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​A Priest, a Body and a Storm
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“Don’t move, or I’ll shoot!”

The flashing blue lights of the patrol car cast moving shadows across the landscape. Father Eli looked up from the corpse at his feet. Blood splatter painted the front of his clothes and dripped from the sword in his hand. A stern-faced officer, uniform crisp against the chaos, aimed a firearm at him.

“Officer,” Eli replied, “I’m going to set down the sword, slowly.”

Eli lowered his blade to the ground. Drips of red, almost black in the dark, dropped from its tip. “Be careful with my sword. I’ll be needing it back when this is over.”

“Put your hands behind your back,” the officer demanded.

Eli complied, the cuffs biting into his wrists as they snapped shut, and he was hauled forward, stumbling, in the patrol car’s direction. His bad knee screamed its objections at the brutal handling, a painful reminder of past wounds.

A tempest brewed on the horizon, mirroring the turmoil within. Swirling clouds, pregnant with menace, boiled over the churning gulf. The scent of imminent rain weighed down the atmosphere, suffocating and electric. The metropolis held its breath, tension threaded through its streets like a live wire. Eli’s gut twisted, sensing the specter of change emerging from the shadows. He couldn’t shake the ominous foreboding that clung to him, a chilling herald that New Orleans was on the precipice of dark, bleak days.
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​In the Bullpen

[image: ]


Eli found himself thrust unceremoniously into a sterile, windowless chamber. Its starkness left nothing to the imagination—a single table, two worn chairs, and a surveillance camera perched in one corner, its unblinking eye fixed on him. As he glanced around, his own reflection stared back at him from the one-way glass.

Time dragged on, nearly an hour, before the door creaked open, revealing a man in a faded, ill-fitting suit that screamed ‘detective.’ He lowered himself into the seat across from Eli. Thinning hair, once a lustrous shade of brown, now sported streaks of gray.

“I’m Detective Bossier,” he said, punctuated by a subtle quiver in his slight double-chin. Eli couldn’t help but speculate that it would only worsen with the detective’s age. “I’m here to ask you a few questions,” he continued, leaning across the table, his gaze locked onto Eli, as if attempting to gauge the very essence of the man sitting before him. “Your honesty would be greatly appreciated.”

“Of course.”

The detective waited for a few moments as he looked through a file he had brought with him. Detective Bossier locked eyes with Eli taking the measure of the man across from him.

“Your name is Eli Ebner?”

“Yes.”

“You are a Catholic Priest?”

“Yes.”

“Father, I don’t know you, but...” Detective Bossier paused, as if, tasting the words he was about to speak. “There are several officers and a few detectives that tell me you would never kill a man.” The detective’s hands kept fiddling with the file in front of him though his eyes never left Eli. “Yet, an officer found you covered in blood, bloody sword in hand and a man cleanly cut in two at your feet!”

The detective’s voice rose higher and higher as he spoke until the last word was a yell. Eli watched him calmly. As a priest, Eli had learned the value of letting a man talk. Listening was an underrated skill.

“You are going away for a long time, Father.” Bossier almost spat out the word “Father.”

“I only have one more question. Why? Why kill a man in cold blood?”

“Detective. May I call you Detective?” Eli smiled patiently at Detective Bossier. He spoke to him much like a father might speak to a child as he explains something difficult to him. “You seem to me to be a man that takes his job seriously, so I know that as you collect evidence you will see that I killed no man today.”

Bossier’s face flushed red and his double-chin wobbled as he rose quickly. The folder in his hand was crushed, and the detective’s chair slid backwards threatening to topple over. Bossier left.

He spoke to a policeman on the way out. “Take him to holding as I sort this mess out.”
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​The Crab Assault
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The holding cell was cold concrete and iron bars. In this bleak chamber, Eli found himself in the company of a lone elderly man, a living embodiment of the consequences of life’s hardships. The stench of cheap booze and a lifetime of hardship clung to him like a second skin.

Eli’s clothes, once a reflection of his priesthood, had been taken into evidence along with his sword. Now, he was adorned in a tattered jumper, its worn fabric emblazoned with the acronym “NOPD” in bold, letters across the sleeve and front.

As the heavy cell door slammed shut behind him, it echoed through the damp air, jolting the inebriated stranger from his stupor. He began to mutter incomprehensible words, his voice a hoarse rasp, like a prophet of doom heralding the end of days.

“Dark waters... it comes... it comes,” he croaked, his eyes vacant, lost in some grim vision that only he could see.

Eli’s gaze bore into the man, not merely observing but dissecting his very essence. His gift, or curse, of the Sight had always set him apart from the ordinary. He saw the truth behind the facades, the hidden currents of reality that eluded most. The man before him appeared to be nothing more than a drunken vagabond, but Eli knew better than to disregard his words. He knew that sometimes, the most cryptic messages were delivered by those who walked the edge of sanity. Eli couldn’t afford to ignore the warning, for he had encountered messages from far more questionable sources in the past.

Eli’s head sank back against the unforgiving concrete wall, and he squeezed his eyes shut, a gnawing sense of foreboding weighing heavy on his chest. He felt he’d need every ounce of his strength before this day was through. Something was happening; Eli could feel vast movements at the edge of his consciousness. Unbridled energies built in the air, leaving the room charged with what felt like static electricity across his skin.

The rain, once a mere threat, now poured with unrelenting fury. It hammered against the precinct in a ceaseless, staccato rhythm. Between the beating rain, wind gusted against the building making it creak and moan in protest.

“Eli,” Detective Bossier’s voice roused him, jolting him from his uneasy reverie. “I’ve got a few more questions. This way.”

As Eli rose, the lights flickered, casting unnatural shadows across the cinder block walls. He left the holding cell with a final glance at the drunk, whose ramblings had died away. The return walk seemed shorter as they tend to do. Eli found that was the nature of the universe; the second trip anywhere seemed shorter than the first.

The lights above sputtered and blinked out as they entered the interview room, plunging it into a near pitch-black darkness. Detective Bossier reached for a small flashlight, the feeble beam revealing only fragments of the room, its corners cloaked in obscurity.

“Damn storm,” Bossier cursed.

“Who are you working with?” Bosser’s palm slammed down onto the table top.

“As a priest, I thought it would be obvious.”

“God doesn’t attack the Coroner’s van, killing everyone. God doesn’t steal the body of the man you killed.”

“I told you it wasn’t a man. Tell me of this attack,” Eli said, his concern growing. The hairs on the back of his neck raised.

Screams. A tumultuous commotion then pounding on the interrogation room door beat out like a dying heart.

“What the...” Detective Bossier went to open the door. A panic stricken officer greeted him. His face was outlined with the light from the detective’s flashlight and showed pale with fear. 

“The precinct is under attack.”

“By who?”

“It’s chaos. I don’t know, but it’s bad... real bad.”

“Wait here. I’ll be back,” Bossier said to Eli.

“Let me get my sword if you want to live,” Eli replied.

The detective had his gun out and crossed the room to Eli. “Are you a part of this? What the hell is going on?”

“We are all a part of this now. With my sword, I can help save lives... here... now.”

“I look forward to putting you away for good,” Detective Bossier said before turning away to leave.

“At least, tell me where my sword is kept,” Eli said as the detective withdrew from the room.

“In evidence where it will stay till your trial.” The detective slammed the door behind him where it locked automatically.

Eli could faintly hear gunfire through the walls. He was tired. It would be easier to sit here and wait. Let the police handle it, except for the fact he had sworn to help people. As a priest he was a shepherd, and shepherds protected their flock.

The shackles at his wrists locked him to the table but allowed some movement of his arms. It would have to be enough. Eli tapped on the lock. Once, twice, then once more. Nothing happened.

“These are better than they used to be,” muttered Eli. “Or, I’m getting rusty.” Eli tapped on the lock again. It was a simple spell, but Eli hadn’t had reason to employ magic in several years. He had hoped the need wouldn’t arise.

This time the lock clicked, and his wrists were free. He repeated the spell on the shackles at his ankles, and they unlocked on the first try. After the nice warm-up with the shackles, the door offered little resistance. It swung outward giving access to an empty hall. Eli listened.

The precinct was silent, unnaturally so. Eli made his way out into the hallway listening and looking for signs of trouble. The interview rooms gave way to desks that were covered in paperwork and computers. A few of the desks also had phones. He continued through until he found the lobby. The receptionist lay across her desk; blood dripped down to the floor below. Rain blew in through the front door which stood open to the darkness of the storm outside. The water mingled with a dead cop’s blood that smeared the tile floor.

Eli found a sticky-note on the receptionist’s desk and a pen. Eli dipped the pen in the receptionist’s blood and used it to write a spell onto the sticky-note in ancient Hebrew. The spell was similar to the one the Jewish Rabbi Loew had used to bring life to his golem.

He folded the note into an airplane and said, “Find the evidence room.” Eli threw the plane. It took off down the hall under its own volition. Eli followed as the ensorcelled note flew through the precinct.

The halls were empty. Eli hoped that the majority of officers were out and about in the city of New Orleans. It would be better for them if they were.

The note stopped in front of a locked door with a screened in area where an officer could admit authorized personnel. The evidence clerk was not visible.

“Anyone inside?” Eli called out.

A fat, balding officer stuck his head out from his hiding place beneath the desk.

“What are you doing here?” his voice wavered.

“I’m here to help. I just need my sword from evidence,” Eli replied.

Eli glanced behind him as he heard a clacking sound reverberating down the hallway. A gigantic monstrosity rounded the corner. It looked like the love child of a rhinoceros and a crab. A thick reddish shell covered its body. Large claws clacked loudly as it eyed Eli with dark beady eyes perched on stalks.

“What do you see?” Eli asked the clerk.

“He’s got a knife. He’s going to kill you?” Eli knew that most people didn’t have the Sight to see what really was.

“Let me in! You don’t want my death on your hands do you?”

“Fine, hurry though and no funny business. I have a gun.” In reality, he did not have a gun though a taser was strapped to his waist.

The evidence door clicked behind Eli. He didn’t think it would stop the creature so he needed to hurry. Eli struck the clerk across the temple with the blade of his hand.

“Sorry,” Eli said as he lowered the unconscious clerk to the ground.

Eli had but a few more moments till the creature would be at the evidence room. He needed to find his sword before it was too late. His eyes scanned shelf upon shelf.

The evidence was categorized by case and date with the newest dates near the front. Filled shelves reached to the ceiling. The shelves were laden down with boxes and evidence bags. The evidence room door buckled beneath the weight of the hellish crab. Its left claw reached through the door snapping at its prey. The creature’s girth made it too large to fit through the door.

Eli found his sword on a shelf. It was covered in dried blood, but, at least, they hadn’t stuck it back into his cane scabbard. That would have made cleaning it more difficult. The sword had been with him for countless years and felt more an extension of himself than just a mere object.

The claw continued to grope for human flesh to tear asunder. It reached through further and further into the evidence room as the creature pushed with tremendous force. The shell of the creature looked strong enough to turn a blade, but between each segment was unguarded flesh. Eli watched for an opening. He struck as the claw came back through the broken door. His aim was true. His sword cut through the vulnerable segment between the pincher and arm.

The creature screeched as black blood pumped from the wound onto the floor. Eli advanced through the door before it could recuperate. Eli thrust his sword at the crab’s eyes which reared above its ugly mouth on stalks. The creature screamed as the sword’s point struck.

Aqueous humor sprayed as the tip pierced the eye like an overripe grape. Its claw swung out wildly with blinding speed. Eli stepped backwards but still felt the claw’s razor edge rip through cloth and skin. Hot blood ran down Eli’s chest.

The monstrosity charged in a rage. Eli’s sword went up, aiming for the mouth, and its unarmored inside. The creature collapsed as the sword rammed through the mouth into its brain. Its forward momentum slammed Eli into the wall behind him.

Pain blossomed from the impact. Eli found himself wedged between the wall and the creature’s carapace. The carapace dug into Eli’s skin with its sharp edges. Countless protrusions dug into his flesh, and blood bloomed like roses in spots all across Eli’s chest and arms.

Pushing and shoving, he used the wall to help leverage himself against the creature’s bulk. It took close to fifteen minutes to extract himself where he then collapsed against the wall in exhaustion.

He checked himself for injuries. He would be bruised all over from where he smacked into the wall. Various minor lacerations seeped blood where the carapace had cut into him. His worst wound was where the claw had cut across his chest. While it wasn’t overly bad, it was bleeding heavily. He would need to get it wrapped and bandaged to prevent a large loss of blood. Eli hoisted himself up and retrieved his sword before setting off to look for a first aid kit.

The halls of the precinct were quiet, no sounds of fighting, only the sound of the storm that raged outside. Looking in rooms as he passed, Eli found what appeared to be a lounge. Inside a cabinet, he found some bandages and antiseptic. He sat down, cleaned and bandaged his wounds. Once he had doctored himself to the best of his ability and supplies, he set about cleaning his sword with paper towels and water from a sink. This would have to suffice until he could get home and clean it better.

Eli would need some regular clothes if he was to leave the precinct. Eli found the locker room and rummaged around till he found a t-shirt and pants that fit. He pulled the shirt over his head trying to ease it down over the bandages and cuts. Even being careful, he winced as the shirt settled on his chest. Eli then wrote a note saying he would pay back the owner and stuck it in the locker.

Feeling a bit better, he remembered his wallet in evidence. His wallet was on the shelf where he had found his sword. The evidence clerk was still out cold, but the crab monster was gone. Eli worried over what that might mean as he made way for the exit.

At the entrance, blue lights from a patrol car outside reflected in the blood and water on the floor. Two men talked quietly while checking out the scene.

“You,” Detective Bossier hissed, pointing his gun at Eli. “I should shoot you now.”

The cop that had been talking with the detective had his gun aimed at Eli though from his expression he didn’t know why.

Eli leaned on his cane, the sword back inside, and readjusted his glasses. “Shoot me if I have done anything wrong. Otherwise, I need to leave.”

“Set the cane down.”

“My leg hurts and there is a lot to be done.”

“You’re a suspect in a murder; then your accomplice comes in the precinct on a killing spree.”

Eli wanted to sigh. Something was happening, and since God had placed him in its path, it was his duty to stop it. “I’ll tell you what. When this is all over, I will come back. At that point if you have any evidence, you can arrest me.”

“I don’t think so. Set down the cane, or I’ll shoot.”

“Go ahead,” Eli replied.

He walked around the two men and then stepped into the doorway. Eli heard the click as the detective pulled the trigger. The gun, however, did not fire. Eli smiled. At least, he knew his path was justified.

Outside the rain fell in earnest. The storm had arrived at New Orleans and looked to be settling in for the long haul. Eli’s clothes were soaked by the time he hit the road. He thought he could hear the detective and officer arguing in the distance though with the rain it might have been his imagination. He was a bit surprised the detective hadn’t followed and tried to throttle him with his hands. Perhaps, the thought of the sword in his cane kept that idea from the detective’s brain.

Eli flagged a cab and climbed in the backseat. The interior smelt of old urine and sweat. Eli gave the cabbie the address of his cathedral while trying to breathe as little as possible. The storm had knocked out all of the city’s power or, at least, the part of the city that Eli could see. On the radio, the announcer was talking about the storm.

“May you turn that up?”

“Sure, Buddy.”

"Evacuation efforts are in full effect as Hurricane Gabrielle edges closer to the mainland. Winds have exceeded one hundred fifty seven miles per hour making this a category five. Though this is troubling, what has been worrying experts even more is the fact that the storm is rotating clockwise. Usually only storms south of the equator rotate in this direction. Storms in the northern hemisphere rotate in a counterclockwise rotation."

Lightning flashed casting shadows across the median in what looked like a cross. “Stop. Pull over!” Eli tapped on the glass separator. 

The cab pulled over, and Eli threw open the door, and rain and wind lashed at him as he exited the cab.

“Don’t be long buddy. I’m ready to get out of this storm too,” the cabby called to Eli. “And the meter’s running.”

Lying in a pool of water was an unmoving mass of flesh.
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​Dead in a Ditch
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The sky shat out rain like a bad case of diarrhea. Dirty brown water pooled on the sides of the road. The world was wet and glistening beneath a dark sky. Thunder clouds rolled overhead with no end in sight. If the rains didn’t let up soon, the levees would break, flooding New Orleans.
The problem was that the rains had just begun. A hurricane had entered the Gulf, unannounced and unasked for. The rains were just the first bands of the storm. The winds had picked up whipping and pulling roughly at Father Eli's clothes.
Eli stood contemplatively watching cars on Interstate 10. Nothing was coming into New Orleans. A trail of red tail lights glowed ominously heading west out of the city like rats trying to escape a sinking ship.
Eli listened to the winds as they cried across his city. The cry was ominous, foretelling dark days ahead. There would be those which would not heed the evacuation warnings. They would need protection from more than just the wind and rains. Dark days indeed, Eli thought as he looked at the corpse.
The bloated, rotting husk rested in a pool of murky water unnoticed in the populace's rush to escape the approaching storm. The corpse’s flesh was flayed revealing the inner workings of the man, nothing good or natural in his death. Eli returned to the taxi. 
“You see what you want to see?” the cabbie asked.

“No,” Eli replied. It was definitely not what he wanted to see. “I’m ready.”

He had much to think on. He closed his eyes to ponder as the taxi pulled back into traffic.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​Exodus

[image: ]


Rows of red tail lights stretched off into the distance. The dark silhouette of New Orleans rose up creating a backdrop to the fleeing citizens; its lights gone out in the fury of the storm.

A great exodus of people left the city for safer climes. Even those that liked to ride out the storms felt that this storm was different. The wiser of those fled like rats from a sinking ship. There were a few groups of people who stayed. Those without means and those whose senses were deaf to the danger building. There were also the predators that preyed on the weak. And there were those that stayed out of duty, people like Eli, people like the police officers and first responders.

An elderly man sat on his porch watching the fleeing cars. The change in weather brought a terrible ache to his old bones. He rubbed his hands, failing to ease the arthritic pain. He was one without the means of escape. His old car sat broken in the driveway. His children had gone off to live their own lives in nearby states. His daughter had called him earlier about the storm. She worried for his well-being, not that she lived close enough to do anything for him but worry.

Though he was without means, he felt the terror of the storm. It scraped at his bones, sending him on edge. He went inside, locking the door behind him. An old weather radio sat on the shelf. He turned it on and twiddled the knobs looking for the station broadcasting the storm. A little part of him hoped that it wouldn’t work. They say ignorance is bliss. Yes, they do.

The radio’s static cleared into a newscaster speaking about the storm. “Hurricane Gabrielle has continued to strengthen as the first bands have begun dropping rain on New Orleans and much of the surrounding coastal land.”

A loud crack of glass breaking drew his attention to his kitchen. He grabbed a heavy vase off the mantle near the weather radio and crept toward the kitchen. The radio still played behind him. His heart thudded in his chest. It pounded on until it hurt, and his breath came in ragged gasps.

“Scientists still can’t explain why Hurricane Gabrielle is spinning in the wrong direction...” the sound faded to a dull hum in the background as he stepped into the kitchen.

Water from the rain covered the linoleum floor. A broken branch lay on the countertop amidst glittering glass. He relaxed and sat the vase down on the countertop to clean up and attempt to barricade the window. Why he was so jumpy, he didn’t know. He had lived in New Orleans long enough to weather many a storm, from Hurricane Andrew to Hurricane Katrina.

He thought he had some duct tape he could use to tape up the broken window frame. He leaned over to take a closer look at the window to figure out what would work best. A dark sticky fluid covered the jagged teeth of the broken glass. Was it sap? He touched the fluid and found it warm and slick on his fingertips. He spun as something moved in the dark interior of his kitchen.

His hand groped for his makeshift weapon as his eyes frantically swept from side to side. The vase tumbled and shattered across the floor adding to the mess from the broken window. Something wet and cold brushed against his leg. He spun again. This time his legs tangled, and he fell in a heap. His flashlight spun on the floor to stop and point at the far wall. The broken glass dug into his palms drawing blood.

The brush of someone or something’s breath tickled his neck. It was close. He dared not move. Fear clutched his chest and locked him in place. He knew he had to run. He knew it was too late. Sharp teeth tore into his neck releasing a spray of his blood across the linoleum.
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The cathedral rose up in front of Eli, a gigantic shadow against the sky. Its silhouette comforted Eli as he was sure it had done for countless others over the more than one hundred and fifty years it had stood. Usually street lights would illuminate the exterior yet not this night. The storm had knocked out the power casting New Orleans into perpetual gloom. Its image seemed to wave and shift in the falling rain.

Pushing open the doors he stepped into its welcoming embrace. The cathedral surrounded Eli, an envelope protecting him from the storm and the dark terrors it brought. The interior was humid. A bit more humidity and he would need to swim to make his way. The pews, row upon dark row, greeted Eli silently as he made his way to a small room in the back. He unlocked the door making sure his wards weren’t tampered with before entering.

Inside, a stone room stretched. The floor was worn smooth from countless feet. A simple stone altar rested at the room’s center. The altar had a presence that dominated the space. It radiated a sense of timelessness. The altar predated the cathedral that now housed it and was a holy artifact.

Eli’s stride took him to that altar and the ceremonial dagger that rested on its top. The faint odor of dried blood filled Eli’s nostrils. The dagger was light; its edge was sharp. It bit deeply into his palm, the skin giving little resistance to the blade’s edge. The cut crisscrossed countless scars that filled his palm with a tapestry of the past. Eli held his bleeding hand above the altar and squeezed it tight. Dark blood dripped in blotches onto the stone surface, a small sacrifice.

He ran his bloody palm across the smooth surface in a practiced stroke that left a story written in his blood. Eli adjusted his spectacles as he bent low to study the altar’s bloody top. The story told of death and darkness. A story Eli hoped he could prevent. Come Hell and High Water. Eli wrapped his bleeding hand with gauze from a first aid kit before preparing for what looked to be a long night. Disaster was headed towards his city, and he hoped he could stop it.

Grabbing a backpack near the door, Eli left the room and strode resolutely down the aisle. His cane thumped on the hardwood floor. Eli’s destination, a holy water font, waited near the entrance. A pack full of empty water bottles bounced against his back with each stride. He filled the bottles full of holy water before heading out into the deserted rain swept streets.
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Eli didn’t own a phone. He seldom needed one, and if he did, God would provide. So, he waited. Rain soaked his clothes as he rested on his cane. His bowler hat did little to keep the water from his face. Headlights cut through the gloom that had fallen across the road in front of his cathedral.

A beat-up pickup pulled to a stop. An elderly man manually rolled down the passenger side window. “Father, do you need help?”

“Do you happen to have a cell phone? I need to make a quick call.”

“Sure, it's nothing fancy,” the man replied. “Get in and out of the rain."

Eli climbed in, and the man passed Eli a flip phone. Eli dialed nine-one-one. It wasn’t long before the operator answered. “This is nine-one-one, what is your emergency?”

“I found a body near Interstate 10 around mile marker two hundred twenty three.”

“Are you sure it was human?”

“I’m afraid so.”

“I will dispatch some officers. Please wait till they arrive.”

“Also please tell the officers to make sure to keep people off of the streets. There are worse things than the storm to worry about.”

The man's face grew concerned as Eli spoke.

Eli hung up and handed back the phone to the man in the pick-up. “Thank you. If you can, I would leave New Orleans till the storm is gone.”

“Ain’t got anywhere else to go.”

“Then I would pick a direction and drive as far as you can. May God bless you.”

Eli climbed back out of the pick-up and into the pouring rain.
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Eli needed guidance and fine counsel so he headed for the bar. Guidance was always best paired with a stiff drink. Lights from the “The Fallen Angel” bar cast startling shadows across the road and nearby buildings. The faint hum of a generator could be heard beneath the incessant rain.

He shook water from his bowler hat before entering. He wondered why he bothered since it was sodden. The interior was empty except for the bartender and a figure in one corner that appeared to be asleep. The bartender cut a tall slender figure behind the bar. He wore old jeans and a t-shirt that while simple still gave him an air of authority. He was king of his small domain. With Eli’s Sight he could see wings of light coming out of the bartender’s back.

Heading for his customary seat at the bar, Eli shook his head at the angel's look. The bartender poured him a shot of clear liquid without needing to be asked. Eli swallowed the shot. The liquid burned its way down to the pit of his stomach; the liqueur helped take the chill that had begun to seep through his wet clothes.

Eli let the silence stretch between them. It wasn’t an uncomfortable silence but a companionable one. Once the silence’s legs had grown long, Eli let it get away from him as he spoke up.

“It’s a right mess outside.”

“Yep.”

“I found a body.”

“Only one?”

“Two and I hope that is all I will find.”

“Well, I wouldn’t hang my feelings on such a flimsy hook as hope.”

The bartender refilled Eli’s cup. That was never a good sign coming from Phanuel. Eli accepted it gratefully; he thought he would need it.

“Do you know what’s causing the storm?”

“Usually nature.”

“There’s nothing natural about this one. You and I both know it.”

“You know I try to stay out of things like this since my Fall.”

Phanuel looked out the window studying the night. Rain lashed against the glass which protested the abuse. Nothing but rain and darkness outside, Eli wondered what he saw through his inhuman eyes. 

“What do you know about Hell?”

“I am a priest.”

“Avoiding the question?”

“I know many priests and preachers that love to preach about fire and brimstone. They try to use Hell as a tool of fear which feels wrong to me. While the Holy Book offers just enough to validate these beliefs and nothing more.”

“Do you think sinners will burn for eternity?” asked Phanuel while refilling his glass.

Eli looked at his glass unsure if he wanted another but afraid he might need it.

“Seems to go against the whole God is love bit we priests love to drone on about.”

“What if there existed entities so horrific, so evil that their very existence threatened the fabric of reality?”

“I wouldn’t wish to meet them.”

“Where would these undesirables go?” Phanuel paused, giving Eli time to think.

Eli took another drink while letting the thought sink in. “Societies tend to segregate dangerous riffraff into jails to protect the general population until they are reformed or pass away.”

“You could think of Hell in much the same way, a cosmic jail of horrors. Something wants out and has agents in this universe preparing the way. I feel dark magic in the air.”

“A jailbreak?”

“A jailbreak.”

“How long do I have to stop it?”

Phanuel looked out the window to study the weather. “The ritual should come to completion during the time the eye of the storm reaches New Orleans.”

“How do I stop it?”

“If you can find those responsible and stop them, the spell should dissipate.”

“The dead are helping to fuel the spell,” Eli postulated.

“That would be my thoughts as well.”

“Thank you old friend,” Eli said, rising from the stool. “I’ve got work to do. Can you point me in a direction?”

“The door's behind you,” Phanuel said with a smile.

“And?”

“With the storm I fear for the levees.”
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