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David froze.  This couldn’t be right.  It had been a lie to get the box, that’s all.  There was no way Maddie’s mother had been able to do what she said she could.  It wasn’t natural.

As if there was anything natural about the scene outside!

But this ... this was beyond everything.

He had to see to make sure.

He went to his bedroom doorway and Maddie moved out of the way for him.

He looked in, his eyes searching the dark.  He wanted to turn on the light, but a scream outside changed his mind on that.  Finally he found the shadow among all the other shadows, and he stepped into his room for a closer look.

He couldn’t believe it.  No, he refused to believe it.  Because believing brought a whole list of implications he didn’t want to face right now.  But his eyes fought that disbelief by offering a sight he never thought he’d see again in his entire life.

Victoria sat curled up on David’s bed, her back against the headboard, knees to her chest in a posture he’d seen countless times before when he’d peek into her room to say goodnight.  The flashing lights from outside—flickering flames causing the shadows to dance—bathed the side of her face in unstable light.

He stepped further into the room, closer to the bed.  He took a deep breath and was very aware of the other three, Maddie, Jessi, and now Alison had joined them in the doorway, looking in at him, then at the figure huddled on his bed.

“Tori?” he asked, moving closer again.

“Daddy!” Victoria said, then she scrambled off the bed and, before David could back away in fear, her arms were around him, squeezing tight, and he found his wrapped around her as well.  Before he knew they were coming, tears streamed down his face and with each sob, he held her tighter, taking in her scent and the feel of her in his arms.

After a minute, he looked up and saw Alison weeping from the doorway and David held out his hand for her to join them and the three of them, father and daughters, hugged in the middle of David’s darkened bedroom while outside the world burned.

He stood there with his eyes closed, taking in every second of the experience, knowing any second now the alarm would go off and it would be time to get up and go to work.  But the alarm never came and after almost a full minute of heaven with his daughters, David thought maybe this was real after all.

But that meant if this was real, so was everything else.  And outside the window, the world had gone to Hell, quite literally.

As much as he wanted to just stand here with Victoria and Alison, it was all going to be for nothing if the monsters broke in and killed them all.

He let go of them and turned to Maddie.

“What did your mother do?”

Maddie looked sheepish, but she came into the room and said, “She opened a door.”

“Why?”

It seemed a logical question.  In stories where the villain wants to rule the world, David always wondered: why.  What was the endgame?  How did that goal play out?  Did the villain spend the rest of their life on a throne while people lined up to bring them gifts?  Was it all just so the ruler didn’t have to get up and go to work anymore?  What was the point in world domination?  And what was the point in opening a doorway to Hell?  Did Maddie’s mother think that, because she opened the door, when the demons had killed everyone else, they would spare her?  And if they did, what then?  A lifetime making her way through the hellscape?  Did she have a little house set aside where she could live out the rest of her days reading cozy mysteries while the demons took over the day to day of running the world?  In stories, he always felt like that next step in the process was the one so many movie and story villains didn’t think through to its logical conclusion.

“What do you mean?” Maddie asked.

“I mean what was she hoping to accomplish?  Unleash demons why?  Because she wasn’t hugged enough as a child?  Because someone cut her off in traffic?  Why make the world into this?” he asked, gesturing to the world outside the bedroom window.

Maddie shrugged and said, “I really don’t know, Mr. Reed.”

“You’re a witch, aren’t you?” he asked.  “You didn’t go to the meetings?  We have to know what’s going on and why, because I need to know if we can fight this or if I need to take my family and run.”

Maddie looked outside and seemed transfixed by the flames, lulled by the screams, and she said, “You should probably just run.”

“And that begs the next question,” David said, standing in front of her to make her focus on him.  “Where?  Are the demons, if that’s what they are, going to just take over Green Lake, and leave the rest of the world alone?  Or is this just the beginning of something worse?”

All eyes were on Maddie now and she felt their stares.  She crossed her arms in front of her and visibly shrank back a little as she said, “Something worse.”

David nodded as if that was the reply he’d expected.

“Okay,” he said, “then running won’t help.  We can’t spend the rest of our lives hiding out and trying to get by.  We’ll have to fight this here, now, before it gets worse.  How do we do that?”

Again, all eyes on Maddie.  She looked at each of them and finally shook her head and said, “I don’t know.  She said she was opening a door.  She never said anything about closing it.”

“Well that’s awesome,” David said.

Without getting closer to the window, he looked outside, and what he saw from there was terrible.  He knew they wouldn’t be safe inside here forever.  Sooner or later outside was going to come inside, and when that happened, it was all over.  He had been reactive for so much of his life, but now things were at a place that reactive was going to get not just him killed, but his family, and it had just been made whole again.  He wasn’t going to lose it on the same night.

But what could he do?  Across the street, he watched a demon climb the apartment building opposite his.  In its arms it held half of one of his neighbors.  When it got to the top of the building it perched there and began peeling the pants off the severed legs, then buried its face into the raw red meat and started eating.

David silently thanked God he couldn’t hear the munching from inside his apartment.

“Someone has to know how to stop this,” he said.

It hit him who might, and his first thought was Fuck.

He would almost rather go across the street and interrupt the demon’s dinner than do what he was thinking he was going to have to do.  But it might be the only option.

Still staring across the street, he encircled both of his daughters in one arm while the other dug his phone from his pocket.  He glanced down at the screen to open his contacts, found the name he didn’t want to see, and hit dial.

As it rang, he watched the demon eat, wondering how long the cell towers would still be usable.  The phone picked up on the second ring.

“Eve,” he said.  “I need your help.”

* * *
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“WHAT HAPPENED TO WE’RE through?” she asked from the other end.

“Have you seen what’s happening?” he asked.  “I don’t think this is quite the knowledge you were looking for when you dealt with that bitch.”  He glanced at Maddie, not sorry for calling her mother that.  “We can’t let this get worse.”

“You said some terrible things to me, David.”

“Eve, don’t be a bitch, okay?  How long do you think you’ll hold out in your house while the demons are tearing through Green Lake?  Even if they come to your door last, they’re still coming to your door.  And then what?  Help me stop this.”

“How?” she finally asked, all ears.

“Well, that’s the part I was hoping you would know.  Maddie said her mother opened a door.  She obviously used the box to do it, so I didn’t know if you’d found any information on the box that might have seemed unimportant at the time, but now has some light bulbs going off in your head as a way to close that door again?”

He heard papers rustling in the background, Eve flipping through a book.

“Nothing I can think of, but I’ll keep looking.”  She gasped and something on her end fell.

“What was that?” he asked.

“I knocked a book off the table,” she said.  “I heard something outside, and I jumped, and the book fell.  I didn’t know this was going to happen, I swear.”

“None of us did,” he said, glancing again at Maddie LaPage and hoping he was right.

“Okay,” Eve said, “I’ll look faster.  I’ll let you know what I find.”

“Call me back in fifteen minutes whether you find something or not, just so I know you’re still there.”

“A lot can happen in fifteen minutes.  I’ll call in five,” Eve said.

“Even better,” David said.  He hung up and slid the phone back into his pocket, then looked again at his daughters.  Then he looked at Jessi who was leaning against the wall by the door, silently.

“Any suggestions?” he asked.

“I did my part,” she said.  “I got our daughter back.”

Helpful as always, he wanted to say.

Something climbed up the outside of the building, over David’s bedroom window, and Alison screamed, but David clapped a hand over her mouth and cut it off as quickly as he could.  Then they all stood there, still and silent, waiting for whatever that was to have heard and come back to see what it had found.  If it heard, it didn’t come back, and eventually they all let out their breath.

“Out of this room,” David said, “everybody.”

They all filed into the hallway and David closed the bedroom door.

“Now what?” Jessi asked.

“We have to get somewhere safe,” he said.

“Like?”

“I don’t know, but we can’t stay here.  This building is old, and this neighborhood is covered in those things.  It’s only a matter of time before they get in here.”

“One big flaw in your plan,” Jessi said.  “This neighborhood is covered in those things.  We go anywhere, it means we go outside.  Where those things are.”

He wanted to point out it was her blood that she had willingly given up that made all this possible, but he knew Jessi well enough to know that argument would get him nowhere.  Instead Victoria spoke up.

“There’s a storm shelter at the school,” she said.  “Maybe we could go there?”

David looked at Jessi and knew they were thinking the same thing: was it safe enough to risk the trip?

“If we can get there,” he said.  “Maybe?”

“It’s under the school,” Jessi said.  “Lots of concrete and brick.  It would offer more protection than this place.”

“Do we try for it?”

“There’s still the question of how we get there,” Jessi pointed out.  “Going anywhere still means going outside.  Where the things are.”

She didn’t want to say demons
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