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			“I lied. 
The house is alive. 
We’re all gonna die.”
Watson Pritchard, The House on Haunted Hill

			“A mistake is only an error. 
It becomes a mistake when 
you fail to correct it.”
John Lennon

		

	
		
			

			

			Introduction

			Welcome to ORIGINS. 

			How many beginnings begin with tragedy? As I reflect on my life, so many new things began with the cataclysmic resolution of some other beginning. And such is the nature of beginnings as Seneca, and the band Semi Sonic, said: Every new beginning comes from some other beginning’s end. 

			Many of my readers know my father’s death jumpstarted my writing. The end of his life spurred me to take the first steps on my writing journey. And so much of my writing was in processing his life, our lives, his death, my life, and my remaining time. This period of reflection led me to take a writing class and while I thought I was doing it to support my mother (who also took the class); it turned out that I had a lot to say through the keyboard. So, I said it. And said it. And said it. 

			But after 2 years, no one was listening. What’s the point of telling stories to no one? I poured years, hours, money (I self-publish), stress, emotion, energy into everything I was doing. After 2-years (yes, I know that wasn’t long at all, but this is my story), I was ready to hang it up. 

			

			I loved writing and had been moving at breakneck speeds to produce great stories while working my day job. Burned out, beaten by false expectations and guilt over wasting all this time (and money) to start a writing career, I told Maria (my wife) I was hanging it up. In her infinite wisdom, she suggested I stop writing novels. I had three in various stages of completion. Their immensity and complexity weighed me down. Instead, she said, write a short horror story and just have fun. 

			Another element of beginnings, serendipity. It was about this time that I was asked to teach a writing seminar and I was showing how to use AI for story inspiration. The AI system generated a title that instantly hooked me: 2938 Beta. I felt this could be a sci-fi story and so I asked the AI where this story took place. Giving it no context, it suggested a small town. What a horrible suggestion for a sci-fi story, but a great seed for me. And here is where ideas smashed together to create the stories that kept me writing. 

			A few months (I think) before this writing seminar, my wife saw a poster board sign that read “Life Changing Yard Sale”. We laughed about it and while I considered some story ideas, one of which involving a yard sale that sold human skin suits that allowed you to become a whole new person, I let the idea marinate. But here’s the moment of inspiration: what if 2938 Beta was a toy? A haunted toy? Purchased at a yard sale that sold haunted toys? Who would have such a yard sale? Why? What would happen with the toys? 

			Life Changing Yard Sale was born, but not as a series, just as a single collection of tales about haunted toys. But the stories didn’t stop coming. New toys. New ideas. And suddenly I had more stories than I could put in one book. Then, in the story, I discovered Neil’s inventory. Forty-two toys with dark origins, dark lives, and, for some, tragic deaths. These books needed a name, a series to hold them all together and the Lazarus Spiral was born. 

			Lazarus like the Bible? No. That was never the thought. Immortality was never the goal of these characters. They strive for something much, much darker. Spirals curl in on themselves, descending in my mind, swirling and slipping and dragging you into them. What is at the center? Why does it exist? Who would know about it? What does it have to do with toys? And the answers came as if they were always there, slithering from the center of the spiral, being seen, being always there if only I’d known to look. 

			This is the origin of the Lazarus Spiral. 

			I don’t know where the Spiral is taking Lucy, Trudy, Nadia, Neil, Viola, Dodslav, Ely, and the others. But this book is where some of them began. Not everyone stumbled into the Spiral like Lucy. Some sought it. Some were thrust into it. And others, others didn’t know they were always within it. 

			I’ll return at the end of this book with an Author’s Note to discuss what’s next. For now, know that this book was a tough one to write. It is the farthest I’ve ever written a series. There are topics within that were extremely difficult to explore and a few places that hit a little too close to home. 

			These beginnings are the vicious, sometimes sadistic deaths of other beginnings. Welcome to ORIGINS. The Lazarus Spiral is waiting for you to take a few more steps down, deeper, deeper, deeper…

			T. Kulp

			5/22/2024
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			ONE

			Hell was supposed to be hot. But now, Neil Lessman, at 18, knew that was a lie. His body quaked at the onset of hyperthermia, his lungs turned to stone, the heat of his last breath, the only one left after running downstairs, crystalized on his face like glass pushing into his skin. Yes, Hell must be as cold as outer space, because the thing that stood before him, the thing emanating this paralytic frost, could not have come from anywhere else. 

			It was a demon, and it wasn’t alone. It had no interest in Neil. A third soul in the basement, Andrew Lessman, Neil’s brother, held the creature’s rapt attention. Drew, as Neil knew his brother, stood quaking between Neil and the monster. 

			Black smoke billowed from the demon, with tendrils of darkness dancing around Drew’s jeans and now coiling over his black trench coat. The demon’s white mask, featureless save for the black slit eyes and black spiral burned into the forehead, rose over Drew’s spikey blonde hair. It had no emotion through that mask and Neil had no doubt it was a mask, but Neil could feel the sickening joy drip from the creature’s presence. 

			Neil told his arm to extend, to grab Drew, rip his older brother away from the demon rising over him. But the muscles wouldn’t move. Cold or fear numbed his nerves. It didn’t matter which. Cowardice coiled his guts into a spring that couldn’t release. It only locked with panic, and hope that the demon stopped with his brother. 

			Drew had so many demons within him, Neil never considered one would come out, but here it was. Which one was this? The heroin? The guilt for what he did to Grandpa? Or mom and dad? 

			In the basement, the black smoke stayed close to the floor except where it engulfed and slithered over Drew. He seized in fear. Neil saw a trail of the smoke coming from the dollhouse. The dollhouse Neil built with Grandpa earlier today, the dollhouse to honor Neil’s parents. That was before Grandpa found the drugs, before the argument, before Drew stormed off, before Grandpa’s heart attack. 

			With a quick sucking sound, the smoke engulfing Drew snapped like razor wire slashing into him. It coiled as it tightened, blood pooled around the tendrils, but none fell. Red splashes and beads suspended around Drew, growing into a crimson cocoon. Before he was encased, Drew looked back to Neil, tears stood in his eyes but not of fear like Neil thought, it was regret. Those eyes said sorry in the moment before they collapsed into gory jelly, sucked into Drew’s face. 

			Now the fear took over, pain, torment pressing screams out of him, but they were drowned out quickly by snapping bone and squishy twisting muscles as Drew’s body cracked, popped, and crumbled to gravel as he was reconfigured into some kind of abstract sculpture. 

			The demon stopped rising. It hung in the air, watching Drew’s mutilation with a thoughtful hmmmm. Was it considering what else to do? Critiquing its work with ideas of other flesh parts to rend, other bones to break?

			

			Neil screamed now. His lungs let the breath out. His muscles could move, but he didn’t want to. He needed not to move. The demon’s empty black eyes rose to his as if waiting for Neil to say something. 

			But the wait was short-lived as the demon descended over Drew in a crashing wave of black smoke. 

			Drew was gone. 

			The smoke receded into the dollhouse’s basement. Sucked in by a rough-hewn spiral carved into the wooden floor. The miniature living room setup that should have been there was scooped out onto the worktable, leaving the basement barren and empty. Blue light faded around the spiral until only the spiral scar remained. 

			Neil tried to categorize what he just saw. Was it a hallucination? A trip from a contact high? Mental break down? 

			“He said demons are real,” Neil said aloud because his mind was too full with the work of explaining what had just happened. “Drew said his demons are real. Said he needed them ripped out of him.” 

			The spiral drank in the last of the smoke and then sat dormant. And dormant was the right word because, like a volcano, Neil thought it could erupt at any moment, bringing that demon back to this world. 

			“It took him,” Neil said. 

			And all thoughts of why he came back to the house abandoned his mind. The important thing he needed to do, the time sensitive thing, now floated away in the mental haze of questions.

			On the floor where Drew had been was a thin black book. It was a journal from a bookstore, nothing fancy, but Neil didn’t know his brother to be one who kept his thoughts. 

			With a hard blink, his motor skills restarted, and he opened the book to the first page.

			This Journal belongs to Sister Wendy. 

			Flipping through the pages, Neil saw it was written in English but structured in equations like complex mathematics. None of it made sense, save for the horrific creatures sketched with what he hoped was an exaggerated monstrosity. These beasts were nightmares incarnate but not drawn well enough to be professional. His hopes that this was some fictional book, some fun escape into a fantasy world, were dashed by the poor production quality and mind-boggling complexity. No store would sell a book this poorly made, and it would be at least understandable.

			Who was Sister Wendy? Where did Drew get this book? 

			And even though the clock was ticking on what Neil thought was the most important moment of his life prior to seeing that demon, his brother’s broken body and disappearance captured Neil’s attention. 

			One person who might help came to mind. The last person Neil met in Drew’s drug life—the person before Drew began what he called his recovery. Maybe that person would know something? But to get answers, Neil had to go to Hell, or at least where he thought was hell… until now. 

		

	
		
			

			TWO

			Would his destination still be there? Someone, the city most likely, could have cut away that sore on society. But no one ever cared about the people who filled this place, nor that it existed as long as they didn’t have to see it. 

			Grandpa’s truck was well maintained, but old. It really shouldn’t still be running after all these years and while at high speeds on the highway it groaned and wheezed while others honked and shouted as they passed. There was nothing Neil could do but keep pushing the truck to go faster as black smoke choked out of it. 

			When he finally arrived at the cluster of warehouses on the edge of the city, near the waterfront, he cranked up the windows, pushing through the areas where the handle got stuck on damp days like today. He locked the doors and slowed down, knowing his destination was just beyond the warehouses. 

			No one littered the street. Civilization stopped a few blocks ago and when it restarted, it would be the edge where police didn’t go and gangs roamed. The theft of grandpa’s truck, Neil’s murder, wouldn’t even be reported. 

			In this space of warehouses, the city was a wasteland of broken machinery from the old dock yards, rusted shipping containers, and abandoned buildings. Countless unseen eyes watched from those broken out windows, the desperate, the hungry, hoping for someone to come close, to save them, or feed them. Did they wonder about each car that drove by? But there were no other cars. And so the eyes must have been hungry, must have been wanting, for someone, anyone. 

			When Neil was a kid, Drew would send him into this wasteland. But not with a car, not with a bike, only walking. Drew said a bike would make Neil a target for getting mugged, so the younger brother had to walk. The eight-year-old Neil would walk a mile, one way, to do business on Drew’s behalf. Neil never thought more of this than being terrified of the lurkers within the warehouses. Even all those years ago, they were there. They were watching. Walking as fast as his little feet could take him, he heard them scratching and drooling. 

			When he was twelve, he swore he could smell their fetid stench, and at fifteen, three years ago, he swore he saw them. Shadow bodies with pale faces lurking in the warehouse, but of course that was just imagination. His memory twisted the warehouse dwellers into the appearance of the demon he saw earlier, but surely that is not how they actually appeared. That was not what he saw those years ago…? 

			Before that thought could linger, he arrived at his destination: The Sleep House. 

			This place would have been called a crack house if it were nicer, but the outside was beyond blight. It was worse than ruinous; it was decay incarnate, ready to poison any who came too close. And it did. There were bodies strewn about the front lawn of the house, which was only ten feet of dead grass as wide as the sagging row home. The houses beside the Sleep House had rotted into collapse, with only the firewall remaining. From the sidewalk, the Sleep House screamed to passersby to run, to flee from it lest you catch whatever existential plague it carried.

			Yet Neil had nothing to fear. He’d been here many times before and while the infection of the Sleep House never caught him, he trusted his safety in the hands of the house’s master who he’d known since he was eight.

			Neil wore the sigil of the master, a plastic necklace with a gaudy gold star in the center, and left the truck on the street. A few curious glances found him, but the diffuse gleam of the plastic gold star diverted their eyes—unworthy to gaze upon the master’s emissary. There were rules in the Sleep House, and nothing was more important than recognizing your betters. The star was known to all, and all knew to look away if they wanted the gifts of the master.

			Neil didn’t knock but opened the door slowly, expecting someone slumped against it within. The handle was chilly brass, damp from the earlier rain, and opened easily. Inside, hissing and scratching fled from the muted daylight. The foyer cleared as people escaped into the house’s darkness. There were few spaces in the foyer to hide, but people crawled over each other in the darkest recesses. With boarded-up windows and thick curtains, the house was almost as dark as the demon’s smoke. Only movement could be seen, the scurrying bodies climbing over each other to stay in the darkness. Neil closed the door quickly. Some of the people under the stairs tumbled out, back into the foyer, but none looked at Neil.

			“The Emissary has returned!” Neil called upstairs. 

			The protocols set forth by the master were of dire importance to the eccentric man. And while the master spent years filling his brother with poison, the master had a very different relationship with Neil. 

			

			A door opened upstairs, and a blinding white light filled the second floor. “Hark, the Emissary has returned,” the master called forth, filling the foyer with his deep southern Baptist preacher tone. “And I shall receive him with my glory.” 

			Bodies scurried out into the foyer, close to Neil but never touching. They prostrated on the floor, faces down, palms up to receive. Some whined in eager delight at the coming of the master. 

			On the second floor, the master stepped from his office, his white suit glowing in the dark from a bright light behind him. As always, his suit was pristine and angelic. He descended the stairs slowly. Behind him, the man holding a floodlight walked carefully, ensuring he didn’t trip on the extension cord running between his feet. 

			“Emissary!” the master said. 

			Neil knew his other name, and now called him by it, “Thank you for seeing me, Mr. Dream.”

			Mr. Dream nodded. While Neil hadn’t seen him in almost a year now, the time had not been kind. Mr. Dream was pallid, gaunt, sickly in a manner that Neil had never seen him before. For a drug dealer, Mr. Dream had always remained fit, healthy, but something had turned. He embraced Neil and Neil returned it, pushing through the revulsion at the skeletal body beneath the tailored suit. 

			“Come. Let us palaver in the heavens,” Mr. Dream motioned back upstairs. He quickly reached into his jacket pocket, pulled out some baggies of white powder, and threw them into the foyer without care. “My faithful, be rewarded by the grace of your god, your loving, loving God—me. Blissful sleep be upon you.” Deep breaths of anticipation filled the foyer, but no one moved. They knew the rules, to be motionless in the presence of their master, their God. 

			

			Neil led the way up the stairs, but as soon as Mr. Dream’s foot hit the first step, the followers exploded in motion, scrambling to get all the baggies they could. Bodies rolled over each other, shoved, clawed, crawled in the darkness below as the light ascended and returned their world to dark. 

			As Neil and Mr. Dream reached his office, the scurrying died down with wanting whimpers and sobs as those who received, and those who did not, returned to their dark places.

			Mr. Dream dismissed the man with the light with a flick of his wrist and closed the door behind Neil as they entered his office. 

			“I must say,” Mr. Dream began, “I did not expect to see you again.” He shrugged off his jacket and hung it on the brass coat rack in the corner of his office. 

			Neil took his normal seat across Mr. Dream’s wooden desk. The window in the office wasn’t shaded and the dreary day’s light seeped into the room with a lazy, sleepy coolness. The walls were gray with bar height distressed wood paneling. Lights spotted the room, bringing a warm glow to the office that Neil appreciated on such a rainy day. 

			Mr. Dream had an appetite for antiques and that shone throughout the room, from old maps on the walls to highly polished dark wood shelves and ancient books. A few nautical devices spotted the shelves, and while Neil had never asked about their origin, he always assumed Mr. Dream’s life before all this was on the sea. 

			“Something happened to Drew,” Neil said, unsure if the words would sound crazy, but then again, this man posed as a god to junkies—so how crazy could it really be? “I’m not sure how to say it.” 

			

			Mr. Dream sat at his desk and began loading the stacks of cash into a money counting machine. It flipped quickly through the first stack, and he wrote the number in his ledger, which was an antique leather-bound notebook.

			“I’m not sure what I saw,” Neil shook his head. “It was, I think it was, a demon?” 

			Mr. Dream, keeping his focus on accounting, asked in a disinterested voice, “I assume this is metaphorical?” 

			Neil shook his head. “No. I think it was a real demon. It felt like a demon. I mean, I know that’s crazy, but every part of me thought it was a demon. Like, I knew what it was.” 

			“A demon?” Mr. Dream put his pen down. “Emissary,” he never knew Neil’s actual name, “you imagined it. Probably poisoned by whatever Drew was cooking.” 

			Neil had considered the same. Yet could a hallucination feel so cold? Could the glare of something imagined be as heavy as those blank eyes staring into his? “I don’t think it was. It took him. Drew was there and then he wasn’t. And this was the only thing left.” Neil handed Mr. Dream the black journal.

			“Demons aren’t on the outside. They don’t need to be,” Mr. Dream said. He opened the book, stopping on the first page, sucking in a sharp breath, shifting in his seat. The name on the page turned his pallid face burning red.

			“You know who that is?” Neil asked, but the reaction was a clear answer. Mr. Dream knew Sister Wendy. He was terrified of her. And, the clearest message of all, abandon this path, Emissary.

			“Your brother fell into a very bad crowd.” 

			

			Neil chuckled. A drug dealer suggesting that another group was a bad crowd was hilarious to him but also petrifying. Who could be worse than this man? “Worse than you? Not to be rude, but I wouldn’t say you’re a boy scout,” Neil motioned to the door as if to suggest the proof was just outside the office. 

			“It’s just business.” Mr. Dream took a notepad from his desk and began writing. “Do you remember our first meeting?” 

			Neil nodded. It was horrifying. Ten years ago, he was sent here by Drew to get drugs. Drew said no one would bother a little kid, and that’s why he had to be the one to go. But the junkies in the Sleep House swarmed him, grabbed him, pulled him into their piles of filth and stink, but Mr. Dream was there and screamed for them to stop. 

			He took the woman who was holding onto Neil into the foyer and told her to kneel before him. She did. Mr. Dream took Neil to the stairs and told him to watch, and the boy, so afraid he’d be tossed back to the writhing bodies, did as told. Mr. Dream stood in front of the woman and told her to open her mouth and receive. She did. He took a baggie out of his left pocket and poured it into her mouth. She smiled toothless and black even in this darkness. He told her to swallow it. She did. But her joy seized into wracking pain as the drug took hold of her. It wasn’t the drug he normally gave; it was rat poison and her body tried to expel it, but Mr. Dream held her mouth shut, held her nose closed. Her frail body was no match for his strength and youth. She choked to death on her vomit, and Mr. Dream threw her aside. He checked his shoes to ensure none of her filth scuffed them. No such glance was spared for the dead woman.

			He declared Neil the Emissary and for none to touch him, talk to him, or look at him. And so it was. The gold star necklace was given to Neil to signify his status. It was a toy from the half-eaten crackerjack box in the office. That day, Neil left with the star and his brother’s drugs.

			“You were too young to be here,” Mr. Dream said. “I know what it is like to be thrown into hell at such a young age, but there was no one to pull me out. And here we are again.” He pushed the note to Neil. “Your brother left with people from this place one day and I never saw him again. Sister Wendy is one of those people who steal my followers for worse fates. And I fear she took your brother.” 

			Neil reached for the note. Mr. Dream clamped down on his hand with a frail grip. A frailness that made Neil’s heart ache. This man was his protector in this place. He encouraged Neil to do great in school. To be more than his brother. And after so many abject lessons of the hellish life of a junkie, Mr. Dream ensured Neil would never use. He was the older brother Drew never could be. The person who celebrated A’s with a few bucks for a comic book, or sharing book recommendations to help Neil navigate the problems of middle school, then high school. Mr. Dream was the ear to hear the problems, and the voice to soothe the wounds of bullies and breakups. 

			“I’ve given you counsel for much of our time together. Please, take counsel once more. Stop here. Let your brother go. Whatever you think you saw, whatever you think happened, let it be the end. These people are bad people.” Mr. Dream let go of Neil’s hand. “But I’ve always given you the choice, and so I do this last time. Please, let Drew go. Save yourself. Don’t let him pull you down, too.” 

			“He’s my brother,” Neil answered as if those words explained everything. He took the note. “Thank you for everything.” Tears welled up in Neil’s eyes. Mr. Dream’s face stretched so taunt over his cheeks. His eyes recessed too deep, and Neil assumed he knew the diagnosis: late-stage cancer. This is how grandma looked at the end. 

			Neil took off the star necklace and handed it to Mr. Dream. “I don’t think I will return. I’ve learned so much from you.” 

			There was so much more Neil wanted to say, but how could he say it all? Thank you for making sure I didn’t become my brother. Thank you for protecting me from the junkies downstairs. Thank you for telling me I could be anything and then pushing me to become more than I ever imagined I could be. Yet the clock was ticking. Each second was critical, and he felt it, but what was the timer for? He’d remember soon, but for now, he ignored the thought and went to the door simply saying, “Thank you.”

			One last question burst through his mind as he left. “Did you always want to do this?”

			Mr. Dream smiled, his teeth gleaming white. He chuckled lightly and said, “No. But we don’t always get what we want.”

			“What did you want to do?” 

			“Isn’t it obvious?” Mr. Dream motioned to his office. “I wanted to be God. Set the universe right. Find the way back to a good life.”

			Neil again saw the navigation tools. The nautical tools. Wayfinders. Scopes and maps. 

			“Goodbye Emissary,” Mr. Dream said, then returned to accounting. 

			“Goodbye,” Neil said and opened the door.

			“Let pass the Emissary one last time,” Mr. Dream bellowed from his chair as he calculated. 

			

			Neil left the Sleep House unbothered and went to his truck. The note from Mr. Dream was an address in the city. He started the truck. As it choked to life, he saw Mr. Dream in the window of his office looking out. He held the star necklace and watched Neil pull away. 

			Neither would have expected Mr. Dream to outlive Neil. And neither would have expected Neil to forget the lessons of the Sleep House and follow his brother’s path, but that is the thing about addictions. We often cannot see them when they are masked in the mundane. The horrors of drugs and alcohol are easy to see as they rot your body, then soul. But the most insidious addictions avoid any visible decay, only rotting your soul. 

			And now, Neil left the dealer than never attempted to corrupt his body for a dealer that only corrupted souls.

		

	
		
			

			THREE

			On the card, written in Mr. Dream’s elegant script, was an address. When Neil arrived, street parking was all that was available on the busy city street. He double checked the address, assuming this could not possibly be anywhere his brother ever went. 

			It was a restaurant with a polished glass and steel façade. Men and women flowed in and out of a rotating door in the center. Their pressed suits and perfect hair, unbothered by the windy day. The windows were too dark to see inside save for an occasional burst of golden flame from what Neil assumed was a kitchen. Over the door was a single word:

			DiCoro’s.

			And while Neil had never been here, he’d heard of this steakhouse. Some people went there for pre-prom dinner last spring—back when Neil was looking at colleges, before everything fell apart this summer. He’d heard a dinner here cost over one-hundred dollars and couldn’t imagine spending that much on a single meal. Drew never had that kind of money, so what was he doing here? 

			But Mr. Dream had never steered him wrong before, and so Neil went to the rotating door, pressed through the bright glare of professionally polished glass and entered a world of gloss, glamour, and glares. 

			

			Like Neil, everyone there knew he did not belong. They glanced, then stared, unsure why such a person from a lower station would venture into their world. These were wealthy people, and it dripped over them from their clothes to their perfect teeth and tans and haircuts. His jeans and t-shirt didn’t match, which brought the maitre d’ with a quick disapproving frown. 

			“Sir, I believe you are looking for somewhere else,” the maitre d’ said, wearing a gray suit with a thick sheen that made it look silver. The man was only slightly older than Neil, but put together in a manner that was not learned but forged. This man, once a boy like Neil, was chiseled into the model of professionalism by his manager, who had the same done to him, and the chain went on. 

			Neil held up the card and read the last part of the message from Mr. Dream. “I’m looking for Nightshade?” 

			The maitre d’ froze at the name but quickly dispelled this paralysis and searched frantically, yet always professionally—never losing the veneer of professionalism. “Let me get my manager. Please wait here.” the maitre d’ took Neil to the long, dark wood bar near the entrance. Many businesspeople were there and while they all looked at him, no one bothered to see him, finding their drinks and others in their company more worthy of their attention. 

			Behind the bar was a mirror wall stretching up to the high ceiling. Glass shelves with alcohol resting on them lined the mirror, creating the illusion of bottles beyond the bottles. 

			“Hi,” Neil said to the bartender, who looked his way. 

			The bartender continued cleaning a martini glass in his hand and moved down the bar further to customers who would spend money.

			

			“I heard you are searching for Nightshade?” A woman asked Neil from behind. She wore a long black cloak like a nun with flowing white hair spilling out from under her hood. No one else in the bar seemed to notice her and for a moment, Neil thought he was imagining this. “Are you?”

			“I was told to ask for Nightshade. I’m looking for someone who knew Drew Lessman,” Neil said.

			The woman said, “I knew Drew. Troubled soul.” She settled back on her heels, letting herself rest. “Are you the brother he spoke of?” 

			 “Are you Wendy?” He held up the black book Drew dropped when the demon took him. 

			She took the book and slowly opened it. “I am Sister Wendy.” She closed the book with a pop that still did not bring any attention to them. “If you have this, I assume your brother has done something foolish.” 

			Foolish? That didn’t cover being eaten by a demon, but he asked, “I think he’s–”

			“Dead?” 

			Neil shrugged and shook his head. He didn’t think that was true. There wasn’t a pit in his gut or a crippling sense of loss, both things he expected when his brother did finally overdosed. Instead, a deep need to help his brother swelled within him. And so he answered, “He’s not dead. But he’s gone. Taken?” 

			Sister Wendy’s stern face broke into a knowing grin. “Taken by whom?”  

			But before he could respond, his beeper broke the ambient noise of the bar in a shrill siren. It was an alarm awakening him to the thing he’d forgotten. The time he raced against was up. 

			“Oh, shit,” Neil read the number on the small screen. “Oh shit. No. No. No. Do you have a phone?” 

			Sister Wendy’s wrinkled face curled in surprise, having never been asked that in her long time here at DiCoro’s, or in the Order. But she saw the urgency in the young man and called out, “Boy!” 

			The bartender raced over with his head lowered. He asked softly, “Yes Sister?” 

			“Let this child use your phone,” she said. The young man nodded without hesitation. 

			She turned to Neil, placing a hand on his shoulder. “Return when you complete your work.” She tapped the black book on her palm. “I’ll hold this until you return.” 

			But Neil’s mind was caught in the thing he’d forgotten. How could he forget? How could he have been so blinded? However, the answer was obvious. A demon in the flesh can rip your mind away from important things. No matter how dire. 

			The bartender took him to the maitre d’ station and now all the suits and professionals parted away from him as if he were Moses. Neil dialed the number and waited for the long ring to complete. 

			Then there was an interminable space as if the universe had to remember what to do next. Silence held on to the line for too long. Had the call dropped? Did the connection fail? Neil looked at the phone to see if it simply vanished, ceased to exist when he needed it most as punishment for screwing up something so important. How could he forget?

			

			The universe determined that he’d wondered long enough and released another long ring in the phone. It filled Neil’s world. Before the next space, the phone clicked, and a man spoke. 

			“Saint Gerald’s ICU.” 

			“This is Neil Lessman. You paged me. What’s happened?” He expected the worst, and then it came.

			“Mr. Lessman, you need to come to the hospital immediately. Your grandfather’s condition, you are going to want to be here in the next few minutes.” the nurse’s somber tone carried everything not said in it. 

			Neil hung up and ran to his car. 

			***

			He didn’t see Sister Wendy still watching him from the bar, tapping the black book on her hand. 

			Once these hands were weak and the tap would have been painful, or at least she would have felt it. Now, her palms were densely calloused from rough steel barbells, hard work, and brutal exorcisms.

			Tap.

			Tap.

			Tap.

			That boy looked like Drew when he was clean. Unlike the lost brother, this one was focused. His energy was intense and, was it imagined or real, there was something radiating from him. 

			Perhaps the drugs muted Drew’s light. But his brother was glowing. Her wrist, the thing within it, itched as it slithered under her skin. That was the sign of this boy’s strange nature, even more so than the feeling she got from him. The weapon in her wrist, the living weapon, at least that’s what she kept telling herself it was, screamed that the boy was not like the others who have wandered in here.

			Only one person would have sent this boy here. 

			Wendy had helped many lost souls escape that bastard’s damnable shit hole. She should have killed him years ago. Unfortunately, her vows swore to help humanity’s salvation. And that applied even to the worst human.

			“Should I follow him?” A young man in a brown cloak broke the memories boiling within her. His voice, as with all things he did, was eager to please. 

			“No, Acolyte Yingling. He’ll return here soon,” Sister Wendy watched Neil’s truck rush into city traffic, tires screeching, horns blaring. “Check Drew Lessman’s quarters. Collect his things for his brother. I suspect we will not be seeing Drew again.” 

			She placed the book on the bar, spine first, and let go. The spine had worn from frequent reading and when the book fell open; it revealed where Drew had been studying. 

			It was a summoning spell. A rite to cast out demons, but if performed incorrectly, it could call them forth. What drove Drew to such extremes? To steal her journal, then attempt a rite far beyond his capabilities? What was the final straw that snapped his discernment?

			As the old truck vanished into traffic, Sister Wendy closed her journal and tapped it again against her palm. “Who did you call?” she wondered aloud. “Who would come for you?” Because a demon could not enter the world so easily, whoever came was waiting for an invitation. They had their own entrance and only waited for someone to unlock the door, any door, to come through. 

			“Who?” she went back to her quarters not to mourn the loss of Drew, for she was certain he was dead or would be soon, but to ponder the meaning of these events and await the brother’s return for more answers.

		

	
		
			

			FOUR

			Cornelius Lessman, known to Neil as Grandpa, was dying. At seventy-eight, he had a major heart attack, according to the doctors.

			Neil knew the true cause of this situation. 

			Grandpa was dying from a broken heart.

			“Mr. Lessman, do you understand what we are saying?” Doctor Prashanti said in his calmest, most empathetic voice. “We can try again, but if we do, I believe we will have the same outcome.” 

			Neil nodded. “So, his kidneys have gone bad. And to stay alive, he needs dialyses. But when you hook him up to that, he had another heart attack. So, either way, he’s going quick.” 

			Doctor Prashanti agreed. “We can try dialysis again, but I suspect the same outcome.” There was an invitation for direction in the silence. 

			Neil gave none.

			“Mr. Lessman, how would you like us to proceed?” 

			It would have been nice to have someone else to look to. Someone else to answer, to not be forced to decide if his grandpa, the man who raised Neil since he was six, should die. And even though the doctor was clear, death was not waiting for an invitation, only a door for which to come through. 

			Neil didn’t want to decide. That’s why he went home to get Drew. 

			So Drew could be a hero. 

			So Drew could answer questions like this. 

			But why would Neil have thought that would happen? Drew was no hero. He was only an adult by age, never responsible, never accountable, always cared for by others. 

			“Which will hurt less?” Neil choked on the words. Did he say everything he wanted to Grandpa? Did he ever tell him thank you for taking him and Drew in after his parents’ accident? Did he understand everything the man was trying to teach him about being a man, a good person? What was left to be said? Could it be said? Could it be anything more than the regrets of what should have been, could have been more, and now, is just a chasm between them forever?

			“At this point, he can’t feel anything. The pain killers have made him comfortable.” Doctor Prashanti nodded softly. 

			“Then, I guess I’ll just sit with him. No dialysis.” 

			Over the doctor’s shoulder, nurses activated and went behind the curtain where his grandpa was laying. One nurse drew the curtain. Metal rings scraped against the steel bar on the ceiling shrieking a quick, final scream as Grandpa was hidden from the world to be prepared for his final moments.

			“We will keep him comfortable while you say your goodbyes. Is there anyone else we should call?” Doctor Prashanti asked politely. 

			

			Grandma died from cancer a few years back. It was just Grandpa, Neil, and Drew for the past few years. Now, Neil was the last one left. The final Lessman—but perhaps Drew wasn’t dead? It didn’t matter now. No phone could reach him. And so Neil shook his head. 

			“Can I go to him?” Neil asked. Behind the white curtain, dark bodies swarmed around Grandpa. Blankets were carefully drawn over him. The sheets changed. Other things Neil couldn’t understand were happening, making a horrid stench come from behind the curtain. His eyes watered as he covered his mouth and nose with the back of his hand. 

			“Let the nurses finish first.” The doctor, sensing his time here was finished, met Neil’s eyes and said in the most sincere voice Neil had ever heard, “I’m sorry for your loss.” 

			Neil nodded. 

			Behind the curtain was silent as the nurses hurried about their work. The smell stopped as abruptly as it came, masked in antiseptic and something Neil thought was mint air freshener. 

			The curtain opened. “Take your time,” the nurse said. He was tall and wide, strong and blocky, with a kind face. “We’ll be at the desk if you need anything.” 

			Grandpa laid peacefully on the bed. Was he already dead? The beeps on his machinery were polite, faint, and fading, but still happening. No one was listening anymore.

			Neil took the seat beside the bed, which wasn’t there before the curtain closed. Where to begin with the things to say? If he’d not gone for Drew, he would have had more time to say everything, but now, time was up. 

			

			“After mom and dad died, I was so angry.” Neil held his grandpa’s hand. It was weightless, loose muscles, thin bones. “You didn’t deserve all the shit we dumped on you. I’m sorry.” 

			In this moment, Neil couldn’t remember all the smiles and laughter he brought to his grandparents. He couldn’t know how scared his grandpa was that he’d screw up and not raise the boys right. Neil didn’t know his grandpa felt like a failure with Drew, but had no doubt that Neil would do great things. In this moment, all Neil could think about was all the things he did wrong, all the things said, all the fights and screaming matches, slammed doors, and shed tears. 

			“I’m sorry. I’m sorry I made your life hard. I’m sorry I couldn’t help Drew. I couldn’t help you help him. You did everything, but I didn’t help enough.” 

			Neil’s grandpa never expected him to do more than he did. Drew had his demons, and he never let anyone help him fight them. That was what started the fight that led to Grandpa’s heart break. Grandpa found drugs after a long time without them and confronted Drew about it. Grandpa begged Drew to let him help, to let him pull Drew out of this dark place, but instead Drew screamed he didn’t need a stand-in dad. He could do it himself. 

			“I couldn’t help him,” Neil said. And he meant all the years since their parents’ death, as well as what happened in the basement. Neil squeezed his grandpa’s hand. “I’m sorry I wasn’t there for you. I didn’t help you. I can help him. I will help him. Like you tried to help him. I’ll help him.” 

			Grandpa’s hand grew heavy. Neil felt the weight before the cooling of his skin, before he heard the machines stop their polite chirps. He kept squeezing his grandpa’s hand and cried for all the things he’ll never hear Neil say, all the things he’ll never see Neil do, and worst of all, that Grandpa will never know that Drew would be okay. 

			Neil would make sure of it. 

			After some time, Neil wasn’t sure how long, the nurse spoke. “He’s gone Mr. Lessman. We were watching his vitals; he wasn’t in any pain. Please take your time and let us know when you are ready for us to move him.” 

			Neil wiped his eyes and stood. “Nothing else to say.” He sniffed. “He’s gone.”

			“Not everything said is for someone else. Sometimes we just need to say the words,” the nurse said in his empathetic, patient voice. 

			Wise words had no place in Neil’s mind. The promise he made to help his brother pushed away everything else. 

			“Thank you,” Neil said. “Do I have to sign something or do something?”

			“Your grandpa took care of everything. He had all the instructions on what to do in his wallet. You just need to go home and grieve.”

			Neil didn’t go home. He thought he might sit in his grandpa’s truck—now, he supposed, it was his truck—and cry, but the tears didn’t come. They couldn’t break through the promise he had made. So, instead, he went back to DiCoro’s, determined not to let his grandpa down…again.

		

	
		
			

			FIVE

			This time, no one noticed Neil walk into DiCoro’s except the bartender. How this was possible boggled Neil as the bar was full and the lobby was buzzing with hopefuls trying to get a table without a reservation. 

			“Sir,” the bartender said. Neil sniffed again and wiped his eyes, which were now dry even though tears still trickled down his cheeks. “Sister Wendy is on her way.” 

			Neil cleared his throat and said, “thank you.” The words hit the bartender hard, alien, and unfamiliar with this crowd. 

			“Please, wait over here,” the bartender said. 

			He guided Neil to the edge of the bar where a collection of glasses stood upside down and dripping from the dishwasher. Heat baked off the glasses as Neil stood beside them, giving birth to the first thought that wasn’t about his grandpa or Drew in hours: how hot is that water? 

			“Brother of Drew,” Sister Wendy greeted him as she came out from a swinging door. Neil glimpsed the kitchen behind her. “Everything okay with your emergency?” 

			Her uncaring posture and dismissive tone didn’t match her words. Neil shook his head. “Death in the family,” he wanted to add that it was the last person in his family, the only other person besides him and now he didn’t know what the hell he was going to do alone in this world, but she didn’t care so why waste the words. “Drew had your book when…what happened, happened?”

			“What happened?” Sister Wendy said. Her tone was that of a wise guy playing dumb. She spread her hands to match, inviting Neil to tell her how she could know what happened. 

			“He was taken?” Neil said.

			“Was that a question?” Wendy became stolid, even more so than her earlier emotionless questions. 

			“I’m not sure what I saw, but I was told you do.” Neil pointed to the black book still in Wendy’s hands. 

			“Told by whom?” Now curiosity crept into her voice but was quickly extinguished when she saw Neil heard it. 

			Mr. Dream was the only name he knew the man by and doubted Wendy, in her nun’s cloak and regal posture, would know a drug kingpin and megalomaniac from the dregs. Of course, he was wrong about this assumption. But names were things of power, and so Neil simply answered, “Someone my brother knew.”

			Wendy, seeing the calculus, nodded and waved for Neil to follow her into the swinging kitchen door. 

			As she walked, her head didn’t bob. It was simply even and disciplined, appearing to float along the bustling chaos of chrome and sweaty chefs in white. Their storm of action broke around her as stones break waves, resolute, unmoved by the tidal forces swelling around her. 

			

			Neil dodged the chefs where he could but was jostled and knocked around as he tried to follow the woman. Knives flashed and chopped in quick pops. Caramelized steaks and butter covered veggies filled the air with their tempting smells, trying to drag his eyes away from Sister Wendy. She moved so quickly; he knew a single glance away would lose her in this kitchen. 

			He didn’t know that was the point of this walk. Later he would put the ideas together and then wonder with absent curiosity how Drew, never known for his focus or attention to detail, could have ever followed her through this chaos without distraction. The shouts and alarms, the constant barrage against the senses, the quick turns around shelves and appliances, Neil kept his focus on Wendy and knew if he lost her, she’d be gone and with her any answers about Drew. 

			She stopped at a green door momentarily to unlock it. When she turned, her eyebrow rose in quick surprise to see Neil still there. 

			“This way,” she said. Then motioned through the door.

			Beyond the green door, the kitchen’s shine and glow were devoured by a dark earthen tunnel lit with a string of bulbs that put Neil in mind of old coal mines. But he thought the coal mines were probably safer based on the slick stone floor and splintered wall supports. 

			Wendy led the way. 

			Mr. Dream’s words, ‘he fell in with the wrong crowd’, echoed in Neil’s mind. Who are the wrong crowd to a drug dealer? And while the Sleep House was a shamble, at least it wasn’t a subterranean hideout. But this is where answers were. This is where the trail ended, and so Neil followed Wendy into the tunnel. 

			

			“I never caught your name,” Wendy said. Her voice echoed softly in the tunnel. A cool breeze came from where they were going and where Neil thought it would be stale or moldy, it was fresh. Fresh like when Grandpa would take them hiking in the woods in Western Maryland. Even Drew enjoyed it, and he always hated everything that wasn’t his idea. The fresh air was cleansing for all of them. It set difficult times aside for a moment whether they were dealing with Drew’s latest relapse, Grandma’s cancer diagnosis, or Neil’s acceptance to MIT. 

			Clean air made everything easier. 

			“I never gave it,” Neil said. “I’m not here to be part of whatever this is. Just want answers.” 

			“Beware that which you seek, fore it might seek you,” Wendy said with a fleeting flutter of happiness. “My teacher used to say that.” 

			Neil, too deep in his own grief, didn’t recognize the happy memory of a lost one in another. He said nothing. He simply kept walking a few paces behind her, keeping close to the lights. 

			One of the wooden supports was so severely splintered, it caught his shirt as he walked by. The rip was loud in this too cramped tunnel, echoing around him. But the light was too dim to see if any blood lined the tear. 

			Irritated, Neil asked, “Where are we going?” 

			“We’re almost there.” 

			The lights were evenly spaced, with nothing more than a rusty wire holding them to the wall. Warm light filled the tunnel with sharp shadows. At least the floor wasn’t as slick as it appeared. The stone was worn down and smooth, but as Neil walked further, he noticed ridges in the stone, carved no doubt, in a pattern like the ridges on the shoulder of the road to wake you up when you drive over them. They were treads.

			Another green door was at the end of the tunnel. It wasn’t that long of a walk, probably a few minutes, but it seemed much longer not knowing where the path ended. Wendy approached the door with another key and unlocked it. 

			“What’s in there?” Neil asked. Dread filled him as he finally realized his situation. 

			The focus on answers blinded him to the danger of a deep cave, with no one to help if something was to go wrong. And while Wendy was probably in her seventies, Neil had no illusions that he’d win a physical confrontation. She exuded intensity and Neil knew that didn’t stop at her eyes. She could kill him, and no one would know. No one would look for him until the fall, when he wouldn’t show up for college. There weren’t friends or other family. 

			He was alone. 

			“Nothing to worry about,” Wendy opened the door and Neil flinched away from the bright, warm light that poured out. “Welcome to the Order.” 

			Neil’s eyes adjusted to the light faster than his mind grasped what he was seeing. It was an office building but with windows and a skyline, and sunshine. 

			“Are we still underground?” 

			Wendy smiled at that, finally cracking her dour appearance. 

			“Not everything is always as it appears,” she said. Wendy walked to a large wooden reception desk and said to the lady sitting there, “we will need a visitor pass.” 

			The receptionist, chipper beyond sugary sweet, flashed a wide smile at Neil. She wore a finely tailored pink suit with a pin on the label that read, Oh No! Monday Again? But it wasn’t Monday…was it? Her short hair was curled in loops like she’d just come from the stylist.

			She smiled wide at Neil exposing pristine teeth under glossy red lipstick. She said, “Wonderful! Welcome. How long will you be with us?”

			Neil thought of a hotel now and looked around at the people milling about. Except for the receptionist, everyone was dressed in cloaks, but with different colors. Most were brown, some black, and one, the only one he saw, was green. They moved around in groups talking, drinking coffee, or soda, or water, munching sandwiches or crunching bags of chips. It was mundane. What you’d expect to see in any office lobby but instead of business suits, they wore cloaks. Instead of being in a skyscraper, they were in a cave.

			The skyline in the windows where the walls should be, the sunlight, and clouds, told him he had no idea where he was. In a cave? In a skyscraper? Who knew?

			“He’s just here for today,” Wendy said. She didn’t reflect the happiness of the receptionist, but that didn’t bother the lady. 

			“Excellent. Well, welcome.” She pulled a sticker from a strip and handed it to Neil. “Please wear this during your visit.” 

			Neil pressed the sticker on his chest. It read Guest Pass with today’s date.

			

			The receptionist continued, “The coffee room—”

			“No. No need,” Wendy interrupted. “He’s not staying long.” 

			Neil politely confirmed Wendy’s statement. “Just a short visit.” Outside, the shadow of a helicopter passed with the distant thrum that should be there. It was close to real, but not quite. No one else noticed. Or they didn’t show they noticed and instead went about their business. 

			“Well, while here, enjoy yourself. Cafeteria has—”

			“It will be a quick visit,” Wendy said. Her sharp tone cut any further discussion from the cheery receptionist, and they moved on into the building.

			“We are still underground, right?” Neil asked as they walked through an earthen hallway but with rectangles in the ceiling like skylights shining bright daylight. 

			“We are. The light is simulated to provide a more hospitable atmosphere. In the lobby, the appearance of the windows, the helicopter you noticed, that’s all faked to help people acclimate to living underground.”

			“Why do you live underground?” Neil asked as they came to another large room. This one was a three-story open-air library that belonged in an enchanted forest. A waterfall rushed from the far side of this round room down into a pit with rings of light showing other floors for as deep as Neil could see. Above was a glass dome with bright sunlight shining through, yet it was 5:00pm when he entered the restaurant, and the sun was directly above the window. 

			“How many people live down here?” He shouted over the waterfall.

			

			“Underground allows us to live without distractions. We can focus on our faith. At least, those who believe can. Others are here just to help people like your brother, but without faith, they can only take their patients so far.” Wendy leaned against the railing between their path and the pit. She watched Neil take in the enormous room around them. When she thought he wasn’t watching, she itched her wrist. Neil didn’t ask and assured himself that what she was itching wasn’t moving under her skin. 

			“As for how many people I used to know, but now…” She shook her head as if to say too many. 

			“Faith?” Neil asked. 

			Cloaked people wandered around them. Some were carrying bundles of books, others carried baskets of fresh crops from a garden. Many just walked and laughed. Neil had heard about cults, Jonestown, and the more recent Waco standoff. He didn’t think they looked this happy
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