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INTRODUCTION

 


Writing is, depending on who you ask, an
art, a craft, a calling, or a profession. For me, I fell into
writing when my sister-in-law said that she was going to write a
book, and she asked my wife and I if we wanted to join in on
“writing nights.”

Sure, I thought. I’ve always
wanted to write a book. That sounds like fun. And so we sat
down and started writing.

And I’ve never enjoyed anything more.

I was swept away in the story I was creating
– in fact, it didn’t feel like I was creating it at all, but that
it was being made around me, that I was watching it happen. I wrote
my first novel, The Drifter, but I wasn’t done. Almost as
soon as I put that down, I was working on my next book, Chains
of Prophecy. I published both of them in July of 2013, and I’m
still writing.

I think that the best thing about writing is
that you get to be the first one to experience your story. You get
to be the first one these characters tell their problems and their
triumphs to, and you get to laugh and cry right there with them, in
real time.

I hope that you enjoy your foray into a
world where Angels and Demons war for souls and a simple accountant
can become the savior of us all.

 


 


Jason P. Crawford


PROLOGUE




The bar upstairs
was closed, with the liquor put away and the stools on top of the
bar, but the basement was full of light and choking smoke. The
stairwell, with its wooden guiderail, spiraled down into a bright
room with oak tables and chairs of dark cherry and red velvet
upholstery, and the cold January weather did not seem to pierce the
room’s boundaries. The walls were decorated with pictures of movie
starlets; Greta Garbo, Jean Harlow, and Fay Wray smiled down on the
mostly-empty room, baring flesh and teeth equally. Murmurs came
from one table, the only one occupied. From a distance, a visitor
could mistake the group of men - thin and portly, tall and short, a
mishmash of wool pinstripes and plaids and greys and blacks – for
gamblers around a card table, perhaps, or businessmen discussing a
contract they are considering. It wouldn’t be until the visitor
pierced the circle and laid eyes on the table itself that anything
would have seemed amiss.

The seven men wore masks representing
monsters, such as ghosts, dragons, demons and other creatures of
nightmare. The masks were carefully crafted and well-kept, as if
cleaned and polished between each use.

The men were gathered around a leather-bound
manuscript. The book was old but preserved, and the text within was
indecipherable to any scholar of linguistics. Underneath the text
was a great seal, a pentagram inscribed with sigils and markings to
focus sorcery and magical power.

If passers-by could see into the world of
the ethereal, they would see that spirits had been summoned to keep
anyone who might invade the sanctified space at bay. The portly man
with the largest mask, a horrific, snarling demonic thing, raised
his hands and chanted into the air. The lights in the room began to
flicker as the other participants joined in, holding hands, bowing
their heads, and intoning the words of the ritual.

“Tonight, the age of the United States comes
to an end. Tonight, we take power, with the magics passed down to
us for centuries. Tonight, we bid goodbye to the old, and usher in
the new.”

A visitor would also have heard the sound of
footsteps on the floor above the men, but their chanting covered it
and they remained unaware. The footsteps began their descent, still
unnoticed, on the stairwell as the ritual came to a crescendo, and
a dark shape began to form in the center of the room, its nebulous,
smoky body, undefined and shifting, stretching from ceiling to
floor.

When the intruder called out, however, the
ritualists did notice.

“Blasphemers!” No older than sixteen, the
girl’s black hair cascaded over her shoulders. She wore a
close-fitting red dress; her sleeveless arms were covered by the
woolen jacket she had borrowed from her father and her legs by
newly-popular nylon hose. Her hands, one finger bearing a promise
ring and another a family crest, were covered with script that
mirrored the writings in the book the cabal had been using, and
they were held out toward the group of men. Some of them had begun
to murmur and pull back before the leader stepped forward,
gesturing at the dark cloud, a cloud which had begun to form into a
winged shape, possessed of multiple sets of red eyes and toothy
maws.

“What are you doing here, girl?” His lip was
curled up in a snarl, and his voice mocking. “You have no idea…”
His words were cut off as ice began to form on his throat; his
fingers clawed at the frozen water as his eyes widened, but he
stopped when he saw the source of his torment. Materialized before
him, its hand on his neck, was a wispy figure formed of roiling fog
and cold rain in humanoid shape. The creature smiled at him, and,
with a voice like booming thunder, laughed as it spoke.

“You should stand stronger creatures to
guard your crimes, thieves! We are here to purge your evil and
avenge those you have done wrong!” The strangled man tried to
wheeze out a command, but his breath could not pass his lips, and,
before the terrified eyes of his cabal, he fell, unconscious.

The sound of his head hitting the wood
parquet floor seemed to shock the remaining six into action, and
each began chanting his own spell; small, fiery imps joined the
attack alongside great creatures of stone, or earth, or glass.
Another mist-figure formed and attacked the first, who continued
laughing as it fought.

The girl held her ground, her spine straight
and her hands moving like a magician’s. The imps dissipated in
small puffs of smoke; the golems turned to fight each other and
melted back into the ether they had been summoned from. Her face
was tight, her grey eyes focused, her concentration absolute; her
mother would have been surprised to see this in her teenaged girl,
normally bubbly and cheerful, but now controlling powers beyond
most imaginations.

The six summoners became more and more
agitated, more panicked, as their creatures were defeated. Finally,
their hands fell, and still the girl stood. There was sweat on her
brow, but her breathing was controlled and her eyes were on her
enemies.

“Hand over what you stole from my
ancestors.” There was a pause. “Hand it over now, repent, and I
will allow you to live. Do not, and you die here.”

One of the sorcerers removed his mask; he
was a handsome young man, dark of hair and of eye, but his smile
reeked of corruption. “You can’t stop us. We will always
return.”

The girl’s smile was sad, but her voice did
not waver as she changed her stance. “Not after God’s
judgment.”

“Now!” cried the unmasked man; the six
others threw their hands, their spells, their will, at the demonic
figure which had been watching the battle with a detached
amusement. At the cry and command, it stirred, bellowing out its
anger and its hatred as its form solidified into a creature of
nightmare. It was a demon of flame, something which, many years
later, J.R.R. Tolkien would recreate for a great wizard to die
fighting.

The girl tightened her lips. Her eyes turned
to the demon. She began her spell.

The unmasked man turned, grabbed the book
off the table, thrust it at another member of the cabal. The other
man’s eyes were shocked under his piggish mask.

“Run!” He pushed the pig-man away. “Go
now!”

As the fight began, the pig-masked fellow in
the pinstriped suit ran past the demon, past the girl, up the
stairs, praying to whatever powers that existed that he would not
be seen.

He was in sight of the door when the bar
exploded.

 



CHAPTER ONE




Rich Mason,
day-time talk show host, smoothed his hair as he addressed his
guest. “Mr. Caitlin, you have such a collection of successes under
your belt.” The portly gentleman leaned forward in his chair. “Two
years ago, you invested your inheritance into DelCo, a previously
unknown software company. Within six months, you rose to their
board of directors, and under your advisement they began producing
products that, well, frankly, drove everyone else back to their
holes crying.” He laughed, and so did his guest. Mason brought up
his hand and started ticking points off on his fingers. “Your
company now controls over 65% of the market share in word
processing, algorithmic software, database construction, and your
interface runs on more than 80% of privately held computers in the
world.” The host shook his head, his thinning hair swaying. “Tell
us, what do you owe your success to? How did you manage this?”

His guest adjusted his rimless glasses and
flashed a bright smile. “Well, Rich, firstly, I would like to thank
God; without His inspirations, His revelations, I would not be
where I am today. Then, as always, one must credit one’s spouse,
family, for their support during difficult times, so, thank you
Susan!” He looked toward the camera, and the audience gave an
appreciative laugh. “And Mom as well, of course.” He leaned in
toward Rich. “You know, I promised Mom I’d mention her if I ever
made it onto T.V.” Another round of laughter.

“As for my specific inspirations, well, I’m
sure that many of you know that I have invested a significant
amount of my company’s profits to charity work. We have constructed
wells in Africa, bringing drinkable water to millions of refugees
in war-torn areas. Very recently, I donated over 50 million
dollars’ worth of computer equipment to the beleaguered Los Angeles
Unified High School District.” Caitlin raised a finger. “And before
you ask: no, I didn’t do it for the tax write-off.”

Rich Mason laughed; it wasn’t every day that
a celebrity like Gregory Caitlin came onto his show. Dr. Phil or
Oprah back in the day, sure, but not Rich Mason’s Coffee Hour. It
was only local folks who appeared on his program – the top placer
in the L.A. Fair’s art exhibit, perhaps – and so Rich had jumped on
his producer’s offer to have Caitlin do a guest appearance to
promote his upcoming events. Caitlin hadn’t even wanted any
compensation for the appearance, which pleased the bean-counters to
no end.

“So, Mr. Caitlin…”

“Call me Gregory, or Greg if you
prefer.”

“Okay…Greg, then…I understand you have a
special announcement that you wanted to make on our program.”

“Absolutely. Now, I have a soft spot for
struggling workers in a tough economy, you know – I remember what
it was like to be one – so I chose this show to be the springboard
for my political campaign.”

Rich blinked. This wasn’t a political show,
and he hadn’t been briefed on this announcement. He glanced
off-stage at the director, who just shrugged and waved his hands
back toward the guest chair. His meaning was obvious: Who cares?
Stay with him!

Rich turned back to Caitlin and shoved his
hands into his pockets. “A political campaign, huh? Hope you
weren’t looking for fundraising here – I’m fresh out!” He turned
them inside out, demonstrating his point. Gregory shook his
head.

“Don’t worry; I plan to run my campaign
without fundraising events. If people believe in my message and
want to donate, fine, but I won’t be hosting parties in order to
raise cash.” He nodded at the camera, smiling. “I don’t need to,
after all.”

“What office are you planning to run
for?”

“Governor.” A gasp rushed through the
audience. “I’d run for President, but I’m not old enough yet.”
Another smile, more laughs.

“Really?” Rich leaned forward. “Which
party?”

“As anyone who has read my website recently
knows, I am a registered Libertarian. I will be running on that
platform – freedom, independence, tolerance, and principled
consistency.” He raised his left hand – his plain gold wedding band
shone under the fluorescents – and added, “Before anyone laughs and
says, ‘You can’t win unless you’re a Democrat or a Republican,
especially in California,’ I say this:

“Take a look at my track record, my
company’s success, all the things I’ve managed so far…” The
audience hung on the drawn-out pause before Caitlin continued.

“…and go ahead and tell me that there’s
something we can’t do.” This last was delivered with his eyes
focused on the camera, and brought a raucous uproar from the crowd
as they jumped to their feet and applauded. It was several minutes
before the crew was able to restore order so that the taping could
continue.

“Gregory Caitlin for governor!” Rich sat
back in his chair, shaking his head and smiling. “I already know
who I’m voting for!”

 


~~~

 


Sam Buckland shut his computer down,
sighing. At least it was Friday, time to go home. He stretched in
his seat before making sure his papers – client’s documents, notes,
detailed records of his recommendations to them – were in order,
filed away, locked. He smoothed his tie over his shirt, waved
goodbye to Philip, the other accountant in his office, then headed
out the door to his car, pulling out a silver dollar that his dad
had given him years ago as a good luck charm.

Sam slid into the leather seat of his
restored black 1963 Ford Falcon convertible and knuckled the
dollar, watching it flip from finger to finger on his left hand,
dropping it into the door pocket. As he always did on Fridays, he
cranked the top down and drove out of the parking lot, wind blowing
in his hair and across his face. He smiled, remembering the days
when he would ride in this very same car with his parents, before
his father had given it to him as a surprise on his 21st
birthday, three years ago.

“Really, Dad? You mean it?”

“It’s a young man’s car.” His father had
wrapped his arm around his son’s shoulders. “I enjoyed it when I
was young; now, it’s your turn.” Then, his dad had glanced around,
making sure that no one else was listening. “Not to mention, you’re
a man now; time to go cruisin’ for honey, if you get my
meaning.”

Sam laughed at the memory as he cruised down
the 5, heading for Acton, where he lived. His dad hadn’t been
wrong, either; it wasn’t three days into his new job that he had
gotten a taste of what a classic car can bring a man who dresses
well and knows how to keep himself. Amusing, however, because as
much of a “typical man” Sam’s dad had been in his youth, when it
came time to get married he completely switched sides. Even took
his wife’s last name.

The road flew by at 90 miles an hour as Sam
cruised home. His salary at his accounting firm was better than
most novice number-crunchers. Sam had Mensa, the high IQ society,
to thank for that; the vice-president of the firm, Mr. Gonzalez,
was a member, and so was he. Sam’s resume had mentioned the fact –
just a blurb, really – but Mr. Gonzalez had picked up on it. It was
never discussed, of course, but Sam was sure that was the reason
that his starting pay was about 10k more than Philip’s, and why Sam
was getting the higher-profile clients.

Sam was not above using personal connections
to get ahead. It wasn’t dishonest, after all, and no one was
getting hurt; it was just the natural reaction of humanity on
humanity.

Sam pulled up to his three-bedroom
cookie-cutter house in Acton. The garage door opened at his
command, ushering his classic Ford into its warm bosom. He checked
the mail, did his pushups, pullups. When the car was cool, he
checked the oil – something else which had been drilled into his
head by his father – and went inside.

The house was cool compared to the summer
Valley heat outside. Sam took off his work clothes and changed into
his casual jeans and T-shirt. He turned the treadmill in his living
room to its warm-up setting as he flipped the T.V. on to his
favorite talk show, Rich Mason. He liked Rich because the guy
wasn’t full of himself – he seemed to enjoy what he did, to be
excited about the insights and the ideas that would come across his
stage.

Today, his guest was Mr. Gregory Caitlin.
Sam put in his Bluetooth headphones and switched the big-screen to
transmit to them, then began his warm-up on the machine.

Gregory Caitlin was a big shot, all right.
His graphic user interface had overtaken both Windows and Apple in
a matter of months. It was so intuitive, so easy to use, that many
reviews claimed that the users felt the machines were “reading
their minds.” Sam didn’t know about all that, but he did
know that he had been able to process complicated deductions and
exemptions in less than half the time using Caitlin’s accounting
software.

And now, it seemed, the man was running for
governor.

Why the hell not? Sam’s steps
quickened on his treadmill. If he could just get past that
irrational belief in God, he’d be set. He punched up the
incline. Maybe he’s just giving it lip-service for his
electorate...No.

He glanced back up at the T.V., where
Caitlin was shaking hands with the assembled crowd and staff. If
he’s shoveling bullshit, he’s a world-class crap harvester.
Too bad.

As the show ended, Sam checked his wall
clock. 6:05. Time to wind down and get something for dinner.
He shut the treadmill off, wiped himself down with his towel, and
headed to the kitchen.

The kitchen furnishings were sparse – a
fridge, microwave, stove – without much decoration or
embellishment. Sam opened the pantry.

“Goddamn it.” He reached inside and brought
out a box of Honey-Nut Cheerios. “Seriously, is this it?” He ducked
down, peering into the dark space. A small spider scuttled across
his line of sight, hiding in the barren wasteland of the
cabinet.

“Cereal. And I’m out of milk.” Sam sighed as
he replaced the box. “Looks like it’s either a night out or a
shopping trip.”

His stomach grumbled, and he looked down at
it, a small grin playing on his lips. “Guess that settles it. How
does Italian sound?”

Sam hopped in the shower to clean off the
workout sweat. Life is good, he thought as he soaped himself
up. Money coming in, people at work love me, and I can enjoy
myself without worrying about living hand-to-mouth. He glanced
at his reflection in the tiles.

Not too shabby, Sam. Not too shabby at
all.

 


~~~

 


Gregory Caitlin got out of his car, waved to
his driver, and headed up the walk to his modest Northridge home.
The grass was freshly cut but there was no sign of clippings or
trimmings on the path.

Glad we hired that gardener; he does good
work. Smiling at the smell of the rosebush near his door,
Gregory turned his key in the lock. “Knock, knock, axe murderer!”
he called, beginning a ritual he and his wife Susan had started
when they were first married.

“Oh, no!” Susan raised her head from her
book and laid it down on the table nearby. “Guess I’m a goner,
then.” She laughed and got up from the couch as Gregory took off
his shoes and hung his keys near the door.

“How was work?” Susan smiled and locked her
arms around her husband’s neck. “Anything special?”

Gregory shook his head. “I’m waiting on a
new product idea. Something that could put DelCo into the
automobile industry, I think – computer systems for cars, you
know.” He laughed. “Same old same old. How’s the home front?”

“Phone’s been off the hook since you made
that announcement today.” Susan rolled her eyes, but her smile did
not falter. “Email too. Your Twitter account and Facebook page have
been lighting up nonstop with questions and ideas.” She paused, bit
her lip, smiled. “You know, I think I deserve a bonus for working
so hard on this.” She ran her hand down his chest, eyes locked on
his.

“I think I can come up with something.” He
leaned down to give his wife a kiss, then patted her behind. “Head
into the bedroom, love – I’ll be there in a few.”

“Don’t keep me waiting.” Susan thrust out a
pouty lip. “Or I might start thinking that you don’t love me.” She
winked, turned, and walked away, swaying her hips with each
step.

Gregory stared after her for a few moments,
then laughed to himself as he opened the door to his private
office. Gregory had been clear on how this was his space,
how he needed a room to do his work and have things his way. At
first, his wife had worried that there was something…untoward going
on, that maybe this room was where he would stash his child
pornography or something like that. As years had passed, however,
she had come to accept the fact that, sometimes, a man needs a
place to be himself.

Gregory sat down in his chair and looked at
the pictures on the walls: Michael casting Lucifer into Hell, God
touching Adam’s hand in the Sistine Chapel. The great cross worn by
the Crusaders, and overhead their motto of Deus Vult,
meaning “God wills it.” He took a deep breath; in this room, he
felt God’s presence most clearly, felt closest to the Divine
here.

He picked up a small earpiece, put it in.
Pushed the ‘transmit’ button. “Go ahead.” Listened for a few
minutes, jotting notes down. He smiled.

“Ha! That should do it!” He kissed the
earpiece and replaced it in its holder on his desk, then went into
a frenzy of typing, sending notes and memos to his research and
development staff. They would wonder where he had gotten these
ideas, of course; they always did. No matter. One thing was for
sure – this would work.

Again, it always did.

Gregory signed off his machine and headed
into the bedroom where his wife was waiting for him. He closed the
door as he entered.

 


~~~

 


Monday morning. Sam had broken down on
Sunday and gone on that shopping trip, restocking his house for
another few weeks.

He shook his head and sighed. Such a
waste of a good weekend day. He pulled up into his designated
parking spot and walked toward the entrance of Ludwig and Von’s
Accounting.

“Hey, Sam! How was your weekend?” An older
gentleman stood smoking a cigarette in the designated pavilion.
“Hit it big?”

Sam grinned. “Hey, Philip. I headed to
Vegas. Scored 12 million on roulette. Got married. You?”

“Meh. Penny stock I bought exploded; made
about the same. Got three women in bed.” He smiled. “At once.”

Sam laughed and clapped his coworker on the
shoulder as he passed. He nodded, waved, and greeted his way past
the office functionaries until he reached his desk. There was a new
packet sitting on it, with a note from Mr. Gonzalez, the V.P.

Highest priority. We’ve taken you
off your other clients until this is handled. Do us proud!

Sam frowned as he scanned the note. Why
would they take me off my other clients? That’s something
you do for someone who is a fresh-faced newb. He grumbled as he
shuffled through the papers until he found the cover slip.

Gregory R. Caitlin. Requesting a
review of finances before campaign begins in earnest.

Sam sat, stunned, for a few minutes. Sure,
it wasn’t uncommon for politicians, people under scrutiny, to send
their tax records and such to be evaluated and certified again,
just to cover their butts. But this…this was a chance to look into
what made Gregory Caitlin tick, to put to rest the rumors on
exactly how much money he pulled in and where it all
went.

And Sam had never been able to let
sleeping dogs lie.

Sam dug in, and hours passed as he reviewed
the paperwork. It was organized, impeccable; every last cent of
charity donations was backed by a receipt, every business
expenditure, every service rendered. Caitlin’s salary was modest
compared to his company’s profit margin, and it seemed that every I
was dotted and T crossed. Sam cross-referenced Caitlin’s personal
returns with his business filing, and everything matched up. It was
almost boring by the time he got to the end.

There was a business-related receipt to a
Miss Martha Stone which caught Sam’s eye, along with a photocopy of
a check for $50,000. “Market research.”

Then another. And another.

Uh-oh, he smiled. Looks like
someone might have been using the company funds for a little bit
of…

Sam double-checked the records, looking for
any further reference to Miss Stone, anything to suggest a regular
payoff, perhaps. He glanced at the dates on the original
checks.

October 27, 2010. November 3, 2010. December
18, 2010. This was before Caitlin had gotten into DelCo at all. Sam
looked at the returns for that year; almost all of Caitlin’s income
that year had been from his wages – he had been a mailroom clerk –
and from a $200,000 inheritance.

He paid half of his inheritance to get
laid? Sam pursed his lips. That doesn’t seem right…maybe it
was someone who had something on him that he wanted to keep
quiet.

Sam knew better than to poke too deeply into
the affairs of his clients; after all, you don’t bite the hand that
feeds you. Everything was properly documented and legal, except for
those $50,000 expenses three years ago that might actually
have been market research. There was no reason to investigate
further.

Before he realized what was happening, he
was bringing up his Google search engine and putting in Martha
Stone, just to see what would come up. There were several – PhDs,
owners of restaurants, even a Titanic survivor. Sam sighed. Dead
end there.

Or was it? Sam dug back into the records for
2010. In order to claim this as a business write-off for the
following year, Caitlin would need to provide certain information
on the people he paid, to prove they were qualified. Not everyone
did this, of course, and most of the time it didn’t even get
noticed, but the way Caitlin was…

There. Caitlin had filled out the proper
form with Miss Stone’s date of birth, contact information…and
Social Security number. Never had Sam been so pleased to see
someone who had actually followed directions. A few phone calls and
mouse clicks later and Sam had an address, both work and personal,
for Miss Martha Stone. A Doctor of Theology at the Los Angeles
campus of Pepperdine University. 62 years old.

What the hell? Sam’s brow wrinkled
and his lips stretched in a grimace. Unless he’s a major
cougar-chaser, it’s probably not a payoff for a
hookup, past or present.

What could it be?

Sam knew that he should stop there. This was
plenty; if Caitlin was paying some 62 year old theologian for
market research, then that was that.

Right?

Right.

Sam brought up the Pepperdine University
website again. Found Dr. Stone’s office number and hours.

“Philip, can you cover for me for a bit
tomorrow? I have something I need to take care of.”

 


~~~

 


Gregory left the meeting room to thunderous
applause, the door cutting off the sounds of approval from the
other board members. He wiped his face; the proposal had gone well
once he had outlined what he wanted the vehicle technology to do.
In less than six months, he had promised, they would have the
ability to produce voice-activated and locked vehicles, responsive
to commands and able to analyze traffic patterns via GPS
hookup.

And they would have it in the next year’s
models.

Gregory beamed his trademark smile as he
walked through the office building, shaking hands with employees
and asking about children, wives, surgeries, sports. He reached the
door marked President of the Board, G. Caitlin, opened it,
stepped in.

The smile dropped off his face, and he
leaned against the one-way glass of his office. God, that is
always so hard, He rubbed his hands together to still their
shaking.

You’d think I’d get used to this. He
gave his face a quick splash in the sink, and water dripped from
his chin and nose onto the porcelain. He was confident, of
course; he knew that the designs would work, that the technology
was sound. The other board members had learned some time ago not to
question where Gregory got this information or how he came
up with his ideas; they worked, they made the company money, and
that was all that mattered, right?

Gregory shook his head. Godless. They had so
little vision, so little concern for the big picture, that it
sickened him at times. That he had to smile at them, stroke their
egos, turned his stomach; he wished that he could explain the will
of God to them in a way they would understand.

Gregory Caitlin was not in business to make
money. He was in business to change the world, to shape it into a
form pleasing to God’s sight. His political ambitions stemmed from
the same goals. He had been given the gifts to do this.

And there was no doubt in his mind that he
would.

“Deus vult.”

 



CHAPTER TWO

 


 Sam shoved the copies of Caitlin’s tax records he had
made into his glove compartment as he pulled up to the Graduate
School of Education and Psychology, an impressive building made
from bricks with columns carved in the shapes of angels. As he got
out of the car, he took a deep breath, steeling himself for the
hardships ahead; holding one’s tongue in the face of religious
fanaticism was always difficult, he knew, and if he lost control he
would be forced to leave without the answers that he wanted.

He shook his head and laughed at himself as
he approached the door. Why am I even here? Have I lost
it? Am I just that bored?

Office number 4232, Dr. Martha Stone.

Sam turned from the directory posted on the
wall and pressed the “up” button for the elevator. The doors opened
after the customary wait, revealing a small child, no more than 8
years old, with blond hair, blue eyes, and an LA Lakers T-shirt.
Sam got in the elevator.

“Which way, mister?” The boy held his hand
poised over the button panel.

“I’m going up, please,” Sam’s eyes held
front; he did not turn.

“Are you sure?”

Sam’s head snapped over, looking at the boy
looking at him with mischief in his eyes.

“Umm…yes, I’m sure. 4th
floor.”

“Okie-dokie!” The kid punched the button,
then smiled at Sam. “My name’s Mikey; who’re you?”

Sam sighed. “I’m Sam. How’re you,
Mikey?”

“Oh, pretty good, I guess. My family is out
looking for my sister.” Mikey’s face fell. “We miss her a lot at
home.”

Sam glanced back and forth. Here he was, in
an elevator by himself with a kid, and apparently one of the boy’s
siblings was missing? Great. Hurry up, will you?

The doors opened to the third floor. Mikey
hopped out, turned, and waved at Sam. “If you see my sister, will
you let me or my dad know? We’re really worried, you know.”

“Sure, Mikey.” Sam did his best not to roll
his eyes. “If I see her, I’ll make sure you get her back. What’s
her name?”

“Gabby. You promise you’ll look for
her?”

“Sure, sure. Get out of the elevator door,
Mikey; it’s trying to close.”

“Okie-dokie!” The boy waved to Sam, stepping
aside as the door closed. “See you soon!”

Great. Sam rubbed his temples.
Just what I needed.

4th floor. Sam stepped out as the
doors parted again, passing by a couple of college students heading
into the elevator. It took only a few moments to find Dr. Stone’s
office. The door was closed, but he could hear her on the phone. He
paused for a moment to listen.

“…yes, yes, Steve, I know we’re under
pressure to stop teaching those subjects, but listen – if we don’t
educate our young people about the various servants of God and the
Devil, then what’s the point? Why are we even bothering?”

Sam gaped a moment, then shook his head,
slapped himself across the face, and knocked on the door.

“Yes?”

“Dr. Stone? We had an appointment to talk at
10:30 today? I’m sorry if I’m a bit late…”

“No, not at all. Steve, I’ve got an
appointment, I’ll talk to you about this later, okay? God bless
you, too.” Sound of a phone being replaced on a hook. “Come
in!”

Sam entered her office; the room was not
very large, and it was cluttered by papers; several bookshelves
were filled to bursting, and the walls were covered by religious
icons, including a depiction of Christ’s crucifixion in oil paints
and a rendition of the fabled Veil of Veronica.

Noticing Sam’s glance, the woman smiled. She
pointed to a large picture, a painting, of an angel holding a
spear, threatening a demonic figure beneath his foot. “Saint
Michael.” She crossed herself as she spoke. “When we die, he comes
to us, asks us if we repent of our sins. He is the last one we have
the chance to confess to, you know. The final stop for all our
secrets.”

Sam declined to comment. “Doctor Stone?”

“Yes, that’s me.” Dr. Stone refocused her
sky-blue eyes on her visitor. “You’re Sam, right? The one doing an
interview for the school paper?” Sam nodded, the smile on his face
covering any discomfort over the lie. “Have a seat
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