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      Awake

      

      Reality exploded with a roar and squeal of throttled lightning. Casi jolted awake, adrenaline pumping through her body with the force of a fire hose, and tried to focus on the rush of metal flying past her mere feet away. Seconds later the metallic monster disappeared, leaving her quaking in its wake.

      It was dark, with the exception of one lone, poorly lit wall sconce on the other side of wherever the hell she was. She glanced around at her surroundings to find nothing but brick and mortar, and remnants of old tiles falling off the graffiti-covered walls. The place reeked of exhaust and mildew, and it was cold. Cold and damp, and damned uncomfortable.

      She tried to move and ignore the fact that her body felt like it was encased in ice. She could barely feel her hands and fingers. Worse, there was no sensation in her feet. Cautiously, she flexed her hands, her arms, and then her legs. When she felt no pain or anything else out of the ordinary, she tried to turn her head.

      She was lying on her right side inside what appeared to be some kind of cul-de-sac or alley. Getting up on one elbow, she tried to figure out where she was. Another squeal distantly sounded, and she would swear the ground trembled beneath her.

      The scent of something rotten flowed into her lungs. A brisk wind blew over her, making her tremble even more, and a glance down at herself explained why she felt so cold. She was wearing her favorite sundress. It was a bright red crepe with spaghetti straps. Pantyhose covered her legs, and her red pumps she often referred to as her ruby slippers were on her feet. But other than that, she had nothing else to cover herself with. No coat, no umbrella. Not even a sweater or shawl.

      The ground vibrated again. She managed to sit up where she could get a better look around. Now that her eyes were adjusted to the dimness, she noticed the debris, the garbage, the filth.

      Where am I? Am I in an alley somewhere? Where is here? How did I get here? How did I…

      Her teeth started chattering. It was an effort to reach up and clutch her arms for warmth. One thing was certain. She couldn’t stay here. Prolonged exposure to this kind of cold would kill her. Not to mention what diseases she could pick up from the crap floating around.

      Using the wall to help support herself, she managed to get to her feet. A wave of dizziness passed through her, forcing her to dig her fingers into the mortar to keep from falling.

      Hunger. She was hungry. Her stomach was squeezing itself into a hard knot to let her know. It was probably why she felt so weak. How long had it been since she’d last eaten? And she was thirsty. Her throat felt dry, clogged, and she coughed to clear it.

      Her mind continued to whirl, keeping her disoriented and off-balance. Rounding the corner, she was hit with a blast of frigid air, followed immediately by a wave of warm air. Placing her free hand to her forehead, she concentrated on trying to place one foot in front of the other as she followed the narrow, barely six-inch ledge.

      Train tracks. She saw and recognized train tracks, but she was inside a tunnel. Casi frowned. She was from a small town in Texas. The railroads she knew ran outside of town, but she couldn’t think of anywhere where they would have to go through a tunnel.

      She continued moving parallel to the tracks. Sooner or later she had to reach the end. Once she got there, hopefully she’d find some kind of landmark that would lead her into town where she could find something to eat. At this point, she’d even settle for a glass of water. Anything that would help relieve the cramping in her stomach.

      “Hey, you! Lady! Hey!”

      Casi came to a wobbly stop and glanced up to see a flashlight aimed at her. Behind it was a dark figure that appeared to be someone wearing a hardhat.

      “Hey, lady, what are you doing down here?”

      “I’m lost! Can you show me the way out of this tunnel?”

      “Tunnel? Lady, this is no tunnel. It’s the E Line.”

      “The what?”

      “The subway. Hey, are you okay?” The figure drew closer, but the flashlight continued to shine directly in her eyes. Casi held a hand up to shield her face.

      “What subway? What are you talking about?”

      The man advanced toward her until she finally was able to see the faint coloration of his orange vest and yellow hardhat. He stood on the opposite side of the tunnel and pointed to the tracks.

      “How did you get to the other side?” he asked.

      She shook her head. “I don’t know. I woke up there. Where did you say I was?”

      “On the E Line.”

      “Is that near a town?”

      The guy snorted. “Lady, you’re in Manhattan.”

      “Where’s Manhattan?”

      “New York City.”

      She stared at the shadowy figure in disbelief. Had she heard the man correctly? “New York, New York City?”

      “Yeah.”

      A rattling swept through the tunnel. It sent the rancid smell wafting over them, which forced Casi to place her hand over her nose. “Can you tell me how to get out of here?”

      The guy pointed his light behind him. “The next station is about two hundred yards that way, but you’re gonna have to cross over the tracks to this side first.”

      Something about the man’s tone of voice instantly rankled her, but she couldn’t figure out why. “Can I reach it from this side?”

      “There’s no walkway on that side,” he explained. “Plus, the platform will be on this side.”

      She saw him wave for her to join him. At the same time, she caught the sound of rumbling coming from behind her.

      “Let’s go, lady. The next train’s coming.”

      “Casi, stay where you are!”

      She froze. Someone else was in the tunnel with them. Someone who knew her well enough to call her by name, but she didn’t recognize the voice. Much less know anyone with a British accent.

      “Lady, hurry up!”

      “Casi, don’t move! Press up against the wall as close as possible or the train will hit you!”

      The rumbling grew louder. The bricks beneath her feet vibrated so violently, the slick soles of her shoes threatened to give way beneath her, and there was nothing she could cling to to prevent herself from falling onto the tracks.

      The guy in the hardhat shined the light directly into her eyes, blinding her. The rumble became a roar, the same kind of roar that had awakened her a few minutes earlier. Throwing herself face-first against the bricks, she dug her fingers into the loose mortar and pressed herself as tightly as possible against the wall.

      The train raced by like stampeding horses. It pulled a hurricane wind along with it, making her dress and hair whip viciously across her face and legs. Dirt and debris swirled around her, tugging at her, trying to pull her off the narrow ledge.

      The sound was horrendous, high-pitched and hurtful to her ears. Casi closed her eyes to keep the grit from blinding her and prayed the train would soon pass. As if in answer, the mechanical beast vanished down the mouth of the tunnel and everything grew quiet once more.

      “Casi, are you all right?”

      The guy who knew her name was nearby. Closer than the man in the hardhat, but also on the other side of the tracks. Neither did he have a flashlight.

      “Hey, lady! You still with us?” The light played over her. “Come on, lady. You can’t stay here. Come with me. I’ll show you the way out.”

      “Don’t go with him, Casi!”

      She stared into the darkness, in the direction where the train had emerged. She could barely detect a figure coming toward her, but the blackness swallowed him up.

      The man in the hardhat crawled down on the tracks and started coming toward her. “Come on, lady. I ain’t got all day.”

      “Casi, no!”

      The worker kept the flashlight shining directly in her eyes, preventing her from getting a better look at him. He paused almost at her feet and held out a hand. “Let’s go.”

      She hesitated. “Please, turn off your flashlight. I can’t see with you shining it in my eyes.”

      The man acted as if he didn’t hear her. “Come on! You want me to call the cops?” He came up behind her and reached for her ankle. “Get down from there!”

      “Casi!”

      She kicked outward to keep the man from grabbing her foot. Instead, she hit the flashlight and sent it flying across the tracks. The man in the hardhat growled and reached for her again. Another kick, and this time she knocked off his hat.

      A face that was nothing human stared up at her. Its oval mouth was lined in hundreds of tiny, needle-shaped teeth. White bands crisscrossed where its nose should be, and its two eyes were huge black holes.

      Casi screamed and kicked at it again, but it managed to snag her foot and held on.

      A dark figure raced in, tackling the man-creature. They fell sideways onto the track, when suddenly the man shrieked in pain, or anger, or both. The dark figure rolled away, leaving the man-creature to writhe on the rails, sparks snapping in the air around him.

      Casi watched, unable to move or speak as the man-creature shriveled, grew smaller, and eventually disappeared, leaving nothing but his clothes and hardhat to show he’d been there. It became harder to breathe and she gasped for air when the dark figure bent to pick up the flashlight. But instead of shining it at her, it shone it on itself.

      It was a man. A young man. A black man, with tight curly rings for hair. He grinned at her, and his brilliantly white teeth reminded her of a beacon on a lighthouse.

      “You okay?” he casually asked.

      She could only manage a quick nod in answer.

      Another rumbling sound echoed down the tunnel. The stranger glanced in its direction, then back at her.

      “It’s not safe to stay here, Casi. We need to get out of here, and now.”

      “H-how do you know my name?”

      “It’s a long story. By the way, my name is Coheed.”

      Unconsciously, her eyes returned to the flat pile of clothing left on the tracks. “What was that thing?”

      “It was a demon. It meant to kill you. It’s gone now, but there will be more, and they’re coming after you.”

      She blinked at him in disbelief. “Me? Why?”

      Coheed took a deep breath. “It’s a long story. Listen, I need for you to come with me.”

      “Why? H-how do I know you’re not one of those…things?”

      The smile disappeared. He pointed to his face. “Look at me. Do I look anything like that thing?”

      She studied his expression. The wide, deep-set eyes. The strong chin. She shook her head. “No.”

      He pointed to the clothes. “Those demons, each one is unique in the way they look, but none of them look human. At least, not to you. That’s how you’ll be able to tell them from normal people.”

      The rumbling grew louder, signaling the fast approaching train. Coheed gestured to her.

      “We can’t stay here, ducky. We have to keep moving. Are you hungry?”

      “Wh-who are you? Why are you here? How do you know my name?” she continued to insist. She remained undecided whether or not to trust him, but she knew her options were quickly running out.

      Coheed tossed the flashlight to his other hand, twirling the object as he did so. “I promise to answer all your questions as soon as we get you out of here. But, for the sake of brevity, let’s just say I’m here to protect you from those demons.”

      A faint brightness appeared down the tunnel’s throat. She shuddered and stared at Coheed’s outstretched hand. Reluctantly, she reached out and grasped it, and a warmth flowed into her as if she’d been wrapped in a flannel blanket. He tugged on her arm.

      “Quick, quick. Step where I step, or else you might accidentally hit one of the electrified rails.”

      He helped her get down from the ledge, then across the tracks to the wider walkway. By the time the next train reached them, they were close enough to the platform to keep from being blown away. A couple of people who stood waiting to board stared at them but didn’t offer any assistance.

      Once they were on the platform, Coheed led her through the turnstiles and up two flights of steps to the city sidewalks above.
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      Church

      

      They emerged into a world that appeared to be utter chaos. It was nighttime, but the city was ablaze with a thousand multi-colored lights. Cars whizzed by on the streets, honking and weaving amid the traffic. Buildings towered so high overhead, she couldn’t see their roofs, even if she craned her neck. Businesses lined the narrow sidewalk and stood butt-to-butt, with barely an inch of space between them.

      Coheed gave her arm a tug. “Come on, Casi.”

      Someone wearing a heavy coat brushed past them, nearly shoving Casi off the sidewalk. She stared at the hunched-over figure and noted how he was dressed but made no comment. She could feel the wind coming down the busy streets but it didn’t appear to affect her. She was comfortable, in spite of the fact that all she had on was a simple, sleeveless cotton dress.

      “Casi, luv.”

      Nodding, she allowed him to lead her wherever he planned to take her. Speaking of…

      “Where are we going?”

      “To church.”

      “Beg pardon?”

      They paused at a red light at a street corner. Seeing the way was clear, Coheed continued across the street against the light.

      “You’re gonna get a ticket for jaywalking,” she remarked.

      “The coppers have more important things to worry about than a couple of jaywalkers,” he countered.

      They passed several shops where the glass store fronts were barred with iron gates. She caught sight of her reflection and almost didn’t recognize herself. Her face and arms were slick with mud and no telling what other stuff she rolled in when she was in that subway tunnel. Her dress was also splotched with the same grime.

      She peered at Coheed’s appearance. At the clean, white, long-sleeved dress shirt and blue jeans. Instead of shoes, he had on a pair of sandals. The dichotomy of Sunday-best diminishing down to off-the-cuff casual intrigued her. Who was this man? How had he managed to find her?

      They crossed two more intersections, when they passed a bank. Above its doors was a flashing sign giving the time and temperature.

      11:17

      31 degrees

      She halted suddenly. Her unexpected stop broke their contact, and her hand slid out of his. Immediately the freezing weather slammed into her and she fell, gasping in shock, against the bank. Whirling around, Coheed grabbed her by the upper arms, and the indescribable warmth returned. For nearly a full minute she stood there, head bowed, and tried to make sense of what was happening to her. This was not a reality she could make sense of or adjust to. And the trembling that was overriding her body wasn’t just because of the cold blast she’d just experienced.

      He drew an arm around her shoulders, drawing her closer. Normally she didn’t like being touched, and definitely not by strange men she hadn’t known existed more than thirty minutes ago. But there was something strangely reassuring about this thin black man with the odd English accent.

      “I’ve got to get you out of this cold weather. Come on. It’s not much further.”

      At his urging, she leaned against him and they continued on, disregarding the other pedestrians and the hawkers who stood in the open doorways of the bars and tried to get passers-by to go inside.

      The traffic, the tall buildings, the strangeness of this city was getting to be too much. Casi kept her head down, fully trusting Coheed to get her someplace soon.

      They stopped, and she found herself staring at two stone steps. Jerking her head up, she saw the steps became a pathway trailing around to the front of a stone building. Lifting her eyes further, she identified the building as a church.

      He helped her up the steps, but instead of going to the front of the church, he led her around to the back and a narrow wooden door half-hidden by a wealth of ivy covering the rock façade. They paused in front of the door and Coheed knocked beneath a small window inset at eye level.

      They waited without any results, so he knocked again. He was about to knock a third time when the door in the window slid to one side and someone peered at them from the other side.

      “It’s me,” Coheed told them. “I got her with me.”

      The window closed and the door opened. Coheed led her inside what appeared to be a small alcove. The person who’d let them inside was an older woman wearing street clothes and a short nun’s wimple. She gave them a warm smile.

      “It’s good to see you again, Coheed. I assume you’re here to see Father Daviel?”

      “Yes, Sister. Is he able to take visitors?”

      “If you wait right here, I’ll go check.”

      Coheed held up a hand and pointed at Casi. “This is Casi. She hasn’t eaten in quite some time. Would you mind if I take her into the kitchen and raid the larder?”

      The nun took in Casi’s bedraggled appearance. Sincere concern crossed the woman’s face. “Yes, yes. By all means. I’ll tell Father you’ll be waiting for him there.”

      Coheed thanked her and led Casi through a couple of doors and down a long hallway until they reached the kitchen. Guiding her over to the small table sitting against the wall, he helped her into a chair before she collapsed, then went straight to dig into the fridge. Casi watched him pull out a few items. She was too tired to go over there herself. In truth, she was too tired to even think about much else. Exhaustion was sucking the last of her strength. She had no idea if she could go any further.

      “Well, let’s see what we’ve got here, shall we?” Coheed pulled out a plastic bag containing some brownish chunks. “We have leftover mystery meat. What say, eh?” He held it up for her to see. When she didn’t respond, he shook his head and placed it back. “Not interested, eh? I don’t blame you. All right, what else have we to choose from?” Withdrawing a container, he peeled up the lid, took a sniff, and immediately jerked back his head. Casi couldn’t help but giggle at the look of disgust on his face as he resealed the container and gingerly replaced it. “Bullocks on that one. We want to keep you alive, not give you ptomaine poisoning. Well, luv, looks like pickings are slim this time around, unless you’re willing to settle for a double-decker.”

      “A what?”

      “A sandwich. You build it yourself. I see some bologna, a bit of cheese, and maybe ham.”

      “I’ll eat a sandwich. Thanks.”

      A sack of bread and other stuff was dumped on the table in front of her. “Care for a condiment?”

      “Condiment? Oh, yeah. Mustard, if you got it.”

      “Right-o.” He dropped a yellow plastic bottle next to her hand before retrieving a knife from a drawer, handing it to her hilt-first.

      Casi took it from him before reaching for the bread. “How about you? Can I fix you one?”

      Coheed waved away her offer. “No, thanks, luv. I’m fine. Would you care for some crisps?”

      “Some what?”

      He opened the door to one of the cabinets, reached in, and held up a bag of potato chips. Smiling, she shook her head. “No, thanks. I’m good.”

      As she put a sandwich together, he found a glass behind another cabinet door and filled it with water, setting it in front of her. That done, he grabbed another chair, twirled it around, and sat spread-legged on it, resting his arms on the chair’s back.

      “You know your way pretty good around this place,” she remarked.

      “I’ve been here a time or two.”

      “Thank you for taking care of our guest, Coheed.”

      Casi jerked up at the sound of the deep bass voice coming from behind her. She twisted around, half afraid she would see another monstrous face staring at her. Instead, it was a thin elderly man who was nearly completely bald. A few wisps of white hair tufted above his ears, but that was all. Dark brown eyes stared at her from a face that was both beneficent and studious. The man reminded her of a college professor she’d once met.

      The man slowly walked toward her, finally extending a hand when he got within reach. She glanced at it and noticed it shook slightly. She gave the man her hand, but instead of shaking, the man grasped it warmly.

      “I have been waiting over half a century to meet you, Miss Clarity,” the man whispered almost reverently.

      Casi shook her head and looked to Coheed. “How do you know my name? Who are you people? What am I doing here?”

      The man patted their clasped hands. “All in time, Miss Clarity. May I call you Casi?” She nodded, and he continued. “My name is Father Daviel, and I want to welcome you back to the land of the living.”

      She gave him a hard stare. “What do you mean?”

      The priest made his way to the opposite side of the table and sat in a chair. “First, you need to eat. After which, Coheed and I will be more than happy to answer any questions you wish to ask.”

      Coheed nodded to let her know he agreed with the priest. Apparently these men meant what they said. Eat first, answers second.

      As they intently watched her every movement, Casi bit into her sandwich.
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      Prophecy

      

      “Where did you find her?”

      Casi listened to the conversation between the two men as she ate. Although she had her own questions she wanted answered, she figured she might learn a few things if she listened.

      “In the E Line subway tunnel, about a dozen meters or so from the East Sixty-Fifth Street stop,” Coheed replied.

      “Any problems?”

      The man ran a hand through his thick hair, scratching behind his neck. “Yeah, but I took care of the bloke. We’re good.”

      The priest nodded but commented no further.

      After another couple of bites, Casi set the rest of her sandwich down and took a sip of water. Folding her hands in her lap, she glanced from one man to the other, making sure they were aware of her impatience. “All right. I’m ready to listen.”

      Father Daviel straightened up in his chair and took a deep breath. “Have you ever heard of the Book of Daviel?”

      “No. Who wrote it?”

      “Daviel of Artribes. He was a prophet. Like Matthew and Mark and the others, he wrote his testament before the Bible was annotated.”

      Casi stared at the man in surprise. “Father, excuse me. I’m not Catholic, but I know a little something about the Bible, and there is no chapter called Daviel in it.”

      “That’s because it was never included,” Coheed told her.

      “What do you mean?”

      “When the Bible was assembled, thousands of years ago, it was done by a group of clerics who read through and determined which books to include,” Father Daviel answered. “The Bible we know today is only a selected collection of testaments those priests deemed…suitable.”

      Casi felt her eyes widen at the confession. “Truthfully?”

      “Yes, Casi. It’s the truth,” Coheed confirmed.

      She looked from one man to the other. “Okay. Say I accept what you’re telling me is the truth. What does that have to do with me?”

      The Father clasped his hands in front of him on the table. “The Book of Daviel dealt with the demons coming out of Hell during the Apocalypse. It was…” he grimaced, “considered to be too dark, too controversial. The clerics felt that including it would raise a profound fear in mankind and possibly lead to a rebellion against the Church. Furthermore, they determined that the information the prophet laid out must be kept within the Church itself, accessible only to a select few who would keep it safe from the rest of humanity.”

      “That doesn’t make sense. They decided to include Revelations in the Bible, and that chapter scares the bejeezus out of me!”

      “Trust me, Casi. I’ve read the prophet’s tome, and it is a thousand times more horrific than Revelations.”

      Casi scratched her knee, only to discover black grime underneath her fingernails. She winced and wiped her hand on her dress. “Let me get this straight. This guy named Daviel wrote down some prophesies, and the Church decided they were too dangerous for ordinary slobs like myself to find out about?”

      The Father gave a short bob of his head. “Precisely.”

      “That still doesn’t answer my question. What does this have to do with me?”

      “It has everything to do with you. You see, the Book of Daviel speaks of demons rising to take over the earth and consuming all of mankind. When that’s accomplished, it is prophesied they will drag all those souls into damnation for all of eternity, leaving the world a barren wasteland. But the only way they can consume mankind is to take possession of their bodies. Take possession of every human being on this planet.”

      “Wow! Like ghosts?”

      “Ghosts can only inhabit objects,” Coheed noted. “Spirits must be made flesh in order to wreak death.”

      “Sooo, what you’re saying is these demons have to take over people’s bodies before they can claim their souls?”

      “Yes,” Father Daviel acknowledged.

      “Can they do it without that person’s consent? I mean, what if I refuse to let them inhabit me?”

      “If they catch you, they can claim you. You can fight them with all your strength, but in the end they will win. They will ultimately prevail. It is prophesied.”

      She turned to Coheed. “That thing that tried to grab me down in the tunnel, that was a demon?”

      “Um-hmm.”

      “It was trying to take over my body?”

      “Not…quite,” the priest replied.

      Casi threw up her hands. “Will you two stop beating around the bush and give me the straight story?” She was near tears. On top of being exhausted and frightened, she was confused. No telling what her family⁠—

      Her family.

      She covered her mouth with a hand. “Mom! Dad! Oh my God! Do you have a phone I can use?” She gave the priest a pleading look. “Please! My folks must be out of their minds with worry! I gotta let ‘em know where I am! I gotta let ‘em know I’m okay!”

      The Father smiled warmly. “A few more minutes, please, and then I’ll show you to my office where you can use the phone. Please. Allow me to continue.”

      Casi saw the pleading expression on the elderly man’s face and relented. After he’d offered her sanctuary and something to eat, the least she could do was allow him a couple more minutes to explain himself. Nodding, she sniffed but remained perched on the edge of her chair.

      The priest leaned back and tapped the tips of his fingers together as he gave Coheed a hard stare. She glanced over the young man, who appeared to be studying his own fingernails.

      “Give it to me straight up,” she softly demanded. “Bad news first. Then you can give me the good news, if there is any.”

      Father Daviel cleared his throat. “For eons, ever since their creation, demons could not inhabit another living person. I mean, they could, but only for a very short amount of time. A few minutes at the most, but it wasn’t long enough for them to claim the soul. In order for them to take over the world, they have to be able to take over a person’s body for several days before they can deliver that soul to Hell. Are you following me so far?”

      “So far, yeah.”

      “According to the prophecy, a person will die and then be resurrected. That person’s resurrection will be the answer to the demons’ problem because it will enable them to take possession of humanity and fulfill their destiny to destroy mankind.”

      She remained confused. “Ooookay. But if I remember my Bible correctly again, there was a guy named Jesus who died and was resurrected. And before him, there was Lazarus.”

      Father Daviel smiled. “You are correct. Jesus raised Lazarus from the dead, and our Lord raised Jesus from the dead. But in both of those cases, they arose a few days after their deaths. A few short days.”

      “Not enough time?” she ventured.

      The priest shook his head. “Not enough time.”

      “So how long does this person who’s mentioned in the prophecy have to stay dead before the demons can start causing all this havoc?”

      “At the minimum? The prophecy decrees it must be at least twenty years, perhaps longer.”

      She gave a bark of laughter. “Twenty years? That person has to be dead for twenty whole years before they’re resurrected?”

      “At least twenty years. A biblical year in those days is slightly different than the calendar year we use today, but it equals out about the same. The prophecy itself says a score of years, and a score equals twenty.”

      “A body would be nothing but dust after that amount time,” she informed him.

      “You’re correct. There would be nothing left of a normal human body other than dust, but this person would not age, would not turn into dust, and would look exactly the same way upon their resurrection as they had upon their death.”

      Casi noticed how Coheed was intently studying her. An awful, sickening thought came to her, and she nervously laughed as she pointed to herself. “Why do I get the impression you’re referring to me? That I’m that person you’re referring to?”

      “Because you are,” Father Daviel gently informed her.

      “No.” She shook her head. “I can’t be. I’m not dead.”

      “Not any longer, luv,” Coheed murmured.

      “What do you mean? No! I mean, look at me!”

      “We are looking at you,” the young man countered.

      “Why on earth would you think I’m that person? Huh?” She turned from one to the other. “How could I be that person?”

      Father Daviel leaned over the table. “You are that person, Casi. You died, and you have been resurrected exactly as the prophecy foretold.”

      “When?” she challenged. “When did I die? Yeah, sure, I’m here in New York. I don’t know how. I don’t know why. But I⁠—”

      “Casi.” Coheed placed a hand on her shoulder. That internal blanket of comforting warmth returned. “Casi, you did die. Many, many years ago.”

      “No!”

      “Casi, look at me.”

      She stared helplessly at the priest and saw his solemn expression. In his sad eyes she could see her face reflected back at her.

      “What year is this?” he whispered.

      She blinked. “What?”

      “Humor me. What year is this?”

      “It’s, uhh, nineteen sixty-nine. Why?”

      He shook his head with a sympathetic smile. “No, Casi. Nineteen sixty-nine was fifty years ago. You died this very night fifty years ago, and now you’ve been resurrected. And because you are the fulfillment of an ancient prophecy, Satan and all his demons in Hell are out to find you. Because once they find you, they will kill you again to enable them to bring the Apocalypse onto this world.”
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      Reality

      

      She felt like she would throw up. Cupping her hand over her mouth, she leaned over the table and squeezed her eyes shut, willing her stomach not to revolt. Coheed squeezed her shoulder and a glass of water appeared in front of her eyes. Taking it with a shaking hand, she took several sips to help calm herself. Between the water and the comforting touch, she managed not to embarrass herself. Lifting her face, she brushed dirty hair out of her eyes and stared at the priest. “Why would you tell me something like this?”

      “Because it’s the truth,” Coheed murmured, giving her shoulder a gentle pat. He lifted his hand from her arm and the sense of unreality returned with a vengeance. Casi gasped as he returned to his seat.

      “Casi.” Father Daviel drew her attention back to himself. Tears sparkled in his eyes, and she realized he was just as devastated about having to deliver the news to her as she was upon receiving it.

      “Wh-Why are you telling me this?” she repeated. It took everything in her not to cry. These men were serious. Deadly serious. But they had to be mistaken. “I’m not the person you think I am. My name is Casi Clarity. I’m a cashier at the Winn Dixie in Renoir, Texas. My parents are Gene and Daisy Clarity. I…” She hiccupped and took a deep breath. “You’re wrong. I’m not that p-person in the prophecy.”

      She watched as the priest scooted back his chair and stood. “Come with me.”

      “Where?”

      He motioned for her to join him. “Into the study.”

      Somewhat reluctantly, she followed the elderly man out of the kitchen, down a hallway, and into another room. There was a telephone sitting on a large, oaken desk. Father Daviel pointed it out to her.

      “Go ahead. Make your call.”

      “It’s long distance.”

      The priest smile slightly. “That’s all right. Go ahead.”

      Casi picked up the receiver and nervously pressed the buttons. She tried to lick her lips, but her mouth was dry as she waited for the phone to be picked up on the other end. If there was any truth at all to what the priest had told her, if she had been dead and resurrected, would her parents believe it was really her on the other end?

      “We’re sorry. The number you are trying to reach is no longer a working number. Please try again.”

      She stared at the receiver in her hand. Then, slowly, she placed it back in the cradle. “The number no longer works.”

      “And probably hasn’t for several decades,” Father Daviel murmured. “I’m sorry.”

      She turned to face him. “Just because the phone doesn’t work doesn’t mean no one’s home. I have to go home, Father Daviel.” A thought came to her, making her pause. “Your name is Father Daviel? Like the prophet?”

      He bowed his head slightly. “I was wondering when you’d notice. Ever since the prophet’s testimony was discovered, the Church has signified one priest to keep watch for the Regina.”

      “Regina?”

      “The Resurrected One. The Queen.”

      “You knew I would be a woman?”

      He bobbed his head once. “Yes.”

      “So what you’re telling me is you’ve been watching and waiting for my return the entire time you’ve been a priest?”

      “I am one of a long line of priests who have been tapped with that honor.” He pointed to himself. “I am Father Daviel Gregory. Before me was Father Daviel Francis. Before him was Father Daviel Charles. And on and on and on, for hundreds of years.”

      She checked Coheed, who stood silently in the corner, his arms crossed over his chest. “And you? Are you one of a long line of people tapped by the Church to wait for me, too?”

      The man smiled back at her but didn’t reply.

      Father Daviel walked over to what looked to be a large black mirror hanging on the wall. Picking up something, he aimed it at the mirror. The mirror instantly lit up, and Casi found herself staring what appeared to be a news broadcast. A man sat behind a desk, facing her.

      “…has claimed we are no longer dependent on Saudi oil. Sheik Camoudi Fasad is currently in talks with the conglomerate to try and reinstate their position in the oil economy. Meanwhile, here at home…”

      The sound died. Casi stepped closer to the mirror. “What…”

      The picture changed, and she found herself staring at a football game. The picture was unbelievably clear and sharp, and in color. She could almost imagine she was right there in the stadium, watching the game in person.

      The picture changed a third time, and a woman was holding up a bottle. Words flashed across in front of her. New and improved!

      She turned to the priest. “What is this?”

      “It is a television.”

      “No. It can’t be. It’s too big and too… It’s all in color!”

      “Technology has changed in fifty years,” Coheed commented.

      The priest pointed the object at the mirror and it went totally black. “This is a wholly different world we live in these days, Casi. It will take great strength and resilience on your part to accept it.” Pointing to Coheed, he added, “We will do all we can to help and protect you.”

      She stared at her hands clasped in front of her. “Let’s…let’s pretend that everything you’ve told me is the truth. Let’s pretend there are…demons…who are coming after me.” She glanced up to find Father Daviel intently studying her. “They’re coming after me?”

      “Yes.”

      “Tell me again why they’re coming after me?”

      “Because they cannot take a human soul without inhabiting the body for a longer period of time.”

      “You’ve already said that. How long a period of time are we looking at?”

      The man shrugged. “Some say days. Others say weeks. At this point, the exact length is uncertain.”

      “And me being resurrected after so many years means I’m their ticket? How?”

      Coheed stepped forward, finally speaking up. “The only way a demon can claim a person’s soul is by remaining in the body long enough to claim it. You died and were resurrected. You are the Regina. You are a miracle. That means if a demon manages to claim your body, he will have access to your soul, and your soul is now the most powerful one in this world. Ducky, with your soul, they can claim all the other souls and banish them to Hell.”

      “You mean like a magnet? My soul is a magnet?”

      “That’s a very good analogy, Casi,” Father Daviel praised. “In fact, it’s the perfect analogy. It’s exactly like a magnet. Right at this moment, you are attracting demons. If a demon takes possession of your body, it will use your soul to attract other souls. And because your soul is so strong, the souls it attracts will not be able to free themselves.”

      “So when the demon takes my soul down to Hell, it’ll take all those other souls sticking to it with him.”

      “By George, I think she’s got it!” Coheed declared with a grin.

      The priest continued. “Our job, our assignment, our mission is to make sure those demons never get their hands on you.”

      “Until when?”

      “What do you mean?” Coheed questioned, puzzled.

      “How long are you going to protect me?” She glanced from one to the other. “How long am I going to have to stay here?”

      Again, the two men exchanged looks, but her answer was clear, and she could feel her hackles rise.

      “Are you saying I will have to remain here at this church for the rest of my life?”

      Father Daviel rubbed his chin. “Casi⁠—”

      “No. No!” She shook her head. “I can’t stay here! I have to go back to Texas! I have to go home! I have to let my folks know I’m still alive! Or alive again!”

      “Demons will pounce on you the moment you leave this sanctuary,” Coheed argued. “As long as you stay here on hallowed ground, you’re safe.”

      “But what happens when I grow old and die from old age? Will I be resurrected again?” An awful realization came to her. “Will I be able to die again? Or am I going to continue to die and live and die and live, over and over, for God knows how long?”

      The tears returned, and this time she couldn’t stop them from flowing down her cheeks. She tried to breathe, but sobs escaped her instead. Burying her face in her hands, she wept, no longer caring what the two men thought of her and her weakness.

      “You’re not weak, Miracle. You are the strongest person I’ve ever known,” a voice whispered in her ear.

      Her head jerked up. It had been Coheed’s voice, but the man was still several feet away, watching her. She took a shaky breath, then used the hem of her dress to dry her face. Or attempted to. She only managed to smear the mud and crap spotting her cheeks. She went ahead and blew her nose, no longer caring about niceties and her appearance.

      “It’s very late. You need to rest.” Father Daviel walked up to her. “We have a room where you can stay tonight.”

      “Tonight? Or from now on?” she challenged.

      “You’ll feel much better after a hot bath,” Coheed suggested.

      Reluctantly, Casi agreed. That and a good night’s sleep. “You’re right. I’m worn out.”

      “Would you like something more to eat?” the priest inquired.

      “I’m not hungry anymore.”

      The man pressed his lips together and led her out of the office, turning off the light behind them. Coheed remained behind her as they went down a long hallway that was lit solely by a single little lamp sticking out of a light socket near the baseboard.

      The hallway opened up to an anteroom with a set of stairs braced against the wall. Casi glanced over to where a window looked out onto the street and the passing traffic. Lots of passing traffic. Fascinated, she walked over to stare out at the city.

      “What time did you say it was?” she asked.

      “I’m not certain, but it must be close to midnight, or thereafter,” Father Daviel answered.

      “Then why is there all that traffic out there? Don’t they have someplace to go? Why aren’t they home this time of night?”

      Coheed chuckled. “New York is known as the city that never sleeps.”

      She moved close enough to touch the glass, when she noticed two figures standing on the other side of the iron fence that surrounded the building. At first she dismissed them, until she realized they were staring back at the church. Like stone figures, unmoving and deathly patient. Father Daviel came to stand beside her and she pointed them out. “What are those men doing?”

      “What men?”

      She pointed at the two figures, who stood only a few feet apart from each other. “Those men.”

      The priest shook his head and glanced at her in confusion. “There is no one out there, Casi.”

      “Yes, there is,” she insisted.

      “There are two of them outside,” Coheed said in a strangely cold tone of voice.

      Father Daviel’s face paled. Casi gave him a surprised look. “You don’t see them?”

      “No, Casi. I don’t.”

      She turned to check with Coheed. “But you do?”

      He nodded. “Yes, luv.”

      “They’re demons?”

      “Yes, luv.”

      A shudder of fear zipped through her. Immediately, the priest touched her arm. “Do not fear. They cannot come upon sacred ground. That’s why you will always be safe here.”

      “But they know I’m here. Because my soul is drawing them like a magnet.”

      The priest gave a deep sigh. “Unfortunately, yes.”

      Although she appreciated the elderly man’s reassurance, for some strange reason she wanted Coheed to touch her again. Something about him calmed her, and at this moment, she found herself wanting him to put his arms around her to comfort her. She wanted to lay her head on his shoulder and surrender to his protective embrace.

      Which was crazy. She’d only just met the man.

      But she couldn’t shake the wanting.

      As if he’d read her mind, he placed a hand on her back, between her shoulder blades. That wonderful feeling of peace pervaded her body, allowing her to relax. Glancing up at where his face should be reflected in the window, she smiled at⁠—

      There was no reflection.

      Casi half-turned to find Coheed smiling down at her. She whirled back around at the window.

      No reflection.

      She checked behind her again. “What… Why…”

      The smile faded from his face. “What’s wrong, luv?”

      She pointed to the window where she could see her reflection and that of Father Daviel. “Where are you? Why can’t I see you?”

      Alarm threw her system into shock and she scuttled away from the man. “Why can’t I see your reflection?” she almost yelled at him.

      “Because he’s not like us,” Father Daviel softly confessed. “He’s not human.”

      “He’s not… Is he a demon?”

      “No,” the priest reassured her in an even tone. “If he was a demon, he would not be standing here with us at this moment. Besides, you would know instantly when you looked at him. Does he look like a demon? Think back of the demon in the subway. How did you know it was an Evil One?”

      She waved a hand over her face. “His face. It wasn’t…human.”

      “And every demon you see will also appear non-human.”

      “Then what are you?” she demanded of Coheed.

      The man grimaced and glanced at the priest before answering. “I’m a spirit,” he finally confessed.

      She gasped. “You’re dead?”

      He lightly shrugged. “Let’s just say I’m not alive.”

      “But what matters is that he’s here, like me, to protect you,” Father Daviel told her. “Both Coheed and I were assigned by God and man to be here when you finally arrived. And we both will do everything we can to keep you safe. You have our word.”

      The hand at her back patted her. “Come on, luv. Time we got you to bed.”

      She’d reached her limit. She needed time alone to rest and think, without having anything else thrown at her. Agreeing, Casi followed the priest up the stairs where he showed her to an empty bedroom across the hall from a bathroom. It was practically bare, containing only a twin bed, a side table, and a trunk at the foot of the bed. The walls were equally empty, with just a cross hanging above the headboard.

      After bidding her goodnight, both men left, and Casi collapsed on the thin coverlet. Rolling onto her side, she curled into a fetal position and closed her eyes.

      She was asleep within seconds.
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      Regina

      

      “Hurry up, Casi, or we’ll be late!”

      Grabbing her clutch purse, Casi rushed out of the house, scooted to a stop, then went back to make sure the front door was securely closed and locked. Satisfied, she practically skipped across the stepping stones, over to where everyone was waiting for her in the car.

      In the back seat, her little brother sat with his arms crossed over his chest and a pout on his face. She gave him a playful nudge, just to irritate him. He swiped back at her, but missed.

      “Mom! Casi’s being a spaz again!”

      “Aww.” She shoved her lower lip out at him. “Mr. Grumpy’s not in the Thanksgiving spirit?”

      “Awright. Cut it out, you two,” her mother admonished from the front seat with a laugh. The woman turned to scrutinize her daughter’s appearance. “Isn’t it a bit late in the year to be wearing a sundress? Fasten your seatbelt.”

      “It’s eighty-eight degrees!” Casi laughed. “Besides, I brought a sweater in case it turned chilly.” She held up the white cardigan in her other hand, then laid it over her lap so her mother wouldn’t see she hadn’t buckled the hated belt. She detested wearing the thing. It always wrinkled her clothes. Besides, she was in the back seat, not riding up front.

      Something rattled at her feet. Glancing down, she noticed the familiar Corning Ware container with its glass lid sitting on the floorboard. “Mom, is this your green bean casserole?”

      “Your grandmother wanted me to make it to bring with us. Careful. I just took it out of the oven.”

      “Yummers! By the way, thanks for letting me ride along with y’all.”

      Her father snorted. “I didn’t see the point in taking two cars, is all. Pointless waste of gas.”

      She playfully backhanded his shoulder, then sat back in the seat to watch the passing scenery. It would take them almost half an hour to reach Granny and Papaw’s, who lived off a Farm to Market road outside of town. Straightening the skirt of her sundress over her knees, she checked her brother again, who hadn’t changed his position or attitude since they’d left the house. Thirteen years separated them, and although she loved her little brother, they had grown up as separate from each other as if they’d lived in different households. With the exception of having attended the same schools, she and Dickie had absolutely nothing in common.

      “Hey.”

      He turned to glare at her.

      “Cheer up,” she advised. “We’re just spending the day, not the next two weeks.”

      Dickie didn’t reply. Instead, he turned his back to her to watch the passing scenery out the window.

      “So, Casi, how’s work going?” her father asked. He checked over his shoulder to toss her a smile.

      “It’s groovy. No bad vibes.”

      “Not yet, anyway,” Dickie commented in a derogatory voice.

      “Keep it to yourself, freaky Dickie,” she shot back.

      “Casi Marie!” her mother admonished with that voice that told her she’d crossed over the line with her comeback. Chewing her lower lip, Casi decided to keep quiet until they got to the farm.

      They turned onto the narrow two-lane Farm to Market road when she spotted a pickup barreling toward them, coming at them from the opposite direction. Something about the way the truck was weaving across the road set off an alarm in her head.

      “Dad! Watch out!”

      “He’s pulling something behind him. Looks like he’s losing control of it.” In the next second, her father’s face went stark white. “Son of a bitch, he’s taking up the whole road! Is the guy drunk?”

      Her mother placed a hand on her father’s shoulder. “Slow down, Gene. Pull off the road and let him pass.”

      “I can’t pull off the road. We’ll roll into the bar ditch.”

      The truck loomed nearer. Casi knew with cold dread they would collide, as did her mother, who yelled in fear.

      “Gene, he’s gonna hit us!”

      Casi stared in numb horror as the pickup came straight at them. Her father slowed their car, but on the narrow blacktop they could only pray the truck would sideswipe them.

      “Kids! Get down! Get down!” their mother shouted.

      Casi bent over, using the back of the passenger seat to shield herself. She felt the car lurch slightly, followed by a sickening wham! She heard screaming—metal on metal, her mother, herself. Their car slammed backward, then skidded sideways and began rolling.

      Without the seatbelt to restrain her, she felt herself flying upward. Her head plowed into the roof of the car, snapping her neck as she was scalded with a shower of hot green beans.

      The last thing she saw before she blacked out was the sight of her little brother being crushed between the front and rear seats. His eyes were pleading and filled with terror, after which the world went dark.
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        * * *

      

      Casi awoke, her body shaking so hard, she ached. Instinctively, she rubbed the back of her neck, the ghost of pain reminding her of the cause of her death.

      For several minutes she lay in that little bed and stared at the ceiling. She was numb, her mind a confused jumble of emotions and memories. She couldn’t cry. She couldn’t think. All she could do was lie there and listen to the muted sounds of traffic passing the rectory.

      “Casi.” The voice was barely a whisper. Oddly enough, she’d half expected for him to be there.

      “Show yourself.”

      Something moved on the opposite side of the room. As it neared, the feeling of wellbeing gently flooded her, easing her racing heart and mind.

      “You blend in with the darkness. You either need to carry a flashlight, or wear reflective clothing,” she told him in a soft voice.

      Coheed chuckled and perched on the foot of the bed. “Now you know.”

      “Yeah. Now I know how I died. But there’s something I don’t understand.”

      “What is it?”

      “I was wearing this dress on that day. When I was buried, whoever buried me, did they redress me in it?”

      “Yes.”

      “All the rips and stains on it, did I get those when I died? Or when I was resurrected?”

      “A little of both.”

      “Where am I buried, Coheed?”

      “In Texas.”

      “Am I still buried there? If I go back and look in my coffin, will I find myself in there? Or will it be empty?”

      “I think you already know the answer to that one.”

      She realized she still wore her shoes. Toeing them off, she heard them thud on the wood floor. “How did I end up here?”

      She got the impression he shrugged. “That I cannot tell you.”

      “Because you can’t? Or you won’t?”

      “Because I wasn’t made privy to that information.”

      She rolled over and curled her body slightly, resting her head on her arm. “Coheed, is the rest of my family dead?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Can you find out?”

      “I can try.”

      “Thank you.” She liked having him there, although her mother would have a cow if she knew her daughter had a strange man in her bedroom, much less sitting on her bed. Maybe the fact that he was a spirit had something to do with the way she felt.

      “Coheed?”

      “What, luv?”

      “I thought spirits were like, you know, ghosts.”

      “I’m a corporeal spirit.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “It means I can touch and be touched.”

      “Can you be hurt?”

      “You mean physically?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Yes,” the man admitted.

      “Can you be killed? I mean, is it possible those demons could kill you?”

      “I suppose they can.”

      She giggled at the absurdity. “How does one kill something that’s not alive?” Rolling onto her back, she thought back on those few minutes they’d spent in the kitchen. He had politely refused her offer to make him a sandwich. It made sense now. Apparently spirits didn’t need to eat. Or sleep. And because of what he was, it explained how he was able to find her in that tunnel. She also knew how that demon managed to find her.

      The room grew quiet. Coheed wouldn’t be leaving her tonight or any time afterwards. He would remain with her, watching over her every hour of the day, even though they were within the protective boundaries of the church. He didn’t have to remain here, but she was glad he was.

      She needed to cry. She needed to grieve, but she couldn’t. She wasn’t ready. Everything was still too new and too overwhelming.

      “Coheed?”

      “Mmm,” he grunted.

      “Tell me the rest of it.”

      “The rest of what?”

      “You know. Why am I the Regina? Why was I brought back from the dead? I understand why I have to be protected, but there has to be a flip side. God has to have a reason for bringing me back. For risking the chance of me being captured. What is God’s plan for me?”

      Coheed shifted his position. She got the impression he crossed his legs.

      “We aren’t sure, but we have an idea.”

      “I’m listening.”

      “We believe you were resurrected to attract the demons to you…so we can destroy them.”

      Surprised, she reared up on one elbow. “To destroy them? You mean, all the demons?”

      “Yes.”

      “Is that even possible? I mean, how many demons are there? How many are we talking about?”

      “Countless.”

      She gave a snort of disbelief. “So what’s the plan? To kill them when they show up to kill me?”

      “Something like that.” He was hedging. She could tell.

      Casi sat up in the bed. “What are you not telling me, Coheed? What are you hiding?”

      The spirit let out a heavy sigh. “We don’t know what will happen next, Casi. That part was never revealed in the prophecy. We are literally flying blind now.”

      “So neither you nor Father Daviel know what’s going to happen tomorrow? Or next week? Or next year?”

      “No. All we know is that you will arrive, and what we can expect when you do.”

      “And what will happen if the demons manage to get their hands on me.”

      She felt him nod. “Yes.”

      Lying back down, she crossed her arms over her chest for warmth. There would be no more questions tonight. She needed to rest.

      A blanket appeared from out of nowhere to cover her. It smelled fresh, like it had just been cleaned. “Thank you,” she whispered, drifting back to sleep.

      If he responded, she didn’t hear him.
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      Demand

      
      Father Daviel was where he expected the man to be. Staying in the corner of the man’s small bedroom, he waited until the priest finished his prayers before making him aware of his presence.

      The priest used the desk’s chair to help him rise to his feet and turned to face Coheed. “How is she?”

      “She knows now how she died. She asked about the Greater Plan.”

      The elderly man bowed his head as he made his way over to his bed and sat down. “She is very intelligent.”

      “She’s also an innocent,” Coheed noted, stepping closer to the man. “We can’t allow her to simply⁠—”

      “Is she wanting to go home?” the priest interrupted.

      Coheed paused before responding. “Yes.”

      “Good.”

      “But she knows nothing about the evil that’s waiting for her out there,” the spirit pressed.

      “Coheed.” Daviel gave him a stern look. “We cannot go against the prophecy. We cannot disregard our mission. The Regina has appeared as foretold, and now we must allow her to move on.”

      “But…”

      The priest frowned. “You have your orders, as do I. We must allow her to move on.”

      Perching his hands on his hips, Coheed turned and walked over to the door. “She will suffer in ways⁠—”

      “That cannot be avoided,” the priest interjected. The man tilted his head as he peered at the spirit. “Coheed, are you letting this mission become a personal issue?”

      “You know how long I have been waiting for this moment,” Coheed shot back. “I have worked alongside scores of priests like you, who’ve been ordered to wait and watch.”

      “So what is your problem? Why are you suddenly so adamant against following through with this mission?”

      “She’s…not what I expected.”

      “What did you expect? I agree, she is not quite what I envisioned our Regina would be, but God chose her for a reason, and He has no obligation to tell us why. We must allow her to choose her own path, because she is being guided by His divine hand.”

      Crossing his arms over his chest, Coheed bowed his head to stare at the floor. “You are correct. We have no right to go against the prophecy. Our mission is to protect her at all costs. It’s simply that…”

      Getting to his feet, the priest shuffled over and placed a hand on the spirit’s arm. When he spoke, it was in that soothing, gentle tone Coheed preferred to hear.

      “I love her as much as you do,” the elderly man confessed. “Yes, it is going to be difficult, and at times nearly impossible, to keep her safe. And happy. But this is our mission. It is our destiny. Rejoice that she’s finally arrived, Coheed!”

      Coheed managed a small smile in reply. “I do, Father. I do, and I am.”

      “You are what? Happy?”

      “Yeah,” the spirit answered and realized that for the first time he’d lied to the man. But he couldn’t let Father Daviel know the truth. There were some edicts he alone was made privy to. Circumstances which had never been made known to the scores of priests who’d come before the man.

      The priest patted his arm before turning to get into bed. Coheed was gone before the man turned off the lamp on his bedside table.
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        * * *

      

      Sunlight streamed through the window blinds when she awoke. Groggily, Casi sat up and looked around the room. The events of last night were foggy, but the memories remained with her. She could recall every moment and every word spoken from the time she regained consciousness in the subway tunnel, to the second time she fell asleep during Coheed’s visit.

      She glanced around the room, but the spirit wasn’t there. Neither could she feel his presence.

      She tried to swallow and grimaced. Her mouth tasted slimy, not to mention how she must look. “Face it, woman, you haven’t had a decent bath in five decades.”

      Rising to her feet, she noticed the pile of articles which had been left on top of the trunk sitting at the foot of the bed. Limping over to them, she eyed each object—a comb and brush, a mirror, a toothbrush with a tube of toothpaste, a pair of white panties and a white bra, a white shirt, the same kind the nun last night had worn, including a blue skirt. A pair of black flats were on the bottom. She had no idea if it would fit, but at the moment she didn’t care. They were clean, and she needed them.

      Gingerly, she carried the items into the bathroom, locking the door behind her, and turned on the shower. Steeling herself, she turned to face the mirror hanging over the sink, and came face to face with a person whom she almost didn’t recognize. Aside from the grime, she was streaked with blood, although she was certain it wasn’t hers. Bits of debris and clumps of something clung to her hair, which hung in limp, oily strands.

      The sundress was a total loss. Peeling it off, she stepped out of it to find her underwear and pantyhose nearly shredded. Once she removed her old clothing, she wadded it into a ball to discard later.

      A towel and washcloth neatly hung on a rack beside the shower. A quick check inside revealed a bar of soap already sitting on a small ledge. From the looks of it, the soap appeared to be freshly unwrapped and unused.

      Casi stepped inside, immersing herself under the fine, tepid spray. For several minutes she just stood there, head slightly bowed as the water poured over her, and watched the detritus as it sloughed off her skin and swirled down the drain at the end of the tub.

      A bottle of something sat in the corner of the shower. She picked it up to read the contents. “Shampoo and conditioner. All right. I got the shampoo, but where’s the cream rinse?” As there was no other bottle that she could find, she resigned herself to spending the next half hour combing tangles out of her wet mess. But at least it’ll be a clean mess.

      She had no idea how long she spent in the bathroom. After she toweled herself dry, she wrapped it around her hair and dressed. The clothing was a bit baggy, but she could live with it. The shoes were also too big, so she opted to go barefoot until she could either find a solution, or a smaller pair. Once she brushed her teeth, she began to feel human again. Alive. Centered and focused.

      It was the best damn feeling in the world.

      She hung up her towel and exited the bathroom as she combed out her hair, which surprisingly wasn’t that difficult. Guess shampoo has come a long way, too.

      By the time she came down the stairs, she could smell breakfast cooking. Her nose guided her toward the dining room that was empty, but a single place setting remained on the table.

      “Have a seat, Casi,” a familiar voice invited. Coheed stood near a doorway at the other end of the room.

      “Where is everyone?”

      “Father Vincent is performing mass this morning. Fathers Cyrus is out of town on pilgrimage. Father Ephraim is tending to the garden, and Father Daviel is in his study. They’ve all eaten.”

      She scoped out
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