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  Chapter 1

The text said one thing: Come alone. 
I took one look at the purple text balloons and knew who they were from right away, even though I hadn't heard from Sarah in years.
I chewed my lip, trying to decide what would make my long lost best friend text me after all this time. She'd been one of the girls I'd fostered with in a halfway house before my grandfather petitioned successfully for my custody. That was what? Three years ago?
She'd been a damaged girl even then. Deeply damaged. In the long hours of dark nights, she'd told me tales of the home she'd been 'rescued' from. Witchcraft rituals that involved all sorts of blood rites and animal cruelty were the lightest of them. Sometimes I'd wondered if she was making them up to get attention. Then the courts decreed she could go home and she'd elected to run away instead.
By the time my grandfather rescued me from foster care, they still hadn't found her. I'd always felt guilty about leaving her behind, and in those first weeks, I texted her dozens of times.
Each time I sent off a text and spent long days waiting for a reply, I was haunted by the memory of her stories. Each memory sent my fingers to the keypad again with another quick text.
She never responded. Until this morning. 
She had to be in trouble. And trouble was something I understood well. So if she needed me, I wouldn't let a little thing like a crazy scary church keep me away, even if it was midnight.
I twisted my ankle back and forth in my combat boots as I worked up my courage to go in. Standing in front of the façade, though, I found it wasn't quite so easy to just stomp up the broad stone steps and push my way through the doors the way I'd intended. 
The cathedral was downright creepy. Only a single streetlight illuminated the gargantuan hulk of it. The gargoyles squatting atop their buttresses leered at me from the shadows. 
I pulled in a bracing breath then let it go with a hiss. I owed Sarah. She'd shown me the ropes of foster care. Because of her, I had fast hands and a snappy punch. I couldn't just leave her in there, shivering and cold and hungry. I'd brought the peanut butter and banana sandwich, hadn't I? It rested in my overcoat pocket, emitting its fruity smell every time I took a step.
Surely, I'd made the decision already.
I shook my hands out. With a bracing breath, I stomped with purpose up the broad stone steps and paused once more through the ornately carved wooden door that now hung on its hinges like a drunken man against its cracked and splintered partner.
Light from streetlamp reached the wrought iron hoop door handles, revealing a decade or more of rust they'd bled onto the wood. The gap between the two doors was big enough that I could squeeze right through. 
I didn't bother trying to pull them tight together behind me once I was inside. A shiver took me as the yawn of a breeze swept past me into the building.
I paused, letting my eyes adjust to the gloom. The church smelled of old wood, smoke, and moldy vestments. I imagined some cloistered monk in days gone by pulling on a robe over his homespun cassock, transforming himself into something more worthy of prayer than the thing he looked like on a regular day to his parishioners.
Even one of the broken stained glass windows showed some hapless priest during the rite of communion glowing as the host touched his tongue.
My boots shot off noises like a trapped bat's echolocation, bouncing off the altar and throwing themselves back at me with an almost haunting tone.
I stomped my foot once to show the church I wasn't afraid.
I tried out my voice.
"Sarah?"
At least I didn't sound afraid. That was something.
 I panned my cell phone torch over the ceiling where the glow from the streetlights couldn't reach. Word was the building was too hard to heat and too expensive to keep up. No one used it anymore, but the town loved having the creepy old thing as a landmark. It was even on their postcards.
Yet, no one took care of the place. Hadn't in years, it seemed. Its dozen wrought iron chandeliers either had fallen to the floor beneath the glower of squatting gargoyles—unable to grip the ceiling when their chains rusted through—or still clung to their hooks with tenacious fingers of iron. None looked very safely pinned to the mortar anymore. In fact, the whole damn place looked like a death trap.
I hugged my chest, shivering as I called out again.
"Sarah, are you there?"
I peered sideways at the stained glass windows, where a streetlight pierced the gloom. Long broken, most of them, and shattered into pieces on the tiled floor.
I took a step sideways and heard glass crunch beneath my boot. I lifted my toe and shone my cell down. A section of window had fallen to the tiles, unbroken somehow until it ended up a casualty beneath my right foot.
Pity. It had been beautiful once. An angel, I thought, careening to earth with fire on its wings.
I lifted my gaze to the altar ahead of me. "Sarah, it's Ayla."
 I had just decided to inspect the gallery above when I caught the fresh scent of perfumed smoke. The hairs on the back of my neck prickled to attention. A small pressure at the small of my back trailed upward like a lazy finger to the spot right where my ribcage connected to my spine.
Everything in my body went clammy. I didn't dare swallow for fear of making a noise. It was irrational to be afraid when I knew no one stood behind me, but I was.
"Stop fooling around," I said, addressing Sarah as I twisted to see behind me. I expected to see her standing close enough to watch me getting freaked out by the feel of her eyes on my back. When nothing met my gaze, I aimed my cell phone off to my right.
The confessionals loomed out from the darkness. She was probably kneeling on one of those wooden benches and peering through the grills at me. Trying to scare me.
"That incense has to be a hundred years old," I said, claiming what was left of my bravado and stomping up the aisle toward the booth loudly enough to dispel the suffocating cloak of silence. "Who knows what germs you're letting go by burning it."
I paused at the face of the threadbare curtain. She was in there, alright. I could just make out the gleam of her irises in my cell phone light. I tried on a matronly tone to encourage her out of there and into the aisle.
"You're gonna get sick," I said with authority.
Puffs of curling incense smoke wafted out at me. Sickly sweet. I coughed as the stink clawed down my throat.
"Seriously," I said, waving the tendrils from my face. "Plague, Black death."
"They're the same thing," said a voice.
A long pause drew itself out as my mind tried to work through the fact that the voice coming from behind the curtain was not the one I expected.
Heck. It wasn't even feminine.
I had the feeling I was suspended in time. Some alternate universe had slipped up through the cracks in the floor and wrapped itself around my ankles, holding me there. There was a moment when I almost felt as though I was falling backwards through empty sky, waiting for the moment when I would strike the earth, and in that second I felt a strange elation.
Then terror.
I jammed my hand into my pocket, feeling for the banana sandwich to assure myself that I was indeed awake.
Yes. It was there. The bread squished beneath my grip and oozed sticky jam through the cellophane into my fingers.
It wasn't until a deep and dark chuckle came from behind the curtain that my brain finally hiccupped into life. That laughter sounded as though it was made of the same cloying smoke that streamed out through the gap in the curtain.
I got the impression I was smelling burnt sugar.
I think my breath froze in a solid clump. I certainly couldn't swallow down past the hard lump it made in my throat.
Thankfully, my reflexes worked, and the heel of my hand snapped forward the way Sarah had taught me all those years ago. Strike fast. Strike hard.
Every part of my psyche sagged in relief when I felt my palm connect with what I hoped was a nose. I couldn't waste any time waiting to see if I'd broken it. That was how the actresses in movies ended up dead. They waited around to investigate. Not this chick.
This chick was out of there.
Didn't matter who was inside the confessional. Didn't matter if he had Sarah tied up in there with him; I wanted to help her, but my legs had other ideas.
I fell twice as I stampeded for the door, stumbling over the shards of glass and ramming into the edges of the pews as I vaulted forward. For some reason, my feet slid all over the place, and I ended up running in place for three full heartbeats before I caught some tread and tore for the narthex.
Even then I slid all over the place as though my boots had run into a slick of oil.
A slick of oil.
Even registering the words made me realize that's exactly what I had stepped in—no doubt just outside the confessional—and it was making my retreat clumsy and ineffectual.
I gave a brief thought to Sarah, wondering if she had encountered the same mess. If she had fallen. If she was in here somewhere with a broken ankle or something.
I yelled her name again as I ran, praying I would hear her respond.
Whatever was behind me chuckled again.
Then I did scream. I let go a holler that hurt my ears as I threw myself at each pew, gripping the backs for propulsion because my feet failed to navigate the slippery floor. I was all over the place and I was nowhere all at once.
Whoever was behind me shouted some word that at once sounded both foreign and vaguely familiar. It was as though he thought I would understand it.
"Who the heck are you?" I yelled over my shoulder at him. "What do you want?"
"You," he said.







  
  Chapter 2

Me. A whimper rose from my throat at the word. If that comment was meant to terrify me, it did. I was a soaking mess of fear. A thousand horrible thoughts jumped onto the tracks of my mind and rode them with wild abandon. It was just a matter of time before they came to a crashing halt and ejected me into the weeds. 
I slid again on the oily residue and caught myself just before I fell. I swore at myself for panicking. Losing myself to fear wasn't getting me anywhere. I scrambled for solid footing, digging with the tips of my combat boots into the floor and slipped again. A bark of frustrated laughter escaped me when I went down. I bit down on my tongue and tasted blood. 
The rattling sound of hoarse breathing chattered along the air currents, lifting the hair on my arms. 
I spun around, straining to see into the shadows. If he was coming at me, let him come at me while I could see him. My mouth went dry as he loomed at me, peeling away from the darkness like a sticker from the backing of a cheap piece of paper.
"Stay back," I said, and even as I raised my hands to ward him off as I kicked at the glass around me, trying for some sort of defense. Shards lifted to the air, but tinkled to the floor a few feet short of striking him. I had nothing left to defend myself. I was terrified to turn tail and run.
Desperation had me digging into my pocket. The sandwich met my fingers and I pulled it free. I hurled it in his general direction. It sailed past him and landed with a splat somewhere on the tiles beyond. 
I groped around in the darkness in a frenzy to lay my hands on something. Anything. 
I froze. I had my cell phone. I could dial the police. 
My hands fumbled to turn on the screen and swipe in the keypad.
By then the maniac had stepped into the light streaming through one of the broken windows. I thought I caught sight of a face filled with tattoos. He was bald, I knew that. It took me several seconds to realize that the markings on his face covered every inch of his skin and it was only as I realized this that I understood he was naked from the waist up. I had the ridiculous thought that the tattoos went all the way to his toes. 
Something deep in my chest squeezed as though it was a wet rag being wrung clean of water. 
I had to get help. Now. 
I tapped numbers on the screen, thinking they were a nine, a one and a one. Nothing happened. I'd typed in an eight, a seven and a two.
A sob pulled free of my throat as I tried and failed to clear the keypad. Another swipe and a bunny ears picture app taunted me from the screen. I stared at it, my mind too foggy to force my fingers to figure out how to clear the app. 
When the screen went dark, my legs finally gave way and I staggered onto my knees. A shard of glass dug its way into my kneecap.
"Sweet Jesus," I heard myself murmur and tried to stand again.
"Not Jesus, no," he said. "Oh, no. Nowhere near the Chosen One."
He flicked his wrist toward me, and in a brilliant flash of instinct, I ducked just in time to avoid whatever he'd thrown from hitting me in the face. Something wet and greasy splashed into my hair and ran down my neck.
I clawed my way to a stand with the liquid running down beneath my shirt and soaking my chest like tears. I squared my shoulders. I'd survived foster care. I'd faced down bullies. I was not going to die here. 
Not at the hands of some psychopath. Not when I had been on a mission of mercy. Not when my grandfather had no idea where I was. 
I would get the hell out of there. Bleeding or not, cut and aching, or not. I'd make my legs move. I tried. I gave it every bit of muscle I could. They just wouldn't obey. 
That was when I knew he had done something to me with that oil. I had no idea what or even how, but a timid squirrel in the jungles of my memory peeked out long enough to tell me I'd been a fool not to have reacted to that liquid assault. 
I was stuck somewhere between the galley and the narthex. I could see the door. It yawned open enough that the streetlights cut through the shadows and illuminated the floor in front of me. 
My boot was on the pretty face of the angel again. The flames licked around its wings in the glass scene. I saw my reflection in the darker places of glass and I looked terrified. Flaming red hair spilled over the reflection of the angel as it went careening downward, and for a second, looked just like the flames licking at the angel's wings.
The image initiated a sucking sound in the back of my mind, like a sink unclogging. Terror. That was it. I'd never felt such fear. It made my breath come in harsh rasps.
I scented something heavily fragrant. Myrrh, my mind told me, and yet I had no idea how I might know the smell.
Every movement was a struggle. I felt as though I was wading through chest deep water. What if I drowned in my own adrenaline, lost all ability to move? I'd be stuck here. At his mercy. 
I gagged on a drag of air in desperation. I'd swim to the exit if I had to.
"Corum Deo," he said from behind me. "Infinitum mortis."
"Shut up," I screamed and whipped around to hurl my phone at him. 
It struck him on the cheek and bounced off, clattering to the tiles and coming to a rest three feet from me. Three feet from him too. Oh my god, he was just a quick sprint away. I tried to scream but only managed a small squeak of fear. 
"It's futile to run," he said and I thought I heard a note of relief in his voice. "You're mine. My last fare. I get to go home now. Finally."
He was talking in riddles. A psychopath if ever there was one. Yet something in his voice caught my attention. The words, the concept was familiar. Home. Last fare. I met his eye and for one long moment we stared at each other.
 It was then that I noticed the ash falling from the sky between us. Large, gossamer flakes of it drifted down from an unseen source. 
Was the sky burning and dropping bits of singed cloud to the earth? It certainly looked like it was burning.
"Feathers," he said, directing his gaze at me again. "From a blessed raven." 
He cocked his head at me as though I should understand what that meant.
A feather landed on my shoulder. I reached for it, dumbfounded, and discovered it was wet. Scented.
"Cypress oil," he said. "And sandalwood."
"Oil?" I said, confused. Past the terror, the bewilderment had its own sort of paralysis.
He nodded slowly. "And holy fire," he said. "You remember." 
He looked up.
I followed his gaze as though it was a magnet and realized why I thought the sky was burning.
The cathedral was on fire.







  
  Chapter 3

I gawked at the flames as they crackled above me, chewing through the old wood of the gallery's banister and casting an eerie light onto the stucco ceiling above it. Somewhere in the recesses of my mind, I knew I should run, but confusion and shock had numbed my reflexes.  
A flaming chunk of wooden railing fell with a horrific thud just a foot in front of me. The flames caught the edge of an oil slick and blazed higher. Three others sparked to life as well. One to my left, to my right, and if I craned to peer over my shoulder, two to my back. 
They'd been set out like corners of an invisible square. And still I didn't move. The heat grew, making me sweat as I stood there, paralyzed. 
The man in front of me began to slowly advance, closing the distance between us.
Seeing him was enough to warm the numbness in my mind. A fissure in the paralysis opened up, one large enough for me to crawl through as my muscles came to life.
I put my feet to work shuffling backward in an effort to reach the door without taking my eye off that quietly advancing form in front of me. He kept his gaze on me with each steady plod toward me. 
I butted up against something hard and assumed it to be the door because I'd been moving for what seemed long moments. 
I stole a look over my shoulder to see him still standing there, arms swinging free as though he was on a leisurely stroll. 
I spun around, fully intending to flee straight out the door the waited for surely just inches away and leave the maniac to brave the fire on his own. I planned to pound my combat boots on the asphalt all the way to Old Yeller, and get the heck out of there. 
Cell phone be damned. I'd get it in the morning. With a dozen police men at my heels. 
That was when I realized I was nowhere near the entrance at all. I stared through open space all the way through the several remaining feet to that drunken looking door and its pitiful partner. Whatever was keeping me from progressing, it wasn't because anything was in the way of my movement. It was impossible, and yet, I couldn't break through.
"Hell, no," I said aloud. This was just the shock talking, creating illusions, tricking my mind. One leap should launch me at the door. Whatever I had felt, whatever barrier I believed I'd butted up against was nothing but terror. There was the door. There was the open air in front of it. I just needed to get to it. 
I took a running step. 
Nothing. 
I thrust myself forward as though I was running at a door. This time, I was thrust backward. 
I tried again, launching myself toward the door and slammed against something firm and unmoving yet again. 
I shouldered it. Kicked it. It was no use. However impossible it might be, the air was as solid as the stone walls around me.
I stepped back, hearing that breathing behind me, advancing still, and I chewed my lip. A furtive scan showed fire blazing in every corner. The heat turned my hair into strings of sweaty tassels that leaked perspiration into my eyes. 
"It's foolish to run," he said from behind me. "You can't get past the spelled oil."
"Spelled oil," I said, drawing out the words as though they could somehow explain to me what was going on, but only registering his statement that I couldn't run. 
My skin went cold despite the heat of the fires around me. If I couldn't run, I'd end up burning to death. 
Burning. 
To. 
Death. 
I swallowed but the liquid flooding my cheeks wouldn't stay down. I thought shadows had started to creep into the edges of my vision. I was aware that I'd begun to gasp at the air. My throat felt like I'd swallowed gravel.
I ran my hands over the air in front of me. What met my palms was solid and invisible.
"Can't be," I said. 
A sob escaped me. This couldn't be happening. None of this could be happening. 
The flames were rising on my left. I could feel the heat of the burning oil heating my cheeks and making my hair stick from sweat to my temples. The crackling of the wood in the gallery above me as it was consumed by the flames sang in my ears. 
Even the slightest sounds were magnified: the footsteps of that psychopath behind me, creeping up on me as though he wanted to torture me by making me wait for him to reach me.
"Don't worry," he said. "No doubt you'll come back as a human again. Maybe not with that demonic red hair, but--"
I didn't wait to hear the rest. I started to scream. Long and loud and exhausting ever bit of air in my lungs. My entire body spasmed with the effort. 
The fire grew. It lit up the cathedral with its wavering light, and I could see my attacker as clearly as if he was strolling through a perfectly well-lit church on a bright summer's day. 
He was indeed covered in tattoos. Strange but tiny marks had been inked onto his eyelids, showing themselves clearly when he blinked. They were even on the palms of his hand when he stretched toward me. Swirling symbols inched their way down his chest and disappeared beneath the waistband of his pants. Each one of them was deep and dark. Too dark to be regular ink. I was reminded of my foster care creativity classes where we'd burned art into panels of wood. 
They didn't look like ink at all. They looked like they had been scorched into his skin.
"Stay away from me," I said, inching along the invisible wall. "I swear if you so much as touch me –"
"You'll what?" he said. "Tell daddy?" 
He laughed at that and I had the distinct impression he was mad. Not stark raving crazy like I might imagine a regular psychopath would be, but an obsessive compulsive type with a touch of stand-up comedian complex. 
He levelled his gaze at me in a way that reminded me of someone pulling a mask down over his face. Like he didn't want me to see any emotion cross his features. As though he were trying to cut himself off from feeling anything. 
I wasn't going to let him off easy. I had no intention of making killing me an easy thing for him. 
I was going to make it the most uncomfortable and guilt-inducing thing he'd ever done.
"I'm not even eighteen," I said as though that would make a difference. "I'm still a virgin for heaven's sake."
Not exactly my finest argument in light of the fact of the whole psychopath element, but it was out there now and I'd have to deal with it. If I was lucky, he would just be a regular murderous psychopath and not a sexual deviant as well.
"None of that matters," he said, and his tone was almost indulgent. "A few more lifetimes and you'll be closer than you are today. Just let all that go. I'm doing you a favor."
"A favor?" I blurted out. "You really are crazy."
Blessed raven feathers, holy oil, fire at all corners. Weird ritualistic tattoos. This was the stuff of insanity. It was the realm of psychotic breakdown. 
I hugged myself as I eyed him. "Seriously bat shit mad."
He eased himself around one of the puddles of glass as though he were averse to treading on it. I looked down at his feet. Bare. How ridiculous. Who came to a murder barefoot? 
And Sarah. Where was she. Had he hurt her? Was she tied up somewhere, gagged and terrified. Did he force her to text me? Was this one of those family members she had told me about?
 "What have you done with Sarah?" I said. 
If this was my last moment, I needed to know if she was alive or dead or waiting for me somewhere as afraid as I was.
He cocked his head at me. Firelight played on his cheek. 
"Sarah? I don't know this human. Is she one of us?"
"One of us?" A burble of nervous laughter make its way up my throat. "Look around you; we are human. We are going to burn because we are mortal, human bits of skin and flesh."
My voice broke on that last, and something crackled in the depths of my memory. I expected him to leap at me. Instead, he cocked his head again, this time the other way, furrowed his brow. 
"We aren't human," he said. "Not really. This is just skin."
He pulled at the flesh around his stomach as though it was a tight fitting shirt, and when he did, I realized that talking was useless. Pleading, ludicrous. Even the sound of the fire crackling did nothing to sway his calm demeanor. 
My throat was burning from smoke, my lungs ached. I sucked in a breath, willing myself to stay calm. Cool. Say nothing. Just ease myself over to the nearest pew. 
I kept my eyes on him the whole time and let my hands roam the space around me. My fingers finally found the back of a pew and I pushed sideways in between the benches, inching along with my hands to find in the dark where the firelight couldn't reach. There were still some deep shadows in the cathedral even though the fire above me snapped and sizzled as it licked its way through the ancient wax and wood.
I took a quick look at the wall, searching for an exit that I hadn't thought of. Maybe I could climb up one of the statues and heave myself out one of those arched window panes devoid of their gorgeous stained glass. 
I dared another look sideways toward the wall, hoping to see a gaping window frame somewhere nearby and discovered that the window closest to me was still intact. The fire from the galley lit up the colours on it in a magnificent way that would have made me gasp in awe if I wasn't so petrified.
I almost groaned out loud but managed to just clench my fingers on the bench. My breath came out in long hissing notes.
"What do you think about that panel?" he said. "Interesting, is it not?"
"Think?" I said, "You're planning to kill me and you want to know what I think about a stupid window?" 
Three crosses. A skeleton helping a man down from the cross. Macabre, yes. Interesting, no. 
By this time, the burning oil had begun to coat my throat and I started coughing. My lungs felt as though someone had reached inside and begun to squeeze them out like a wet rag. I was dragging in air, not breathing it. Every movement I made, shoving into the belly of the pew, grew harder. 
I knew my knee was bleeding from where I had fallen on the glass. Fluid was trickling down my calf and pooling in my boots. Just thinking about it made me feel dizzy. I had to grip the back of the pew to keep from collapsing.
I was going to black out. I knew it. I felt it coming and I couldn't do a damn thing about it.






  
  Chapter 4

I shook my head, trying to focus and stave off the faint. I would not let him win. I told myself that whatever was making me dizzy, it was nerves. Smoke inhalation. I could power through it.  
I had to. 
"You think it's the smoke," he said, almost musing. "It's an easy mistake for a human to make. But really it's the oil. It's too powerful for us to withstand. Add blessed feathers to the equation--"
"Shut up," I yelled. 
Everything was shutting down and every word he spoke was as good as jamming splinters beneath my nails. 
I swayed backwards and fell onto the bench. I swore if I lost consciousness I was going to come back to it screaming and digging at whatever got in my way. I swiveled my head in his direction. 
"Leave me alone," I said. "I haven't done anything to you." 
My voice came out all scratchy and hoarse.
He reached the head of my pew and sat down on the bench. With an almost languid movement, he laid his arm across the back. His fingers were almost close enough to touch my shoulder. 
I shrank back, holding my breath. He looked even more terrifying up close. I knew I could throw a punch, but I imagined it would have no effect on that hard looking chin.
"Leave you alone?" he whispered. "You know I can't do that. You know, that in the end, you wouldn't want me to."
I watched, horrified, as he gripped the back of the bench and used it to pull himself the last few feet toward me. 
It was happening. In seconds I was going to be beneath his grip and I had no idea what would happen to me then. I didn't even know if I'd be conscious enough to see it coming. I thought maybe it might be a blessing to pass out.
Somehow I found it within myself to fling myself onto the floor and claw my way underneath the bench, fishing myself back and forth to push myself deeper into the shadows. Dust went up my nose and coated my mouth. I could taste the oil in it. Not just Cyprus and Cedar wood. Something more holy than that. Frankincense. Again, I didn't want to think about how I would know such a thing. I couldn't afford to be even more scared.
I was scrabbling forward, pulling myself pew after pew through the church to the door. With each agonizing move forward, my knee ground into the floorboards and sent wave after wave of gritty pain up to my throat. The roar of fire had grown more distant as I dug my fingernails into the boards of the floor. Used them to yank myself forward. 
I clutched something furry and cold and just managed to bite down on the scream that erupted up my throat, but couldn't keep myself from flinging the dead rat sideways in terror. Sweet Heaven, I couldn't breathe. Whatever air I had been dragging in before was now coming in short gasps. Everything was going black behind my vision. "You're having a hard time thinking," he said. "Aren't you? It's coming back, all of it. I knew it would."
I couldn't black out. I couldn't. I had to dig deep, pull my resolve together like the edges of a sweater. I thought I almost had a grip on the tattered thing when I felt his fingers around my left ankle.
I did scream then, letting loose the shriek that had been clotted in my throat with enough wind that I ended up sagging on the floor in exhaustion. At the same moment, he yanked me back toward him, and every inch of advance I'd made disappeared beneath my retreating fingertips until I ended up flipped over between pews, him leaning over me with one of those disgusting crow feathers in his hand.
"Ligoria angelus," he murmured and for a second, I thought I saw a tear running down his cheek. 
"I'm sorry," he said.  
I made a weak attempt to slap his hand away, but my arms felt as though lead weights had been tied to the wrists, and before I could fend him off, the tip of the feather made a cross between my eyebrows. 
He was kneeling over me by then, and oil trickled down my temples and into my hair. I realized the sweat that was beading my forehead and running into my hair was more than likely tears. 
I was gagging on the sobs because I couldn't stop crying. 
"Please don't hurt me," I heard myself saying. "I'm just a kid." 
Everything that I'd ever done flashed before me. The year I had failed a grade because that was the year I'd gone into foster care. I ended up older than all of the other students. I thought I'd finally graduate this year. Go to university. Party it up. Put a distasteful past behind me. All that was washing away with that oil.
I gave him everything I had left in me with one hard jab of my knee and I didn't bother to wait to see if it was effective or not. Instead, as my knee pulled back into my stomach and caught him in the groin from the back, I threw myself onto my side and peeled myself out from beneath him. I was euphoric with the possibility of escape. Hope streaked through my chest the way a knife moves through liquid butter. I was out. I was clean. I just had to make it to the door.
I made it as far as the aisle before I realized that more debris had fallen from the gallery into the sanctuary and that the routes to freedom were few and far between. 
Fire lit up everything around me. 
I choked on my breath.
"You can't leave," he said from behind me. 
I gripped the leg of a pew bench and pulled myself to a staggering stand. Fire roared in my ears as I swayed on my feet. I craned to peer over my shoulder at him, praying he was gone, that somehow a miracle had occurred. It was possible, right? 
I was in a church after all.
He was still there. Still just as terrifying with his broad chest and muscles in his neck thick enough to make it look like another man's thigh. And all over, covered in those black symbols that seem to come alive as the fire light danced over his skin.
I wouldn't give in. I couldn't.
"To Hell with you," I said.
He grinned. "I should hope not," he said. "Living on Earth has been hell enough."
I took a step backward. The back of my boot fetched up against that invisible wall again. 
"Holy oil, sacred raven feathers, fire," he said, noticing my panic. "Don't you remember?"
I inched along the edges of the pews, deciding that if I couldn't get out the regular way, I'd run for the altar. Aim for the priests' entrance. I just had to get a good, clear shot at it.
He advanced on me just as slowly as I was inching away. The other escape route might as well have been a hundred miles away.
I stepped on something squishy and slippery. My legs jerked from beneath me. 
I started to go down.
The sandwich I had hurled at him earlier. I could smell the banana and peanut butter. I grabbed for the edge
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