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  Chapter 1


The sizzle of eggs hitting the griddle filled Landon’s ears, his morning anthem. Steam rose around him as he worked Dinah’s Diner’s breakfast rush, movements efficient after three months of practice. Three months since his baptism, since Lucifer, and he’d found rhythm in this life. But beneath the surface, questions simmered as hot as the griddle. 
“Order up!” Landon called, sliding plates to the window. His forearms glistened with sweat, a sensation he barely noticed anymore. The morning shift offered comfort—crack eggs, flip bacon, toast bread, repeat. Simple tasks with clear results. A welcome change-of-base from battling with demons and the devil himself. 
The kitchen enveloped him—knives chopping, dishwasher whirring, line cooks calling orders. Dinah’s Diner, Willowbrook’s busiest breakfast spot. It was where everything started, where he’d healed Sarah’s scars. Everything had come full-circle.
Now he belonged. No suspicious glances, no whispers about Flight 713. Most everyone knew he’d healed Sarah, that he’d made the news first as a hero, later as a suspect, finally exonerated. Time had a way of normalizing it all. Today, so far as his co-workers were concerned, he was just Landon, the reliable new cook with a quiet work ethic.
Through the service window, he watched Sarah moving between tables. Her smile flashed as she topped off a regular’s coffee. Her laughter carried over when the elderly man at table seven delivered a well-worn joke. 
The spatula was solid, simple, uncomplicated. His task was simple. Flip pancakes. Don’t burn the bacon. Not too crispy, not too limp. Cook up the occasional sausage for the odd patron who actually preferred it to bacon. 
Memories before the cornfield remained elusive, but he’d learned to live with the gaps. Biblical languages—Greek, Hebrew, Aramaic—still surfaced effortlessly, like native tongues. Some nights, he’d lose himself in ancient texts, searching for answers about the world Remiel came from, about Mephisto, about his newfound faith in Jesus Christ.
But during these morning shifts, a certain peace settled in. The Holy Spirit didn’t surge through him like a supernatural force, not like Remiel had before. Instead, quiet nudges, moments of clarity, and guidance. No healings. No exorcisms. 
“Quickly, Landon—Denver for twelve,” Dinah shouted. “Mr. Henderson’s getting impatient.”
“Coming right up.” He reached for bell peppers and ham.
His gaze drifted to Sarah, now animated in conversation with Jenna. He caught fragments.
”—got the housing assignment yesterday,“ Sarah said. “Ellis Hall. One of the nicer freshman dorms.”
“That’s amazing,” Jenna replied. “When do you leave?”
“Two weeks from Saturday. Orientation starts that Monday.”
“Pre-med is going to be intense.”
Sarah’s laugh cut through the diner noise. “After everything I’ve been through? Classes don’t scare me anymore.”
Landon’s grip tightened on the spatula. Two weeks. He’d known it was coming—helped with scholarship applications, celebrated the acceptance—but hearing the date made it suddenly, painfully real.
He focused on folding the omelet with meticulous care. Sarah deserved this. After the fire, after Marcus Wormwood’s manipulation, after being dragged into his supernatural nightmare—she’d earned her shot at normal. Kansas University was only an hour away.
So why did his chest ache as if she were disappearing forever?
He plated the omelet precisely. Through the window, his eyes met Sarah’s. A silent acknowledgment passed between them, a shared history no one else could understand. She smiled; a pang went through him. He managed a smile back, knuckles white on the plate’s edge.
The moment broke when Sarah turned to answer a customer. Landon returned to the griddle, letting familiar work anchor him. A fresh order ticket appeared; he focused on Jenna’s rushed handwriting.
The kitchen door swung open, bringing cooler air as Sarah entered, order pad in hand. Her cheeks flushed, eyes bright.
“Two egg whites scrambled with spinach, one wheat toast dry, side of fruit,” she announced, clipping the order to the line. Her smile faltered. “You okay? You seem... tense.”
Landon shrugged, flipping bacon with unnecessary force. “Just busy. Morning rush.”
Sarah leaned against the counter, studying him. In less than a year, they’d been through more than some couples face in a lifetime. There’d been no talk of marriage—not with college looming—but they knew each other like a seasoned couple. She’d become adept at reading his moods.
“Is it the nightmares again?” The kitchen noise nearly drowned out the question.  
He shook his head. “No, I’m good. Really.” He forced his shoulders to relax. “How’s table nine? Still complaining about the coffee being too strong?”
Sarah rolled her eyes. “Of course. Some things never change.” She hesitated. “I was telling Jenna about move-in day. I was thinking... maybe you could drive up with me? Help get everything settled?”
The invitation was casual, but he heard the unspoken question: Are you okay with this? Will we be okay?
He flipped more eggs. “Sure. I’ll ask Dinah for the day off.”
Sarah’s smile returned, genuine and warm. “Great! Mom and Dad are coming too, but—“ She lowered her voice. “I’d like having you there. After everything, it feels right. I don’t know if I’d have had the courage without you, Landon. After you healed me, and everything we’ve gone through. God sent you to me for a reason. It’s like God was preparing me for this.”
The pass-through bell dinged. “Order up for table three!” Miguel called.
“Duty calls.” Sarah grabbed the plates and pushed through the door, leaving Landon with his thoughts.
He watched her go, a knot forming in his chest. Pride swelled, warm and fierce—she’d fought so hard. But a colder tendril of fear snaked around it. What if this new life pulled her too far away?
Landon cracked more eggs, whites sizzling in the pan.
“Hey, quit daydreaming,” Miguel nudged him. “Tickets backing up.”
Landon nodded, pushing worries aside. The rush would last another hour. Sarah’s departure was still two weeks away. For now, there were eggs to flip, bacon to crisp, toast to butter.
He settled back into rhythm. One order at a time. One day at a time. The future—with all its uncertainties—would arrive soon enough.
“Hash browns, extra crispy!” he called, sliding another plate into the window. Through the opening, he glimpsed Sarah laughing with elderly customers. The sight steadied him. Whatever came next, they’d faced worse together.
Much worse.






  
  Chapter 2


A mid-morning lull settled over Dinah’s Diner. Landon dragged a cloth across the hot griddle, steam hissing back at him with a viciousness that was only exceeded by demons, and perhaps really angry cats. Only a handful of regulars remained, nursing coffee. These quiet moments, when chaos subsided and the world narrowed to simple tasks, brought Landon peace. 
Through the service window, he watched Sarah weave between tables with the coffee pot. Sunlight streamed through the front windows, catching her golden hair. 
She was prettier than an angel. Not that the angels Landon had met were all that attractive to him—they were all dudes. But the sentiment still struck a chord. 
Landon tossed the cleaning cloth into the sink and reached for a fresh spatula, shifting mentally to the lunch menu. Miguel had left for his break, leaving Landon alone in the kitchen’s quiet. He found himself humming—an old hymn he somehow knew.
The bell above the entrance chimed.
Landon glanced up instinctively. A single customer—middle-aged, dark hair threaded with silver, wearing a charcoal overcoat despite summer heat. He moved deliberately, gaze sweeping the half-empty diner before selecting a corner booth with clear sightlines to both entrance and kitchen.
Something about the calculated way he chose his seat sent prickles down Landon’s spine.
The stranger removed his coat, folding it neatly beside him. He wore a crisp white shirt, sleeves buttoned at the wrists despite the warmth. His posture was rigid, almost militaristic.
Landon turned back to the grill, trying to dismiss the feeling as paranoia.
Then the stranger looked up.
Their eyes met through the service window. An invisible current jolted through Landon. The spatula clattered from his suddenly numb fingers. His lungs seized. Cold sweat erupted across his forehead.
The man’s eyes—dark, almost black—held him with terrifying recognition. Not the curiosity of someone who might have seen Landon in Flight 713 news reports. This was deeper, more intimate. Those eyes knew him.
A memory flash exploded behind Landon’s eyes: darkness, smoke and something metallic, whispered words in a language not English but that he understood perfectly. Pain. Purpose. A plan.
The kitchen suddenly felt suffocating. The scar on Landon’s mid-section—left from the gunshot wound he’d incurred before he’d lost his memory, the wound that almost killed him twice—burned as if freshly made. He braced against the counter, fighting for breath.
“Landon?”
Sarah’s voice broke through the fog. She stood in the doorway, brow furrowed, gaze flicking from his face to his white-knuckled grip.
“You okay? You look like you’ve seen a ghost.”
Landon swallowed. “I’m fine,” he managed, voice hoarse. He bent for the fallen spatula, the movement intensifying his dizziness. “Just... dropped something.”
Sarah stepped closer, lowering her voice. “Is it him? That new customer? You went white when he looked over.”
Landon straightened, meeting her gaze. Honesty. He’d promised her honesty.
“I don’t know,” he admitted, wiping damp palms on his apron. “Something about him feels... familiar. Not in a good way.”
Sarah’s expression turned serious. “You think he’s one of them?” She leaned in, dropping to a whisper. “A demon?”
Landon shook his head. “No, not exactly. More like... I’ve seen him before. Before the cornfield, maybe.”
“Do you think he knew you... before?” Sarah asked carefully.
Landon risked another glance. The stranger held a menu but wasn’t reading it. His gaze remained fixed on the kitchen.
“I can’t place him. I don’t know if it’s his face, though. It’s his eyes. Not coal-black like what I used to see in people possessed, but maybe it’s just less obvious now.”
Sarah studied the stranger, eyes narrowed. “Never seen him in Willowbrook before.” She grabbed her notepad. “I’ll take his order.”
Landon’s hand shot out, fingers closing around her wrist. “Wait—“
Sarah looked down at his hand, then back at his face. “What is it?”
He couldn’t articulate the warning bells clanging in his mind. “I don’t... I’m not sure you should...”
“Landon.” Sarah’s voice was gentle but firm. “We can’t hide forever. If he’s something... evil... we need to know. If he’s not, and you’re mistaken, I can’t treat him like a pariah. Better to find out now.”
She was right. Yet every instinct screamed to keep her away.
“I’ll be careful,” she promised. “Just taking his order. In full view of everyone.”
He released her wrist reluctantly. “If anything feels off—anything—come right back.”
Sarah nodded, sobering at his intensity. “Promise.” She squeezed his hand briefly, then pushed through the door.
Landon moved to the service window, pretending to organize tickets while watching the stranger. His pulse hammered as Sarah approached the booth, notepad poised, professional smile in place.
The stranger turned to her. Landon tensed, ready to vault through the window if necessary. But the man merely nodded as Sarah spoke, his manner polite. He didn’t touch her or say anything that changed her expression. After a brief exchange, Sarah wrote on her pad and walked away.
Landon exhaled slowly. Maybe he was overreacting. Maybe stress from Sarah’s departure, combined with fractured memories, created shadows where none existed.
Yet that memory flash had felt so real. The stranger’s knowing eyes. The persistent burn in his scar.
He turned from the window, steadying himself against the prep counter. Not every stranger was a threat; his past made him jumpy. But the cold dread coiling in his gut dismissed such logic.
The kitchen door swung open. Sarah reappeared, composed but with lingering shadows in her eyes.
“Everything okay?” Landon asked, striving for casual.
Sarah nodded. “He was perfectly polite. Barely looked at me.” A beat of silence. “But he kept staring over here. At you.”
A chill crawled up Landon’s spine despite the heat. So he hadn’t imagined it.
“What did he order?” Landon reached for a clean spatula.
“Just coffee and toast,” Sarah replied. “Said he wasn’t very hungry.”
Simple. Innocuous. But also a little odd. Who orders just toast?
Landon moved to the toaster, actions mechanical as thoughts whirled. Why did this man feel familiar? From before his memory loss? From his time with Remiel or Mephisto? Something else entirely?
His fingers trembled slightly, retrieving bread. If the man knew him from before, he might have answers to questions that had haunted Landon for months. Mostly, Landon gave up searching. He was happy with his new life, and all he’d learned of his past, there wasn’t much there worth exploring. He was a foster kid, barely knew his last foster family, but had done well enough to get into college—where he and Sciplini, now a priest but then an ignorant man barely come-of-age, had inadvertently coaxed some self-proclaimed witch into summoning Mephisto. 
It’s what started everything. Before that, though, what was there worth finding? Did he really want to know what he’d done in college after Sciplini returned to Italy? What about his college baseball career? It’s what had gotten him into St. Thomas University to begin with. There had to be more to know, even if it wasn’t consequential to who Landon was now. Who had he been? 
But if the stranger was a threat...
He dropped bread into the toaster, pressing the lever down forcefully. The kitchen felt suddenly confining. He rolled his shoulders, trying to ease the tension settled there like physical weight. One customer with an intense stare didn’t mean his fragile peace was shattering. Sometimes a stranger was just a stranger.
The toaster popped, making him flinch. He moved toward it with deliberate calm. His hands felt unnaturally steady, a chilling stillness settling over him—the way his body braced before facing demons.
“Just coffee and toast, right?” he asked, retrieving bread with mechanical precision.
“Black coffee, dry toast. No butter, no jam.” Sarah leaned against the counter, studying him. “Landon, if you think he’s dangerous—“
“I don’t know what he is,” Landon interrupted, voice tight. He placed toast on a white plate with unnecessary exactitude. “But I know he’s... something.”
Sarah nodded, hand rising to touch the small silver cross at her neck. “Should I call Zacharias?” The former minister turned former librarian had been one of their few allies in recent months. He was the only one apart from Landon and Sarah who knew the entire story.
Landon shook his head. “Not yet. I need to find out what we’re dealing with first.” He poured coffee, steam rising from the dark liquid. “No point raising alarms if it’s nothing.”
But it wasn’t nothing. The persistent throb in his scar confirmed that much.
Sarah reached for the plate and mug. “I’ll take it to him.”
Landon’s hand shot out, covering hers. “No. I’ve got it.”
Their eyes met, a silent conversation flowing between them.
“Landon,” Sarah whispered, “you don’t have to do this.”
“I know.” A tight smile touched his lips. “But this man…” He eased her hand away. “Just stay close. Watch.”
Sarah nodded reluctantly. “I’ll be right by the counter. If anything happens—anything—I’m coming over.”
Landon picked up the plate and mug. He took a slow breath, reciting a silent prayer. But deliver us from evil…
The kitchen door swung open. The familiar sounds washed over him—silverware clinking, muted conversations, soft music from the jukebox. Ordinary sounds now like thin veneer over something darker.
The stranger sat exactly as before, posture straight, gaze fixed on the door Landon had emerged from. When their eyes met, the man’s lips curved in a slight smile that held no warmth, only chilling certainty.
Landon crossed the floor, each step measured. The plate and mug felt unnaturally heavy. He sensed Sarah positioning herself at the counter, casual but alert.
Three steps away. Two. One.
Landon placed the plate and mug down. “Your toast and coffee,” he said, voice steady despite pressure building in his chest.
The stranger looked up, dark eyes boring through Landon’s carefully constructed facade. “Thank you.” His voice was deep, with a subtle, unplaceable accent—not foreign, precisely, but as if English wasn’t his preferred language, despite perfect pronunciation.
As Landon began withdrawing his hand, the stranger’s fingers deliberately brushed his wrist. The touch lasted only a second, but a jolt surged up Landon’s arm.
Another memory fragment exploded: a dark room, walls lined with ancient texts, air thick with incense. The stranger standing before him, younger perhaps, but with the same eyes, speaking Aramaic. “The vessel must be prepared. The time approaches.”
Landon jerked back, the vision dissolving. His scar burned hotter, a line of fire across his palm.
The stranger’s smile widened slightly, satisfaction glinting in his eyes. “Something wrong?” he asked, tone pleasant yet heavy with unspoken knowledge.
Landon fought to keep his expression neutral. “No. Enjoy your meal.”
“I’m sure I will.” The stranger reached for his coffee, movement languid, almost predatory. “This is a pleasant town. Quiet. The kind of place where one might... recover. Find peace.”
The words, innocuous on the surface, carried an unnerving emphasis that made Landon’s skin crawl. This wasn’t random. The stranger knew.
“Willowbrook has its charms,” Landon replied, mouth dry.
The stranger nodded, sipping coffee. “Indeed. Though I’ve found that peace is often... temporary. Especially for those with unfinished business.” His gaze flicked meaningfully to Sarah, then back. “Don’t you agree?”
The implied threat sent tension through Landon’s shoulders; he fought the urge to physically shield Sarah. “I should get back to the kitchen,” he said, stepping back.
“Of course.” The stranger set down his mug. “I wouldn’t want to keep you from your... duties.” The last word carried weight that pressed against Landon’s chest. “Perhaps we’ll speak again. Soon.”
It wasn’t a question. It was a statement of intent.
Landon gave a stiff nod and turned away, keeping his pace normal as he crossed back. Sarah met him, eyes wide with apprehension.
“What did he say?” she whispered. “You look... wrong.”
“Nothing that made much sense,” Landon muttered, gaze drawn back to the stranger, who was now calmly buttering toast—toast he had specifically requested dry. “Not typical small-talk, either.”
Sarah followed his gaze, breath catching. “What did he say to you?”
“Nothing specific. Just... he knows me, Sarah. Knows about me.” Landon rubbed his burning scar. “When he touched me, I remembered something. A room, ancient texts. Him... speaking Aramaic.”
Sarah’s eyes widened. “From before? Before the cornfield?”
Landon nodded. “It felt like... preparation. Like he was getting me ready for something.” He swallowed hard. “He said something about a vessel. Like, maybe he was talking about me, my body, preparing it for…you know.”
The word landed between them, cold and heavy. Sarah’s breath hitched, her hand flying to her throat.
“You said Aramaic?” she tilted her head. “We should call Zacharias.”
“Not yet,” Landon interrupted. “I need to know more first. If this man knows about my past, he might have answers I’ve been searching for.”
“Or he might drag you back into whatever you escaped from,” Sarah countered, protective instincts flaring. “Landon, we barely survived last time. If this is starting again—“
“It never stopped,” Landon said quietly, truth settling deep. “It just... paused. I always knew that.” He met her gaze directly. “Didn’t you?”
Sarah’s silence was answer enough. For all their attempts at normalcy, for all their plans, a part of them had both sensed their respite was temporary.
Across the diner, the stranger sipped coffee, watching their whispered exchange with casual interest. When Landon glanced his way, the man raised his mug in mock toast, eyes never leaving Landon’s face.
“He’s playing with us,” Landon muttered, cold anger solidifying beneath fear.
“So what do we do?” Sarah asked, voice small.
Landon squared his shoulders, resolve hardening his gaze. “We finish our shift. Act normal. I’ll watch him, see what he does next.” He touched Sarah’s arm lightly. “Tonight, we pray. And I’ll call Zacharias.”
Sarah nodded, worried expression remaining. “I don’t like this, Landon. Not with me leaving soon. If something’s starting—“
“Don’t.” Landon cut her off, voice firm. “Your future isn’t getting derailed again. Not because of me, not because of him, not because of any of this.” His jaw tightened. “You’ve earned your shot at a normal life, at college. I won’t let anything take that from you.”
Sarah’s eyes softened, her own strength returning. “That’s not your decision to make. We’re in this together, remember?”
The bell above the door chimed. A family of four entered, children’s excited voices cutting through the tension. Sarah squeezed his hand quickly before moving to greet them, professional smile sliding back in place.
Landon returned to the kitchen, senses strained toward the dining room, toward the stranger in the corner booth. The man ate with deliberate slowness, posture relaxed but alert. Like a predator who knew his prey was cornered.
As the kitchen door swung shut, Landon braced against the counter, drawing deep breaths. The memory fragment replayed: the dark room, ancient texts, the stranger’s voice speaking about preparation and vessels.
Part of him clung to denial—a coincidence, a misunderstanding, his mind playing tricks. 
But the burning scar, fragmented memories, and the stranger’s knowing eyes formed a truth too stark to ignore.
Whatever had begun in that cornfield three months ago, whatever had culminated in his confrontation with Lucifer, it wasn’t over. Perhaps it had never been over. Perhaps it had just been waiting, patient and calculating, for the right moment to resume.
Landon’s heart raced as he stole a glance through the service window, expecting to find the mysterious man still seated in the corner booth. But to his surprise, the spot was empty. The stranger had vanished without a trace.
Confusion furrowed Landon’s brow as he noticed a stack of bills left on the table, neatly arranged beneath a barely-touched coffee cup. 
He hesitated for a moment, debating whether to investigate further or let it go. But deep down, Landon knew this encounter wasn’t a mere coincidence. The stranger hadn’t come for a piece of toast and a sip of coffee. He’d come for Landon—but what did he want? Who was he? What was he up to, and when would Landon see him again? All questions Landon couldn’t answer, but couldn’t let go of. 






  
  Chapter 3


The bell above Willowbrook Coffee’s door chimed as Landon entered. His eyes scanned the half-empty café with a vigilance he hadn’t needed in months. No sign of Zacharias. He chose a corner table, back to the wall. Given the appearance of the stranger, Landon wanted to keep everything in front of him. What the man possessed, aligned with Lucifer, or something else? Landon’s gut said that he had nefarious intentions, but he couldn’t be sure of anything.  
He ordered black coffee, needing something to occupy his hands. His fingers drummed against the wooden tabletop while he replayed the morning’s encounter at Dinah’s Diner. Those eyes. That knowing smile. The memory fragments that exploded through his consciousness like shrapnel.
The call to Zacharias had been brief. “I need to talk,” Landon had rasped. “It’s happening again.” The older man understood immediately and agreed to meet after Landon’s shift.
Sarah had wanted to come, her fierce loyalty a given. But Dinah had left with a migraine, and someone needed to cover. “Tell me everything later,” she’d insisted, squeezing his hand. “Every detail.” He’d promised, though part of him yearned to shield her from whatever darkness might be seeping back into their lives.
The barista slid his coffee across the counter. Outside, clouds gathered, muting the afternoon sun. Everything felt like it was changing.
His scar burned again, a sharp line of fire. Landon grimaced, pressing his palm against it through his shirt. Since the stranger’s touch that morning, phantom pain had flared intermittently. 
The bell chimed. Zacharias stepped through the doorway, silver hair catching what remained of the sunlight. Despite being well into his sixties, he moved with contained energy. His eyes, however, carried the quiet weight of decades lived in service and study.
“Landon.” Zacharias’s voice was steady as he slid into the opposite chair, placing a worn leather messenger bag on the table. “You look like you haven’t slept.”
“I slept fine last night. Not sure I will tonight, though. Hard to sleep when you’ve seen what I’ve seen, experienced what I’ve experienced. When someone comes to town with an unspoken agenda, giving off demon vibes.”
Zacharias signaled the barista, who nodded in familiar recognition. He turned his full attention to Landon. “Tell me everything.”
The words spilled out. The stranger at the diner. The calculated way he’d selected his seat, a predator choosing its vantage point. The way his eyes—dark, unsettlingly familiar—had locked with Landon’s across the room.
“When he touched me—“ Landon’s voice dropped. “It was deliberate, Zacharias. He made sure our skin connected. And then—” He drew a sharp breath. “Memories. Not like flashes or dreams. Full, vivid scenes of my past I’ve never recalled before.”
Zacharias leaned forward. “What did you see?”
“A room. Dark, filled with ancient texts. Him, younger maybe, but those same eyes. Speaking Aramaic.” Landon swallowed hard, phantom scents of incense and old parchment tickling his senses. “He said something about a vessel being prepared. That ‘the time approaches.’”
“And you understood the Aramaic?” Zacharias asked quietly.
Landon nodded. “Perfectly. Like it was English.” He pressed his fingers against his temples. “Since Remiel and Mephisto left, all these languages—Hebrew, Greek, Aramaic—they’re still there. Like they downloaded entire libraries into my head.”
The barista approached with Zacharias’ tea. He offered thanks and waited until she retreated. “Did he say anything else at the diner? Directly to you?”
Landon’s jaw tightened. “Nothing specific. But it was clear he knew. About me, about Willowbrook being a place to ‘recover’ and ‘find peace.’ He called it ‘temporary.’” His fingers curled around his mug. “And he looked at Sarah. Just for a second. But it felt like a threat.”
A shadow crossed Zacharias’ features. “Did he indicate when he might return?”
“He said we’d speak again ‘soon.’ Then vanished while I was in the kitchen. Left money to cover his toast and coffee. Which he barely touched.”
Zacharias leaned closer. “This man—did he seem human?”
Landon paused, brow furrowed. “Yes. Not like Belial or the others when they manifested. No coal-black eyes or obvious supernatural signs. Just... intensely familiar. Like someone I once knew very well.”
“From before the cornfield?”
“I think so.” Landon stared into his cooling coffee. “But I’m not sure if he knew me before Mephisto, or because of Mephisto. My scar’s been burning off and on since he touched me.”
Concern softened Zacharias’s weathered features. After several years as a minister before becoming Willowbrook’s librarian, he had developed a measured approach to even the most unsettling spiritual matters. “I don’t know what to make of this man or these visions, but we need to prepare you.”
He extracted a well-worn Bible from his leather bag. The pages were heavily marked, colorful tabs protruding from various sections. He set it between them, opening it with practiced hands.
“Ephesians 6,” Zacharias said. “Paul’s description of the armor of God.”
Landon nodded. “I know it. ‘Put on the whole armor of God, that you may be able to stand against the schemes of the devil.’”
Zacharias’s eyebrows rose slightly. “Your biblical recall remains impressive.”
“Remiel’s parting gift,” Landon said with a humorless smile. “Though sometimes it feels more like Mephisto’s.”
“Knowledge itself is neutral,” Zacharias reminded him. “It’s how we use it that matters.” He tapped the open page. “Most popular preachers, even some commentaries dealing with this passage focus on Roman military imagery—Paul using a soldier’s equipment as a metaphor. But there’s something deeper here that many preachers miss.”
Landon leaned forward despite his anxiety.
“These pieces—the belt of truth, the breastplate of righteousness, the shield of faith—they aren’t just random military equipment.” Quiet intensity settled into Zacharias’s voice. “They correspond more closely to priestly garments from the Old Testament.”
“The high priest’s vestments,” Landon murmured, knowledge surfacing unbidden.
“Exactly.” Zacharias traced his finger along the text. “The breastplate of righteousness parallels the breastplate worn by the high priest, which held twelve stones representing the tribes of Israel. It symbolized the priest’s role in bearing the people before God in his heart. He stood not on his own behalf, but he was called to intercede for God’s people. For believers, this suggests that our righteousness in Christ enables us to stand before God on behalf of others. It’s about prayer and intercession.”
The words penetrated Landon’s consciousness, then suddenly faded. The coffee shop—the scent of roasted beans, the clatter of cups—dissolved around him. It was replaced by towering bookshelves, the smell of aged paper, and the soft glow of library lamps. A memory, crystal-clear and overwhelming, pulled him under like a riptide.
Landon’s hand froze mid-reach for his mug. His eyes unfocused, staring through Zacharias rather than at him. The rain tapping against the café windows transformed into the soft whir of climate control in St. Thomas University’s theological library.
Dust motes danced in lamplight. The weight of ancient theology texts—Athanasius, Augustine, Aquinas—pressed against his palms. The cool wooden surface of a study carrel beneath his forearms. Landon could feel the scratch of his pen against paper, the slight cramp in his hand from hours of writing. A half-empty coffee cup sat at his elbow, long gone cold.
The library was nearly empty—close to closing time. Finals week. His last semester. Course syllabi spread before him: Advanced Systematic Theology, Pauline Epistles, Ancient Near East Custom and Culture.
He’d been so close. Three courses shy of completing his theology degree. Landon didn’t even realize he’d been studying theology. Was that where this knowledge came from, not from an angel or demon? Why had he chosen theology, of all things? Hadn’t he gotten into the university on a baseball scholarship? That’s what Sciplini told him. 
Unless he declared his major after Sciplini returned to Italy. After Mephisto’s influence. Why would a demon inspire Landon to study theology? Perhaps it wasn’t the demon at all. Maybe he’d been fighting the demon long before the demon took over. 
Around him, dense volumes filled shelves that stretched toward a vaulted ceiling. The Theological Library occupied the oldest building on campus, all dark wood and stained glass, with quiet study corners tucked between aisles.
In this memory, Landon felt focused. A profound sense of purpose infused every pen stroke as he prepared for finals. This had been before everything went dark. There was something pure about this moment—a young man genuinely seeking understanding.
“Landon?”
Zacharias’s voice, gentle but insistent, came as if from a great distance. Landon blinked, the library dissolving. The coffee shop snapped back into focus. “Sorry,” he murmured, disoriented. “I just... remembered something.”
Zacharias leaned forward. “From your expression, it seemed significant. What did you see?”
Landon drew a deep breath, the scent of old books still a phantom in his nostrils. “I was at St. Thomas University. In the theological library.” His voice gained strength, a spark of forgotten enthusiasm igniting. “I was studying for finals. My last semester before... before everything happened. Whatever it was. I still don’t remember that part.”
Surprise flickered in Zacharias’ eyes. “You were a theology student?”
A hesitant half-smile touched Landon’s lips. He nodded. “Apparently. And a serious one. I was surrounded by texts from church fathers, working on papers.” He rubbed his temples, chasing additional details. “Three courses shy of graduating. I was so close, Zacharias.”
The older man leaned forward, a new light in his eyes. “This is important, Landon. What else do you remember about your studies?”
Landon closed his eyes briefly, sifting through fragments. “Advanced courses. Systematic theology. Pauline epistles. Ancient languages.” He opened his eyes, the connection suddenly clear. “I think I was good at it. It felt... natural.”
Zacharias nodded slowly. “That would explain your affinity for biblical texts, even without Remiel’s influence. Your foundation was already there.”
“It makes sense now.” An unexpected surge of energy coursed through Landon. “Why certain concepts felt familiar after Remiel left. I’d studied them before.”
Rain drummed harder against the windows, but Landon barely noticed. The memory had awakened something dormant—a sense of academic purpose, of intellectual hunger, he’d entirely forgotten. “I remember enjoying it.” The certainty in his voice surprised Landon. “Not just studying because I had to. I wanted to understand. I think I knew something spiritual was going on. I was under attack. Sciplini said that Mephisto might have returned to me after Morelli exorcised the demon from him in Italy. What if that’s what happened, but…”
“He didn’t show up with the same prominence before.” Zacharias finished Landon’s thought. “The demon took another tactic.”
Landon took a sip from his coffee. “At some point, all I can figure, the demon got the upper-hand. I just don’t know how.” 
“We might learn more by digging into your academic records.”
“It probably started from a genuine motivation to resist the demon, to understand…” Landon sighed. “But it wasn’t enough.”
Zacharias tapped at his open bible again. “Back to Ephesians 6. Knowledge is important, but it isn’t everything. We already covered the breastplate of righteousness, how it corresponded with the priest’s role of interceding on behalf of the people.”
“Landon,” Zacharias began, his voice taking on a solemn tone, “just as priests were set apart for service to God, we too are called to a holy vocation. Our strength doesn’t come from our own abilities but from the Lord Himself.” 
Landon absorbed the weight of those words, the gravity of their significance sinking in as he listened intently. The recent memory of his time at St. Thomas University studying theology melded with Zacharias’s teachings, creating a sense of purpose that had long been dormant within him.
“In putting on God’s armor,” Zacharias continued, “we’re not merely defending ourselves; we’re taking on the mantle of His representatives in the world.”
The verse from Ephesians 6:12 echoed in Landon’s mind - “For we do not wrestle against flesh and blood, but against the rulers, against the authorities, against the cosmic powers over this present darkness, against the spiritual forces of evil in the heavenly places.”
“The Greek term for ‘wrestle,’ conjures images of intense, close-quarters combat,” Zacharias elaborated, his voice low and resonant with meaning. “Just as Moses interceded for his people in Exodus 32:11-14, we are called to stand in the gap through prayer and intercession.”
Zacharias’s gaze intensified, his eyes boring into Landon’s. “The belt of truth is foundational, Landon. Just as a priest’s sash held the ephod in place, keeping the breastplate secure, so too does God’s truth hold together our spiritual armor.”
Landon’s mind raced with newfound clarity, connecting the dots between his past studies and his current supernatural battles. “So everything hinges on the truth,” he murmured, a spark of realization igniting within him.
“Indeed,” Zacharias affirmed. “Without truth, righteousness falters, faith wavers. The enemies we face thrive on deception and falsehood. To combat them, we must be steadfast in God’s truth.”
As the weight of these words settled over them, a flicker of determination kindled in Landon’s eyes. “If I’m to confront this mysterious man or whatever darkness he represents, I must first ground myself in the truth.” 
Zacharias nodded in agreement. “Which may be what you intended to do with your studies. But that the demon eventually got the upper-hand, suggests something was missing.” 
As the weight of Zacharias’s words settled over Landon, a newfound resolve coursed through him. The understanding that truth formed the foundation of his spiritual armor ignited a sense of clarity within him.
“So, everything hinges on the truth,” Landon murmured, feeling a surge of determination.
Zacharias’s gaze held a mix of pride and caution. “Indeed, Landon. In Hebrew thought, the loins are associated with strength and action. As you grasp the importance of the belt of truth, remember to fasten all your actions in God’s truth.”
The revelation struck a chord within Landon as he absorbed the significance of anchoring himself in God’s truth. He straightened in his seat, heart racing with renewed purpose.
“Truth and righteousness are not mere abstractions but vital components of our spiritual armor,” Zacharias continued. “They protect our core, guarding our hearts and minds against deception and moral compromise.”
“As shoes for your feet, having put on the readiness given by the gospel of peace,” Zacharias continued, his gaze intent on Landon. “Priests in the temple served barefoot—a sign of humility and readiness for service. But now, as representatives of God’s Kingdom, we are called to be shod with the gospel of peace. Our ‘temple’ is not a physical structure—our bodies are God’s temples. We are sent out, our feet carrying the message of reconciliation found in Christ.”
Landon absorbed Zacharias’ words, a sense of urgency building within him. “We’re to be ambassadors of peace,” he echoed, the weight of this calling settling over him like a mantle.
Zacharias nodded solemnly. “Indeed. The peace we carry isn’t just an absence of conflict—it’s the wholeness and restoration that comes from knowing Christ. It’s our responsibility to be ready at all times to share this hope with others, to bring light into darkness.”
Landon absorbed Zacharias’ words, the weight of his renewed sense of purpose settling over him like a cloak. As they sat in the coffee shop, surrounded by the murmurs of other customers and the gentle clink of cups, Landon’s mind raced with newfound resolve.
“In all circumstances, take up the shield of faith,” he mused aloud, repeating Ephesians 6:16 quietly to himself. The concept resonated deeply within him, a reminder of the unwavering trust he needed to face whatever darkness lay ahead.
“Faith is our defense against doubt, fear, and temptation,” Zacharias interjected, his voice calm but firm. “It’s not merely a belief—it’s an active trust in God’s promises and protection.”
Landon recalled how his faith—a young faith, but faith no less—had protected him against the demons in Rome, against the attacks of the devil himself. He hadn’t even realized it, but it had been his shield. He had to wonder, though. In his life before, was knowledge all he had? Was he seeking the truth without a shield, without faith? Is that what had left him vulnerable?
With a knowing look, Zacharias went on. “The ‘helmet of salvation’—a crucial piece of your spiritual armor. Just as the high priest’s turban bore the inscription ‘Holy to the LORD,’ this helmet signifies your set-apart status as a believer. It’s a reminder of the mind’s protection by the assurance of salvation.”
Landon absorbed the weight of Zacharias’s words, realizing the depth of significance behind each piece of spiritual armor. The concept of being set apart, protected by salvation, resonated deeply within him.
“And the ‘sword of the Spirit,’” Zacharias emphasized, his tone unwavering. “God’s Word, sharp and powerful. It recalls the priest’s role in teaching and applying Scripture. Our spiritual warfare is conducted primarily through the proper use and proclamation of God’s Word.”
As Zacharias delved deeper into the spiritual significance of the armor of God, Landon’s mind raced with new understanding. The weight of his past studies in theology now intertwined with the divine truths they were discussing. 
“Our minds, protected by the assurance of salvation, are freed from the fear of condemnation,” Zacharias continued. “And God’s Word, sharp and powerful, equips us to discern truth from falsehood and to counter the enemy’s lies with divine truth.”
Ephesians 6:18 lingered in the air between them like a sacred vow. “Praying at all times in the Spirit, with all prayer and supplication. To that end, keep alert with all perseverance, making supplication for all the saints,” Zacharias recited.
Landon rubbed his brow. “So, pray more?” 
“Prayer is not an afterthought in spiritual warfare; it’s the very air we breathe,” Zacharias reiterated, his voice carrying a weight of solemnity. “Like the priests who offered continual sacrifices, we’re called to a life of ongoing communion with God, interceding for ourselves and others.”
Landon absorbed the gravity of Zacharias’ words, the reminder of the vital role prayer played in their spiritual battles resonating deeply within him. “It’s like breathing,” he repeated the idea, trying to codify the idea in his mind. “But what does that look like, practically? I can’t just walk around, head bowed in prayer constantly. I’d run into people. I’d be just like those people walking down the sidewalk with their eyes glued to their phones. Saw plenty of that in New York!”
Zacharias held Landon’s gaze. “Prayer isn’t just a physical act. It’s a posture of the heart, an ongoing conversation with God amidst the noise of life.” He paused, sipping his tea before continuing. “It means maintaining a spirit of openness to God’s leading, seeking His guidance in all things, and interceding for the needs of others even during the hecticness of your day.”
Landon mulled over Zacharias’ words, a newfound sense of purpose stirring within him. “So, it’s about being constantly connected to God, keeping that channel open,” he mused. “I love the idea. It’s still hard to realize. Like how do I even do that? Sometimes I wish this book,“ Landon tapped the open bible between them, “came with a step-by-step how-to guide.” 
Zacharias regarded Landon with a thoughtful expression, understanding the weight of the task before them. “It’s not about following a rigid formula, Landon. Prayer is a living conversation with God, a way of life rather than a checklist. It’s about cultivating a relationship with Him, seeking His presence in all things.”
Landon absorbed Zacharias’ words, a flicker of determination igniting within him. “I’ll work on it,” he vowed, determined. “And what do we do about the man from this morning? The one who knows me?”
Zacharias’s gaze turned steely as he leaned forward. “We prepare, Landon. We ground ourselves in truth, righteousness, faith, and prayer. We stay vigilant and ready for whatever may come.” 
Landon swirled the last third of his coffee around the bottom of his cup. “You think he might be connected to my time at St. Thomas University?”
“It’s possible. The memory surfaced now, after your encounter with him. That timing seems significant.” Zacharias stroked his silver beard. “Perhaps he knew you during your studies. A professor, perhaps? A former mentor?”
Landon tried to fit the stranger’s face into his newly recovered library memory, but nothing clicked. “I can’t place him there specifically. But...” He frowned. “The way he spoke Aramaic in that flash I saw—it was academic, precise. Like someone who’d studied it formally.”
“A biblical languages professor, perhaps?” Zacharias suggested.
“Maybe.” Landon rubbed his scar; the burning had subsided, replaced by a dull ache. “But why approach me now? Why the cryptic comments about vessels and preparation?”
Zacharias sighed. “That remains unclear.”
A new thought struck Landon. “I wonder if Sciplini would remember more. He was there at St. Thomas with me when... whatever happened with Mephisto occurred.”
“The priest you mentioned before?”
Landon nodded. “He’s back in Italy now. We haven’t spoken since...” He trailed off, the memory of their last encounter at the airport, the terrifying appearance of Lucifer, still raw.
“It might be worth contacting him,” Zacharias suggested gently. “If you’re ready.”
Landon weighed potential answers against reopening barely healed wounds. “Maybe. Let me start with the university first.”
They fell silent, the rain creating a soothing backdrop. The coffee shop had nearly emptied; closing time approached.
“I should get back to Sarah,” Landon said, reaching for his jacket. “She’s worried.”
“Understandably so.” Zacharias closed his Bible. “But this memory, Landon, this is a positive development. It suggests your past isn’t lost—just temporarily inaccessible.”
Landon nodded, feeling lighter than he had since the stranger’s appearance. “It feels good to remember something normal. Something that was just... me. Not influenced by Remiel or Mephisto.”
“Your studies, your desire for understanding—they were yours before supernatural forces ever entered your life,” Zacharias affirmed. “And they remain yours now.”
As they prepared to leave, Landon realized his scar had stopped burning. The phantom pain had receded, replaced by a sense of direction he’d been lacking.
“Thank you,” he said at the door. “For listening. For helping me see this differently.”
“That’s what friends do,” Zacharias replied simply. “Tomorrow, contact the university. See what you can learn about your academic record.”






  
  Chapter 4


The darkness clung to the windows as Marcus Wormwood surveyed the surveillance photos flickering across the wall—Landon flipping burgers, Sarah pouring coffee, ordinary lives under extraordinary scrutiny. 
“Our primary targets remain problematic,” Marcus said, zooming in on Landon. “Walker has settled into his new life with disappointing ease.”
Frederick Sterling III sat rigid in his charcoal suit, silver hair immaculate. The creature inside him—Belial—watched with ancient eyes that had witnessed empires crumble.
Thomas Whitman removed his wire-rimmed glasses, polishing them methodically. He’d been influenced by the demons for years, but still had no clue who he was really dealing with. To Whitman, an accomplished Biblical scholar, and a skeptic, Wormwood represented a forward-thinking visionary, and Sterling was the deep pockets that helped implement Wormwood’s plans with the Institute. The content of such plans? To move Western society beyond religious myths, to push a new kind of religion that deconstructed traditional norms and values for a vision of progress and a particular brand of social justice. “I’ve made contact. This morning, at that greasy spoon where he works.”
“And?” Marcus leaned forward.
“The moment our eyes met, I knew he recognized me—not consciously, but deeper. Soul memory.” Whitman’s lips curled. “His reaction was... gratifying. Panic. Confusion. The first crack in the dam.”
“Elaborate.”
“He nearly dropped everything. Pupils dilated. Breathing changed. Most telling—he touched his chest. Where the scar would be.”
The air chilled as the three exchanged glances.
“And you believe he’ll seek you out?” Marcus pressed.
“Without question. Curiosity drives the wounded mind. He’ll want answers. He’ll convince himself he needs closure.” Whitman’s laugh held no warmth. “I’ll be waiting with precisely the ‘truth’ that serves us.”
Marcus nodded, shifting to Sarah’s image. “And neutralizing her influence?”
Whitman frowned. “I’m still unclear why a small-town waitress concerns The Institute.”
“Do not underestimate what I’ve seen,” Marcus snapped. “During my Kansas recruitment, I encountered Miss Owens. She has... intuition bordering on what the superstitions might interpret as supernatural insight. She sensed my agenda before anyone else.” His jaw tightened. “Her gifts could serve our cause.”
“But she’s infected by superstition.”
“Which she calls faith. Her abilities, combined with her primitive beliefs, make her dangerous—or potentially useful, if redirected.”
“The university angle?”
“We have members embedded throughout Kansas University.” Marcus displayed faculty photographs. “Anthropology. Religious studies. Campus ministry. Even a handful of students who are aligned with the cause. Strings will be pulled to ensure she falls under their influence.”
“Your machinations worked on Walker before,” Sterling interjected, his subtle accent indiscernible to moderns, a clear sign of Belial’s presence cloaked beneath a veneer of sophistication.
Whitman nodded. “He was one of my brightest students. That was his strength, also his downfall.”
“Pride,” Marcus supplied. “Knowledge without wisdom.”
“Much like I was before The Institute showed me the way.”
Sterling’s eyes briefly flashed depthless black. “Unravel his past. We must understand his every weakness and utilize them for his re-education.”
“He came to St. Thomas on a baseball scholarship. Intellectually gifted. By the third week in my Biblical Literature course, he was challenging my interpretations.” Whitman’s tone carried suppressed admiration. “By midterm, he’d persuaded half the class my analysis was flawed.”
“You encouraged this?”
“Students who challenge authority often make for resilient skeptics. The passionate ones fall completely.” Whitman shifted. “That’s where he met Alessandro Sciplini.”
“The priest,” Marcus said.
“Not then. Then, just another theology student with questions. Both brilliant, both searching. Both ripe.”
Sterling cocked his head unnaturally. “Yet our reports indicate something went wrong.”
“Initially, he was quite promising.” Whitman’s fingers drummed the table. “I believe we were too enthusiastic. Too vigorous in our approach. I suspect that’s why he left the university.”
Marcus hid his memories behind a blank facade. He knew the truth. Landon left because Mephisto called him—because he knew he’d be useful in his mission to convert his actual target, Sarah Owens, to the master’s cause. “Whatever happened, the accident, his memory loss, appears to have sparked a newfound faith. Still, it remains vulnerable. His understanding is pliable. He’s still a seed in rocky soil.”
“It’s not enough to sow doubt,” Sterling observed, voice dropping impossibly low. “He’s beyond that.”
Silence settled before Whitman’s eyes lit with predatory intent. “I have just the thing: ‘Deconstruction.’ The systematic dismantling of religious certainty using believers’ own texts.”
“Elaborate.”
“I’ll offer him a chance to finish his degree. He was only three classes short when he... departed. Under my guidance, of course.”
Marcus gestured to an image of Landon and Sarah. “He’ll never leave Willowbrook. He’s too attached to Miss Owens.”
“Thankfully, I teach two classes online that he still requires. “ Whitman’s smile tightened. “We met briefly. I’ll confront him again. I suspected, as you suggested Marcus, that my appearance might help jog his memory. I must approach him as a friend, indicate I’d heard of his accident and hadn’t pressed more because I didn’t want to unsettle him. I’d seen him on the news, and knew I had to find him. He was too promising a student to leave behind.” 
“You believe this will succeed this time?” Marcus asked.
“Walker thinks he’s found certainty, but underneath, he’s still my questioning student. By offering to complete what he started, I’ll appeal to his unfinished business while systematically undermining his superstitions—all while appearing supportive.”
Sterling’s eyes gleamed. “The boy walks willingly into his undoing.”
“When do you make the offer?”
“After he’s had time to stew. When he’s properly unsettled, I’ll ‘coincidentally’ appear again. Express concern. Offer understanding. Present the opportunity as goodwill.”
“And Miss Owens?”
“Her university departure creates perfect separation. My courses keep Walker occupied while your operatives at Kansas work on the girl.”
“I have a young lady in mind, quite the zealot for our cause,” Marcus noted. “I’ll see if I can arrange her to be placed alongside as an R.A. in Ellis hall. She’s exceptionally skilled at influencing vulnerable freshmen.”
Sterling’s smile stretched too wide for his human face. “Both targets approached through academic channels. Both manipulated by false mentors.”
“Manipulated?” Whitman asked. “That’s not what we’re doing, sir. The ends often justify unconventional means, but it’s not manipulation. It’s enlightenment.”
Belial forced Sterling’s head to bow. “Apologies. You’re absolutely correct. That’s a far better way of saying it.” 
“Knowledge remains our most effective weapon,” Marcus concluded, rising. “The Institute continues to expand its influence. One mind at a time.”






  
  Chapter 5


Landon stood in Sarah’s doorway, watching her fold a faded Kansas University sweatshirt. Afternoon light sliced through lace curtains, casting honeycomb patterns across the chaos of half-packed boxes. Three months ago, he couldn’t have imagined this day. 
“Mom bought this when I got accepted the first time,” Sarah said, smoothing the emblem. “Before everything.” The unspoken hung between them: before the fire, before the scars, before their lives collided.
“Still fits?” Landon navigated around a tower of boxes.
Sarah grinned. “Of course it does.” She tucked it into an open suitcase. “You calling me ‘fat’ Landon?”
Landon gasped, his chest clenching. “No! Sarah, I’m such an idiot. I didn’t mean—“
Sarah deadpanned for a second, but she couldn’t hold it back. Her hand couldn’t muffle the squeak of her laughter. “I’m just messing with you. You should have seen your face! That’s something I’ll never forget.” 
Landon took a deep breath and raised the back of his hand to Sarah’s cheek, caressing the flawless skin that used to be burned. “My face is forgettable. But you’re so beautiful. I literally can’t remember a day in my life when I didn’t get to look at you.”
Sarah blushed a little. “You’re sweet. But we can still face-time, you know.” 
Landon smiled. “I know. You’re right. We’ve come a long way.”
“Sometimes I wake up thinking this is all a dream—that I’m still stuck here while everyone else moves forward.”
Landon picked up a framed photograph—Sarah at eighteen, beaming in her track uniform, hair caught in mid-motion—and placed it in a box marked “DORM” in her neat handwriting.
“You earned this,” he said. “Second chances don’t come cheap.”
Her smile softened. “I had help.” She held his gaze before turning back to her closet. “Speaking of help, Mom’s making your favorite pot roast tonight. She insists you’re too skinny.”
Landon chuckled, though awkwardness tightened his shoulders. “Your parents don’t have to keep feeding me.”
“They want to. Besides, where else would you stay? That motel? No way.”
His stay in the Owens’ guest room while Sarah was away continued to bother him. But her parents had insisted. After everything—after he’d healed Sarah, fought at her side—they considered him family.
“Your dad still watches me like I might sprout horns at dinner,” he joked, folding jeans with military precision.
Sarah laughed. “That’s his cop stare. Twenty-five years on the force leaves a mark.” She tossed him another stack of clothes. “Besides, he knows you’re one of the good guys now.”
The phrase twisted in Landon’s gut. If only it were that simple. The Owens family knew the sanitized version—Landon suffering amnesia after an accident, his unusual healing ability restoring Sarah’s burns, but they credited God for the miracle, and they were right. They knew nothing of demons, possession, Lucifer in the airport, or how Landon had apparently helped Marcus Wormwood, how he’d been the one who started the fire that killed Emily’s family, that left Sarah scarred. She forgave him. Jesus forgave him. Landon still struggled to forgive himself. 
Still, Sarah insisted, there was nothing positive that could come from them finding out the truth. He had more than made amends for what happened.  
“Earth to Landon.” Sarah waved a hand before his face.
He blinked. “Just thinking about fitting all this into half a dorm room.”
“I’m packing light,” she protested. “Okay, lighter than I wanted to.”
They worked in comfortable silence—Sarah sorting through drawers, Landon arranging her belongings in boxes. Mundane tasks he’d never expected to experience.
Sarah paused, holding up a silver cross necklace. “My grandmother’s. I haven’t worn it much, but it feels right to take it now.”
Landon nodded. Unlike his complicated relationship with the divine, Sarah’s faith had become her anchor—something simple yet profound. He sometimes envied that clarity.
“Help me?” She turned, lifting her hair.
He fastened the clasp, his fingers brushing warm skin. He let his hands linger, breathing in her scent—floral mixed with vanilla.
Sarah faced him, barely inches away. Her fingers found the cross at her collarbone. “For protection.”
“The best kind,” he agreed, though his mind flashed to other protections—salt lines, prayers, specific Bible passages. Things they no longer discussed but never forgot.
She squeezed his hand before returning to packing. “Grab those sweaters from the bottom drawer? Lawrence turns cold early.”
Landon knelt and pulled open the drawer. Inside lay neatly folded sweaters in blues and greens. As he lifted them, his fingers brushed something different at the back—fabric, unlike the rest. He pulled it out.
A child’s t-shirt, small and faded blue. Odd. As he held it, something shifted. The bedroom—Sarah’s voice—receded, growing distant.
Instead, he saw dingy walls. A narrow bed with a thin mattress.
A man’s face, contorted with rage, loomed above him. Thick fingers gripped his shoulder. “You ungrateful little—“ The words slurred, breath sour with alcohol. “You think you’re special? Think you deserve special treatment?”
The man—his foster father—swayed, gripping the doorframe for balance. Landon felt himself shrinking. Becoming smaller. Younger. Ten, maybe eleven.
“I’m sorry,” his child-self whimpered. “I didn’t mean—“
The slap came without warning. Hard palm against his cheek. His head snapped sideways, ears ringing. Tears welled, but he fought them back. Crying made it worse.
“Worthless,” the man spat. “Just like your mother. Entitled brat. You think those school people care about you? Think they’ll save you? They don’t know what I know.”
Another slap. Blood in his mouth, coppery and warm.
“No one’s coming to rescue you, boy. Not now, not ever. The sooner you learn that, the better.”
The foster father’s bloodshot eyes burned into his. “You’re nothing special. Just another
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