. Enoch Pratt and his donated million would have acquired. (When one donated money in the 1800s, a million-point-five bought an awful lot.)

Hopefully she’d find something with a local angle in the collection. Demons were like ghosts, right? Haunting one particular area? She wasn’t certain about that, but she aimed to find out.

Assumpta stepped off the bus and headed through the front door of the library, her footsteps echoing on the marble floor. She could have bypassed the reference desk and headed straight for the computers in the back, something she’d done a hundred times before. But now she needed access to the library’s hidden collections, those which hadn’t yet been added to the electronic database. She’d need a librarian’s help.

It used to be that libraries didn’t talk about the books that hadn’t made it to the electronic software yet. Instead, they’d brag about all the items available electronically. (We have four million records on line!) Then they realized their foot traffic was diminishing. And so was the advertising money and the cash they made on copies and vending.

They needed an incentive to get people to return to the brick-and-mortar buildings, and voila! Hidden Collections were born. The ugly stepchildren got their day in the sun, albeit only locally.

It’s amazing how the right spin on things makes everything seem so different, Assumpta thought.

The woman behind the desk looked up as Assumpta approached. Assumpta smiled. “I’m looking for something on the occult,” she said, “breaking curses, hexes, that sort of thing.”

The librarian nodded, shuffling through a few papers on her desk. “You should start with the Poe collection. Up the stairs and to the left. Here, take this.” She handed Assumpta a photocopy of a newspaper story about the collection published in the Baltimore News American. The paper had stopped publication years before she was born, but her mom and dad still mentioned it every once in a while. She glanced at it as she walked up the stairs. 

And then she saw the room containing nearly four thousand books related to Edgar Allan Poe in some fashion or another. According to the news story, Poe’s small collection had been added to over the decades by family members and then donated to the library. So it wasn’t really just Poe’s collection. But with this many books, she was bound to find what she needed.

“Can I help you?” A young woman with blond hair pulled back in a low ponytail, and wearing a badge that said Librarian, approached Assumpta.

Assumpta repeated what she’d told the triage librarian downstairs and added, “I’m specifically looking for anything about demon marks. Do you think there might be something in the collection?”

The woman ushered her over to a small section in the back corner of the dark-paneled room, then handed Assumpta a pair of white cotton gloves to wear while she touched the books. The librarian showed her how to handle the aged volumes in order to prevent damage, then left Assumpta alone to do her research.

Assumpta pulled off the gloves. How can you turn pages with gloves on? 

She’d just be super careful with the fragile edges.

Judging from the titles, only three or four volumes in the small area the librarian indicated looked like they might have information she needed. She’d start with those, then read the contents or thumb through indexes—if there were any—to see if any others fit the bill.

She chose three and sat at a scarred wooden table to do her research.

Despite the fairly recent renovations, this room was poorly lit. In fact, Assumpta felt a bit uncomfortable alone in a room with Poe’s musty books. The solid marble floors and walls of this place made her feel entombed. The air fairly echoed with sounds from the past. No doubt Poe would be laughing at her if he could see her right now.

She wondered if the place was haunted.

“I understand you’re looking for information on demons,” said a man from the doorway.

She gasped, knocking a book from the table at the unexpected interruption. Her heart leapt to her throat, then plummeted, beating riotously. She hadn’t heard any footsteps on the marble floor of the hallway.

“You scared me,” she said, looking at his feet. He wore hard-soled shoes. Why hadn’t she heard him?

“My apologies.” He smiled with even, white teeth, bright against the chocolate of his skin, but his smile didn’t reach his mocha eyes. Was he angry about having to help her? He wore a fashionable—and probably expensive—suit, unlike the more casual employees of Enoch Pratt. From this distance, she couldn’t read his name tag. “I’m an expert on demons,” he added, when she didn’t speak.

Assumpta waited for her pounding heart to quit playing a cadence against her ribs before she responded. “I wasn’t aware the library had an expert on demons.”

“Demons, the occult, things that go bump in the night. Enoch Pratt employs many experts.” He smiled again, barely there and insincere. “I can probably tell you everything you need to know—without cracking a book.”

Assumpta studied him for a moment, then concluded it couldn’t hurt to ask. “Demon marks,” she said. “I need to know how they work. And, I need to know how to get rid of one.”

He quirked an eyebrow. “There’s no such thing as demon marks, miss.”

“I’m not certain you’re the expert I need,” Assumpta said. “Thank you, though.” She looked back at the book she’d been studying.

“You’re a believer, then?” He took a step into the room. When Assumpta looked up, he gestured to the chair across from her. “May I?”

She nodded cautiously. But when the man got within ten or so feet of her, she felt a distinct itch between her shoulder blades. Her heart thumped anew. What good is a demon detector if it’s got such a short range? She scooted her chair back, putting more distance between the two of them, wondering how fast she could get to an exit if she needed one. The mark on her back itched and fluttered like crazy as the demon sat down across from her.

“Well, believing...” He laced his fingers together and rested his hands on the table. He leaned toward her. “Believing means something different. It is belief that gives a demon mark its power. The more you fear—the more you hate—the stronger it is. You can’t be harmed by a demon unless you’ve got a mark. Once you’re marked, beware.”

Yeah, she got that.

But what he said didn’t exactly ring true. She was thinking about the minor demons that had followed her and Greg around before they were able to banish them. They had certainly caused both her and Greg pain. “I’m not sure that’s entirely right,” she said, her voice tight and dry. She swallowed. “I didn’t used to believe in demons until I was attacked by one. Literal pain and blood tend to make one a believer.”

“You’ve been demon cursed.” His eyebrows rose. He looked interested in that bit of information.

She nodded. Apparently she had—cursed and marked. How did she get so lucky? “What’s the difference between being demon cursed and demon marked?

“A demon curse is the only other way a demon can harm a human. It’s misfortune and hurt—and most definitely pain— visited upon you by demons, because you’ve gotten in their way, or crossed them, or just happened to be in the wrong place at the wrong time. But at the end of the day, you still own your soul.” He looked her up and down. “You’re certain you haven’t made a deal with a demon?”

Wait—soul? I no longer own my soul? That thought had her heart jumping anew. Yes, she and Jak had made a deal: she helped him escape from Hell in trade for information. But Jak wasn’t a demon. He wasn’t evil. She knew that in her gut.

Assumpta shook her head, denying any pact-making.

 “Then how did you get marked?” he mused, more to himself than her.

“Who says I’m marked?”

He leaned in close. “I could smell it on you all the way from the lobby.”

And now she caught the pungent scent of sulfur. A bead of sweat broke out on her forehead. It took everything she had not to raise her hand and brush it away. She needed to show strength here, not weakness. Demons were a bit like dogs weren’t they? Striking at the runners? The cowards? The weaklings?

“Who are you?” she asked.

“As I said, an expert on demons.”

“You are a demon.”

“Which makes me an expert,” he said with a wry smile. “There are only two ways to get a demon mark. The first is to do something so heinous that you cannot be forgiven. Something you’d hate yourself for, if you’d realized you’d done it. Something that would make evil smile.” He chuckled. “You’d be surprised how little that actually takes. The mark in this case is almost invisible. It looks quite natural, like a mole or a freckle.”

“And the other?”

“You become marked if you make a deal with a demon—though you deny you’ve done this. Once you obtain your part of the bargain, the mark appears.” He looked at her thoughtfully. “If you didn’t make the deal yourself, my sweet, then you must have been made party to the deal after the fact.”

Oh. She felt the blood drain out of her face. Now it was starting to make sense. 

“Think hard,” he said, looking her up and down. “I can’t picture you doing anything evil, not even by accident. You smell too good.” He leaned toward her and breathed in deeply. “You’re wearing something blessed. If you’d done something so horrible, I suspect you wouldn’t find whatever it is so comfortable to wear.”

She lifted her hands to show him her palms with the Miraculous Medals dangling from her rings, and he sat back abruptly. He looked frightened for a moment, then regained his aplomb. “Funny that you can’t remember. Maybe you were tricked, unknowingly, into the bargain.”

She thought of Jak. He’d seemed so sincere when she helped him. Had he been telling her tales? No. She couldn’t believe it. She’d helped him escape Hell, and he’d saved her life at least once. There was no way he had tricked her into anything. He simply hadn’t realized that he’d drawn her into his own pact with a demon. That had to be the way of it.

 “The how of it doesn’t really matter right now,” Assumpta said. The fact that she’d lost ownership of her soul did. “I really need to get rid of this mark. Can you remove it?” It didn’t hurt to ask, right?

“Oh, no,” he replied with a twist of his lips. “Only the originating demon can do that. You can renegotiate, of course, though that’s seldom done. Your circumstances must change dramatically to tip the scales. More often, a demon-marked individual will make a more amenable deal with another demon. Someone who can protect her from the first demon—” he paused, drawing out the inevitable “—for a price.”

He reached into his left breast pocket and pulled out a white business card. He laid it on the scarred wooden table, turned it around to face her, then pushed it in her direction.

“Who are you?” she asked again.

“My name’s on the card.”

She picked it up and read the name aloud. “Pournelle Ahb—” As she said the syllables, the name disappeared off the paper, burned away as she articulated the letters. She dropped the flaming card to the table where it burned briefly before the flames extinguished. All that remained was a small pile of ashes.

“Now that was just a waste,” Pournelle said. He waved his hand, and the ashes twirled around like a dust devil, then danced off the table where they fell in a heap. He leaned toward her. “I’m already here and ready to deal.”

“You can leave now,” Assumpta said. “I don’t need what you’re offering.”

“You don’t even know what you’re up against.”

“Neither do you! And I’m fairly certain I don’t want to take the deal you’re so eager to make.”

He stood. “You won’t get a better deal than what I’m offering now. The deal gets worse the longer it takes you to accept it.”

“Go away,” she said.

He smiled, reached into his breast pocket for another card, and pushed it across the table to her. “Call me when you’re ready to talk.”

Then Assumpta remembered from when she first met Jak that she had to dismiss him three times. “Go away, go away, go away.”

Pournelle disappeared in a puff of smoke, but his card stayed where he’d left it.

Assumpta closed the book she’d been looking at and pushed all the books to the center of the table.

Woe betide mankind if deals can be made so casually in the afterlife, she thought.

But maybe there was hope. She had a sudden idea: could the mark be erased in the confessional? All sins were forgiven if you repented them...even the ones for things you couldn’t remember doing. Maybe she worried for nothing. Maybe the absolution of a priest could remove the mark.

She’d make an appointment to see Father Tony in the morning.


Chapter 4 

 

Assumpta noticed Greg’s duffel bag dropped in the foyer as she performed her homecoming ritual, looking for signs the apartment contained unwanted guests. He was home from his trip, and her cleansing rituals hadn’t been breached.

Another roommate might have thought she was crazy, but it had been Greg who came to her with a demon problem to begin with. He didn’t just put up with the blessed salt and protection spells; he participated. Greg had learned firsthand the power of a demon curse and appreciated her knowledge. He’d even converted to Catholicism based on her beliefs, but not because she’d asked him to. He’d made that decision on his own.

They’d fought demons together and won. Too bad she didn’t feel for him what she felt for Jak, because Greg was the total package: smart, rich, and handsome. And he liked her, too. She felt bad she couldn’t reciprocate.

Which was why she needed to move out. She’d moved in to help him solve his demon curse. And now that she’d succeeded, it was time to move on. Literally.

She pushed the door shut behind her.

“Greg! I’m home,” she said.

“In the kitchen!” came his reply. She turned right through the arched doorway and into the large kitchen. A pan heated on the stove while Greg, hair still damp from a recent shower, pulled ingredients out of the industrial-sized fridge—eggs, sausage, mushrooms, onions—and piled them on the granite counter top.

She smelled coffee brewing.

“Omelets?” she asked.

He stood back from the door and grinned. “Is there anything else?”

She laughed. “Don’t you mean, it’s the only thing you can cook?”

His eyes twinkled while he stood up tall and pretended indignation. “Is it a crime if the only thing I can cook is one of my favorite things in the world to eat?”

“I’m sure there’s a correlation there somewhere.”

“Probably,” said Greg, “but I refuse to own up to it. I will admit to being an omelet genius, however. And if you’d care to join me, you’ll agree.”

“You are an omelet genius,” she replied dutifully. “Can I help?”

“You can slice the onions while I brown the sausage.”

“Done. How was your trip?”

Greg tore open the package of sausage, laid the ground meat in the warm pan, and used a spatula to break it up into smaller pieces. “We found another urn.” He turned to her and raised an eyebrow. “It looks Roman and was probably once sealed, but it’s long been cracked and opened. I have photos.”

“Do you think it’s related to the first?”

“Probably. But I also think we have nothing to worry about. Whatever was in this jar is long gone.”

“Or maybe still in the area?”

Greg gave the sausage a stir and reached for the mushrooms. He tore the plastic covering from the blue Styrofoam tray and walked to the sink to wash them. “What makes you think whatever was in the urn—if there was anything in there—stayed in the area? It was finally free. Wouldn’t it want to go back to where it came from? Or go back to take revenge on whatever imprisoned it in the jar?”

“I’m not sure,” Assumpta said. She dumped the diced onions into the pan with the sausage. “I’m investigating a local angle on demons. What if they, like ghosts, tend to stay in one area?”

“Are you suggesting there are some local demons around here?” He pushed the mushrooms in Assumpta’s direction and stirred the sausage.

She dumped the mushrooms on her cutting board and started to chop. “I’m saying that I just happened to bump into two of them.” She told him what happened on the bus and at the library.

“Are you all right?” He rushed toward her, looking her over.

“I’m fine.” She gently pushed him back toward the stove.

“But if what you say is true, you didn’t just bump into them,” Greg said. “They can locate you based on your mark. How does it lead them to you? Can they get inside the apartment?”

“I don’t know how the mark works...and I don’t think they can enter the apartment, not with all windows sealed with holy water and blessed salt.”

“Where’s your friend Jak?” Greg stirred the sausage and onion mixture with the spatula, then raised the utensil to point at her. “Shouldn’t he be helping out with this? He’s the one that got you into this trouble.” Greg lowered the spatula back to the pan and stirred again, chopping the sausage into smaller bits. 

Assumpta could hear Greg’s annoyance in the tone of his voice, but she couldn’t blame him. It was tough for a flesh-and-blood man to compete with a spirit.

“I don’t know,” she said, keeping her tone flat. No sense alerting Greg that not knowing was killing her.

“He got what he wanted and he’s gone,” Greg said. “You’ll note that I’m still here.”

“Maybe Jak couldn’t help himself,” Assumpta said. “Maybe he’s hurt somewhere, needing our assistance, and he can’t come back to help.” She felt herself getting a tiny bit hysterical. “Did you ever think of that? Or, maybe God reined him in, and now that his soul has lost its demon taint, he was ushered into Heaven. Or maybe he’s been captured, and he’s back in Hell.”

“And maybe he just didn’t need you anymore and he took off.”

The coffeepot gave one last steamy gurgle as it finished brewing, and Assumpta reached for a heavy mug. “I think you’ve got it backwards, Greg,” she said. “You got what you wanted, and I’m still here.” She poured herself a cup of coffee and took a sip, letting the hot liquid cool on her tongue a moment before swallowing. “But now that you’re no longer cursed, and apparently I still am, it’s time I moved out. Consider this my official notice.”

“Assumpta,” Greg turned pleading eyes in her direction, his anger gone.

“Save it.” She hardened her features. She had to stop giving in.

Greg took one look at her, tossed the spatula onto the counter—knocking over the pepper mill—and turned off the gas under the pots. Then he stormed out of the kitchen, leaving the eggs to scorch on the still-hot burner.


Chapter 5

 

Jak strolled past the remains of the Temple of Saturn, remembering its full glory. Ironic that even a temple dedicated to a God of Time wasn’t itself immune to it. The passage of centuries brings even the mightiest of empires down, he thought.

And Hell, he’d felt every bit of the snail’s pace of eons ticking by in his Hellish captivity.

The urn had not been a place of darkness and restriction, instead it was as bright as Rome on a summer day, with an open window to the world—only cold—so cold that he burned from it, his bones radiating the chill, his frame rattling with each shiver. Inside the urn, the landscape was vast and desolate, and absent of everything. And though there were others trapped with him, there were times he’d been lonely enough to die—but he’d been sustained by the demon’s curse to remain alive and sit idly by and watch eternity pass.

 He’d seen all of Rome implode upon itself, and the rise of other nations. He’d seen everything he’d ever loved die, and the birth of all kinds of wondrous inventions as time marched on. 

Still, Saturn’s dilapidated temple saddened him, casting a pall on his mission. Knowing about its destruction and seeing it in person, were two different things.

 Could he ever make up for the mistake he made? The one that had condemned him to Hell and an eternity trapped in the urn?

That was why he was here now. He couldn’t help the men who were gone, but he could do something, maybe, for their descendants—even if it took this entire life to do so.

But he hoped it wouldn’t. Because as soon as he found forgiveness, he’d be on the first plane to the States to help Assumpta. He no longer had powers in this human form, but he had knowledge—more knowledge than a man had a right to know, thanks to the time spent in the urn. And maybe when he’d finished what he came to do, he could help her, and himself, just one more time.

It wasn’t as if she was the only one demon marked.

He looked over his shoulder, suddenly afraid. He wiped the sweat from his brow. The Roman Forum was an eerie place in the wee hours of the morning. The full moon shone down with spotlight glare, bouncing off the marble. It made the old monuments gleam, but he found himself chilled, sweating with the knowledge that he was more vulnerable now than when he’d been a legionnaire. He had no armor to protect himself and no weapon.

He wore black denim pants and a gray concert T-shirt with “Judas Priest” emblazoned on the front. A photo of a hand squeezing a razor blade was centered under the band’s name. He’d preferred the irony of the Hell Bent for Leather shirt, but the graphic didn’t grab him as much, and now given the freedom of choosing what to wear, he’d gone with a style he both liked and one that implied he was tough and could handle himself. He’d have preferred a military uniform, but he was no longer a soldier—and as much as he felt like one in his heart, he had no claim to the honor now.

Denim and leather were comfortable once they’d been worn a few times. They just didn’t offer as much protection as armor, but he wouldn’t need any armor. He hoped.

He hurried down Via dei Fori Imperiali, paved now and filled with cars even at this early hour. Already, the odor of petrol obliterated the fresh scent of morning. Where were these people going? He lost the worried feeling. Nothing would attack him in full view of others, right?

Fifteen minutes later, he found himself in front of the Pantheon and gasped. Though buildings and sidewalks had sprung up around it, it looked hardly changed despite the passage of centuries. Then he chided himself, Why am I surprised? In 609, the Byzantine emperor Phocas gave the building to Pope Boniface, and for that reason alone it remained one of the most well-preserved monuments of ancient Rome. The Pope had turned it into a church.

Marcus Agrippa had commissioned it as a monument to all the Roman gods. Hadrian had rebuilt it after a fire, and Trajan again after him. But only the Catholic Church preserved it. Jak wondered, could any of its past remain?

He jogged up the steps of the portico, past its sixteen Corinthian columns and through the rectangular vestibule, until he reached the large circular building of the Pantheon proper. Inside, things had changed mightily since he’d been here last. He knew the Catholics held Mass here on high holy days, but he hadn’t realized it had also been turned into a tomb. Two kings of Italy and one of their wives were buried there, as was the painter Raphael. Gone were the statues of the Roman gods. He felt a pang of regret to have seen this. Sometimes, the reality of memory was best left untouched.

He turned to the left and was stunned to see a monumental painting depicting the Assumption—the Catholic belief that Mary was carried physically to heaven by angels—and Assumpta’s namesake. Could this be a sign?

Moonlight shown down from the oculus—a hole in the ceiling— in the center of the rotunda. Its brilliant whiteness cast light into the center of the large chamber, but not quite to the boundary of the circular wall. He pulled a tiny flashlight from his pocket, one of the many fine conveniences he loved about this century.

He cast the light on the painting. Mary, depicted in her usual blue, was being bodily lifted to Heaven by cherubs. The painting was gorgeous, as was most
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