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* Channeling the Demon is an offbeat, stylistic supernatural horror novel. It is fast-paced, with vivid supernatural and horror scenes featuring monsters, demons, and evil priests. A spirit channeler who heads an evil worldwide occult church channels a powerful and ancient demon from a spirit realm and calls forth a series of supernatural events that will lead to world destruction if not stopped.
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​Opening Vignette: SUNRISE
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The sun arrived with brilliance, and a light breeze swept the streets. Randal Rama strolled around the corner of Spencer Avenue to find the old neighborhood as fresh as it had been in the days of his youth. Scales of dust lifted from his eyes, and his past drifted as a clear vision in his mind. The focus of it was a place up the road - Ace's Otherworld Books, which was the only university Randal had attended. He guessed that most of what he knew he’d learned in the reading room there. 

Strolling up the avenue, Randal smiled broadly. Today, happiness was in not being recognized - the people on the sidewalk didn't seem to know him. Half a block from the bookstore, he stopped. People were streaming out the door. Paul Hay was in the lead, a miracle healer, his crystal pendulum glittering in the sun. Randal also knew the others; they were regulars in the new spiritual scene, and without a doubt, they would all recognize him. 

As the people began to shuffle about, looking up and down the street, Randal ducked out of sight in an alleyway. Standing in shadows and litter, he felt odd but not angry. He wanted this to be a quiet stroll; he wanted to be alone, not crowded by admirers. A problem came with fame. You could never be out and alone. 

A limo passed, and a few moments later, Randal stepped back out to the sidewalk, guessing that the limo was ferrying a famous person to the bookstore for some sort of trance or channeling session. 

A man emerged from the car, and the eager crowd surrounded him. Squinting in the sunlight, Randal saw that the man was the prophet, Matthew. The prophet was a channeler. Matthew claimed to be the reincarnation of the Biblical apostle. He looked like he might be the genuine article - wearing robes and sandals, dark hair down to the middle of his back, and a heavy beard. Matthew had a masculine face, an aquiline nose, and a deep voice. Watching them file in, Randal figured it was easier to believe in Matthew than to disbelieve. There was magic in his eyes; their glitter would sugar your world with delusion, and Randal knew it was delusion. Matthew was deluded himself, but he wasn't a liar. He really did think he was the prophet, and Randal understood that quite well. It was that way with many New Earth people. They believed in impossible things, weird things, maybe even crazy things, and they believed because faith in the strange made them happy. 

The crowd filed back into the bookstore, and the bell tinkled as the door closed. Randal strolled by in a daydream, and he didn’t bother to glance inside. His morning walk hadn't been spoiled yet, so he decided to head over to what remained of the old park.

+++ 

The picture window at the back of the bookstore framed a world of golden sunlight. Matthew stepped into its radiance with the assurance of a sun king. Some people were sitting on the floor; a few others were in spoon-backed chairs. They remained silent as Matthew began to speak. 

The prophet's tone was ominous and deep. “As you all know, there has been a wave of apocalyptic visions. Many of our people have been stricken by attacks of illness, terror, and madness, though I haven't been affected in an adverse manner myself. In my pockets and elsewhere on my person, I have charms and other items taken from the stricken seers. Using these as a focus, I intend to channel this new spirit and gain control of it. I will begin in the usual manner.” 

Some people nodded knowingly, others fidgeted and whispered. Notes tinkled from the piano, and Matthew fastened a purple blindfold over his eyes. 

He held up some of the charms and seconds later began to speak softly. “I have fallen from a window and see an ancient time - huge ferns, palms, naked savages, idols, monsters, and demons. The odors of blood and ashes are thick. Now I see another window. One that leads to the future. I see the planet in flames, and people made hideous by plagues. Fanged demonic creatures are swarming up from blackened pits in the earth.” 

Matthew fell to one knee, suddenly stricken. His hand flew to his throat. “The sounds I hear are cries from the windows of the past and future. I feel I must convey this message. I can see the demon king. I am not the chosen one. Randal Rama is to be the prophet and chosen messenger. He will live, and I will die!” 

His words garbled, Matthew continued to speak. A few tense moments passed, then he covered his face with his hands, choked, and released a muffled cry - a sound like hidden death. His followers shook and gasped. He tore away his blindfold, revealing eyes like knives of intense fire. His mouth opened, and a steaming tongue emerged. Ghastly hissing and surreal magma flew from his throat. 

Gasps filled the room as boils appeared on scalded skin. Reality became undone as the supernatural found a hold on human flesh. Chairs tumbled as the people panicked and fled. Matthew released a last hiss of steam and smoke as he collapsed. Sickly odors of decay filled the air. 
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​CHAPTER ONE: THE SPIRIT
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BULLETIN: KARMA CHANNEL NEWS is happy to report that New Earth guru Randal Rama is back in town. The controversial spirit channeler will be at his local temple on Avenue Road, holding spiritual ceremonies with his Children of the Seven Ethers. Tomorrow.... 

Randal Rama felt the radiance of the sun. It glowed with warmth in his bones as he strolled through Spencer Park. Both his personal clouds and the clouds above were vessels of clarity and shining white. Despite his enormous success, he looked and felt like an average middle-aged guy, though he wasn't quite so thick in the middle or ruddy in the face. Today, the channeler had his thick dark hair brushed back in a conventional style instead of standing up with jell, and his look was casual; he sported a comfortable blue summer shirt, long shorts, and a conservative pair of sandals. 

A gleaming silver cart caught Randal's eye, ragged leaves rustling in summer trees brought him an uplifting sense of homey earth, and the breeze added to his inner harmony. Ah, it's a divine omen, he thought, looking at the blanket of sunshine and a curvy blond gal opening a silver hot-dog cart. Randal was being dramatic. He didn't really believe in omens. He saw no connection between small natural occurrences and the course of human events. 

The sunny vision was also framed by his good mood. The delicious picture of the young woman holding a bare arm and a hot dog out to him was symbolic and enticing, symbolic of the life he really believed in and had come in secret to enjoy. Randal believed in voluptuous women and their lusty love, and he believed in mustard-covered hot-dogs - to be eaten while one contemplated Epicurus and the good life. Unfortunately, he preached on the purity of celibacy, health food, and deep meditation; he preached this to people who couldn't understand that feeling good is a natural state in a balanced life, not something forced through personality-warping programs set by others. True spirituality was effortless; it was already inside a person, and he supposed that religion was a business where you sold people what they already had somewhere in their backyard. 

Mustard streaked his chin, the well-planned chin he’d always been comfortable with, and in his thoughts, he drifted to the past, poorer neighborhoods, and the ambitious little boy he'd been. Randal had been an awkward child, the sort of weird kid adults overlook, and when you have to kick someone to be noticed, you dream of gaining recognition. Like a tree reaches for the sun, he'd sought to solve the problem of his boyish insecurity by gaining recognition, and all to no avail. No one close to him had been bright enough to note his talents, so he withdrew to fantasy battles, adventures with comic-book superheroes, and then he became interested in the occult and strange powers. Saturday afternoons were spent on science fiction worlds and in realms of the tarot and magic. The back room of Ace's Otherworld Books had been Randal's time machine to every possible world. 

As he leaned against a bench, he flipped his hot-dog wrapper into a green waste bin, then he sat and smiled at the picturesque afternoon. The grassy field rolled away from his bench and gained a luxurious dimension of shade trees before ending at an expressway. The expressway and its curtain of smog partitioned the park area from a dingy factory zone, and in a dusty, gray part of his mind, Randal recalled factory life. He remembered how being a two-dimensional cog in the mechanical processes of industrial society had satisfied no more than his need for daily bread and activity. He'd felt as unique and useful as one of the throwaway things they mass-produced. Even though he had been immediately promoted, the brand of recognition he received failed to satisfy him - the prestige was superficial because he hadn't earned it. He'd pleased his superiors by parroting them and sharing their limited outlook. They paid people for not thinking, and the sort of thinking Randal did now was magic well beyond them. “Factories and machines, they're always producing stifled, empty people,” Randal thought. “Empty people who need me to fill them.” 

Deep in the field, some breeze-tossed willows were casting a play of shadows on the grass. As Randal's thoughts continued their own play, his hazel eyes fixed on a patch of shadow separating from the trees. No longer inclined to mingle, the shadow stood alone under a clear sky. “Religion,” Randal thought absently. “All religious leaders have been unfaithful to human nature. There is no religion that boldly reconciles the sensuous and the ideal in a truthful, open way of life. There are only rainbows leading over human nature into abstract realms of hypocrisy. It's all meaningless outreach and expression for its own sake.” 

The shadow scooted over the field, then it swept over his face, and he was swallowed by darkness. He wasn't afraid. He merely looked up. “I pray this darkness is mercy,” he said, imagining he was suffering from a momentary heat spell, “because no man can deliver his people to heaven and happiness.” The darkness seeped through his pores like the cold grave seeps through a corpse, yet it was mercy - the mercy of delusion. His theological confusion was swept away, and he became a fountain of words. Fantastic words, potent words - words that gave him the answers others would want to believe. For the first time in his life, he was channeling a spirit; for the first time, he was legitimately possessed. 

The main Rama Temple in Toronto was cathedral-sized and had once been an Anglican church. Its new stained glass was decorated with the images of many Eastern deities, cherubs, and mystic symbols. If Randal Rama was a false prophet, he wasn't one who worshiped any specific idol. He was more of a pantheist and worshiped all things, especially occult things, as manifestations of God. Now, as a true believer, he stood in the wings in the rich, blissful light of evening. Words filled his breath like fish fill the ocean. A crowd of his Children sat on padded blankets on the polished stone floor, hoping a spirit would touch them, and they were so hungry for the occult that almost any spirit would do. 

A bald female attendant, wearing loose liquid silk, gave Randal his cue. Gold collection vases had been placed throughout the temple; it was time for Randal's voice to fill them. There was momentary silence, then the whispers of admirers as Randal approached the pulpit. His dark brown hair was jelled and standing in waves, his full face was powder-pale, and he walked like a man in the clouds, his white, purple, and gold robe touching the polished marble floor and trailing behind him in a small train. 

At the pulpit, Randal raised his arms and shook from head to robe to toe as he conducted the spirits like a lightning rod. He opened in a voice that quavered. It rose from deep tones to a sort of tenor that touched the ear with force. He was the best of the spiritualist orators, very professional and not vulgar. As the streaming light of evening sugared stained glass, he addressed some church business and then delivered a prophetic message.

“... To all present and to come. Greetings. This is the truth and the prophecy. I am a spirit of Rama. The human race languished under skies of gloom and despair, locked in the bleak bonds of slavery that were the ages preceding my first incarnation. Men were brutes drunk with cruelty, so I gave them wisdom. The great Rama, God and the gods, sent me to Earth to enlighten. I have done it, and one day I will gather my perfect ones for the eon of paradise. 

The knowing brow of Rama is furrowed in sleep today. In holistic fulfillment, Rama dreams. Our reality is but a portion of the dream, and like a dream, it will one day perish. Children, you are all an expression of Rama. Earthly incarnation is Rama's way of enjoying the interwoven spirit of the many. A body alone is dead and impure - an empty shell. Rama must vitalize the heart. The purposing spirit must enter and, through unity, transcend matter and form to become a perfect essence. 

You are the godlike dreams of excellent minds in this fabulous vista, and you know that I am more. I am the dream you dream of, and I am your wish. I am of the divine ether, a prince of eternal oases. A lord of wisdom, I am transcendental love's holy vessel pouring forth. I am the trumpets at the end of the dream, and I will raise the wings of angels and command the brass feet of the gods to smash the universe to dust. 

In concert with Rama, I am all within and all without. In harmony, I am the electric dream eye viewing all of the days. I am conterminous with the past; it is a wave of my hand, and I hold the future like space holds the world. The present is the passing of my being, the fountain of my awareness. Destiny is a direction I purpose. 

Know today that the end of the dream is prophesied, and that the requiem of my glory is echoing across the world from my sacred spirit realm. Very soon, a Messiah will come, an almighty hand will carry you away to beauty and peace for all of time. Far away from this world, on a bold new horizon, you will be made perfect, whole, and real!”

+++

The sun shone like a jewel in the summer haze, and it stood in tune with the prophecy, growing shades older in anticipation of the spirit Messiah. Delicate notes of chimes were in the air, and they were the sounds of Randal Rama's heavily ornamented robe. Brilliant crystals and metals gave him the appearance of a sunburst as he strolled through the tall grass toward a circular area of patterned interlocking stones. A pantheon of idols cast shadows on the stones. Four bronze-tanned Amazons, wearing loose short robes, sandals, and breastplates, followed at Randal's heels. They were his bodyguards and celibate priestesses. In the background, a mint-new monastery sparkled under a cloudless sky. 

The flank of a reposing lion idol made a perfect bench for Randal. Leafy boughs cooled him as he checked the position of the sun. He lowered his gaze and saw a compact blue car drive under an arch by the monastery and park in the mosaic lot. A tall, handsome man breezed out of the car and went to the trunk. With a brown leather case in hand, he walked across the field. He was naturally muscular, clean-shaven, and wearing a loose white linen shirt decorated with a gold sickle moon. Sandals and safari shorts completed his outfit. 

Randal knew the man well. He wasn't a member of the church. He was an old friend named Dan Athusta. Dan passed through the idols and sat on a rough boulder. He appeared to be austerely comfortable and was more like another religious person than a journalist. Dan opened his briefcase and scanned some neatly clipped pamphlets and newspaper articles. His eyes were deep and dark. When he looked up at the priestesses, his expression wasn't wan with celibacy. Taking out a compact recorder, he began adjusting the settings in preparation for what would be a historic interview with Randal. 

Randal's hazel eyes lacked their usual sparkle, and his round cheeks were drained of color. He didn't seem at all powerful today. The shadows from the boughs swaying above him seemed vital protection, keeping him from melting. 

“You may begin with your questions,” Randal said. “As your humble servant, I will try to reply.” 

“Okay,” Dan said. “Your prophecy of an arriving Messiah has an Eastern flavor. Are we to expect him or her to rise in the Zen wing of the Seven Ethers?” 

“Possibly,” Randal said. Serious reflection darkened his brow. “I'm waiting for a further prophecy, and I'm still the spirit's vehicle in this matter. Being divinely touched, I'm aware of the prophecy's presence within me, but I can't yet give it intelligent expression.” 

“This is a miraculous time. The feared ecumenical priesthood has already fallen into step with you. Many high orders are looking to the Children.” Dan paused and looked to the sun religiously. “Do you suppose the spirit of the Messiah is at work now, seeding the lands for his coming?” 

“Yes,” Randal said. He raised a symbol-rich sleeve to the sky. “The spirit is already here, and at this moment, the dead are being resurrected. In the coming days of the Messiah, legends will rise throughout the world.” 

Blowing shadows highlighted the masculine symmetry of Dan's face as he looked over some clippings. “Your brand of mysticism is at odds with modern science. Do you still believe the universe rises from the mind?” 

“The universe is composed of subatomic particles, so small that they have no location in space. They are more like tiny properties than objects - qualities that chain together in complex ways to build the higher planes of life. Indeed, they are energy, information, and thought created in the unseen brain of Rama - thought rising from the mind of God. With science, we have cast a net, and we see the shape and beauty of God.” 

Dan appeared to be satisfied. “Some old friends of yours have released a new book, and in it they say you channel nothing but lies. Can you defend your abilities?” 

Randal cleared his throat; his gaze was steady and confident. “My channeling is a special use of mental gifts and spiritual vision. The disbelief of the ignorant and earthbound is to be expected. The book you mention offers nothing new or beneficial. It's just skepticism and a defense of Western materialism.” 

Randal was handling the interview well. Dan paused to dash some notes, then, as he studied the paragraph, sudden darkness interfered, and he looked up. A startling transformation was taking place - Randal was melting into a swirl of dark mist. The priestesses jumped up and stepped back, but they were obviously not surprised. In an instant, Randal transformed completely, becoming a small, dark star, floating and pulsing above the stone lion. Amazed, Dan ducked back a ways, keeping low as he moved between the idols. Surprise, combined with fear, made the miracle complete in his mind. He couldn't take his eyes off the star and watched as it imploded, pouring in on itself. 

Randal reappeared, his ornamented robe flowing and ringing with otherworldly chimes. Waves of energy and shadows raced over him. He was rising in a tilted tunnel, an illusion of flight, though the motion didn't take him anywhere. His face was radiant, and his expression pained and ecstatic, as if he'd seen too much of another world. He began to prophesy, and the voice wasn’t his own. “I am a spirit of Rama, and for Rama I command and declare. There will be an offering. When the moon is full, this human vehicle, Randal Rama, will perish. His life is forfeit and a gift in recognition of the coming time of glory. His honor is to perish naturally by exposure to the elements, and his death will be a powerful sign. It will mark the moments before the miraculous descent of the Messiah's spirit. Blessed is the human vehicle the Messiah chooses to enter.” 

KARMA CHANNEL UPDATE: Spiritualist author Dan Athusta will be appearing on the “Private Idol podcast” after this evening's news. At issue is his recording of Randal Rama's miraculous powers and prophecies. Prophecies of death and a spiritualist Messiah ....  
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​CHAPTER TWO: PRIEST HOODS
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In the early morning, a loud crash woke Randal. One of his priestesses was trying to hold the door shut with a heavy Isis idol she'd wedged against it. The door splintered, and the sound of a battering ram boomed in his head. He popped out of bed and threw on a robe as the door came off its hinges. The priestess fell, and the idol shattered at his feet, then three fierce men burst in and seized him. Before he could say a word, one of them swung a sword, killing the fallen priestess. Randal stared in horror at the blood and body. Then he began to curse as he was rushed down a blood-spotted hallway. 

A metallic-blue limousine spun up dust as it raced down a country road. They passed abandoned houses and left the sun trailing like a hot-air balloon as they followed the winding road farther into a summer-lush temperate forest. Inside, in the plush back seat, Randal trembled. Now that his priestesses had been overpowered, he was in the hands of the church's dreaded ecumenical priesthood. He didn't know what to fear more - the evil spirit possessing him or his own priests. They were the sort of priests that didn't need to be possessed by devils because they were devils. The ecumenical priesthood had been restless and had an interpretation of his prophecy of his own death. Randal knew these renegades would have something unthinkable in store for him. 

A heavyset priest with a black beard sat beside Randal; the priest's blue silk jacket, wide belt, and large nose ring softened his coarse looks. For practical reasons, the driver was wearing faded jeans and a blue T-shirt. He had straight shoulder-length dark hair and the temperamental personality of an ex-con. The third man was a black African with a bone-chilling smile. Randal wasn't sure what they placed faith in other than jewels and their own divinity. Ostensibly, they were obeying the prophecy by seeing to it that he died of exposure, or their version of it, which could include sheer murder as a feature element. 

Randal sighed deeply. His ghost of fight was already leaving him. His control had been tenuous for too long, and now that he'd been kidnapped, he felt grim relief in the face of death. He spoke to the priest beside him. “This Messiah thing has become a dangerous and vain fantasy, Averam. You should know better. It's common for religious people to try to identify with their ideals and then go awry and become power-mad. If you think it over, you'll see that we really don't need a Messiah.” 

Averam turned predatory eyes on Randal. The fragments of sunshine dancing through the tinted windows glowed almost supernaturally in his beard. “So, the world's vainest man is now an expert on vanity and ideals. This isn't a decision we have a choice in - it's a revelation. We know the spirit has worked through you, and we are obeying the spirit. There is no reason for you to be afraid. You will die peacefully of lack of food and water while we meditate and prepare for the descent of the spirit. Because of our faith and obedience, we assume the spirit will choose one of us as its holy vessel.” 

“Obedience and faith are what you lack, Randal,” said the driver. “You have bad karma. Gold and the flesh have blinded you to spiritual truth.” 

Faint defiance showed on Randal's face. “That may be so, Nigil. But you can testify to my last words, and they are: To hell with karma and Messiahs, I'll take any temple in the sun over the damp world of the dead.” 

The limo homed in on its destination; it turned and bounced slowly down a bumpy dirt road. Randal's heart thumped, and he perspired like he was toiling in the sun rather than resting in air-conditioned luxury. He could feel the presence of the spirit; it was a red-hot crescent, a spiritual desert and place of evil at the back of his mind. He leaned against the door and watched a sea of weed-tops seesaw past the window. The limo came to a halt, and he knew he had to escape before he grew too weak. 

Nigil ordered Randal to remain in the back while he removed some packs and goods from storage, then he popped the door open, flashed a Glock pistol as a blunt warning, and holstered it in a belt clip as Randal stumbled out. The car was in the shade cast by a stand of unusually large birch trees and on the edge of the clearing. The clearing was a reservoir of tall weeds. Yellow clover and white parsley provided a pattern of color, and the sun was cooking up a sweet aroma of the wild from the field that contrasted vividly with Randal's thoughts of death and decay. 

Doors thumped shut, and the other two priests strolled around the car. They changed into sneakers, jeans, and T-shirts, but didn't look more down-to-earth for it. Averam held a folded robe under his hairy right arm. Randal recognized it as a ceremonial penitent's robe. His stomach muscles tensed, and his look grew bitter. 

“To die is terrible enough,” Randal said, his voice quaking, not from prophetic power, but from fear. “You should know better than to torture a high priest.” 

Averam spoke soberly to the African priest. “Well, Turkazim, what do you think? Should we hack off his feet or put out his eyes?” 

Turkazim grinned; his face a ghastly orb. Randal trembled and remained silent. 

“Cut the head games,” Nigil said, his thick brows forming a single line. “You won't die in an unholy manner. There's a stream behind these birches. You’ll wash up, put on the penitent's robe, and have a final spiritual meal of water and almonds, and then you'll begin your final meditations. We will also be meditating and performing rites of special atonement. Before the time of the full moon you should be fully cleansed, a holy memory, and one of us will assume the role of Messiah.” 

“It will make for greater purity if I meditate by the stream,” Randal said calmly. 

“Where you'll steal sips of water and defile yourself,” Nigil said. “No, you'll begin your meditations over there in the cave.” He pointed across the field to a cave set in the rocks and brambles on the steep hillside. “The cave is very deep. Once inside, you'll meditate for three days. Any evil or uncleanness, especially sexual uncleanness, that's in you, will be absorbed into the bowels of the earth. On the fourth day, wholly purified, you'll be brought out to pray in the clearing. Your atonement will be made as the elements slowly consume you. You will be bound, of course. Our personal rites will be performed by the stream.” 

Events flowed smoothly for Nigil, Turkazim and Averam. Randal's third day in the cave grew near; a red-hot demon rose through faults in the earth and entered his mind. It twisted through his brain like razor ribbon. Panicky sensations ran over him in waves. Cold sweat bathed gooseflesh, and he was sure he was lying at the bottom of a large grave. A gaping mask hung facedown in the darkness above. It looked like something a witch doctor had made, and its jaws were hungry, ready to devour him whole. The sound of dripping water was driving him mad, and with each distant drop, a fire burning at the edge of the mask flared, and it lowered itself a little closer. He tried to command his body to move toward the sound of the water, but he felt no response, only growing numbness and a parched strip of flesh he knew was his open mouth. The hideous mask dropped closer and closer, and its painted lips quivered with cannibalistic hunger. A fire was burning around its edges - through blackened fangs in the mask, he could see the ashen bowels and tormented beings of a dim, distorted hell. 

A repulsive swarm of suffering things rose out of a bed of thick green slime and began to crawl to him to claim him for the unholy, and he felt stark terror almost indistinguishable from pain as the bed of slime lifted and rolled like a monster tongue to speed them upon him. Gnarled hands and claws reached out and ripped into his flesh, the slime sucked on his feet perversely. They were about to drag him away when a drop of water smacked his parched throat. More drops followed, and with each one the creatures and the slime faded, then the mask lifted slowly. Its fire cooled and died, but its eyes remained blood-red and glistening. 

The cave floor was cool and hard like an altar. Randal's vision slowly came into focus, and he saw a stalactite hanging out of the gloomy darkness. Blotches of color moved at random and patterned to transparent shapes as the water continued to fall into his open mouth. He'd dragged himself deep in the cave looking for water and had met up with the evil spirit. His robe was soggy; he figured he must've inched his way around while numb and delirious. Words of prophecy no longer filled him, but he was in the grip of the spirit. It was wrapped around him like sticky mummy's cerements, and it was crushing the life out of him like a murderous tourniquet. Too weak to move and the very marrow of his bones aching, he closed his eyes. He fell numb, and a broad vision opened before him, spilling in on a river of sunlight. 

In the vision, Randal saw Nigil sitting cross-legged on an Indian blanket. He was by the mouth of the cave and in the shade of some scrub. His hair spilled out of a purple cowl, and he was staring solemnly at the alabaster statuette of a demigod. A silver bowl of water and another object, an impure one - his Glock pistol, gleamed. Coming out of his quietude with a start, Nigil looked above. He'd heard something and was suspicious. 

Two people appeared. They were high above the cave, at the top of the hill. A man and a woman; they were striking, beautiful as angels, and wore wine robes and sandals that were made of leather that twined to the shins. Randal smiled with hope in his mind, even though his lips remained stern. He knew it was Melanie, his first priestess, and Dan Athusta dressed as a priest.

Dan called down a bold command. “Your actions have profaned the priesthood. Release Randal and surrender!” 

“You're not one of the Children, Dan!” Nigil yelled fiercely. He seized his pistol and rose. “You have profaned a sacred purification rite, and for this you will die!” 

Unable to control his nerves, Nigil fired two wild shots. Melanie and Dan ducked back over the hill as the bullets ricocheted. Falling to one knee, Nigil took careful aim and waited for them to reappear. While he waited, the hill developed a fateful magnetism, and a slab of limestone began to slide silently in the bushes above the cave. Dan's head and shoulders reappeared, and Nigil zinged a razor-close shot by him. Frustrated, Nigil shoved his gun in his belt and turned to face the clearing. Averam and Turkazim were charging from the birches. Something halted them, and they stared up at the cave, gesturing wildly with their arms. Nigil spun around, but it was too late; rocks poured down on him, and a dust cloud obscured the cave entrance. 

Simultaneously, the sun rode out of a cloud, and Dan and Melanie showed again on the boulder-covered hilltop. A brilliant fan of sunbeams touched them. In Averam's dark mind, they were spectacular birds with halos of ill omen; he believed them to be Children who were challenging the spirit because of a mistaken loyalty to Randal. He drew a sacrificial dagger from his robe, and Turkazim followed his lead. Together, with their knives chest-high and gleaming, they paced through the tall weeds. Seeing no firearms, Dan headed down the treacherous hillside. He had the gait of an experienced mountaineer. Melanie followed, but her steps were careful and slow. 

In the cave, Randal was well enough to shiver - if he'd been having a vision of murderous priests of ancient days and idols, it wouldn't have been any different. The murderous intent on Turkazim's face and Averam's wicked stare seemed aimed at him directly. Now that the evil spirit of Rama had temporarily lifted its painful curse, he was alone with the vision, and thinking that the spirit must have entered another person. Perhaps it had gone into Averam, and he was the Messiah. 

Dan reached the heap of fallen rocks at the cave mouth first. He quickly circled the slide. One of Nigil's hands protruded from the rubble, but his gun wasn't in sight. Averam and Turkazim were now sprinting through the thistles on the short stretch of hillside leading up to the cave, pressed on by fears of Dan retrieving the gun. 

Unexpectedly, Dan spun around and leaped from a lip of turf on the hillside. His robe fluttered as he dropped feet first and struck Turkazim on the neck and right shoulder with a bone-crunching blow. Turkazim tumbled on the hillside like a man bowled over by a mountain lion. The rocks and thistles mauled him, and he stabbed himself in the leg before losing consciousness. Dan's fall was partially broken by the impact; he landed in a patch of thistles. 

Before Dan had time to rise, Averam fell on him for the kill, slashing viciously for the neck and heart with his knife. With a quick and desperate effort, Dan blocked the strokes. He felt the blade cut through his robe into his forearm. Using his right arm, he punched Averam hard in his bulbous throat as the blade shaved close to his own throat. 

Averam choked, rolled off, and jumped up. Spittle dripped from his beard; his eyes were blood-mad and bloodshot like those of a starving cannibal. Dan crouched in the thistles, waiting for him to lunge, but before he could attack again, a jagged stone thrown by Melanie struck his temple, and he went down. 

Averam was out cold, so Dan stepped from the thistles and sat in some tall golden grass. Melanie descended to him, prepared to help him treat his wound. 

BULLETIN: KARMA CHANNEL NEWS has learned that a shaken Randal Rama has surfaced and voluntarily placed himself in the hands of a group of concerned psychiatrists. The group, which actively sought to interview Randal after he prophesied his own death, feared he had developed a martyr complex and that the priesthood was exploiting his condition. Our Karma reporter at the Sarsen Institute has learned that Randal is locked in isolation at his own request. This is to protect him from a demon spirit seeking to kill him before the rising of the full moon. Police officials believe the whole affair is a publicity stunt arranged by Randal, and Chief Elroy states that his officers won't disturb a huge Messiah gathering at the Rama Temple. Karma Channel expects to have the first report on that gathering and the identity of the new Messiah. 

Silence reigned in the padded isolation cell; deep silence, like time had not yet begun. Randal sat on a stool, supporting his chin with his palm. His hair was flattened to a tangled mat of fine wire, and he was as content as a mad philosopher lost in abstract speculation. He was sure he'd foiled the evil spirit. Perhaps it would possess a Messiah and cast him out of his temples, but there were other temples in the sun. He himself was a temple in the sun of living energies, born to friendly elements, and a natural harbor for material comforts. Even here, locked in the den of madness, Randal drew on old confidence. He had built the church on that confidence, but it was more like a sickness now. 

A sound broke the silence; it was the fall of a water drop, and it startled him. His vision blurred for a moment, then he saw that he was still in isolation, but not in a cell. His surroundings had changed. Featureless gray terrain ran off in all directions, and an ash-gray orb that was neither the sun nor the moon was high in a murky sky. A giant drop of blood fell on the horizon. With each drop, a dark hand was growing to cover more of the sky. It expanded until everything was in its swirling clutch. The wind rose and moaned like poison speech forming in the throat of a world-sized zombie, then it rushed in, thick with slippery fingers of hot sand. 

Terrified and desperate to live, Randal shielded his face and struggled with his fate. When the sand thinned, a whirlwind threw sheets of cold rain. Hail and snow fell. Tormented and realizing that unholy death was upon him, he shook his fists and, through swollen blue lips, cursed the sky. A mix of elements answered by tearing at his flesh; sand stung and choked him, wind burned him, and his feet froze as he stumbled around in icy muck. He sank to his knees; his tears were frozen; he was blind; and the muck was hostile, cutting him like broken glass. Claws and dark hands groped, seized him, and slowly pulled him down, gasping, into the earth - into the earth with the dead, the damned, and the worm. 

At the moonlit Rama Temple, a celebration of the Messiah was underway. Key members of the ecumenical priesthood were among the charged worshipers, leading them in a frenzied chant. Melanie, the chosen vessel, stood by the pulpit, her long dark hair and white robes shifting like dimensions to another world. Behind her moon-pale, enraptured face, her spiritual powers were at work chasing out the visions that touched and controlled the minds of her priests. 

In the wings, Dan Athusta was slipping a clip in a Colt 2000; he bit his lip at the thought of what he was going to do. He'd just witnessed the dried, mummified husk that remained of Randal at the Sarsen Institute and was now steadying himself to kill an evil Messiah. He didn't yet know the Messiah's identity, and he didn't think it would matter. 

The long vaulted hallway leading to the main auditorium in the new dome was jammed with near-hysterical Children, a few of them in their second childhood, more than sixty years old. Dan began to move, slowly pushing his way through the chanting, babbling mob. His expression was cold, though beads of sweat rolled on his forehead. It was a tunnel to pandemonium; the swaying, stumbling Messiah celebrants had been either inspired or possessed to chant in every language but English. Over it all, a steady chant from the auditorium pounded like percussion. The closer he got to the huge moon gate entrance, the wilder the celebrants were - moving like madhouse marionettes with paste jewels, necklaces, and amulets they'd bought from the church, flying and twisting on their sweaty flesh. 

Dan tried, but he couldn't establish normal eye contact or communication with any of them; they were oblivious to anything less than the supernatural, so he continued, forcing his way through and






















d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
CHANNELING
THE

DEMGN

A Horror NoVEL
By Gary MorTon





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





