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Disclaimer

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, places, events, and incidents are either the product of the author’s imagination or used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, real events, or actual locales is purely coincidental.

This novel contains themes of religious belief, spiritual warfare, demonic entities, and apocalyptic prophecy presented solely for the purpose of storytelling. The theological interpretations, scriptural references, and supernatural elements depicted herein are part of a fictional narrative and are not intended to represent or redefine any specific doctrine, denomination, or faith tradition.

Readers are advised that this work includes mature themes, disturbing imagery, violence, and spiritual conflict that may not be suitable for all audiences.

The author respects all faiths and belief systems. This story is intended as imaginative fiction and not as a statement of religious authority or spiritual instruction.

© Jerrimiah Stonecastle. All rights reserved.
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Train up a child in the way he should go: and when he is old, he will not depart from it. — Proverbs 22:6

The old man’s hands trembled as he signed the papers, the pen scratching against the document like a confession. Samuel Leavy had built Leavy’s Fine Clothing from a pushcart on Delancey Street to a three-story anchor in the heart of downtown, and now, with liver spots and veins like roadmap across his knuckles, he was giving it away.

“Take care of it, Abe.” 

His voice was gravel laced with phlegm. 

“Your brothers didn’t want it. Your sister married that dentist in Scarsdale. You’re the only one who ever loved the smell of the place.”

Abraham Leavy, twenty-six years old and still carrying his father’s ambition like a second skeleton, squeezed the old man’s shoulder. “I know, Pop.”

Outside the plate glass windows, the city pulsed with the kind of energy that made men rich or buried them. It was 1989. Hair was big, greed was good, and Abraham could already see himself in the pages of some magazine, standing before an empire of his own making.

What he couldn’t see—what no one ever sees—was the stranger standing across the street, watching the father and son through the reflection in a bakery window. The stranger smiled, tilted his head like a man appraising livestock, and made a small notation in a leather book no larger than a passport.

He wrote: Abraham Leavy. Seed planted. Harvest in approximately twenty-five years. Promising.

Then he vanished into the noonday crowd, and no one noticed because no one ever notices until it’s time to notice.

*_*_*_*

Vanessa Cole noticed Abraham the way a lioness notices a wildebeest separated from the herd.

She appeared at the store six weeks after Samuel’s retirement, a vision in red silk and too much perfume, asking about a dress for her mother’s anniversary party. Abraham, still learning the rhythm of the register and the inventory sheets, nearly dropped the garment pole when she smiled.

“You’re the son,” she said. Not a question.

“I’m the son.”

“Your father always took care of my mother. Said she’d been coming here since before I was born.” 

Vanessa ran her fingers along a bolt of Italian wool, and Abraham watched her fingers the way a starving man watches bread.

“I hope you’ll take care of us too.”

“I will,” he said. 

And meant it. And meant it in ways he didn’t yet understand.

She bought the dress. She came back the next week for shoes. The week after that, she found him at the coffee shop two blocks down, just happening to be there, just happening to have a free hour, just happening to find him desperately lonely and desperately eager and desperately stupid.

They were married in the spring.

Samuel Leavy, wasting away in a hospice bed, gripped his son’s hand with surprising strength. 

“She’s hungry, that one.”

“She loves me, Pop.”

“Love don’t look like that.” 

The old man coughed, and something wet rattled in his chest. 

“Love looks like your mother looking at me across forty years of burnt toast and lost arguments. That girl looks at you like you’re a meal.”

Abraham pulled his hand away. 

“You don’t know her.”

“I know hungry.” Samuel’s eyes drifted closed. “I was hungry once too. Before I had something worth more than hunger.”

He died three days later, and Abraham buried him on a Tuesday, and by Friday he had forgotten the warning because Vanessa was warm beside him and the store was thriving and the future stretched out like a six-lane highway with no speed limit.

*_*_*_*

The stranger attended the funeral. He stood beneath an oak tree at the edge of the cemetery, dressed in black that seemed to drink the sunlight, and he watched Abraham lower his father into the ground. When the mourners dispersed, when Vanessa tugged Abraham’s arm toward the waiting limousine, the stranger remained.

“Not yet,” he murmured to himself. “But soon. The seeds must root before they can be harvested.”

A groundskeeper found a patch of scorched earth where the stranger had stood. He shrugged, spat tobacco juice, and went back to his mower.

It rained that night, and by morning, nothing remained but mud.

Five Years Later

Leavy’s Fine Clothing became Leavy’s Department Store. Then Leavy’s Plaza. Then a second location, then a third. Abraham had the touch—or seemed to. Every risk paid off. Every expansion landed exactly right. Vanessa spent accordingly, and Abraham smiled at the way she looked at him now, like a queen regarding her king, and he told himself his father had been wrong, had been old and bitter and wrong.

He told himself this in the bathroom mirror every morning while shaving. He told himself this at night while Vanessa slept beside him, her breathing soft and regular and somehow hungry even in rest. He told himself this when the first rumors arrived.

“A mega-store,” his manager said, face pale. “Across the street. They’re breaking ground next month.”

Abraham laughed. 

“Let them come. We’ve been here forty years. We have loyalty. We have history. We have—”

He stopped, because the manager was holding a rendering, and the rendering showed a building three times the size of Leavy’s Plaza, with a parking structure and a food court and glass elevators that gleamed like the future eating the past.

“We have what, boss?”

Abraham looked at the rendering. Looked at his reflection in the glass of his office window.

“We have a fight,” he said.

But his voice, for the first time in five years, did not sound like a man who believed he would win.

That night, he dreamed of a stranger with obsidian eyes, standing beneath an oak tree, watching him. In the dream, the stranger smiled.

“Not yet,” the stranger said. “But soon.”

Abraham woke in a cold sweat, Vanessa’s arm heavy across his chest, and lay awake until dawn. He did not pray. He had never prayed. But something in him, something ancient and frightened and small, wished he knew how.
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When the Devil takes the stand,
Heaven watches.





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/image000.png
STONECASTLE

PUBLICATIONS LLC





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





