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  Chapter 1


Landon slipped into the lecture hall fifteen minutes early but found the room already half-filled with students. He scanned the rows of seats, cataloging faces—some skeptical, others curious, all waiting for the Catholic priest who'd traveled across an ocean to engage the spiritual situation on campus. He’d just assumed temporary leadership of the Catholic Newman Center.  
The overhead lights hummed with fluorescent intensity, casting an institutional pallor over everything. Landon's shoulder muscles tensed as he navigated toward the middle section, hyper-aware of every movement around him, a habit he couldn't seem to shake. He’d seen too much since that fateful day when he woke up in a Kansas cornfield with no recollection of who he was. He knew that spiritual forces, angels and demons, were constantly active though often invisible, fighting battles over human souls. 
By the time he found a seat, the trickle of students had become a flood. Bodies pressed in from both sides of the row, backpacks bumped against chairs, and the collective murmur of dozens of conversations created a low, constant rumble. Landon spotted Sarah three rows ahead, her honey-blond head bent toward her notebook as she jotted something down. She glanced back, caught his eye, and offered a small smile that somehow eased the tightness in his chest.
Vanessa sat two rows behind Sarah, with her dark hair and its distinctive white streak falling forward, partially obscuring her face. She wore a black turtleneck that covered most of the strange tattoos on her arms. Her fingers tapped nervously against her knee. Landon watched her scan the room with darting eyes, looking like someone who expected to be asked to leave at any moment.
"Standing room only," someone muttered behind him. "Haven't seen this place this packed since Dr. Myers brought that Nobel laureate last year."
Landon twisted in his seat to look toward the back of the hall. Drs. Chen and Barrett stood against the rear wall, their postures stiff and professional. Dr. Barrett crossed his arms tightly over his chest, his expression unreadable behind his neatly trimmed beard. Dr. Chen, meanwhile, clutched a leather portfolio to her chest like armor.
Three months ago, neither professor would have given the time of day to a Catholic priest discussing demonic possession. But they'd seen things—impossible things—during Mephisto's assault on campus. Things their secular worldviews couldn't explain away.
A hush fell over the crowd as Father Sciplini strode onto the stage. He looked different from when Landon had last seen him at the airport—gone were the simple black shirt and pants, replaced by the formal black cassock and white collar of his office. The wooden crucifix still hung from his neck, catching the light as he moved.
Sciplini didn't shuffle papers or adjust the microphone. He simply stepped to the center of the stage and let his gaze sweep across the packed hall, command radiating from his stillness. When he finally spoke, his Italian accent added weight to each word.
"I understand many of you have questions about what happened here three months ago," he began, his voice filling the space without seeming to rise above conversational volume. "Some call it a mass hallucination. Others suggest elaborate projections or light shows. A few brave souls have whispered words like ‘angels’ and ‘demons’" 
Landon's eyes darted to Vanessa, who shifted uncomfortably in her seat, hands now hidden beneath her thighs as if to stop their trembling.
"Today, I am not here to convince you of anything," Sciplini continued, beginning to pace slowly across the stage. "I am here to present evidence, and you will draw your own conclusions."
What followed was a masterclass in logical argumentation. Sciplini pulled up slide after slide on the projection screen—chemical analyses of residue found at key locations around campus, comparative studies of mass hallucination cases throughout history, statistical probabilities of shared delusions among unrelated individuals, and physical evidence that defied conventional explanation.
"If it were a mass hallucination," Sciplini explained, pointing to a particular graph, "we would expect to see diminishing consistency in reported details as the number of witnesses increases. Instead, we see the opposite—over three hundred witnesses describing identical phenomena with 89% consistency in core details."
Landon watched the faces around him. Skepticism remained, but it was being steadily eroded by data. Even the psychology majors, typically quick to offer alternative explanations, were frowning in concentration rather than dismissal.
"And for those who suggest projection technology," Sciplini continued, clicking to a new slide, "I invite you to explain how light projections could physically move objects weighing over two hundred pounds, as documented here." The slide showed furniture stacked impossibly high in the student center, captured from multiple camera angles.
Landon remembered that day—remembered the demonic strength that had flung tables across rooms like toys. His hand unconsciously rubbed his shoulder where a flying chair had struck him.
"What about environmental toxins?" called out a student near the front. "Couldn't some kind of gas leak or mold explain the shared visions?"
"An excellent question," Sciplini replied, seemingly pleased by the challenge. "Environmental samples were taken within hours of the events. No hallucinogenic compounds were detected at levels that could produce effects of this magnitude." He clicked to another slide showing chemical analyses. "Moreover, the physical effects—objects moving, temperatures dropping to near-freezing in isolated pockets of rooms, recorded electromagnetic anomalies—cannot be attributed to hallucinatory states."
As Sciplini methodically dismantled every conventional explanation, Landon noticed the subtle shift in the room's energy. The tense skepticism was giving way to something else—a collective leaning forward, a hunger to understand.
"I would like to acknowledge Doctors Chen and Barrett," Sciplini said, gesturing toward the back of the hall. "When these events first began, they approached them with appropriate scientific skepticism. Their rigorous questioning and insistence on evidence have strengthened, not weakened, our understanding of what occurred here. In fact, I must thank Dr. Chen for her help in the analysis I presented today. I’m not a scientist, so I defer to her for further questions about the data. I particularly thank them for their open-mindedness in bringing Mr. Zacharias Eldridge to your campus."
The two professors nodded, Dr. Barrett's crossed arms loosening slightly, Dr. Chen's grip on her portfolio easing.
Landon turned his attention to Vanessa again. She was staring at her hands now, as if seeing the faint remnants of her tattoos for the first time. She had been Mephisto's willing vessel once, had channeled his power through those symbols. How much did she remember of her time possessed? How much did she wish she could forget?
"I am not asking you to believe in demons," Sciplini said, his voice softening as he approached the edge of the stage. "I am asking you to follow the evidence where it leads, with open minds and critical thinking. Whatever happened here defies conventional scientific explanation. That much at least should be clear to all of us."
The silence that followed differed from the one that had greeted him—no longer skeptical or defensive, but contemplative. Landon could almost see the mental gears turning in hundreds of minds, rearranging worldviews to accommodate uncomfortable new data.
"And now," Sciplini said, stepping to one side of the stage, "I would like to introduce the man who will be coordinating a new spiritual resource center on your campus—a place where those of you with questions about these events, or any spiritual matters, can find support and community. Mr. Zacharias Eldridge."
As Zacharias rose from his seat in the front row and made his way to the stage, Landon felt a surge of anticipation. The lecture hall had been transformed—not with dramatic conversion or emotional appeals, but with the steady dismantling of barriers to belief. Sciplini had cleared the ground. Now Zacharias would begin to build.
Zacharias made his way to the podium with unhurried steps, his silver hair catching the overhead lights. Where Sciplini commanded attention with the force of his presence, Zacharias drew it with a quiet gravity. Landon straightened in his seat, struck again by the contradiction the old librarian embodied—physically unimposing yet spiritually formidable. The same man who had sat quietly reading ancient texts in the Willowbrook library now stood before hundreds of college students, about to outline a vision for united Christian witness on one of the most secular campuses in the Midwest.
Sciplini remained at the edge of the stage, gesturing toward Zacharias with an open palm. "Mr. Eldridge comes to us with over twenty years of pastoral experience in the Lutheran tradition," he explained. "Though he now serves as a librarian, his theological training and spiritual wisdom make him uniquely qualified to create a space where believers from many traditions can find common ground."
Zacharias adjusted the microphone, the squeak of metal on metal momentarily breaking the silence. When he spoke, his voice carried the measured cadence of someone accustomed to weighing words carefully.
"Thank you, Father Sciplini." When Zacharias smiled, crow's feet deepened around his eyes. "And thank you all for coming today. Three months ago, this campus experienced events that defied rational explanation. I believe those events—troubling as they were—have created an opportunity for honest conversation about spiritual realities. Balanced conversations that are neither given to speculation and excess nor to quick dismissals and ignorant mockery."
Landon watched as Zacharias placed both hands on the podium, leaning forward slightly as if inviting the audience into a more intimate conversation.
"The ministry we're establishing here isn't Catholic or Lutheran or Baptist or Methodist," Zacharias continued. "It's a place where all who follow Christ can gather, learn from one another, and stand united against the challenges of our time—both natural and supernatural. It’s a place that encourages open and charitable dialogue."
Several students nodded. Others scribbled notes. A few shifted uncomfortably in their seats, perhaps troubled by the explicit mention of the supernatural. Landon noted the range of reactions, cataloging them almost automatically.
Sciplini stepped forward then, his black cassock swinging with the movement. "If I may add something to Mr. Eldridge's excellent introduction," he said, beginning to pace across the stage with controlled energy. "One thing we've observed in our work is how effectively the enemy exploits our divisions."
The way Sciplini said "the enemy" sent a chill down Landon's spine. There was no need to clarify who he meant—everyone in this room who had witnessed the events three months ago understood exactly what force had invaded their campus.
"Christianity has fractured into thousands of denominations," Sciplini continued, his Italian accent growing more pronounced as his passion increased. "Catholics distrust Protestants. Protestants question Catholics. Denominations split over interpretations of baptism, communion, church governance. These are not insignificant matters, however, as we fight amongst ourselves, the enemy gains ground."
Landon glanced toward Sarah. She tilted her head slightly as she listened. Three rows back, Vanessa had stopped fidgeting, her eyes fixed on Sciplini with a mixture of wariness and fascination.
"The truth matters," Sciplini declared, punctuating the statement with a sharp gesture. "Absolutely, it matters. But we are also called to speak that truth in love." He paused, letting the words settle. "Too often in Christian discourse, we act as though we must choose—either truth, which leads to behaving toward one another in unloving ways, or love, which leads to watering down truth."
Something clicked in Landon's mind. The Didache, one of the earliest Christian documents, had emphasized unity among believers while maintaining doctrinal clarity. The writings of the earliest Apostolic Fathers, like Clement of Rome and Ignatius of Antioch, were focused almost obsessively on the unity of the Church, urging believers to submit their personal opinions to the wisdom of the Church, the whole, lest pride replace humility, and schism does violence to the body of Christ, the Church. However, these same fathers were adamant about particular teachings, they called out heresies in clear verbiage, and insisted that the love that unites must be a love in a shared truth, a common fellowship and communion. 
"In fact," Zacharias picked up the thread seamlessly, "we must maintain both truth and love. Only when held together do we truly walk as the body of Christ." He gestured toward Sciplini. "Father Sciplini and I disagree on certain theological points. We come from different traditions with different emphases. But we agree on the essentials of faith—who Jesus is, what He accomplished through His death and resurrection, and how we are called to live in response."
Landon noticed a young woman in the front row lean forward, her pen moving rapidly across her notebook. Two rows over, a guy with glasses nudged his friend, both nodding in agreement. The atmosphere in the hall had shifted—from academic curiosity to something deeper, more personal.
"Our differences might presently divide us, but that doesn’t mean we can’t engage our disagreements in a way that isn’t disagreeable," Sciplini added, rejoining Zacharias at the podium. "In fact, our different perspectives can enrich our understanding when approached with humility. Catholics can learn from Lutherans. Baptists can learn from Methodists. We all see through a glass darkly, as Scripture says."
Landon's gaze drifted to Sarah again. Her expression had softened, with a small smile playing at the corners of her mouth. He knew that look—she was mentally connecting dots, seeing how this applied to her own experiences. Her journey from nominal belief to deep faith had been forged in the fire of supernatural conflict. Now she was seeing how her personal story fit into a larger narrative.
Vanessa's reaction was more complex. Her raised eyebrow and slightly pursed lips suggested skepticism, yet she hadn't looked away once. For someone who had willingly invited a demon into her body, then been forcibly freed from its grip, religious talk must evoke complicated emotions. Was she feeling guilt? Curiosity? Fear? 
Sometimes, Landon wished he could read minds as easily as he could read ancient languages.
"This new ministry will provide several resources," Zacharias explained, his tone shifting to more practical matters. "Weekly discussions on topics of faith that welcomes all perspectives. Prayer groups for those seeking spiritual support. Study sessions that explore Scripture from different denominational viewpoints. And most importantly, a community where questions are encouraged and doubt is not seen as failure, but as an opportunity for growth."
A student near Landon leaned toward his friend. "I might actually check that out," he whispered. "Sounds less preachy than the Campus Crusade guys."
Sciplini stepped forward again, his expression earnest. "I must make one thing clear. We aren’t doing this to oppose other ministries, or to critique their methods. The Campus Crusade ministry does fantastic work. What Mr. Eldridge is here to do is to foster more dialogue, better communication, so that we can foster more understanding.”
“There are a lot of difficult questions we often face,” Zacharias added. “Why do bad things happen to good people? How do you resolve what appear to be contradictions in this text, or that one? I won’t dismiss those questions as irrelevant or unimportant, but the one question I’ve faced that I struggle the most to answer is, ‘why are there so many denominations, and how can I know which one is right?’” 
“There isn’t a clear answer to that question,” Father Sciplini said. “I have an opinion, as a Catholic, why the development of such divisions is regrettable historically, but it won’t do any of us any good to cast judgment on those Christians who came before us. We’ve inherited the situation in which the Church finds herself today. Blaming Luther, or medieval popes, or Calvin, or Puritans, or the charismatic movement, or whoever we like to point fingers at to blame for the divisions in the church today, won’t do a thing to heal those divides.” 
Zacharias nodded. “I want to emphasize something crucial. This is not about creating a watered-down, lowest-common-denominator faith where we ignore our differences. Rather, it's about recognizing that what unites us—our common Lord, our common mission, our common enemy—is far greater than what divides us. We are not saying to ignore our differences, or to create a pseudo-unity with a watered-down message that is devoid of any doctrinal content. What I am saying is that if we talk to each other and treat each other charitably, we will more easily expose the lies our enemy continues to tell to sow seeds of division, and to keep us fighting amongst ourselves."
Sciplini leaned forward. “The more we’re fighting each other, the more space we afford the enemy to work—not only by exacerbating our divisions, but because when we’re attacking each other what we aren’t doing is loving our neighbor, we aren’t helping the homeless man on the corner who doesn’t give a lick about your view on whether baptism must be done by full immersion or if pouring is okay, but desperately needs clean water, meal, and a place to sleep.” 
“The obsession with being right is almost pathological in our culture,” Zacharias added. “The truth is absolutely important, but if being right is a source of pride, it’s sinful. Sin breeds sin. Thus, if you allow pride of personal rightness to puff you up, it will fester and breed sin after sin. No matter how divided we might be, our enemy is single-minded.” 
Landon felt something stir within him—not the alien presence of angel or demon that had once inhabited his body, but something wholly his own. A recognition, perhaps, that despite his fragmented memory and mysterious past, he belonged to this larger story. This call for unity in the face of darkness resonated with something deep in his core.
"Now," Sciplini said, stepping forward, "we'd like to open the floor for questions. Please raise your hand if you have something to ask, and we'll do our best to address your concerns."
Hands shot up across the lecture hall like a sudden growth of saplings, some waving urgently, others held steady with deliberate patience. Landon leaned back in his seat, scanning the forest of raised arms. These weren't just academic questions they were seeking; these were personal ones born from witnessing the impossible. He recognized that hunger—the need to make sense of a world suddenly larger and more dangerous than you'd ever imagined. 
Sciplini pointed to a student near the center of the hall, three rows from the front. "Yes, the young man in the blue shirt."
The student who stood was lean and angular, with close-cropped hair and wire-rimmed glasses that caught the light as he rose. Something about his posture—shoulders squared, chin slightly elevated—signaled that his question wasn't merely curious but confrontational. Landon had seen that stance before in theological debates, the physical preparation for verbal combat.
"My name is Eric," the student began, his voice tight with barely contained emotion. "I'm part of the Baptist Student Ministry on campus." He cleared his throat. "My question is for Mr. Eldridge."
Zacharias nodded encouragingly, though Landon noticed a slight tension in the old man's jaw, as if he too recognized the coming challenge.
"Sir, you talk about Christian unity," Eric continued, "but how can you partner with someone who believes you have to earn your salvation?" He gestured toward Sciplini without looking at him. "Catholics believe in works-righteousness. They believe you have to do enough good deeds to get to heaven. That contradicts the gospel of grace that Protestants believe in." His voice grew sharper. "Doesn't partnering with them compromise the truth you say is so important?"
A murmur rippled through the hall. Several students nodded in agreement while others winced at the directness of the challenge. Landon glanced at Sciplini, who remained perfectly still, his expression revealing nothing.
The question itself wasn't surprising to Landon. His mysterious theological knowledge—fragments from his forgotten past—included awareness of the centuries-old dispute over justification. But something felt off about the student's framing.
Zacharias stepped forward, his movements unhurried. When he spoke, his voice carried no defensiveness, only gentle correction wrapped in grandfatherly warmth.
"Eric, thank you for your question. It's important." He paused, eyes kind but unwavering. "But I think you've believed a caricature of Catholic teaching, not what they actually believe."
Eric's posture stiffened further, but Zacharias continued before he could respond.
"This is exactly what we meant about divisions being exploited. For centuries, both Catholics and Protestants have sometimes misrepresented each other's positions, building arguments against views the other side doesn't actually hold." Zacharias gestured toward the audience. "How many Protestants here have been told that Catholics worship Mary or that they believe the Pope is equal to Jesus?"
Several hands went up, accompanied by uncomfortable shifting in seats.
"And how many Catholics have been told that Protestants reject all tradition or that we don't believe in good works at all?"
Fewer hands this time, but still a significant number.
"These are caricatures," Zacharias said firmly. "Attacking them is easy, but it doesn't advance understanding or unity."
Sciplini stepped forward then, moving to stand beside Zacharias. The visual itself was powerful—Catholic priest and a former Protestant pastor standing shoulder to shoulder.
"If I may," Sciplini said, his accent adding weight to each word. "The Catholic Church does not teach, and has never taught, that salvation is earned through works. The Catechism of the Catholic Church states clearly—" he raised a finger for emphasis "—'Our justification comes from the grace of God. Grace is favor, the free and undeserved help that God gives us to respond to his call.'"
Landon watched Eric's face, noting the slight widening of his eyes. This wasn't what he'd expected to hear.
"The Council of Trent, which many Protestants believe rejected salvation by faith, actually declared anathema—that means condemned—anyone who says that justification comes through works alone," Sciplini continued. "Both Catholics and Protestants agree we are saved by grace through faith. Where we have sometimes differed is in how we understand the relationship between faith and works, or what the nature of justifying faith constitutes."
Zacharias nodded. "James tells us that faith without works is dead. Paul tells us we are justified by faith apart from works of the law. These aren't contradictions—they're complementary truths viewed from different angles. Faith that justifies is never alone; it always produces good works. James rejects a kind of faith that is based on mere knowledge. Even the demons believe that Jesus is God’s son. That’s not the kind of faith that saves."
“Faith also involves trust,” Sciplini added. “It’s not enough to merely believe that something’s true, but we must put our hope in that faith. Finally, and here’s where we may have some disagreement, trust doesn’t remain in the heart, as if it didn’t affect the rest of our lives. It’s not something we merely feel. Faith that hopes and trusts in Christ will always follow him. That’s what faith formed by charity, by love, means.”
Zacharias nodded. “It all depends on how you define faith. There are Protestants who hold to what is sometimes called ‘easy believism,’ a faith that just acknowledges something’s true but they don’t actually trust Jesus or follow him in love.”
"Precisely," Sciplini affirmed. "And that's where the Catholic understanding of faith formed by love becomes crucial, drawing directly from Paul. When Paul speaks of 'faith, hope, and love' in 1 Corinthians 13, he's not listing three separate virtues that operate independently. Rather, he's presenting a progression, or perhaps more accurately, a deepening of what true, saving faith entails.
"Think of it this way: faith is the initial assent, the belief in God and His revelation. But if that faith remains a mere intellectual exercise, a cold acknowledgment of facts, then it's incomplete. It needs to be animated. This animation comes through hope—the confident expectation of what God has promised, which spurs us on. But ultimately, it is love, or charity, that perfects faith.
"Paul famously says that 'faith works through love' in Galatians 5:6. For Catholics, this isn't an add-on, but intrinsic to justifying faith. It means that the faith that truly justifies us is not a barren faith, but one that is alive and active, expressed through obedience and good works, not as a means to earn salvation, but as the natural fruit of a heart transformed by God's grace. It's not that our good works justify us; rather, it's that the faith that justifies is necessarily a faith infused with and made active by love. Without love, even the most profound faith would be 'nothing,' as Paul says in 1 Corinthians 13:2. It's a living faith, a working faith, one that blossoms into acts of charity because it is rooted in love for God and neighbor."
Zacharias leaned back, a thoughtful expression on his face. "You've really hit on something important there, Father Sciplini. The terminology. I have to admit, for a long time, I, like many Protestants, truly believed that Catholics taught 'justification by works.' It was a foundational belief in my understanding of the differences between our traditions. But the more I've dug into it, and especially through conversations like this, the more I realize that a huge part of the confusion lies in how we define the very word 'justification.'
"From a Protestant perspective, when we talk about 'justification,' we almost always mean that initial, declarative act of God where He pronounces us righteous, imputing Christ's righteousness to us, making us right with Him at a specific point in time. It's a legal declaration, once and for all, based solely on Christ's work and our faith in it. We'd call that 'initial justification.'
"What Catholics often refer to as 'justification' is something that’s also ongoing, a transformative process of becoming more like Christ, where God makes us actually holy and we cooperate with His grace. That's what Protestants would typically call sanctification. For us, sanctification is the fruit of justification, not its cause. It's the process by which God works in us, shaping us into Christ's image, and yes, we absolutely believe in cooperating with that. But we keep it distinct from the initial declaration of 'justification.'
"And then Catholics sometimes speak of 'final justification,' which Protestants would likely equate with glorification—the ultimate state of being perfectly conformed to Christ, free from all sin, when we stand before God in eternity. So, Father Sciplini, what you're calling 'initial justification,' 'ongoing justification,' and 'final justification' map very closely to what we call 'justification,' 'sanctification,' and 'glorification.' The words are different, but the stages of the Christian journey, and God's work in them, are remarkably similar.
"That difference in language," Zacharias concluded, "explains why there's often so much confusion between our traditions. It's only when we get together and talk, as you and I have done, that we can understand each other.”
Father Sciplini nodded and leaned into his microphone. “I won't say we don't have differences in our understanding of these matters, since we’re less likely to describe initial justification in forensic terms, but now we can actually discuss where we actually disagree, rather than sitting in our groups of like-minded Christians and bad-mouthing a caricature of what other Christians believe.”
“Right!” Zacharias exclaimed. “That kind of behavior, where we argue against strawman versions of other belief systems, is hardly becoming of the Body of Christ. I can’t believe that Jesus, who prayed in his longest recorded prayer in the Bible in John 17, that we would be one, would find this kind of behavior acceptable.”
“We must reject the practice of contempt prior to investigation,” Sciplini concluded. “We must understand one another before we dismiss or condemn each other. It’s my hope that Mr. Eldridge’s new ministry will help us all learn more about what we each believe, that we might more accurately discuss our disagreements, and more thoroughly celebrate what we have in common.” 
Landon glanced around the room. Students who had been fidgeting were now still, leaning forward in their seats. Some were taking notes; others were exchanging surprised looks. Even Dr. Barrett at the back of the room had uncrossed his arms, his head tilted in apparent reassessment.
Eric remained standing, but his confrontational posture had softened. He looked genuinely confused, as if the foundation of a long-held belief was shifting beneath his feet.
"But I was always taught..." he began, then stopped. "Our pastor says..."
"Many sincere pastors teach what they were taught," Zacharias replied gently. "I encourage you to read actual Catholic documents—and the actual position statements of other denominations—not just what others say about them. You might be surprised by what you find."
Eric nodded slowly and sat down, his expression thoughtful rather than defeated.
Landon felt something unlock in his understanding. The mysterious theological knowledge in his mind had always included these nuances, but now they connected to something more immediate and personal. This wasn't just about abstract doctrine; it was about the very unity needed to face the darkness that had invaded their campus. If Christians remained divided by misunderstandings, and obsessed over arguing against fictional versions of each other, how could they possibly stand against the forces of evil? 
A young woman two rows ahead raised her hand next. "So does this mean you think all denominations are equally correct? That our differences don't matter?"
"Not at all," Zacharias replied. "There are actual differences between Christian traditions that shouldn't be minimized. Catholics and Protestants disagree on the authority of the Pope, the number of sacraments, the nature of the Eucharist, and many other important matters." He smiled. "Father Sciplini and I have had some vigorous debates on these topics."
Sciplini chuckled. "Vigorous is a polite way of putting it."
A ripple of laughter eased the tension in the room.
"But these are family disagreements," Zacharias continued. "We don't need to agree on everything to recognize each other as brothers and sisters in Christ, or to stand together for common causes, or against common threats."
The word "threats" hung in the air, unelaborated but understood by everyone who had experienced the supernatural invasion of their campus. Landon caught Sarah turning to look at him, a silent acknowledgment passing between them of what they both knew—that what they had faced wasn't just a theological concept but a living darkness that fed on division and fear.
As Sciplini called on the next student, Landon realized that this exchange had done more than clarify doctrine. It had showed in real time the very unity being proposed—different traditions speaking truth to each other in love, correcting misunderstandings without compromise, standing together despite differences. If that unity could extend beyond this room, beyond this campus, perhaps the darkness wouldn't find such easy entry next time.






  
  Chapter 2


After answering several more questions, Sciplini raised his hands for silence, reclaiming the room's attention. The Q&A had run longer than scheduled, but no one seemed inclined to leave. Landon checked his watch—nearly two hours had passed since the presentation began, yet the energy in the hall remained high, faces alert and engaged. Something significant had shifted here today, a door opening in the collective mind of the campus. Whether that opening led to greater understanding or deeper confusion would depend on what came next. 
"Before we conclude," Sciplini said, his voice carrying easily through the now-hushed hall, "I want to extend a personal invitation to each of you. The ministry Mr. Eldridge will be coordinating isn't just another campus club. It's a response to events that have affected everyone in this room." 
He paced slowly across the stage, making eye contact with different sections of the audience. "We don't need to agree on everything to work together for the Kingdom of God," he continued, extending his hands in a gesture of welcome. "What matters is that we stand united on the essentials of our faith."
Zacharias stepped forward, adding his own invitation. "Our first gathering will be this Sunday evening at seven, in the Newman Center lounge. All are welcome—Catholics, Protestants, Orthodox, the curious, the committed, even the skeptical." His eyes crinkled with gentle humor. "Especially the skeptical."
The formal session concluded with a round of applause that seemed to surprise both Sciplini and Zacharias. Students began gathering their belongings, but instead of the usual rush for the exits, many lingered, forming small clusters of animated conversation. Landon remained seated for a moment, watching the dynamics play out across the hall—professors engaged in debate, students exchanging contact information, small groups huddled in what looked like prayer.
Eventually, he made his way into the aisle and toward the exit. Sarah was waiting in the hallway outside, leaning against the wall, her notebook clutched to her chest. Vanessa stood a few feet away, examining a bulletin board with apparent fascination, though Landon suspected it was more about avoiding immediate conversation than any interest in campus announcements.
"There you are," Sarah said as he approached, a smile warming her face. "What did you think?"
Landon ran a hand through his hair, organizing his thoughts. "Sciplini was brilliant. He didn't try to convince anyone of demons or angels—he just systematically removed every other explanation for what happened. By the end, the supernatural was the only reasonable conclusion left."
"Classic apologetics approach," Sarah agreed. "Remove the barriers to belief first, then present the truth."
Vanessa drifted over, her arms crossed protectively over her chest. "I don't know if I can go to that Sunday meeting," she said without preamble. "It feels too... I don't know. Too soon."
Landon studied her carefully. Three months ago, Vanessa had been Mephisto's willing vessel, her body used for destruction, her occult knowledge exploited for demonic purposes. Her journey back from that darkness had been halting and uncertain.
"No one's pushing you," he said gently. "This isn't about checking boxes or meeting expectations."
Sarah nodded. "Take all the time you need. But I think it might actually help to be around others who've experienced similar things. Maybe not the exact same thing, but we’ve all fought battles with the enemy. You're not alone in this, Vanessa."
The three of them began walking down the corridor, joining the stream of students heading toward the building's main exit. Their pace was unhurried, allowing conversation to unfold naturally.
"I appreciated how they addressed the Catholic-Protestant thing head-on," Landon said, returning to the presentation content. "That student—Eric—he raised a concern a lot of people probably shared. Instead of dismissing it, they engaged it directly."
Sarah's eyes lit up with enthusiasm. "That's what impressed me too! They didn't water down their differences to create some artificial unity. They acknowledged real disagreements while emphasizing common ground." She tucked a strand of hair behind her ear. "That's the kind of campus ministry I'd want to be part of—honest about differences but focused on essentials."
Vanessa seemed to be listening intently, though her expression remained guarded. "How do you know what's essential, though?" she asked, the question cutting to the heart of the matter. "Everyone thinks their version is the right one."
Landon considered this. His fragmented theological knowledge included centuries of church councils, creeds, and disputes over what constituted orthodox belief. "There are some things most Christians throughout history have agreed on," he said slowly. "The nature of Christ. Salvation by grace. The authority of Scripture. The Trinity. Those core beliefs have remained consistent across denominations and cultures."
"But even those get interpreted differently," Vanessa countered, a flash of her academic sharpness emerging. "Catholics and Protestants read the same Bible but reach different conclusions."
"True," Sarah acknowledged. "But that's where the balance of truth and love comes in. We can hold firmly to what we believe is true while treating those who disagree with respect and humility."
They turned a corner, the hallway opening into the main lobby with its high ceiling and wall of windows facing west. The late afternoon sun streamed through, casting long golden bars across the polished floor.
"I think what matters," Landon said, thoughts crystallizing as he spoke, "is whether our differences are about the center or the boundaries." He paused, searching for the right words. "If we agree on who Jesus is and what He did, we can disagree on a lot of secondary issues and still stand together."
"Against demons, you mean," Vanessa said quietly.
The word hung in the air between them—demons—not as theoretical construct but as lived experience. All three of them had faced the darkness directly. All three carried scars, visible or invisible.
"Not just demons," Sarah replied, her voice gentle but firm. "Against all the forces that try to separate us from God and each other. Against fear and hatred and division."
They reached the main doors, pausing before stepping outside. Through the glass, Landon could see the campus spread before them, students crossing the quad, trees beginning to show hints of autumn color, the ordinary life of the university continuing despite the extraordinary truths being discussed inside.
"Do you think it will work?" Vanessa asked suddenly. "This united ministry thing? Most Christians I've met can't even agree on what music to sing in church, let alone how to fight spiritual warfare."
Landon smiled slightly at the accuracy of her observation. "I don't know if it will work," he admitted. "But I know what happens when we don't try." His mind flashed to the fraternity house three months ago, to corridors filled with swirling darkness, to students used as pawns in a game they didn't understand. "Division makes us vulnerable. Unity—even imperfect unity—gives us strength."
Sarah pushed the door open, letting in a rush of fresh air. "Landon and I are going to the Sunday meeting," she declared. "I’d really like it if you came with us."
Vanessa hesitated, then gave a small nod. "Maybe. No promises."
Even that tentative response felt like progress. They stepped outside together, the three of them momentarily silhouetted against the bright backdrop of sunlight through the doorway. To casual observers, they might have looked like any group of students leaving a lecture—a tall young man with thoughtful eyes, a woman whose confident stride suggested purpose and determination, another woman whose cautious movements hinted at recent trauma.
But Landon knew better. They were more than students now. They were veterans of an unseen war, survivors who had glimpsed a reality most people never encountered. And whether they fully understood it yet or not, they were being called to something larger than themselves—a unity that transcended theological differences, a community forged in a shared experience of darkness and light.
As they walked toward the center of campus, the sun setting behind them cast their shadows long before them on the pavement—three shadows merging into one, then separating again with each step. United but distinct. Together but individual. A living metaphor for the very unity they had just spent hours discussing.
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