
        
            
                
            
        

    
	When an expert Demonologist meets a Reality Show Producer on the Ghost Hunting Show Finders, sparks of true love fly so brightly even the Devil takes notice.

	 

	 

	Demonologist Luke Melloy has seen the face of pure evil. He’s fought it and sent it back to hell. It’s what he does. To Claire Westin, ghosts and demons are just great television and good for ratings. When she’s faced with the truth Luke has seen, her reality is turned upside down as the two are swept into dire straits moments after they meet. Desire sparks between the unlikely pair, throwing their hearts into chaos with a love neither of them expected nor wanted.

	When the Demon targets an unsuspecting Claire with his wrath, Luke finds his focus split between his oath to God and the awakening of his heart. Together, can they face the ancient evil and defeat it, or will they lose everything?
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Chapter One

	 

	 

	Two Years Ago

	The hot sun beat down on television producer Claire Westin’s bare shoulders. A cloudless sky and a soft breeze accompanied her on a walk through the fields behind her house in Claremore, Oklahoma.

	Her dog, Pip, ran free in and out of the brush chasing crickets and barking at turtles. This was her place of solace and calm. With her cell phone turned off, she let go of the hectic rhythm of her life, basking in the music of nature. She followed the neatly mowed path, knowing the steps by heart, walking along with her mind blank and calm. Suddenly the music stopped. Silence. Hearing the rattle of a snake, she turned to her left and called out to her dog.

	“Pippy?”

	Something shadowed the sun. Her eyes traveled over the empty field to the source of the shadow. A hooded figure stood tall against the light of the sun. Her body froze in place. Then the air evaporated, followed by blackness

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Present Day

	Professor of Demonic Theory Luke Melloy’s melodic calm voice guided the theater full of attentive theology students through an expanse of images projected on the far wall.

	“From the devil reigning over the souls of the damned, to the famed self-portrait from the Codex Gigas, the trickery, the promises, the feelings of desire, and euphoria are all methods of seduction. A Demon’s goal is to make you believe something is missing and they have whatever you need to fill the gap in your life. Salvation, more time, love, money, power—whatever your deepest desire, the Demon will discover it and use it against you. It’s a carrot on a string, pulling you further and further down the path until there is no way back.

	“Now, if you think this is all some blatant flirtation, it’s not. The seduction or infestation is very subtle. This persuasion, for lack of a better term, takes place in your subconscious, feeding you the lies and the promises in the white noise you are not consciously hearing.”

	Luke’s students—most of them—clung to every word. As a tenured Professor of Demonology, he taught a specialized class at the Catholic Seminaries across the country. This semester he found himself in Lander, WY. He personally chose his students based on rigorous testing and one-on-one interviews. To delve into the depths of theological lore of a very dark nature, his students had to be of a particular mindset to attend his class.

	“There’s a famous quote by a scholar of sorts. The biggest trick the devil ever pulled was convincing the world he doesn’t exist. There’s truth in the statement. Millions don’t believe in hell, demons, or the devil. Even more, believe in nothing at all. Tell me, who is the easiest to sway? A person with faith−whether it be faith in a Higher Power or faith in each other or basic humanity−or a person who has no faith in anything at all?”

	A bell rang, and the lights turned on. “Think about it. The assignment is fifteen-hundred words by Tuesday. Enjoy the day.”

	As he packed up his desk, a familiar face appeared from the crowd, approaching the front of the auditorium. Luke extended his hand to his longtime friend, Grant Henley. “Grant, I was just packing up to go meet you.”

	Standing six-foot-five, with broad shoulders, a shaved head and a neatly trimmed goatee, Grant Henley, when judged on looks alone, was intimidating. Luke knew better, having worked with Grant intermittently over the years. He’d never met a more empathetic, generous, and kind man in his life. When Grant and Finders, his ghost hunting team, came across a case of the demonic plaguing innocents, he called Luke, a professionally experienced demonologist, to intervene.

	“I admit I left a little early to catch your lecture. Enthralling, as always.”

	“Enthralling is a little much, but I try to keep my students’ attention.”

	“How many of them know about your firsthand experience with these afflictions?”

	“All of them. I’m upfront and honest about all of my dealings. I use case files as examples. It’s the only way to make them aware of the reality. Theory and lore can only go so far.”

	“How does the Council feel about your transparency?”

	Luke knew how Grant had, on many occasions, been forced to experience the bureaucracy of the Catholic Council firsthand when it came to assisting innocents being tortured by demonic entities. It was not easy to persuade them of anything.

	Luke laughed, shoving his computer in his bag. “My teaching techniques are an ongoing debate.”

	“You never wanted it easy.”

	“Yeah, right,” Luke glanced down at the only remaining item on his desk. Unconsciously flinching at the headline, he tapped his fingers. Luke’s mind flashed to the sight of his friend and colleague hanging from the steeple of the Seminary.

	“Sorry about Father Daniel. I saw the paper when I was getting coffee,” Grant said. “Did you two work together?”

	“On occasion,” Luke said, tossing the paper in the recycle bin.

	“The media presence out front is because of what happened?” Grant asked.

	“The Council refuses to give the press any details. Thus, the media are looking for any stray information they can get.”

	“Good thing I parked out back.”

	“Not a bad idea.” Luke slung his bag over his shoulder. “What’s the latest with Finders?”

	“Besides you as the newest member of the team?”

	“I’m still undecided. This little excursion is a trial run.”

	“Understood. Have you been watching the show?”

	“When I have the time. I’ll admit I’m a little behind, but I assume it’s not much different from when there are no cameras. Just fewer people and lighting.”

	“You got it.”

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Reality television producer Claire Westin took a long gulp of her coffee, knowing to answer the telephone call had been a mistake. Executive Producer Walt Hemmings’ latest rant would last at least another thirty to forty-five seconds.

	“Again, I need you back here at six for the strategy meetings, and we are gonna need interviews from each of the writers and the entourage teams.”

	Claire swallowed the last of the coffee before responding, “Walt, we had this discussion on Friday. I’m in Wyoming working on the Crestwater case with Finders. I won’t be back until at least Saturday at the earliest.”

	“Where are you again?”

	“Crestwater, Wyoming,” Claire repeated.

	“What a fucking mess,” Walt cursed.

	Claire rolled her eyes, tired of having this same conversation with him. Despite the fact Walt was not the showrunner for the ghost hunting reality show, he insisted on micromanaging her decisions. Walt Hemmings had successfully launched three franchises and was in the midst of his fourth in a matter of five years. His latest endeavor, The Cocktail Party, for which Claire worked as a producer, was a scavenger-hunt challenge-driven reality show allowing undiscovered writers to have high-powered agents hear their pitches. An unprecedented opportunity for unknown authors to have their ideas green-lighted, if they met and conquered the challenges. The show included lots of drama, creative collaboration—aka more drama—and the thrill of the hunt.

	“It’s fine.”

	“Allowing the show’s co-anchor to simply exit is not fine.”

	“Contractually, I had no grounds to force him to stay,” Claire replied, then muttered under her breath. “I wouldn’t have forced him to if I had.”

	“Bullshit, Claire, the standard—”

	“Walt, the Finders contract with Westin Media is independent. Grant and Jason have full creative and editing control. We provide the infrastructure to support production. It’s a sixty-forty split. Therefore, I have no control or grounds to dictate who works on the show or for how long.”

	“Who the hell approved the contract?”

	“I did,” Claire said with a broad smile and a sense of satisfaction. Finders was her baby from the beginning. She’d brought the show to her father’s attention, then done the negotiating, the contracting, and the producing. If she was going to be a part of the Westin Media empire, it was going to be on her terms.

	“I’ll be back by Saturday, hopefully. Thanks, Walt.”

	Despite Walt trying to get a few final words in, Claire disconnected the blue tooth, ending the call.

	“I think the conversation went well. What do you think, Pip?” Claire asked the mid-sized Catahoula-boxer mix lying in the passenger seat.

	Her faithful companion and best friend barked in response. She gave his scruff a scratch. He sat up, looking out the front window. The GPS directed her to make a right. Pip growled. The GPS disconnected. Claire pulled over to reset the phone, while Pip stood on the seat, looking tense.

	“Now look at what you’ve done. You broke it.”

	The dog whimpered in response.

	“Just kidding. Calm down. I know we’re far from home, but it’s fresh air and gorgeous here. Lighten up, will you?” The phone reset, and still no GPS signal. “Looks like we’re going to have to find this place the old-fashioned way.”

	Claire brought up a picture of the church on her phone before attaching the phone to the hands-free cradle. She followed the steep narrow tree-lined road, searching for any signs or indications of houses, buildings, or churches. Mailboxes or well-marked driveways seemed to be non-existent. She drove a few more miles and was about to give up until Pip barked, bringing her attention to a small opening in the tree line. Claire slowed, debated, and went for it, making the tight right turn. The small opening widened. She drove through. A few miles later, the familiar caravan of four black SUVs and a large black van with the Finders logo plastered on the side brought a smile to her face.

	Craig, the Finders’ tech producer, appeared from the corner of the van waving. Claire pulled up next to him and parked her truck. A bitter wind cut at her neck as she exited the vehicle. She pulled the collar of her coat up against the barrage.

	“You found it. We were getting worried.”

	“No thanks to the GPS,” Claire replied, opening the passenger door and letting Pip out. He immediately ran to Craig, greeting him warmly before running off into the woods, she assumed to relieve himself. Speaking of which, she could use a bathroom break.

	Finders consisted of a team of eight to ten paranormal investigators. The supporting technical team was four boom operators and four cameramen. Depending on the size of the other locations, they could have more or fewer. For the investigation of Crestwater Church, Craig and Claire had doubled the number of cameras to enable multiple teams to be filming concurrently. In addition to the film equipment, the paranormal team employed a slew of scientific equipment to collect evidence of paranormal activity during the investigation. With the entire team at work, it would take a full day to set up and calibrate all of the necessary equipment.

	The flurry of activity continued around her. Team members waved and said hello. Claire nodded, smiling in response. “How are we looking?” she asked Craig.

	“Four hours until sundown, six until lights out. We’re right on schedule. I was just about to go around to the back of the church for some B-Roll shots. The foliage is amazing, and the shots I’m getting are phenomenal.”

	“Is the church open?”

	“Yeah, we haven’t locked it down for dinner yet.”

	“Cool, the three Venti Starbucks on the trip here are calling for an exit.”

	“Gotcha,” Craig replied with a smile and a nod.

	Claire inhaled the fresh air. Despite the cold, it was invigorating. She drank up the smell of wood, freshly fallen leaves, and dirt. Taking a closer look at the church, she realized the media photos didn’t do justice to the immense structure.

	Dark redwood covered the fifty-foot face. Jutting into the sky like a dagger, the roof was pointed and peaked ten feet above the face. The aged wood’s hues shifted with the sunlight, and the sway of trees gave the appearance of the inanimate object breathing. Against the backdrop of the autumn leaves, the sight was staggering and breathtaking. Claire ventured to the wide-mouth doorway opening of the church.

	Piles of orange and yellow cords looked like snakes spilling out the open windows. The crunching of leaves beneath her feet and the whipping of the wind made her stride a little quicker. Hurrying up the plethora of steps, she lifted the red hot set tape barrier out of the way and pushed open the door.

	As she stepped into the vestibule, the stale air stifled her lungs. The solid wooden door closed behind her, but sunlight continued to stream into the enclosed area via the large windows on either side. Thick darkness beyond the sun’s reach constricted the expanse. Even the doors were massive, at twice her height, at least. She guessed they were made from solid walnut, from the ancient trees surrounding the church.

	A chilling wisp crept within her hair to the back of her neck, like fingers playing with her hair. Claire instinctively turned. Seeing nothing but feeling a shiver up her spine, she took in the surroundings and searched for the bathroom. Eying a promising door, she made a beeline and found salvation.

	Thankfully the facilities were in working order. After washing her hands in cold water, Claire dried them on her jeans. Taking a quick look in the cracked mirror, she adjusted her long brown hair tied up in a ponytail, smoothing any unruly strands and bumps before walking back into the vestibule.

	The intricately carved stone lining the archway into the nave caught her eye, and she stopped, inspecting it closer. A carved frame of tree limbs with gnarled and knotted extensions bent and twisted around the mouth of the doorway, amazingly delicate and detailed. She could feel the bark beneath her fingertips despite knowing it was carved in stone.

	Hearing Pip barking at the door, Claire moved away from the nave archway to the main entrance. Opening it, she saw no sign of her dog. Confused, she walked outside to the steps.

	“Pip? Pippy, come!”

	The flurry of activity when she’d arrived had ceased. The Finders crew had disappeared, and Claire remembered Craig mentioning dinner. Hearing another bark, she followed the sound.

	“Pippy, come!” Claire said, her patience waning. She wasn’t used to Pip not obeying her commands. They were going to need to talk. Finally, the dog appeared, sprinting out of the thick brush. She breathed an unconscious sigh of relief.

	“Claire?”

	Her heart leaped as Pip barked.

	She spun toward the voice, seeing nothing but Pip taking off through the open door of the church. “Pippy!”

	Claire chased after him, into the vestibule, but saw no sign of him. He barked again. The sound was muffled. He had to be on the other side of the large arched doors leading to the nave. Claire pulled on the slightly open door. It swept back with a whoosh of air and a loud thud, the sound echoing off the brittle walls, and a shower of dust rained down.

	“Fuck. Pip, come here!” she yelled, attempting to not choke within the cloud of decay from the ruin.

	Seriously?

	Claire grabbed her phone, turning on the flashlight feature, utilizing it to explore. She shivered at the feel of invisible hands pulling her deeper into the darkness. Heart thudding and hands shaking, she struggled to remain calm, though her mind told her to run.

	High cathedral ceilings jutted up to the heavens. Faded images of angels and cherubs adorned the beams. The pews remained, dust-covered and overrun by spiders. When the light flashed over the stone altar at the head of the room, Claire’s heart skipped.

	The sound of metal clanked on the floor, and Claire panicked, thinking she’d dropped her keys. Checking her pocket, she found her keys intact. Using her flashlight, she searched the surrounding floor for the source of the noise. Her eyes focused on a large old-fashioned key a few inches from where she stood. Reaching down, she picked it up. The cold metal felt icy in her hand. She examined it closely.

	Pip barked. Claire turned, putting the key in her pocket, and realized how far away from the opening she’d traveled. Pip’s fur brushed against her legs. She turned, glaring at him. “You and I are going to talk about this.”

	“Claire!”

	She heard her name and turned. A scorched skull atop a body shrouded in black dominated her vision. Claire instinctively raised her arms, stepping back. The floor beneath her cracked before disappearing from beneath her feet. Her body fell. She screamed. The light above quickly faded, and wet darkness engulfed her senses. The impact rendered her immobile while agonizing pain from icy water shocked her entire body.

	With her arms flailing, her senses returned. She struggled to kick her legs despite the hardening of her muscles. Up, I need to go up!

	Pushing her arms in front of her, willing the blackness away, she prayed for air.

	 


Chapter Two

	 

	 

	A cold crisp wind swirled around the black SUV as it followed its highway path on their way to Crestwater, Wyoming, making Luke shudder.

	“Finders doesn’t work much differently from the way you do,” Grant explained, driving through the winding roads as Luke listened. “People call us, or on occasion, we come across locations experiencing an unnatural disturbance. With a description of the events, we talk to the residents and research the history of the property. Due to the show’s popularity, we screen carefully against lots of hacks and wannabes looking for attention. If the information checks out, we schedule a visit. We try to schedule several things in the same area at the same time. Like this trip, we have the church, a residence, and a library on the schedule.”

	Taking in Grant’s words, Luke shifted his broad shoulders, adjusting to the confines of the seat. “Explain the process. Do you record everything for the show, or just some?”

	“We record everything, then decide what’s worthy and what’s not. Sometimes it’s not up to us. There are occasions where the families don’t want their experiences televised. They don’t want the exposure. The cases become very personal. As you know, I started this team first and foremost to help those in need. The details of the investigation and whether it makes it through the network’s cutting room are secondary.”

	“Glad to hear the media monster hasn’t completely corrupted your brain.” Luke shifted his focus to the windshield while his haunted past of personal paranormal nightmares mixed with the bitter cold.

	Grant and his team had gained notoriety and financial gain for their ghost hunting, but from all accounts, none of the fame had gone to their heads. The purpose of Finders was steadfast—the education and assistance of those in need.

	“What’s on the menu?”

	“Clare, our producer, stumbled on this one. Crestwater Church.” Grant went over the details. “There is some question as to whether the girl was traumatized by events at the church or by something her boyfriend may have done to her at the church. We’re looking to at least shed some light on the paranormal aspect.”

	“Sounds like a lot of pressure,” Luke recalled seeing bits of the story on the local news.

	“Yep, and exposure. Here we are.”

	Grant turned off the highway onto a narrow dirt road. The large church came into view. Luke had expected a Gothic marvel but instead was faced with curved lines and a sleek exterior. Surrounded by trees, the accompanying cemetery was overgrown and thick with vegetation. Grant stopped the SUV behind another identical vehicle.

	The pair exited the truck, taking in the surroundings. They both hesitated at the sound of a barking dog. “Do you hear that?”

	“Sounds like a dog. Do the owners have a dog?” Luke asked.

	“No, but our producer Claire does. Wonder what’s—” Grant stopped at the sight of Craig charging toward the truck.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Submerged in icy water, Claire’s body screamed in protest. Her sensibility kicked in, pushing away the panic. She consciously released some air out of her lungs. Following the bubbles, she swam toward the surface. Breaking the crest of water, she gulped in the air despite its stinging in her chest. Coughing the water out, Claire tried to take in her surroundings.

	Where the hell am I?

	Reaching out her arms, she estimated the diameter of the area was about eight feet. Water and, from the feel of the cold texture beneath her fingertips, stone walls. A well? She’d fallen into a well? Wait, no, she didn’t fall. The memory of the horrific face before the cold and blackness caused her heart to race. Claire shoved herself against the wall, searching the darkness and listening intently for any movement in the water. Any sign of her attacker. Quiet. Silent.

	She looked upward for sunlight. It was there, but it seemed very far away.

	“Help! Craig, Help!” Claire called upward, her voice weak and cracking. Hearing Pip’s barking gave her some small reassurance Craig would find her sooner rather than later. “Pip, go get Craig! Pippy, go find Craig!”

	She heard another few barks and then silence. She was alone in the dark well, and her imagination crept in on her consciousness. Her clothes were heavy in the cold water. Claire clung to the stone wall, hooking her feet and fingers into the cracks to keep herself above the surface. Deciding to focus on a way out in case help was taking too long, she felt for handholds leading her up and out of the well.

	Something brushed against her leg. Claire hesitated and re-focused on the task at hand.

	It’s only whatever plant life has sprung up down here. Hell, it could be a freaking fish, for all I know.

	The occurrence repeated. Claire recoiled, listening for any sign of mischief.

	Nothing.

	Claire took a deep breath, forcing her heart to calm.

	It is a big bowl of water. There’s nothing down here but you, Claire.

	“Claire?”

	“Craig! Craig, I’m here!” Claire yelled, the sound of his voice giving her an instant surge of adrenaline. “Get me out of here! Please!”

	 

	* * * *

	 

	“Grant! Help me get the lines out of the truck!” Luke heard Craig shout.

	“What’s happened?” Grant said.

	“Claire fell into a well.”

	“What?” Grant followed Craig to the back of the adjacent SUV, Luke behind him.

	They opened the rear doors, revealing stacks of equipment. Craig and Grant immediately grabbed rolls of two-hundred-feet extension cables. Grant handed one to Luke, then took one himself.

	“Follow me.” Craig turned in a run. The dog waited for them before leading the three men to the well, a gaping hole in the floor. “Claire! I got the lines. Hang on!” Craig yelled.

	A small, weak voice echoed from the darkness, along with a sloshing sound. “Hurry.”

	“Is that water?” Grant asked.

	“It’s a well,” Craig said.

	“We need to hurry,” Luke said. The men uncoiled the cabling and secured the lines together. Luke peered down into the hole, seeing only black. “Do you have a flashlight?”

	“In the truck, beneath the front seat,” Grant replied.

	Luke nodded. As he ran back to the truck, his mind spun with other things they may need while he was there. A blanket would be helpful. He spotted a moving pad thrown over the equipment. Grabbing hold of the corner, he pulled, and it fell out. Next he opened the passenger door, ducked, and found a heavy, large, black flashlight under the seat. Perfect. Wasting no time, he rejoined Craig and Grant who were ready to lower the makeshift rope into the well.

	“Wait!” They stopped. Luke tied the flashlight to the end of the cabling, giving them an anchor and Claire some light. “Okay, go.”

	“It’s coming down, Claire. There’s a flashlight on the end. When you get it, turn it on,” Grant called into the well.

	Pip barked at him as if relaying the words.

	A bitter wind slapped at the group, reminding them of the dropping temperatures.

	“Craig, go start the truck, turn the heat up full blast.” Craig nodded and disappeared. “Claire, can you see it?” The men looked at each other when there was no answer, “Claire, can you hear me?”

	“Yes, I’ve got it.”

	A light at the bottom of the well turned on. The group could barely see Claire in the beam.

	“Do you think you can climb out?” Grant asked.

	“I-I think I can,” she replied.

	“Grant, she may be too cold,” Luke said, thinking of the freezing water and the chance of hypothermia setting in.

	“What other option do we have?”

	“I can climb down the line and bring her up.”

	Grant contemplated the scenario. “Let’s try this first.”

	The dog placed his front paws on the edge of the well peering down.

	“What’s happening?” Craig asked, rejoining the men at the edge of the well.

	“Claire is trying to climb out,” Grant said.

	There was no light except for the swinging flashlight at the bottom of the well. Luke could see it moving as Claire attempted to scale the side of the well.

	Grant called, “How are you doing, Claire?”

	“So far, so good. I’m going to need Starbucks after this. Just warning you.”

	Grant smiled along with Craig. “You can have anything you want.”

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Rough stones piled on top of one another created a patchwork of brown-gray hues. Smooth to the touch, the rocks were affected by hundreds of years of water wear.

	“Damn right I’m getting whatever I want,” Claire said aloud, trying in vain to dry her hands, cursing the extra ten pounds from her water-logged clothes. “A hot Venti Toffee-Nut-Latte, double shot.” She started her climb, grasping the cold, slick plastic cord in her hands. “A scalding shower with warm, soft terry cloth
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