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​CHAPTER ONE: FIRE DEMON
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Silver bells tinkled as the heavy front door of Ace's Otherworld Books pulled shut behind a customer. Stephanie enjoyed the sounds, thinking that the bells made cold music. Cold but clear as ice, and ice was on her mind because more of it was always creeping into the neighborhood. The ice had been spreading like a deep freeze since it first tumbled from her mother's eyes a year ago.

Spinning a paperback rack, Stephanie plucked out a colorful science fiction novel, thinking it might be a warm story on a balmy planet. A quick riffle showed the book to be thick with incomprehensible laboratory talk, and for a moment, she regretted being eleven years old and not a scientist.

A romance novel might warm her heart. She turned to the rack, her eyes settling on a lurid cover. Stephanie knew love wasn't forever. She knew her stepmother's friend Martha had married a creepy, fat man with a ranch, even though there'd been a poorer, handsome man she could have picked. She also knew that her stepmother had never loved her, and what she knew most of all was that love was mainly a daydream, but she still stepped over, hoping to dream again.

A sunbeam in the window caught her eye. It was like a flicker inside amber. The glass seemed about that thick, like new ice or aquarium glass an inch deep.

Shimmering with gold, the light took on an outline and painted itself over with the likeness of her mother. The word Mother almost formed on Stephanie's lips before she remembered she wasn't allowed to call her that. Tiffany was the name she had to use. She thought Tiffany to be quite safe and happy in there, where she couldn't be touched.

“Keep those sweaty hands off me!” said the tiny Tiffany. “I'm not Chinese like you, and I bet you had those hands between your legs!”

Her stepmother hated to be touched. She feared germs and rarely touched others unless it was to give a spanking with her ice-cube hands.

Stephanie knew her stepfather was cold, mainly because he was dead, and her mother, Tiffany, was bitter about it. She watched the little image throw up its arms. “He's a stiff in a box, filthy as a rotten fish. I wanted clean ashes, but he fixed things against me. It cost a fortune to bury him that way. If he loved me, he would've wanted me to have that money, but he didn't care. His heart was always black as coal.”

Tiffany's face tightened to a frown, almost as if someone was garroting her. Stephanie feared her mother might have read her mind. Lately, she'd been dreaming of a handsome boy on a cream Arabian horse. He held a torch to cut through the clouds of gloom and mist her mother exhaled. If fate had it, one day his curls would fall as he kissed every part of her naked body and warmed it, then Tiffany would scream, put out her eyes, and melt like the Wicked Witch of the West.

However, the future was far off. She began to wish her mother would simply burn up, and that's what happened. The image became a flaming fetish, her mother's distorted agony fading behind it.

A molten mask of sunlight slid in the thick glass, and it had to be a fire-eater because its expression was a hungry one as it swallowed the flames. It huffed out smoke that blew back over its pointed ears, cheekbones, nose, and chin. A fierce symmetry made it more than a simple demonic face, and it didn't seem quite alive, like an animate doll. The eyes reddened, and an odd expression melted into place; one that conveyed an alien mood close to laughter. This being was evil, childishly so, like a mocking bully. It told her many things by giving her a sudden awareness of a select portion of its wide knowledge. Yet it didn't have a purpose; it was just there, slowly bleeding into her reflection in the glass.

Stephanie felt no need to resist. She succumbed to its feathery touch and her eyes glazed over. It became a warm breeze in her mind, and it held a hand of warm air over her, and because of that hot touch, she liked it.

“Here we have a young visionary.” Stephanie knew the deep, friendly voice well. Glancing right, she saw Julian the Seer emerging from a back room. Sunlight twinkled like the fingertips of a shiatsu spirit on his crystal pendulum. Behind him, a bead curtain swayed, and Ace poked his head through. Both men stepped up to Stephanie, but she was most taken by Julian; his smile was so animated he seemed to possess multiple souls. The seer's eyes were faraway and warm, and they smiled with him. He wasn't like the more important New Earth people whose eyes didn't smile with their faces. Julian's look was genuine, and that made her feel noticed.

Julian the Seer had an attractive sweep of red hair that bounced when he leaned over to talk to her. “So, what did you see in the window? The future, with maybe a robot ice-cream truck?”

“I saw a fire-eater, and my reflection absorbed him.”

“Does he talk or is he breathing fire?”

“He knows every funny trick there is.”

“That's good, Stephanie. When he's ready to speak, come to me, or Ace if I'm not around.”

“Yeah,” Ace said, equine nostrils flaring on his gentle face. He looked to Julian. “Maybe she can channel more than health-food-induced dreams. Nothing personal, Julian, but the others have been a disappointment, and you're too philosophical and obscure for a mainstream crowd.”

“The mainstream crowd wants to tour the road to enlightenment and not walk it.”

Stephanie shivered. “The fire-eater wants to speak now.”

“Don't hold it back,” Julian said.

“Look out the window,” she said, her voice becoming male and dwarfish. “Your pal Rollo is about to cross the street. If he does, he'll die horribly.”

Julian had taken Stephanie's hand. He let it go as he looked out at Rollo. Red changed to green; the bright day was momentarily devoid of traffic. Ace was shrugging his shoulders like he couldn't believe bad luck was coming, and he ended up watching as Julian tore out the door and got over to Rollo before he could cross with the green.

Rollo was roly-poly, a lover of black humor, and he did a stand-up routine at the Slap Shack. He was also into New Earth stuff. Usually, his mood ranged from acidic to jolly. Now he was protesting loudly, like a sucker who'd been had, as Julian dragged him back to the bookstore.

Julian looked like he felt a bit crazy about it himself. It probably would've been easier if the buildings were casting unfriendly shadows instead of blue, gentle ones. If Rollo hadn't been a friend, he probably wouldn't have acted.

They emerged in the store, and the bell on the door tinkled as Rollo sighed. Out the window, a red sports car sped into view, skidded across the road, and fire-balled as it crashed into a telephone pole. There were no pedestrians close by, but the driver was mercilessly incinerated, his body thrown out with a shower of windshield glass as the car fell back from the pole.

Julian covered Stephanie's eyes, though it was a bit late for such a move. She experienced a pleasant sensation as the fire-eater glossed the smoking body so it appeared to her as a big flare. The others had no such luck. They were shaken, and Julian felt Rollo tremble as he leaned against him for support. In the hunger of the flames, a demonic face rose. Rollo saw it as the face of death he'd escaped. They all saw it, but it was there and gone so quickly that no one saw fit to mention it.

Smoke and blood hissed over blistered flesh as the odor of burning plastic drifted on the road, then a crowd and dark clouds moved in, following at the heels of death.

Some big summer days passed, and news of Stephanie's power got around on some channeling magic of its own. The result was that her life with her stepmother became almost bearable. Gifts arrived; ordinary items from flowers to a fold-out television set. Then there was the New Earth stuff – special tarot cards, crystals, beads, and plants. She also received a BT5 Brain Tuner, an Orion Electro-Stimulation Device, and an Ecstasy light-and-sound machine. There were other channelers who wanted to take her on tour.

Stephanie's mother didn't believe in occult powers or anything else not purely material. The gifts and money allowed her to admire Ace's New Age people. For further gain, she led them to believe that Stephanie had always been a miracle child. She told them her natural father, Chang, had been a magician in China, and she allowed her to pop over to the bookstore whenever she wanted.

It became a happy time for Stephanie; she had new friends, and the fire-eater inside her was quiet, content to haunt her thoughts and entertain her with wickedly strange dreams. Sure, the new friends were adults, but they'd do since she'd never played much with other children anyway. Tiffany hadn't wanted her exposed to their germs and lice. New Earth people with money didn't have lice, in Tiffany's estimation.

After a week, Stephanie arrived at the bookstore to find a man named Lex Walsh waiting for her. He was sipping jasmine tea with Ace. Lex wore a sleek dark suit, and except for his pearly earrings, he resembled a Protestant minister from the church down the block. Ace told her Lex was an astrologer who would act as her spirit guide, protecting her during a channeling session they were about to hold.

Lex was immediately friendly, all grins, but his smile was too big, too self-assured. Back when Stephanie had been street-proofed, a policewoman had told her that kidnappers and molesters looked like that. Instinct told her to resist Lex, but the fire-eater planted the opposite urge in her, telling her Lex would be warm and wonderful.

Ace's usual backroom crowd was composed of people who had tarot and horoscope parties in their homes. People, young and old, who would pay to see channelers, psychic consultants, and astrologers. Stephanie was something different, an oracle child, and her talents needed proper development. There was the possibility of manipulation, like that of the Salem children, so with that in mind, Ace forced his people to keep their distance.

To get an assessment, he'd gathered an invitation-only crowd of New Agers. Charismatic people, mostly a multi-racial crowd that was interesting and attractive when compared to the usual dull gathering of white astrology buffs. These people valued cultural and religious differences. They hungered too much for affection and esteem, yet despite their flaws and strange beliefs, they were mature, with humanitarian instincts tempering their greed and materialistic lifestyles.

The back room was more like a large tea-and-tarot hall than anything else. Incense and perfume permeated the upholstery and carpeting, and the scent of tea hung in the air. The common area had rice paper lamps, Oriental rugs, silk pillows, and low tables. From the floor, the assembled crowd looked through a miniature theater arch at Stephanie, who sat on a channeler's platform. A sunny day and the weedy backyard were framed in the picture window behind her. Lex stood off to her right, and he had more the air of a man who was lost than a guard.

Stephanie often took shy spells with people, but today she didn't feel withdrawn. The fire-eater burned softly inside her, and her aura was wound like a ribbon into the crowd. As Ace began his introduction, her face took on a mystic cast. Her long dark hair was fastened with a jade clasp, her eyes were vibrant, and a beautiful cream of youth was on her bare legs, arms, and neck.

A sense of communion radiated from the fire-eater. The entity released false spiritual warmth that unfolded as a burst of pleasure in her mind. Her body felt silky and warm. After a few moments, her knees began to tingle, as if tiny crystals were splintering beneath the skin; then there was applause, and Lex took his cue and stepped over to interview her.

“Your knees are shaking. You need not fear me. I'm your guard and protector. Relax and let the spirit speak.”

On the surface, Stephanie seemed to have a relaxed glow. Inside, she began to burn. Balloons of fire were at the back of her mind as the spirit took over.

“Tell us your name, spirit,” Lex commanded.

“Rumpelstiltskin,” the fire-eater said, turning Stephanie's voice male and impish.

“Tell the truth,” Lex said.

“No. I'm a fire demon and no one's slave.”

“You have powers of fire from the netherworld. Perhaps we can communicate concerning your powers?”

“You mean you want me to beat around the bush like the other channelers do. It's really easier to burn the bush.”

An aura of flames appeared, and after a moment, it shrank, crowning Stephanie's hair. Some people gasped, and then she shot up in the air. She had the flexibility of a rag doll, and she began to dance - a crazy dance like something from the Theater of the Absurd. Her facial expressions were ecstatic and contorted, and the sounds issuing from her throat seemed like the work of an evil ventriloquist.

Stephanie was now unaware of Ace's back room. Clouds of fire and hot winds were rushing. She was no more than smoke billowing and swirling. There were no thoughts.

Recovering from amazement, Lex suddenly remembered that he was Stephanie's guard and got up close, seizing her knees and trying to pull her down. He managed to lower her to the platform before he screamed and pulled his hands away. He looked at his palms; they hissed with smoke and were scorched and hardened like fried bacon. Lex was a weak man, his lips twisted, and he fell to his knees and whimpered. No one rushed forward to help him; all eyes were on Stephanie as the fire demon continued with the bizarre entertainment.

Emerging from clouds of smoke, Stephanie's astral body gathered shape. The scene cleared. She was at the Slap Shack, a place she was too young to enter, looking down from a rafter at Rollo, the comedian her premonition had saved. Rollo was in the spotlights, blue stage smoke blowing in wisps around him, and like the fire demon, he was dancing. He’d finished a series of jokes and was dancing a strange jig to celebrate the roll. His steps were as humorous as his lines, and he had the audience roaring.

Laughter pealed, Rollo's dance grew wilder, and he was on the roll of his life. His heels sparked, and then a flash of fire enveloped his shoes. Flame licked out, and the people assumed it was a stage trick, but when the flames rose up his legs, guffaws turned to screams.

Hysterical laughter grew on Rollo's face like another fire. He couldn't stop, and because of it, there were people who continued to laugh with him. Hungry flames feathered his upper body, and steam began to hiss from his burning trousers. His legs became a smoky blur, and ashes from his suit swirled in radiant heat. Drifting fumes hazed the room, carrying the odor of charring flesh.

Dense smoke obscured the scene, and Stephanie was returning to oblivion. She saw a vision of Rollo's feet as blackened bones clicking on the floor as the dance went on, and his body burned down like a fuse. He collapsed in a smoldering heap as Stephanie's spirit rose and left the building.

Heat uncoiled in long waves, and Stephanie felt like a dry wind taking on form. The fire demon had torn her best summer dress, and her hands moved like alien hands, falling protectively between her legs. Pulling her hands away, she sighed with embarrassment and fell limp. Lex was sprawled on the floor beside her. Cool hands touched her shoulders, dissipating the fever in her flesh and repelling the fire demon. Glancing back, she saw that it was Julian the Seer. He had a firm grip on her, holding her as the fire-eater shrank and became a red-hot seed sinking in her belly.

Rollo had wanted an unconventional funeral, and he was a member of a New Earth memorial society well known for its offbeat services. Because of the publicity surrounding his bizarre death, a mob wanted to attend his wake. Julian was one of the few admitted. He passed through the grumbling people and entered the funeral home with his shoulders slumped. Rollo's death was like a few shovels of earth on his own coffin.

Cloying floral odors, the pallid faces of the mourners, and grief all worked to sicken Julian. At first, he didn't notice that the coffin was open. When he did notice, he stumbled over a decorative urn and hurried up to the front.

Rollo was inside, resting peacefully. Disbelief passed as Julian realized the corpse was a wax effigy. Rollo had taken black humor to its extreme end; his real body had been cremated, and the remains were in a gold bottle on a stand next to the coffin. A white carnation topped the bottle; a fake flower like the ones he'd worn in his lapel. A recorder was with the bottle, and according to Rollo's will, he was going to put a message on it from beyond the grave

As specified in the testament, the funeral home was plunged into darkness, and the recording was played. It was all white noise, five minutes of buzzing. Rollo had been unable to get his message through from the other side, then the lights came on, and Rollo was there, sitting up in his coffin, waving and rotating his ghastly, grinning head.

Ace was one of the people who lost breath from the shock of it. Others laughed and hooted. Julian chuckled, but with a tear in his eye. He knew Rollo had believed life to be absurd and laughter a man's last refuge - as in the Theater of the Absurd. Spiritualism, he’d tied in with creativity. Julian thought it was a good belief system for a comic, but he hoped it was wrong in general. He had to admit that getting the last laugh from a coffin was the most absurd thing of all.

The fire demon was an imp, meaning he had no master plan for control of the world on behalf of the forces of darkness. He was more of a deviate, fixated on some perverse things, like a person with a foot and telephone fetish. Only the demon was cruel and had powers. His prime enjoyment other than possession had always been in saving people who were destined to die and then burning them alive in his own way. He was also a thief at heart and enjoyed using Stephanie's body.

This time, he was having difficulties. A terrible sickness was draining him, and its source was Stephanie's traumatized mind. As he worked to motivate her, he found himself unable to rouse her into the frenzy he required. Stuck in an aching body, the fire-eater was suffering the side effects of Stephanie's dark mood. Unable to banish the negative drift of her thoughts, he was bitter and feeling nasty. Her pain and memories of her mother were a bruise within and storm clouds above. At the bottom of everything was an uneasy fear of Julian. The seer's powers of exorcism were unexpected, as the demon imp had assumed him a fraudulent psychic. He'd picked up on the minds of the other New Earthers, and none of them had believed in Julian's powers of seeing, and no wonder: Julian gave readings of sacred prose; sometimes he read his own philosophical ramblings. There were other things he did, none of which were in tune with current social norms. Calling his performances channeling sessions had only served to make him disliked by spiritualist people who expected a more sensational act.

Thinking that it'd be best to take a closer look at Julian, the fire-eater rose from Stephanie's bowels and invaded her mind. She fell unconscious as he moved into the neurons behind her eyes.  Focusing on Julian, he used her brain to form a vision.

The stained glass above the transom resembled segments of sugared fruit. Beyond the lacquered oak door, Julian sat in a huge armchair. Music was playing: John Coltrane's A LOVE SUPREME. 

It was a paneled, one-room bachelor apartment with an adjoining bathroom; surprisingly neat and uncluttered for a bachelor's place. The small picture window behind Julian looked down on an alley that was a passage for street people and ladies of the night. Escort Alley, the police called it. Julian never went down, and at night, he closed the curtains. He had no desire to attempt to raise those seeking drugs and the flesh to spirituality.

Coarse voices were already rising up from the alley, and it wasn't yet sunset. Stealing energy from Stephanie, the demon looked deeper into Julian's mind, getting a snapshot of his personality.

Julian had lived in better neighborhoods, back before life played a cruel joke on him. In younger days, under another name, he'd been an alcoholic, drug user, and business professional. He'd gained success without spirituality. Now he was a changed man, high on the spirit but lacking in the departments of financial security and romance. Most of the New Earth people he knew went for charisma and false sophistication. They were materialists, really, and they were well adjusted in a materialist, celebrity society. With some bitterness, Julian understood that like everyone else, they would prefer the old Julian - his money, cars, coke, and high-flying social life. It was Julian who didn't like the old Julian and had disposed of him.

There were weaknesses the demon smiled upon, but they were ones that required time to play on. Julian had no real hang-ups or skeletons in his new closet. Mainly, he had difficulties adapting spiritualism to his lifestyle. His social life had always revolved around a few drinks. Sober, he wasn't a good communicator. All of his old friends had drifted away, and job opportunities and influence had dried up. His wife had also left, leaving him to discover that most women didn't care for the new Julian. A better person was often a less popular person, the demon knew, and for that reason, Julian could at some time be drawn back to his old ways.

For a fast fix, a quick kill, there were no cracks. The seer had no phobias, sexual weakness, or neurotic gaps. Disappointed, the fire demon found some solace in Julian's misery. Even Ace thought he was a bit of a geek. He only used him for filler. Julian the Seer channeled when no one else could show up. He had good looks and a strong presence and could be a big draw if he'd fake the entertainment like some of the others, but he wouldn't do that, figuring that he hadn't changed his life to make it the same again.

Julian liked to quote words of ancient wisdom and tell people that life could be transformed into something good now. Each person had to find God through his or her spiritual nature. Perhaps God, Creation, and Nature weren't to be seen as separate things. New prophets and celebrities weren't to be believed, or else people would see them as a higher power and be led astray. He was only Julian the Seer, sand pouring in an hourglass, and like everyone else, he could only try to believe in himself and the higher powers. Most people wanted someone or something immediate to look up to, and saw him as an oddball. Often, he saw the same thing. On rare days, he felt wise, wise enough to know he was forty-one and that his small life wouldn't get any bigger.

As the fire demon left him, Julian was nodding on the fuzzy edge of sleep. The doorbell rang, and he jumped up in his chair. A police bubble light was flashing outside the window. Going to the door, he checked the peephole and was relieved to see his visitor was Ace.

He opened up, and the hall lights showed Ace's face to be sweaty, puffy, and troubled. He nodded and entered quickly, knowing that no one kept an open door in Julian's neighborhood.

Julian clicked the bolt lock back, and when he turned from the door, Ace embraced him.

“I'm so sorry about Rollo,” he said.

“Thank God, for a moment I thought you had news of another death.”

“The fire-eater is sure to kill again.”

“What's to be done about it?”

“An exorcism, before it's too late. Stephanie has recovered physically. I don't know if she'll ever recover emotionally.”

“If she survives the fire demon, she'll need friends and support. Her mother has already done enough to wound her. Any more and the girl will be hopelessly neurotic.”

“She likes you. We think she'll do better with your support.”

“You want me to help her through the exorcism?”

“We want you to perform the exorcism.”

“I assumed some of the others would want the job and the publicity.”

“The others are terrified, but in a morbid way. Whenever the fire-eater speaks, they'll be drawn to him, and more will die. You've demonstrated power over him, and you should also realize that the publicity could boost your sagging career.”

“A career as an exorcist isn't exactly what I want, but I have a plan I want to try on the fire-eater. It's risky, and most likely I'll fail and be another skin on the demon's belt.”

“You want to do it for the kid, I suppose?”

“Someone has to do it. And she needs more than an exorcism. If I really want to do something for her, I'll have to give her support after it's over.”

“You mean exorcise the second demon - her mother.”

Julian nodded, and Ace saw an aura of silent strength in him that was impressive. He hoped it really was strength and not a death wish he was seeing.

Leaves riffling dryly and the dusty sweep of the sky strengthened the fire-eater's will as he used his powers to manipulate Stephanie. He clouded her thoughts and sent a hot, rushing wind to deafen her. Her vision blurred until the people and plants in Ace's backyard were a bleeding mix of aural colors. A mask was before her, and it was the face of a larger demon - from her mother to the fire-eater, her world had been a mask of overwhelming evil that only got bigger. Now the demon created hideous extremes of thought that made it too much for her mind to withstand.

Enjoying a pleasant fever, the fire demon basked on the edge of Stephanie's nervous system while he waited for her to retreat to subconscious levels. He considered Julian a priest to be sneered at, and he had no fear of the exorcism to come.

Pollen and flower perfumes were in the air; sweet odors that bordered on the fetid. Heat shimmied, distorting some chimney pipes. The fire-eater could see beyond the lattice-topped board fence that enclosed the back yard. People were already gathered at the bottom of the flagstone steps, in a grassy area with a sundial, rosemary urns, shrub roses, and concrete troughs of flowers. Off to the right, a serpentine path of brick led to a small lily pond.

Jewelry and crystals sparkled, forming ephemeral rainbows. The fire demon could see that it was a mixed group - a long-haired, yellow-cloaked yogi named Shamra Smoke; a bronze-skinned, bearded swami by the name of Amar; a near-naked Zen master with a shaved head; several women of the fabulously tacky fortuneteller type; a WASP dressed like an Indian shaman; some super slick business people who no doubt sold herbs, crystals, and miracle machines. With the exception of a few grey-haired shop owners and the fortunetellers, everyone was young with television good looks. They looked fine indeed, and the demon thought they'd look even better breathing fire.

A number of larger crystals set in granite were arranged in a pentagram in the grass around Stephanie. She sat on a stone bench with her short dress pulled up, revealing much of her thighs - a callous posture of possession. A crystalline glitter of amusement and malice in her eyes revealed the fire demon's presence.

No one had ever tried an exorcism with pentagrams before, and the demon found the idea amusing. In his light mood, the flimsy bands holding Stephanie's wrists to the bench didn't bother him. The day promised to be a fun one at the very least.

Conversation drifted in the emptiness of the afternoon. It was almost as if the people were there to see a play, then things happened to enliven the scene. First, the fire-eater saw Lex step over. He was about to wipe Stephanie's brow with a sponge dipped in ice water. The demon responded with a guttural choke and a stream of steaming vomit that ruined Lex's white shirt and sent him screaming to the lawn. As Lex rolled and writhed, Ace appeared, followed by Stephanie's mother and Julian.

Julian became the immediate center of attention, and Stephanie's eyes ignited with hatred. The fire-eater now found himself despising everything about Julian, especially his cynical way of biting his lip in mild disagreement and his casual manner and dress. He looked far from holy, wearing sandals, faded jeans, a rayon shirt, and an amulet. Yet there was something unsettling about him. His open, slightly effeminate face and wild red hair had been disconcerting from the beginning. He had a way of shrugging off the shadows and standing in a brighter light than everyone else; it singled him out as the man in charge.

There was also cool resignation in Julian's bearing; the emotion and reflection of a man and a life that had failed him. In that sense, he was a religious figure, sort of the walking wounded, with a healing touch. The fire demon's enemies had always been that way. Entering Julian wouldn't be pleasant, and the demon decided he would only do it as a last resort.

Lex was shuddering and frothing at the mouth, his eyes flicking and rolling. Some fuses had blown in his brain, so Julian and Ace began by dragging him clear and putting him in the care of a bearded herbalist.

Stephanie's mother, Tiffany, had stiffened. Her mouth was a thin white line that threatened to vanish. The fire-eater giggled in Stephanie's voice. Knowing it was the hiked skirt that had outraged her, he twisted Stephanie's thighs to anger her more.

Succumbing to anger and stupidity, Tiffany lost control and charged, her stiff arm raised to strike. She got a few steps before the fire demon puffed out smoke. A ring of white heat whirled in the air, and a hot gust billowed into Tiffany. She staggered back as curtains of distortion swept over her, and then she went to her knees. Her hair smoked and curled like burning insulation. Choking up dryness, she rose and retreated over the lawn.

Most of the crowd had been drawn to their feet. Fear and fascination absorbed them, and perhaps they saw a hooded executioner in the backs of their minds.

Stephanie's eyes were mirrors filled with an evil light that brightened as Julian stepped closer. “Don't any of you touch me,” the fire demon hissed.

“You fear our powers,” Julian said.

“No, the truth is that Stephanie is having a baby and must be treated gently. Here, have a look at the child.”

An engine of wind shrieked around the demon, ballooning Stephanie's dress in the shimmering air. It riffled with a tissue-paper sound and took the shape of a distended belly.

“We don’t know who the father is,” the fire-eater said, and then he laughed in a harsh male voice.

“Let me touch the baby,” Julian said, “or else we'll know it's just another of your tricks.”

“Better still, I'll give you a peek.”

Her dress developed a rose pink glow with a stain like pale blood. Smoke curled at her thighs, rings of red-hot light expanded, then the bulge in the dress went transparent, becoming similar to an amniotic sack. Inside, a fetus was suspended in viscous silver fluid. The form was human, but the head was reptilian. It looked blue and dead, and its mouth dribbled worms.

There were gasps and windmill gestures of surprise, followed by much whispering. Tiffany turned to stone, then cracked, and began to chitter hysterically, wringing her hands. Ace had the look of someone who'd just been poisoned. He fainted dead away under the power of the illusion, hitting the lawn behind Julian like a sack of potatoes.

Julian remained unmoved; he cocked a cynical eye that enraged the fire demon.

“It's the child of the devil,” the demon said.

“Lovely,” Julian replied, stepping closer.

“Get back, you pervert! You watch those whores do it outside your window!” The fire-eater spat out a molten gob that flew over Julian's head as he lifted his hands. Two ornate crosses were tattooed on the palms. Darkness tore the air jagged between Julian and the demon, then the yard vibrated like a struck gong.

Throwing himself forward in strobing darkness, Julian managed to plant his palms on Stephanie's belly. Her mouth opened, releasing a deafening noise - voices whirling in the hiss of an Inquisitor's bonfire. Pulling up, the fire demon shattered the flimsy cuffs on Stephanie's wrists, then weakness overcame him, and he could do little more. It felt like his devil's baby had kicked with feet of cold stone. Stephanie's ribs were icicles stabbing inward, and as he withdrew, his power of illusion was lost. 

Grains of fire and light showered from Stephanie, forcing Julian to duck back and tumble in the grass as her pregnancy ended in sparkles. Mirror-bright shards of light cut and bled the netherworld flesh of the fire-eater. Wind machines howled in his ears. Through a kaleidoscope of afterimages, he saw Julian getting to his feet and that the attack wasn't coming from him. Someone in the crowd had trained a light-and-sound brain stimulation device on Stephanie. It was painful in the extreme; he felt like a voodoo doll caught in a rain of needles.

Concentrating on the source, the fire-eater ended the game. Shamra Smoke howled as his control box melted to plastic ice cream in his hands. He tried to fling the substance off, but couldn't. Flesh fried, his fingers twisted to black pipe cleaners, and then his lips blued as the liquid plastic poisoned his blood. He collapsed, knocking his machine from the bench as he choked and died on a stream of his own vomit.

Silence followed; the day was like an angry giant temporarily holding its breath. People were afraid to move as it might attract the demon's wrath. Julian was ready to act, and he turned to face the fire-eater, but before he could do anything, shots rang out.

Lex was the gunman; he'd recovered and drawn a small pistol. His expression was crazed, murderous as he emptied a clip with cruel efficiency. But his license to kill proved invalid. The flechettes never struck Stephanie. Stopping in mid air, they hummed like a swarm of bees and became a red streak as they looped and returned. Lex's lips formed a puzzled O, then his head and shoulders smashed like a jar, spilling liquid contents as a splash of cherry red on the grass.

Two men were dead, and vile amusement twinkled in Stephanie's eyes. A twisted, lecherous grin appeared on her face as the fire demon enjoyed the panic breaking out. Frightened people ran in various directions, tripping over the flagstone steps, urns, flower boxes, and their own feet. Two men ran mindlessly up to the fence before they realized it was too high to climb. Licks of scarlet flame sprouted on their arms, clothing, and shoes. Fear fed the hellish flames; smoke blew from hot throats as people howled and beat at patches of scorched skin.

A form of order emerged from the chaos, and eventually they got up the steps and fled through the house. A busty fortuneteller was the last to exit; her jeweled head scarf a smoking chrysalis unraveling to tapers of fire. She spun around on a twisted ankle. Gasping, she fell backward through the patio doors.

Electricity crackled on Julian's skin, vapor trails rose, but his concentration prevented him from burning. He was still in the crystal pentagram, refusing to succumb to panic. Ace hadn't burned, and he'd been too weak to flee. He collapsed on a patio chair, his face flooded with perspiration. The only other person remaining was Tiffany, and she was bound to the scene by a sadistic form of motherly duty. She grew strangely calm, almost as though her frigidity was a demon repellent that had saved her from the fire.

Julian made a dramatic sweeping gesture, and the fire demon wondered if he was casting fate to the wind and surrendering. The question was answered immediately as Julian pulled a glass bottle of blue liquid from his pocket.

The fire demon's reaction was skepticism in the form of a crooked grin, and as Julian came up close, the demon contemplated changing his fluid into gasoline.

Opening his bottle with a pop, Julian wetted a cotton cloth and dabbed some of the liquid on Stephanie's forehead. A sickly odor of lilacs rose on potent ether-like fumes, causing the fire demon to gag. His fiery thoughts reeled as nerve pain drove through Stephanie's brain with the power of ice-cold nails.

Julian dabbed the freezing liquid on the shoulders and knees, then returned to the forehead, repeating the pattern of a pentagram as he spoke slowly. “This child’s soul is not a spirit of hell’s desert, but of the wintry Earth. Let the deceit of the fire demon be banished into the path of the pentagram to . . . .”

It was the simplest of ceremonies, yet the fire demon felt crucified in a rose garden by a snowman spouting a dull mantra. His demonic cauldron cooled fast. The chill passing through Stephanie's body was snuffing him out. There was no alternative but to attack, so he flowed out as heat from her toes and collected himself on Julian's aura. Scarlet flames sprouted on Julian's third eye as the fire demon bored in to possess him.

Froth began to crust on Stephanie's purpling lips; her soul remained in the void. She hung limp on the bench as Julian began to stumble, battling the sizzling of the demon in his brain.

Catching himself before he fell, Julian raised the bottle of liquid and sprinkled it over his face and chest. The last drops he dribbled down the back of his neck.

The demon was merging with Julian's senses, emerging into awareness to find himself sharing pain like frostbite. Hackles rose as frozen quills, nerves stabbed and ached as Julian’s body lumped to gooseflesh. In the midst of it, Julian had cleared his mind and was using a meditation technique he'd learned to focus on powerful memories of winter, frostbite, and bitter cold.

Rings of fire became patterns of frost that the demon found unbearable. A spike of ice came down to impale him. He forced Julian to howl and exited, leaving the warmth of his breath behind.

Tiffany was close by and in a weakened state, so the fire-eater entered her with the idea of using her to kill Julian. Her mind unfolded around him, growing like a dark avalanche. A frigid madwoman that no demon could tempt or punish, she had a derangement that had yet to fully express itself. Her body was like a corpse disconnected from her mind, and her scream was like shattering ice.

The fire demon felt like he was sinking in a vat of mind slime, and it gave him the idea of seizing Julian and throwing him in the lily pond.

Limb movements were mechanical and odd; Tiffany's disconnected mind gave the demon the sense of controlling her body from a distant virtual-reality mechanism. He walked her in a stiff puppet-like manner toward Julian, who managed to stumble aside and throw her over.

Scraping Tiffany's knees on the bricks, the demon threw her up, and she did a disjointed stagger. Julian was moving in, his hair wild, a film of dust rising on the wind behind him. His stare was otherworldly, like he’d seen through Tiffany's eyes to the fire-eater's netherworld. Not missing a trick, the fire demon gave Julian a taste of that netherworld by sending a blast of hot wind from Tiffany's throat. It sucked down dust and swirled it into his eyes. As Julian reeled in agony, Tiffany grabbed him roughly and gave him a shove that sent him tripping down the path toward the lily pond. 

Sputtering, Julian went to his knees, his hands clutching at his eyes. Dropping a rope of drool at the sight of weakness, the fire-eater tried to douse him with flames, managing only to put out enough heat to redden his face and neck with a rush of hot blood. Julian was fading fast; now was the killing time. The fire demon grinned inwardly, and Tiffany's Stephanie-beating smile appeared as she moved in to deliver some clumsy slaps and kicks. Even though the fire demon was weak himself, and possessing a horrible human being, he managed to grab some sadistic enjoyment. It was like using a chilly mannequin to bludgeon someone to death, which was a unique experience, but not so unique that it was preferable to boiling blood and rage. Julian was cringing now, and Tiffany's cruelty was as cold as the ice water that ran in her veins. The fire demon felt like a zombie killer come up from frosted earth, and he had to stir up some of his own hot emotions to maintain his power over Tiffany.

Blood and spittle came to Julian's lips as the fire demon beat him closer to the water. Throwing a wooden kick to the throat with Tiffany's muscular leg, the demon sneered at the seer's cowardice.

Flames jetted from Tiffany's palms, scorching the bricks in front of Julian. He drew back from the heat and was now at the water's edge. A carpet of lily pads stretched behind him.

A foot on the shoulder, a final kick, and Julian would go down with the weeds. Tiffany marched forward, glassy-eyed with possession as her shoe lifted for the kill, and then something sparkled, and she froze. It was ice; the fire demon could see large chunks floating in the pond.

As the fire demon realized that the pond was a trap, Julian grabbed Tiffany's shoe. The demon yanked it back and turned to retreat, then he was hit from the side by Stephanie, tripped by her tiny foot, and sent toward Julian and the pond.

Tiffany's body spun around as she fell, and the demon screeched as Julian caught a leg and hoisted her over into the pond.  Stephanie was on the walkway, and the image flashed in the demon's mind as he went under.

The plunge was a long, torturous moment, akin to stepping into a freezing shower. The fire-eater was engulfed by water as cold and thick as gelatin. A truckload of ice was melting in the pool, and it brushed Tiffany's skin with the creepiness of swarming eels.

Gagging and choking, the demon tasted water that had been seeded with a sweet herbal flavor, and then the water went up Tiffany's nose, hitting her brain like hard knuckles.

Breaking the icy surface, the fire demon cried out for help in Tiffany's voice. He suddenly remembered that the crowd had fled. He could see Julian at the water's edge, one arm wrapped around Stephanie and the other extended to show the cross on his palm.
The cross burned like incandescent silver, searing the fire demon. It was a barrier that prevented him from reentering Stephanie. Ace was the only other person nearby, so he focused on him as he went under. Thrashing back through ice to the surface, he tried to leave Tiffany's body, managing to flash out as heat lightning. He made contact with Ace, then a cold shock threw him off, back to Tiffany as she went under.

Cold swampy water went down, ripping Tiffany's lungs like icy claws. Struggling, the fire-eater brought her up for a third time. Water streamed off stinging, bloodshot eyes, and he saw Ace floundering in the water. Ace had jumped in thinking he had to save Tiffany, and had foiled the demon's attempt at possession by accident.

Ace wasn't a strong swimmer; he failed to reach Tiffany, and she went down, taking the fire demon in tow. Silver bubbles filled the water as air escaped her lungs. The fire-eater saw Ace splashing to shore, and a blurry image of Julian and Stephanie turning away.

Stephanie was in Julian's arms and wiping blood from his lip, and the fire-eater could feel the rage in Tiffany's flesh, outrage at being left to drown. The fire demon knew she deserved to be left, and not just because of him. Still, he could gain some power from her hate and perhaps bring her waterlogged corpse up for revenge.

He'd done such a thing before. He steeled himself to withstand the moment of death, then, horror of horrors, Tiffany's life began to flash before him.

Beginning in the early years, when her apelike father had punished her by locking her in the beef freezer at his butcher shop.

The fire-eater howled, knocking mucus and bits of lung tissue into the water. The feeling was of being impaled and spinning on a big frozen wheel. Using the last of his strength, he burned Tiffany's innards and jetted up on the power of the boiling explosion that came from her bowels. The body broke the surface, red smoke pouring from it, and levitated above the rippling water. An exhalation of steam shot from Tiffany’s mouth and nose, then the body flipped over like a big fish and sank like a stone.

A gust of wind roared above the pond, dropping ash and tiny cinders. Fearing the fire-eater, Julian and Stephanie fled up the walk to safety. In a final effort, the fire-eater tried to enter Stephanie, but he had no control and was only a hot wind blowing by. He felt the salt of her tears, the mixture of grief and relief she felt at her mother's death, then he was sucked down her nostrils and pushed through a dark portal, his powers cast to the earth as he returned to his ancient home.
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