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PROLOGUE

Blood Bricks were used to construct the district’s most paramount edifices and roadways. For thousands of years, the City of Abandoned Hope churned as a diabolical microcosm that could be likened to an endless jigsaw puzzle, and one of the puzzle’s biggest pieces was this district—the Boniface District—and the reason it could be seen from a hundred miles in any direction was because it had essentially been built with blood.

A thousand cauldrons boiled ceaselessly, each filled to the brim with the blood of abducted citizens, fugitives, Demons, mongrels, Hybrids, etc., and even occult-engineered blood, a more recent technological breakthrough. As the cauldrons boiled, their levels reduced. Water was distilled from the steam, of course, but eventually when the blood had boiled down to paste, it was blended with lime and milled bone, then pressed into foundry molds. When the bricks dried, they were later dis-enchanted by specially trained Warlocks from the district’s Collegium of Sorcerial Sciences. These spells would not only bolster the bricks’ resistance to stress and deterioration but also strengthen any wall against the occasional malcontents and anti-Luciferic terrorists trained in the black arts.

A hundred yards long and fifty wide, Fortress Boniface was the first structure to be built with Blood Bricks. When humidity was high, the bricks would “bleed” slightly, and district residents would touch their fingers to the Fortress’ walls, for good luck.

Boniface gazed south over the parapet. Hot winds carried smoke and a thousand screams as the sky churned blood-red behind a black sickle moon. Beyond, the city extended into its wondrous, demented infinity. Griffins and Caco-Bats swept down out of bruise-colored clouds, to tear limbs off of unsuspecting inhabitants, including children and infants. Gargoyles lurked about the crestwork of the higher buildings, hunting for vermin, weak windows, and ledge-jumpers. Lower, in the nooks and crannies of the city’s guts, Boniface could see the everyday life here:

Broodren—the demonic young—cooking horned newts on sticks over flaming sewer-grates; taloned Ushers with faces of slag disemboweling the helpless in a regional Mutilation Zone; nine-foot-tall Golems standing watch on every corner; rows of chained mongrel slaves hauling great two-wheeled limbers full of body parts to the district De-Boning Line and Pulping Station…

Perfect order, Boniface thought.

He moved further down the parapet of this macabre, dark-scarlet edifice that comprised the Exalted Duke’s fortress. A glance over the edge showed him the Boniface District itself, his first gift from the Lord of Lies. Oh, Lucifer, my great god, I give thee thanks, Boniface sang in his head. Damnation and status had changed his features to something stolid and blocklike, while his face, long ago consumed by Bapho-Rats, remained covered by a mask fashioned from the salt of the Valley of Siddim. This was the same salt that Lot’s wife, Edith, had been changed to when she ignored Gabriel’s warning and dared look behind her as the two most vile cities on the earth were razed in flame.

The scarlet sky cast a long shadow at the Exalted Duke’s feet, which gave him a satisfaction. Boniface had been a short man on earth, and he remained short in Hell. Dressed in his gilded white cassock, the shadow seemed like a huge chess-piece made even longer by the anti-pontiff’s miter hat emblazoned by a gold inverted crucifix. His squat fingers were embellished by pyrite rings which bore the unglimpsable faces of Lucifer and the premier Fallen Angels, and in his left hand he bore a pastoral staff wound from the arteries of past concubines. The blood vessels had been twisted, hexed, then desiccated in a sulphur kiln. Boniface would add to its girth on occasion, when he wearied of a doxy.

“My lord,” Willirmoz announced as he approached. “A fortnight ago, I divined what I am about to tell you.”

Boniface’s nearly fleshless skull beneath the salt-mask grinned. “The Usher Squads have found the fourth Oblation? Tell me it is so…”

Willirmoz’ face was nearly fleshless as well, but from another symptom. The Exalted Duke’s personal adjutant and fortune-teller had lost his countenance—and a great deal of the rest of his flesh—to fire. In the Living World, Willirmoz had been burned at the stake in St. Claude, France, in 1680 for black magic and molestation. Since the time of his Damnation, he’d risen to the rank of High Priest in the Guild of Lithomancy. The totems of his trade were in constant evidence, as they had been stitched into every square inch of his gown: the most mystical of crystals, namely ophite, bloodquartz, deadly Lapis Baetullum stones, just to name a few. His most recent imperial training had taken place at the Oppenheimer Monastery, and one condition of induction was for all Lithomancers to mimic the conditions of their deaths in the Living World.

Yet the High Priest’s skills were incontestable. “Indeed, my lord. The fourth Oblation has been procured.” A charred finger pointed over the parapet. “Bear witness…and rejoice.”

Now Boniface gazed down into the courtyard, whose cabalistic geometry provided its power. The courtyard was a great rectangle; limestone blocks the size of coffins sat at each of the yard’s four corners, and atop of each stood a stone font—called a Morte-Cisterna—full of moldering blood. The blood in each basin had come from the slit throats of three Human sacrifants.

“Is the blood sufficiently corrupted?” Boniface asked.

“Yes, my most atrocious lord. It is rotten, spoiled, brown from curdling—the perfect consistency. Come, to the Watch-Turret…”

Boniface followed the vile magician to the Fortress’ fourth corner—the southeast corner—from which a turret with ramparts bulged. Boniface stood behind the pulpit and looked down into his courtyard between the stone merlons. It was this point that would afford him an optimum view of the ritual…

“Be ready, my lord,” Willirmoz whispered within his hood, “and watch.”

Boniface’s sickly eyes began to go teary behind the mask. It’s all coming together, my great Satan… Below, the platoon of hideous Ushers—with their eyes and mouths like knife-cuts in meat—hauled the final sacrifant from the jail-wagon.

A lone, feminine shriek pierced the open air.

The creatures that hauled the wagon were known as Metastabeasts, something like a horse only twice the size that had been placed under a mutation conjuration. Cancers had been incanted into their musculatures and stimulated rampant growth, so that the beasts could haul astronomical loads. Eyes bulged from mutated sockets over long snouts of bone, while irregular fangs twisted from their mouths. They were hairless and gray, and webworked with veins.

By psychic command, the beasts stopped. A slug-skinned Usher opened the wagon’s door of iron bars and pulled out its only occupant.

“She’s quite comely,” Boniface observed, surprised. “Are you certain she’s chaste?”

The wagon’s prisoner fainted the instant she glimpsed the Usher’s face. The young, blond-haired woman was flipped over the Usher’s runneled shoulder, eighteen years old, perhaps. Strips of rags comprised her clothing, between whose gaps a supple, fresh physique showed.

“She is quite chaste, my lord,” Willirmoz assured. “Six teams of Channelers and Tactionists have examined her memory. She’s untouched. Unblemished.”

“She can’t have been Damned long, judging the excellent condition of her Spirit Body…”

“A relatively new arrival, which is how she managed to avoid being raped. It was a Golem on Ghettoblock duty who reported her. The dead thing could smell her virginity issuing from the alley-crevice she lived in. That’s when the nearest platoon of Ushers was summoned; they took her posthaste to the De Rais Asylum for psychic inspection.” The High Priest’s crusted-black lips turned up. “She was Damned for murdering her parents—for a land inheritance. And her father…was a Methodist minister.”

“Lucifer, bless her!” Boniface chuckled.

“Another inmate murdered her in prison…then she came here.”

“It’s our good fortune, Willirmoz. Finding virgins in Hell is no easy feat. Simply finding the first three took long enough.”

“And now we have the fourth, and final, sacrifant, my abhorrent lord. It’s providential that she be so stunningly attractive.”

Boniface watched as the girl’s limp body was lain on the fourth Dolmen and stripped of the rags. Were she not so essential for the rite, he would’ve liked to go down there and eat here alive, but not before a fastidious carnal ravaging.

Below, from one of the De-Vestry arches, scarlet smoke began to pour and fill the courtyard, but when the smoke thinned, a coven of Arithmetrices stood around the fourth Dolmen, where the fainted girl had now been tied. These occult mathematicians belonged to a rarefied sorority of witches known as the Cultes des Pythagorae, and they’d existed in damnation for thousands of years. All of these arcane women were obese and stood grimly naked, every square inch of their pallid bodies branded with tiny numbers and equations. Even the whites of their eyes were inscribed with the most minuscule numerals. The Arithmetrices were masters of the conversion of number systems into quantifiable abyssal energy.

One, the fattest and most squat, began to read from the only existing copy of the Book of the Involution, perhaps Hell’s rarest tome. But it was not words that drifted from the witch’s branded lips but theorems, in a language known only to the Cult.

“I can feel it,” Boniface whispered.

“Indeed, my lord.” Willirmoz’s charred gaze held fast to the nearly silent spectacle below. “Only through the skills of the Arithmetri does metaphysical ideology becomes palpable, as solid as the Blood Bricks lain to erect the walls of your Fortress.”

Boniface felt his immortal skin crawl beneath his vestments; the intonations below made the air churn, and the remnant censer-smoke left hanging in the yard began to draw out in long vermillion lines and then began to spiral inward…

When the witch fell silent and closed the unholy book, Boniface saw with some startlement that she was no longer hideously obese—none of the coven were now. Instead they stood emaciated, the rigors of the secret spells having converted all that body fat into energy.

Then the entire coven looked up to Boniface in the Watch-Turret. In the air, Boniface made the sign of the inverted cross, and nodded. The coven turned and straggled back to the De-Vestry.

Willirmoz mouthed something in total silence, a psychic command to the Sergeant at Arms below. This Sergeant, armored in demonic hide and with a great bronze helm, came from the lauded Diocletian Brigade. These Conscripts were the most loyal Human-Demon Hybrids in the city, and proved their allegiance to Lucifer by murdering—and devouring—their families. In a voice like heavy wood splitting, the Sergeant ordered, “Render of the House! Front and center!” and from the sacristies a Cutter-Demon emerged. The tall, chock-faced thing wore nothing but wrist-cuffs and a chain mail kilt while his arms, legs, back, and chest remained all bare black-green skin and muscles. Renders were experts with the blade, and hand-forged their own cutting instruments, and on this one at least a dozen blades were in evidence. There were no scabbards, however; instead each knife was buried to its hilt in the Render’s own flesh.

He followed the Sergeant to the Dolmen. The Human girl remained unconscious. An attending Usher hung her head over the Dolmen’s edge, and directly below this point stood the wide stone Cistern, like a bird-bath, waiting to be filled.

“In the name of the Lord of Lies, once God’s bringer of light and now Hell’s bringer of darkness!” shouted the Sergeant, “and in the name of Boniface the Exalted—commence!” and then the Render withdrew a small paring knife from his left pectoral and slid it once very quickly against the side of the girl’s throat. Even in unconsciousness, she hitched on the slab, released a garbled scream, but then the Usher’s taloned hand grabbed her hair to hold her head down. Meanwhile, the Sergeant had straddled her, pinning her down.

And the blood poured like a tapped keg into the Cistern’s stone basin.

It drained gustily, rife with rich, red bubbles. When the flow began to retard, the Sergeant pumped the victim’s bare chest—a heinous CPR—to coax more blood into the font. Eventually four Soubrettes approached each corner of the Dolmen, their wanton faces wide with grins. The Soubrettes were the Boniface’s chambermaids, bred for sexual appeal, breasts, privates, and other features hexegenically enhanced. Each woman, all dressed in clinging, pink Tongue-Gowns, raised one of the victim’s limbs and massaged it from top to bottom. Smaller gushes renewed at the gash.

“Lovely,” Boniface whispered.

When no more blood could be squeezed out, the Sergeant climbed off and dismissed the others.

“It is done, Exalted Duke!” he barked upward.

Boniface’s salt-mask nodded. “Give what’s left to the streets of my proud District, and cover the precious blood. Post guards.”

The Sergeant snapped orders, then more teams of Conscripts and Ushers came into the yard. A field Archlock slid a stone lid over the Cistern, so that the blood would rot properly, while Golems and Ushers were posted at all four corners of the courtyard.

Still more attendants tightened a noose around the girl’s ankles, then she was hoisted up to the rampart and expeditiously thrown over the side. She wasn’t “dead,” of course; as one of the Human Damned her Spirit Body could never die unless completely destroyed. But drained of all blood?

She’d lay paralyzed in the streets. Now that her virginal blood had been secured, her body didn’t matter. She’d likely be raped and eaten in short order, or perhaps some crafty Broodren would get to her first and sell her body parts to various vendors…

Boniface looked at the Hasdrubal Clock Tower in the distance. All clocks in Hell had no hands on their faces. “It is nearly time,” the whisper escaped the lip-slit in his mask.

“Another week, perhaps, little more…”

Boniface grasped the sleeve of his High Priest as if desperate. “I must succeed, Willirmoz. I must achieve for Lucifer what has never been.”

The charred face within the hood could barely be seen. “You will, my revolting lord. In the visions of my mances, I’ve already seen that it will all be so.”

“Swear to me, Priest.”

“I swear, my lord. If I’m wrong, I shall feed myself to a Ghor-Hound.”

Boniface allowed himself to relax; he sighed through the mask. “It’s so difficult to be patient in Hell, Willirmoz. And that doesn’t make sense, does it? Where everything is forever?”

“It makes perfect sense, my lord. The four Cisterns have been filled. All that remains is the final conditioning of our most important visitors.” The charred hand bid his underlord toward the stone stairs. “Let us go to the Lower Chancel…to bid them our best wishes…”

Boniface and his Priest went down the spiral stairs, to a very special place deep in the bedrock of Hell.


CHAPTER ONE

(I)

“I’m familiar with all the rectories, monasteries, and theological academies in New Hampshire, but ? St. John’s Prior House?” Venetia commented from the backseat of the Cadillac SUV. “I’ve never heard of it.”

“I don’t even know what it is,” her father remarked from the driver’s seat. Richard Barlow, as he’d aged, reminded Venetia of the father on that old black and white show called Dennis the Menace, but just a bit more cynical. He and Venetia’s mother seemed perfect for each other in their oblivion. A pipe hung from the man’s mouth, which he wasn’t allowed to light anymore, due to blood pressure. Instead, he chewed its end while he talked. “When your mother told me about the assignment, at first I thought she said fry house. I thought: ‘That’s just great. I put my daughter through college so she can work the fryer at a fish-and-chips joint.’”

“Your father’s being ridiculous, as always, dear,” Maxine Barlow thrust her bosom between the seats. Venetia’s mother would be called Pleasingly Plump now that she’d

arrived into her mid-forties: a stereotypical New England housewife who was always preparing for a Tupperware Party or the Saturday night spaghetti dinner and fund-raiser at the church. She always wore smock-like print dresses and old-fashioned Earth Shoes. Motherly was a good word for her, chunky but still curvaceous, and with a hefty bosom that still turned heads. Her shoulder-length hair was a mix of blond, brunet, and gray. “A prior-house, or priory as they’re sometimes called, is like a monastery. Surely, Richard, you know what a monastery is.”

“Yeah, our bedroom,” and then Venetia’s father broke out into a very uncharacteristic round of laughter.

All Venetia’s mother did was smile and bat her eyes. “See what happens when you let animals out of their cages, Venetia?” Her smile beamed. “We’ll see how hard he laughs tonight when I stick that absolutely ludicrous pipe right up his…”

“Mom!” Venetia exclaimed.

Her father smiled back over his shoulder. “Don’t worry, Venetia. Your mother thinks of herself as far too cultured to use the word ass.”

“He’s right, honey. And after we drop you off, I’m going to spend the whole ride home thinking of a nice alternate word for the thing I’m going to kick tonight.”

Richard Barlow chuckled through the pipe. “Sounds like it might be a pretty good weekend after all.”

Jeez, Venetia thought. Those two. She’d only been back home for several days, and her parents’ jovial sniping was already wearing her out. But it had been her mother who’d gotten Father Driscoll to send the recommendation to the university. Most field studies for theology students involved little more than endless research at church libraries and diocesan archives. But…Restoring a Prior House by a famous Vatican architect?

The prospect sounded fascinating.

Since she’d been back, the neighbors had all parroted the same sentiment: “Oh, my gosh, Venetia, we’re so proud of you! You’re about to get a college degree after only two years! That’s amazing!” It seemed, however, that the only person not impressed by this feat was Venetia herself. Big deal, she concluded. If I’d worked harder, I could’ve gotten it in a year and a half. She was at least proud of her discipline to remain goal-oriented. The rest of life will come later. For me, now, it’s school, and then…

That’s what she wasn’t sure about yet. The Then…

She’d been worrying too much, and that wasn’t like her. Why worry? She’d only just turned twenty-one. I’m young, she reminded herself every day. I don’t have to decide right now if I really want to become a nun…

Up front, Venetia’s parents were bickering over radio stations. “Come on, Maxine, the Sox have the damn Yankees at home!” “Just…shut up, dear, while I find the Gospel station…” Venetia was grateful for the break. A bad night’s sleep left her limp in the back seat. She tried to let her thoughts disband by watching the beautiful New Hampshire countryside sweep by in the window. Thank God it’s summer… The summers up here were a marvel of nature; it was the winters that had dragged Venetia down during childhood and adolescence. Too depressing. She thought that going to school in Washington, D.C., would be something of a relief from all the snow…but all she got instead were ice storms and rain. At least the weather—not to mention the crime-wave—had kept her inside most of the time, to focus on her studies.

Eventually, she caught herself nodding in and out of sleep as she tried to watch the rolling green fields beyond the window. That weird dream, she groaned to herself. I barely got any sleep last night. She rubbed her eyes, then briskly shook her blond head in hopes of rousing herself.

“Honey, are you all right?” her mother’s face hovered between the seats again.

And her father added, “To tell you the truth, you don’t look too good.”

“Thanks, Dad,” she said with a smirk. But she knew he was right. “I tossed and turned all night. I had this weird dream, and then I couldn’t get back to sleep.”

“I’ll stop at a convenience store so you can get some coffee. It’ll perk you up. You don’t want to fall asleep in the middle of your interview with Father Driscoll.”

Her mother: “It’s not an interview, Richard. She’s already been accepted for the assignment. They can’t very well turn down a twenty-one-year-old senior with a 4.0 average.”

Venetia leaned up groggily. “I know, but that’s still a good idea, Dad. I could use some coffee now that you mention it.”

“Good. And I could use a chili dog—” Richard looked to his wife. “No offense, sweetheart, but your hash and eggs didn’t quite cut it this morning.”

Maxine Barlow smiled. “You get that chili dog, Richard. Get several. Because they’ll be following that ludicrous pipe right up your…you-know-what.”

Venetia winced. “You two really are a scream today.”

“Don’t listen to your moronic, stick-in-the-mud father, dear,” her mother urged.

“Hey. I admit I’m a stick in the mud, but I’m not moronic.”

“I’m sorry, dear. I meant imbecilic.” Maxine turned back to her daughter, concern in her eyes. “But what were you saying before your thoroughly uncouth father interrupted? Oh, yes—it was a nightmare that kept you awake—”

“Not a nightmare, really…”

“Thank God,” her father interrupted yet again. “Your mother’s breakfast was nightmare enough.”

Maxine’s smile just kept growing. “I’ll put the leftovers in the fireplace bellows…and can you guess where I’ll stick that?” The robust woman fingered the small gold cross about her neck and re-addressed her daughter. “So it wasn’t a nightmare, then?”

“No, Mom. It was just a weird dream. Nothing scary about it, it just bothered me for some reason.”

“What happened in the dream?”

Venetia let her thoughts slide back. She dreamt of standing in a red-tinged darkness. All she could see before her were six boxes. Were they small coffins, or vaults of some sort?

Then they vanished, and a voice from nowhere jolted her.

It was a man’s voice, and he’d spoken loudly and with obvious alarm:

“This isn’t a dream! You must understand! You have to understand!”

The exclamation arrived as a half-shriek, with an undertone of dread. It was sourceless.

The voice faded with these words:

“Everything’s opposite here. You must understand…”

And that was it.

But now that she’d recanted it in her mind, it seemed weak, petty. A voice in a dream…telling me it WASN’T a dream? Stupid…

“Can’t really say why the dream kept me awake. Now that I think of it, it was kind of stupid.”

“Oh, you mean like those soap operas your mother watches all day,” Richard Barlow remarked.

“No, Richard, she means stupid like that ridiculous wrestling you watch all day,” Maxine cut in through gritted teeth. “Venetia? So we can actually have a practical mother-to-daughter conversation, ignore everything that comes out of your father’s mouth. It’s easy. I’ve been doing it for twenty years—”

“To make up for what you haven’t been doing for twenty years,” Richard chuckled and boorishly elbowed his wife.

What did I do to deserve this? Venetia wondered through her fatigue.

“The Prior House is simply a piece of Vatican-owned property,” Maxine began to explain. “It never functioned as a monastic domicile—Father Driscoll said that in the past the Church used it for important priests to take respites, a vacation between pastoral assignments.”

Venetia tried to focus on the topic. When she’d done a quick internet search on St. John’s Prior House, she’d come up blank. “That’s interesting. There are a lot of old priories in the D.C. area, but they changed most of them into hospices. I read somewhere once that dedicated monasteries are declining. Men don’t want to become monks anymore.”

“What about nuns?” her father piped up.

“In America? Interest in convent life is declining too. The overseas assignments are pretty rough: third world countries, high death and disease rates, stuff like that.”

“But that doesn’t bother you?” her mother asked.

Venetia gave her textbook answer. “I just want to do what God wants me to do. The problem is, He’s not exactly shining His guiding light in front of me these days.” She rubbed her eyes again. I need that coffee. Now. “I’m not going to worry about it until I get my masters.” She managed a grin. “Who knows? Maybe I’ll just get a job in a fry house.”

“What? What?” her father snapped.

“And it was great to see Father Driscoll after all these years,” her mother went on. “If anything, he’s more handsome now than he was fifteen years ago.”

“He always struck me as a young punk,” Richard felt the need to remark. “Now I guess he’s—what?—a middle-aged punk?”

“And you’re an over-the-hill punk, darling,” Maxine said.

Venetia shook her head. “I don’t remember him.”

“He was the seminarian at our church for a year or two, the nicest man, very earnest, and serious about his devotion to God. You were only five or six when he became a priest himself. When he stopped at the service two weeks ago, he looked almost exactly the same. Handsome, even kind of dashing.”

“Sounds like trouble,” Richard murmured. “I can’t wait to tell my bowling team my wife’s got the hots for a priest.”

Maxine sighed. “I wish I knew how to say ‘shut up’ in Latin.”

“Silere, I think,” Venetia said.

“Richard? Would you please silere? Thank you.”

Her father looked over his shoulder again. “Hey, Venetia? How do you say ‘pain in the ass’ in Latin?”

“You two are impossible,” Venetia groaned.

“But Father Driscoll certainly remembered you, and he was very impressed when I told him you were at Catholic University and wanted to become a nun.”

“Might become a nun,” Venetia corrected.

“Or a fry cook,” her father said.

“He said that the only true theology student is the student who devotes their life to God. ‘The Evangelists of the modern age,’ he said.”

“You’ll be fine,” her mother assured. “All through high school and now college, I don’t think you ever got a mark lower than an A.”

“A masters curriculum in theology and Christian thesis at a religious college is another story altogether.” Venetia paused and wondered again why she was worrying about it. I feel confident, I feel ready… So why am I fretting?

Could the sudden nervousness have something to do with this field assignment at the Prior House?

What’s wrong with me today?

“Here’s a Qwik-Mart,” Richard announced. “Let’s get some coffee—” He winked at his wife. “—And some chili dogs.”

Maxine nodded as if an exciting idea had struck her. “I read once on AOL News about a man who unknowingly poisoned himself to death in his sleep because he broke so much wind…” She glanced swiftly to her husband. “Richard, get yourself a dozen of those chili dogs. I’ll sleep in the spare room tonight.”

“Oh, that’s great. I’ll finally get a break from your snoring.” Richard cocked another snide grin to Venetia. “Your mother snores so loud it sounds like a chainsaw crew in the room—”

“You two are killing me!” Venetia yelled, hands to her ears.

Her parents continued to bicker as Venetia followed them into the store. A man in his early twenties, with a black mop haircut and HIGHWAY TO HELL t-shirt, was tending the register. His eyes widened when they all entered. He took obvious glances at, first, her mother’s bosom, and then at Venetia’s. Eyeball us to death, why don’t you? she thought but scarcely cared. Even at a fairly rigid Catholic college, Venetia had learned to deflect the ever-rising tide of male sexism, but, conversely, she knew that a tiny bit of herself was mildly flattered by the boy’s appraising glance. Venetia hadn’t inherited all of her mother’s mammarian allotment but with a 36C now, she supposed she was two-thirds there, and two-thirds was enough.

“Hey, son?” her father asked. He looked over the rim of his black-rimmed glasses. “You heard a Red Sox score?”

“Yankees are leading six to zip in the fourth,” the kid answered.

“Goddamn—”

“Richard!” Maxine objected.

“God-dang! I was going to say god-dang!” and then he stalked off to the chili dog rack. “Those goddamn, money-belching Yankees can kiss my ass…”

“Excuse me,” Venetia asked. “Where’s the rest room?”

The kid pointed to a corner. “Right back there.”

“I’ll get your coffee, dear,” her mother said.

Was it jealousy she felt next? The lanky clerk’s eyes shot to her mother’s bosom as she bounced toward the coffee station, not Venetia’s. Her own eyes thinned when she turned toward the corner. I don’t believe it! Maxine didn’t appear to be wearing a bra.

I guess that happens when you get older, she reasoned. You do things to feel vital again, to reclaim some youth even though you know it’s behind you.

But if that were so…how did Venetia feel, barely twenty-one?

Did she feel vital? Or de-sexualized since she’d been considering a nun’s vocation?

All I feel right now is tired, she thought.

When she snapped on the bathroom light, the room filled with white glare. It was a unisex bathroom. She locked the door, then washed her hands, fearful of all the germs on the doorknob, and when she recalled the shiftless clerk, she put toilet paper down along the seat’s rim. That pervert probably pees on the seat deliberately, because he knows women will sit on it. A strange thought but, then, she knew she was in the real world now, for however briefly. On the wall someone had penned, NOT TO BE BORN IS BEST. That’s Sophocles, she knew at once. I’ll bet the guy at the register DIDN’T write that one. While she relieved herself, something on the floor caught her eye, like yellow cellophane but with a ring. Oh, gross, she thought when she realized it must be a used condom.

A moment later, she caught herself jolting awake.

This is ridiculous! I almost fell asleep on a convenience store toilet!

She flushed with her shoe, then vigorously shook her head. Her fatigue seemed to be compounding. Get it together. You’re about to meet a priest who’s had assignments at the Vatican. Wake your butt up!

Tired eyes looked back at her in the mirror. She took a moment to appraise herself.

No wonder that creep outside was staring… It occurred to her that the simple white blouse, which she’d only bought a year ago, was tight now. I guess they’re still growing. She stepped back for a longer view and felt comfortable with the conservative attire: a pleated, black knee-skirt to compliment the white blouse, and her own cross about her neck. A white-blond ponytail, shining and straight, hung to the bottom of her shoulder blades. Her bosom straining the blouse was the only thing that might nix the austere “Catholic schoolgirl” look she’d hoped for.

Just as she’d been rousing herself, more graffiti snagged her eye. What in the name of…

She knew it was vulgar before she even looked at it all: a drawing in black ballpoint, craggy like a grade-schooler.

But no grade-schooler had drawn this.

It was a crude sketch of a nude woman, thighs spread, squiggles for pubic hair. A dot for a navel, and a pair of circles with dots for nipples. The mouth gaped, with ink-pen droplets at each corner—presumably an impression of semen. The woman’s eyes were but a pair of X’s.

A just-as-crudely-drawn knife was cutting the woman’s throat. The artisan, though completely without talent, had been conscientious enough to bring a supplemental red pen to denote blood pouring from the woman’s throat.

However vulgar, Venetia wasn’t shocked by the sketch. She read the online news everyday as well as the Washington local papers. Murder, rape, and molestation dominated all the headlines most days. Her exhausted eyes shifted over the sketch. It’s a sick world, she knew, full of sick people. As a nun, she would likely have to tend to such people often, with compassion…

Immediately below the sketch was a senseless diagram:
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A rock group emblem? she guessed.

She turned on the faucet at the sink, cupped her hands beneath it. Gotta wake myself up…

And she almost screamed when the distorted voice from her dream shouted:

“Don’t put water in your face! Keep yourself fatigued! It’s the only way I can maintain communication!”

The voice sounded flayed but high-pitched, like a blown speaker…

“Everything’s opposite here! You must understand! Your moon is white—ours is black…”

Venetia collapsed to the corner, hands to her ears.

But she could still hear the voice.

“Enchantments are dis- enchantments! Compassion is atrocity! You must understand! You have to understand!”

The voice, somehow, raised vibrations in her guts; she began to gag as she willed herself to crawl toward the door…

“I’m speaking to you from a city called the Mephistopolis!” A bristling pause.

She didn’t make it to the door; the black oscillations in her belly shot upward and brought a headache like a spike in her brain. The harder she pressed her hands to her ears, the deeper the spike sunk.

“Get out of my head!” she gasped.

“I’m about to be captured by Scyther Detachment in Pogrom Park! I don’t have much more time, so—PLEASE—just listen…”

Venetia was hyperventilating on the floor, one cheek pressed against the dirt-specked floor. She was drooling.

The flayed voice blared one more time…

“This is NOT a dream! In the name of God on High, be careful at the—”

An inhuman shout cut the macabre sentence short, then the ghastly oscillation in her gut ceased. Venetia passed out on the bathroom floor.

(II)

Captain Ray Berns felt as dilapidated as the tiny police station looked when he pulled in after the all-day drive. His sports jacket looked pleated from creases, and when he got out of the cruiser, his knees wobbled from fatigue. He’d scarcely heard of the town he’d just entered. LUBEC POLICE DEPARTMENT read the white sign with faded black letters. The building itself looked like it might have been a gas station in the Fifties—Esso, maybe—and the roof looked like it might fall in with next winter’s first snow.

I hope this isn’t a bunch of crap, he thought.

This far north, he was surprised how hot it was—over eighty. He was even sweating when he crossed the lot and pushed into the small brick building.

The local cop behind the booking desk had a goatee just like Berns’. Hope that’s not a bad omen. He flashed his badge and ID. “I’m looking for a sergeant named—”

“Lee. That’s me, and you must be the captain from New Hampshire.” The sergeant was slim, in a dark-blue police uniform. The Maine accent instantly rubbed Berns the wrong way, and so did the goatee even though Berns had one himself. Just doesn’t look right on a uniformed cop.

“You want some coffee? It’s really lousy.”

“Sure,” Berns said. Anything. “And I gotta tell you something. The roads in Maine suck. I feel like I’ve been driving on square wheels since six this morning.”

Sergeant Lee looked at his watch. “You drove? You guys got a helicopter; why didn’t you take that?”

“Loaned it to Manchester PD for the Fire Quackers Parade.”

Lee popped a brow. “Well, you made good time. And you’re right, the roads here suck, but I think they’re worse in New Hampshire. You guys ever going to get with the program and start a state income tax?”

“Probably about the same time Maine gets the death penalty.”

Did Lee have a limp? How tough can duty be in THIS postage stamp tourist town? Berns wondered. He took the cup of coffee and winced at the first sip.

“Funny you should mention the death penalty, Captain—” Lee grabbed a ring of keys like you’d see in the sheriff’s office in an old western movie. “That’s what part of this guy’s spiel is about.”

Berns tossed his crumpled sports jacket over a chair below a poster: WELCOME TO THE LOWEST CRIME TOWN IN THE PINE TREE STATE. “I don’t follow you. Your teletype said you’ve got him cold on molestation and attempted murder of a child. I don’t have shit on him. What’s his name? Freddie Jackson?”

“Johnson.”

“My people ran a check and say he’s never been a resident of New Hampshire.”

Lee shrugged. He seemed to relish every sip of the awful coffee. “He’s itinerant—a waterman. Let me put it this way, Captain. The guy’s white trash, just goes from town to town working for any boat that’ll hire him. But here’s the rub. He wants to cop a plea—in reverse.”

“Look, I’m brain-dead after driving all friggin’ day on your shitty roads. I saw more lynx and porcupines than people, and 300 miles of spruce trees have got me half-hypnotized. Spell it out for me.”

“He’s confessing to a couple of 64’s in your juris, Captain. Wammsport.”

“The two women—”

“Right, one was a nun and one was some kind of church custodian. That happened a couple months ago, didn’t it?”

Berns nodded.

“Johnson wants to confess to that. Says he’d rather die by lethal injection in New Hampshire than do life with no parole in Maine at Warren. How’s that sound to you?”

“It sounds more fucked up than a tube of crickets. Lemme see this guy.”

Lee jingled the keys on purpose, unlocked one service door, then took Berns down a long hall with a bare cement floor. Berns frowned at another poster that read LUBEC POLICE - TO PROTECT AND SERVE. “Let me ask you something, Sarge. How many murders do you get up here in this rough and tumble town of yours?”

“None. Ever. Barely any severe crime. We’re a pretty vigilant police force, Captain. The thing two nights ago with Johnson was the closest we’ve ever come to a hardcore murder.”

“Burying a little girl? Yeah, I’d call that hardcore.”

Lee was shaking his head. “We were all over him, just minutes after the 911. Took the scumbag down before he even got three shovelfuls of dirt in the hole.”

“He say why he wanted to bury the girl?”

“Oh, yeah. Said he did it for the same reason squirrels bury nuts.”

Berns felt an inner twinge.

Lee stopped to unlock another door. “State PD’s crime-shrink says he seems for real, wants to MMPI him. But the psychologist from Washington County detent thinks he’s Gansering.”

“Doesn’t make sense to Ganser—”

“In reverse? Damn right it doesn’t.”

A row of three jail cells extended past the next door. Two cells were dark but in the third sat a lean, cockily grinning man in orange prison utilities. Thirties or forties, it was hard to tell with watermen; the elements weathered their faces prematurely. Long, greasy blond hair, clean-shaven, and—Jesus, Berns thought—a gold tooth up front.

“Freddie, this is Captain Berns, from the Rockingham County Sheriff’s Department in New Hampshire,” Lee introduced.

“Hey, Captain. You think you could get me a TV in here?” Johnson’s tone was cool, easy-going. “I been watchin’ paint peel in here for a couple of days.”

“It’s called domestic behavioral indoctrination, Freddie,” Berns said. “They’re just breaking you in, see? You’ll be watching paint peel for the next fifty years, so you might as well have a taste now.”

Johnson slumped on his cot. “Aw, now, man—that ain’t cool. I’m tryin’ to give you something and you’re already steppin’ on me. And you dudes wonder why folks call cops pigs.”

“Oink, oink.” Berns glared through the bars. “Listen. I just drove all the way up the coast of Maine to listen to you. Please don’t tell me I’ve wasted my time. Why am I here, Freddie? Make it good.”

Johnson stood up from the cot and held out his hands, gold tooth flashing from the amped-up grin. “I wanna do you a big favor and confess to—”

“And don’t slide me any bullshit about confessing to the Wammsport murders. You could’ve heard about that anywhere. Shit, I’ve got no reason to even believe you ever even lived in Wammsport.”

Johnson looked offended. “The boarding house on Fifth, man. Room Three, a bill and a quarter a week. I paid three months in advance, by the way—ask my landlord, Mr. Cotton. Told him I’d be traveling. Oh, and I used to drink at Abny’s all the time, too.”

“All right, so you know the name of a bar. Who’d you work for?”

“I was a day-hire for any boat that needed help. Ask anybody on the town dock if they heard of me. Old redneck named Desmond hired me most ’cos he had the biggest boat. Peekytoes and Jonah’s run best in the spring.”

“What the hell’s that?”

“Crabs, man. Sweeter than blue. Shit, the guys who owned the crabbing boats all wanted me ’cos whoever I went out with got the most crabs.” The white teeth shimmered. “See, I know the secret.”

“What’s that?”

“The bait, man, the bait. I never tell no one this but, shit, since my goose is cooked now, I’ll tell you. You use cat food for Jonahs and salmon scraps for Peekytoes. You do that—” Johnson pointed. “And you’ll fill every trap you drop.”

“I drove all the way up here for you to tell me about crabs?” Berns tried to sound disgusted. So far, though, the story was level. “Five seconds before I walk out.”

“I’m trying to confess to the nun thing, Captain. It’s no jive.”

“Right, those two nuns—”

“Only one was a nun, I think.”

Still. He could’ve heard that somewhere. Berns spoke like an irate father scolding his child. “Don’t insult me by trying to confess to the nun thing. We already caught the three guys, and they all confessed.”

Johnson sat back down and winked. The big smile never left his face, to the extent that Berns was amazed. How can this loser be so happy when he knows he’ll be getting life with no parole?

“Shame on you, Captain. You are a card, you know that?” and then Johnson laughed. “It wasn’t three guys, it was just two: me, and another dude, a boat-hand. And one chick.”

Another wink.

“The state shrink says you’re Gansering, Freddie. That means you’re lying through your face to snatch a lower sentence.”

Johnson shook his head in disbelief. “You need to eat more fish, Captain, ’cos fish, they say, is brain food. I don’t want no lower sentence, I want a higher one. I want capital murder in a state that’ll execute me.”

“I’m leaving, Freddie. You’re full of shit.”

“What? Are you crazy?”

“No, Freddie, but that’s what you want the jury to think—because only a crazy guy would want to be executed for a crime he didn’t commit.”

Berns started for the door.

“I don’t believe this shit, man. I killed those two gals—stripped ’em naked and cut their throats! I’m handing myself to you on a silver platter, man!”

Berns turned back around. “Then tell me why you buried that little girl two nights ago,” he tried to surprise him.

Johnson calmed down, cocked his head. “I didn’t bury her, I tried to bury her,” and then edged a shoulder toward Lee. “Until John Law here and his town clown supercops rained on my parade.”

Berns lit a cigarette right beneath the NO SMOKING sign. “Who would do something like that? What kind of man would rape a ten-year-old girl and then try to bury her alive?”

Johnson’s smile switched to a sneer. He jumped up and banged the bars so hard both Berns and Lee flinched, hands instinctively hovering over their holsters.

Just now, the happy-go-lucky crabber looked scary. “I ain’t no kiddie-diddler, pig. I ain’t a sicko, and I didn’t do nothing sexual to that girl.”

“I’m supposed to believe you took her clothes off but didn’t molest her.”

“She had to be naked, man—it was part of the thing, see?” Johnson banged! his fist against the bars. It had to have hurt yet he betrayed no sign of pain. “Fuck you, man. I’ll just hang myself in Warren. Why should I give you credit for a double-murder when you treat me like this? Bet you ain’t been doing nothing your whole career except writing traffic tickets for tourists and scarfing free coffee.”

“Won’t argue with you there, Freddie—”

“And I resent you, man, for sayin’ I’d do something sexual to a kid. You got doctors who can tell that I didn’t, and you damn well know we didn’t do anything sexual to the nun either, and that other woman last spring.”

Berns gave him a long look.

“They can’t be sexually tainted, but I don’t expect you to get that. And I bent over backwards to be careful with the little girl. She was unconscious the whole time, ’cos I didn’t want her all terrified and shit. I made it so she’d have smothered to death underground, never would’ve regained consciousness.”

Berns glanced to Lee, who stood with his arms crossed. “He’s not pulling your leg on that one, Captain. He knocked the girl out with ether he stole from a veterinarian. He must’ve been casing the trailer park she lived in because he knew when her parents would be gone. Knocked out the fifteen-year-old brother baby-sitting, then knocked the girl out, both with the ether. He already had the hole dug in the woods.”

“How’d he get fingered?”

Lee smiled. “Next-door neighbor saw him hauling the girl out the window, so he called 911.” He looked to Johnson. “Pretty bonehead move, Freddie. Maybe you’re the one who should eat more fish.”

“Damn straight,” Johnson said and got his smile back.

“And the good news is the girl didn’t remember anything that happened. Didn’t even remember getting snatched or being in the hole. Shrink says she won’t be all screwed up in the head later. I guess we at least have to give Freddie some credit: for a flaked-out demented sociopath and would-be child-killer, he’s pretty considerate. Oh, and here’s something. When we searched Freddie’s pad, we found forty grand in cash.”

Berns raised a brow. “That’s righteous bucks, Freddie. How’s an itinerant crabber get forty grand?”

The big shuck-and-jive smile returned in full. “Let’s just say that my boss appreciates loyal employees.”

“Tell the Captain your boss’ name, Freddie,” Lee urged.

“Eosphorus,” Freddie said. “But trust me. You wouldn’t understand.”

Eosphorus? What the hell is that? “Back to the girl you tried to bury,” Berns followed the tangent. “What do you mean, she had to be naked?”

Johnson lay back on the cot, crossed his feet. “The revelation of her innocence, Captain. It’s an epiphany, see? It’s transpositional. We’d call it a precursory oblation.”

Epiphany? Oblation? Berns wondered.

Johnson held up an elucidating finger. “And you already know—the nun and the church woman? Their bodies were naked, too. And I killed ’em on March 20th, the night before the vernal equinox. But I’m just trying to make it easy for you, Captain. You wouldn’t understand what I’m all about, so just leave it…and charge me with capital murder.” He shrugged in the bunk. “I’ll take a polygraph any time you say. Type me up a confession. I’ll sign it right now.”

What’s making this guy tick? Berns struggled. He’s not crazy, and he’s not fucked up from drugs. What gives? “So you had two accomplices for the Wammsport job?”

“That’s right. Another dude and a chick.”

Berns whipped out a notebook. “Names.”

“Nuh-uh. It was me who did the cutting anyway. They just helped. Forget them. It’s me you want. They were just help on the side. Adjuncts.”

Johnson’s recent selection of words began to bother Berns. “Equinox, adjuncts, oblations—shit, Freddie, that’s a mouthful for a guy like you, and it bugs me. They can’t be sexually tainted? You talking about sacrifice? Is that what this is all about—you’re some kind of satanist?”

“Let’s just say that I’m an Eosphorian, man.” Johnson winked again.

“The occult, huh?” Lee remarked. “He’s got a pretty creepy looking tattoo, by the way.”

“Oh, yeah?”

“Freddie, you want to show the Captain your tattoo?”

Johnson hopped back up. “Shit-yeah, man. I’m proud of it,” and he unbuttoned his utilities, dragged his arms out, and began to drag them down past his waist.

Berns signed. “I did not drive all this way to see this guy’s dick, Sergeant.”

“Freddie, please. Just the tattoo. I’ll taser anything else you whip out.”

“I believe you would, Sarge,” Johnson grinned. “I believe you would.”

Johnson pulled the utilities past his navel and stopped just above his pubic hair. “Check it out…”

The tattoo the size of an index card existed between Johnson’s navel and crotch:
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Berns didn’t know why but there was something sinister about it. “See what I mean?” Lee said, then, “Art show’s over, Freddie. Hoist ’em back up.”

“Is that cool or what?” Johnson shouldered back into the jail-cell pajamas.

“It looks new.”

“Got it less than a year ago. Hurt like hell, too, and I think the chick doing the work was digging that.”

“Fine. So what is it?” Berns asked.

“It’s…my trademark, man.” That gold-toothed grin seemed to hang in the air. “And that’s all you need to know. So how about it? I’ve leveled with you, level with me. You gonna help me out?”

“Believe it or not, I’m thinking about it,” Berns told him.

“I mean, come on. You guys are cops. Cops hate the idea of murderers having rights, and I’m a murderer. Dudes like you believe all hard criminals should be executed without trail, save tax-dollars for better things. Get the shit out of the gene pool, right?”

Berns and Lee traded smiles.

“You’re speaking our language, Freddie.”

“Well, here I am. I confess to the Wammsport murders. Transport me to New Hampshire and charge me. I’ll plead guilty and deny my appeals. And since I’ll be on death-row I’ll be on the PC block. They’ll punch my ticket in a month, and I’ll have a smile on my face.”

Berns stroked his goatee. I don’t think this scumbag is lying…

For the first time, Johnson seemed distraught. “Captain, in two days they’re gonna haul me out of here and take me to my arraignment, then my ass lands in central-processing at the Warren supermax until my trial. Warren’s the worst state cut in the east—I’ll be hamburger there after five minutes.”

“I know,” Berns reminded him.

Johnson’s eyes beseeched Berns with an earnest plea. “Help me out, man. And you get the collar for busting a guy who murdered a nun. You’ll be the local hero.”

“You really do want to die, don’t you?” Berns asked closer. “Why? You’re not crazy, you’re not suicidal.”

Johnson sighed as if exhaling cigarette smoke. “When the party’s over, it’s over, man. That’s my philosophy. But don’t make me off myself in Warren. Help me out, Captain.” Freddie paused, his grin flirting again. “Who knows? You might be rewarded some day.”

Berns let his thoughts tick. Then he said this: “I’m going to come back and see you in a week, Freddie. And in the meantime, I’m going to ask the Sarge here to request an arraignment delay for pending evidence analysis. I’ll fax up your confession tomorrow, and you sign it, and then I’ll talk to the New Hampshire state attorney’s office and have them prioritize your charge. Then your smiling redneck ass gets to stay in this cushy cell until you’re transported to protective custody in New Hampshire. How’s that sound?”

Freddie’s grin turned huge. “I knew you were a cool guy!”

“You can thank me at your execution.”

“Damn straight!”

Lee added, “And maybe I can even scrounge up a TV so you won’t have to watch any more paint peel.”

Johnson clapped his hands and whistled. “You guys are the bomb!”

“When I come back here next week, I’ll have some more questions, all right, Freddie?” Berns said.

“Hell yes, Captain.”

“I’m gonna want to know about your accomplices on the Wammsport job.”

Johnson leaned forward on the cot, hands clasped. “Captain, those flunkies don’t matter for shit; I did the cutting, I’m the murderer. I don’t even know their last names—that’s how we worked. You want descriptions, I’ll give ’em to you but you won’t be able to find ’em anyway.”

“Why?”

“The day after the murders, we all split.”

“All three of you left the state?”

“That’s right, that’s what we agreed, and we agreed not to tell each other where we were going. I’m the guy you want. Those other two? Ain’t nothing but a pair of pissant rednecks. They could barely even hold down jobs—I had to buy their fuckin’ beer!”

Berns looked at him.

Freddie’s tooth flashed like a mint commercial. “But when you come back to see me? I’ll tell you all about the blood.”

“Okay, Freddie. Don’t fuck me over on this one.”

“Ain’t gonna happen, Captain. See ya next week.”

Berns and Lee returned to the front office. “Are you okay with that arraignment delay?” Berns asked.

“Piece of cake.”

“Thanks, and do me another favor, will you? Have your guys go over Freddie’s pad with a fine-tooth comb. Look for anything out of place.”

“More out of place than forty grand in cash?”

“Anything…occult,” Berns clarified.

“Sure. But what was that business about the blood?”

“When we found the bodies of the nun and the church custodian, they were drained of blood. I think what Freddie’s promising to tell me—if I keep my end of the bargain—is the blow by blow.”

“Dead bodies with no blood means they were killed in another location,” Lee said.

“Yeah, and maybe it means more than that.”

“Something occult…”

Berns shrugged. “There’s a lot of delusional people in the world. They believe in fucked up things because—”

Lee was pouring more coffee. “Because they’re fucked up. You want my gut feeling?”

Berns sat down, suddenly exhausted. “Your gut feeling is probably the same as mine. Freddie’s not lying about committing the Wammsport murders, but he is lying about his accomplices.”

“That’s the read I got too. Which means his accomplices are still in your jurisdiction.” Lee smirked after the next sip of coffee. “Happy trails, Captain. It looks like you’ve got a real murder investigation on your hands…”


CHAPTER TWO

(I)

When Ruth awoke, she was drowning in blood. She gagged, mindless, her arms and legs churning in the hot coppery brew. But could it really be blood? All of this?

She couldn’t think. She didn’t even know who she was yet. Only instinct fired her nerves: the will to survive.

It didn’t occur to her just yet that she was already dead.

Her thoughts screamed:

Where am I? What is this?

Somebody help me!

She desperately breast-stoked, but more madness shrieked through her psyche when glimpses upward showed her a sky that was as red as the blood she was swimming in, and smudged clouds idling across a black moon shaped like a sickle.

I’m having a nightmare! she managed to think. I’m seeing things. The sky isn’t fucking RED, and the moon isn’t BLACK, and it’s fucking IMPOSSIBLE for me to be swimming in a LAKE of blood!

She tried to stabilize herself: dog-paddling now, then floating on her back, etc. Her thoughts spun whirlpool-like. Every time her head pitched above the surface, her eyes strained but could see nothing, nothing but the tossing, endless expanse of scarlet.

Just keep moving. Eventually the nightmare will end…

Hours later she was still paddling…and wearing out.

Then…

Did she hear a voice? Was someone calling her name?

Something white bobbed on the low surf, fifty yards ahead.

A boat!

It looked like a canoe or lifeboat, but that didn’t matter
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