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Prologue
 
The city was cold. Rain poured down in huge droves, soaking into his hair, into his dirty clothes.  He felt the cold pavement through his torn shoes as he stumbled across the street to the looming building, shining white against the grey sky.
He’d been walking for years it felt like, maybe even decades.  He was lost, he was alone, and he was searching.  He was fading fast, fading into madness, every time someone touched him, stole from him the energy, the very breath of life which kept him moving for century upon century.
The stairs to the church were maddeningly tall, but he made every single step with creaking knees and trembling hands.  The doors were locked, but for now, that was okay.  He slid down to the ground, his back against the wooden door.  Above him sat a statue of Mary, her veil over her hair, her soft gaze staring down, and he laughed.
“Oh mother,” he whispered in a tongue no passerby would recognize, a language dead and gone, along with so many that he loved.  “Oh mother, would you look at me now?”
His hair was matted, dirty, and he hadn’t eaten in so long he barely remembered what food tasted like.  He’d been alone too long, far too long, and he was starting to feel afraid.  There were things watching him, out of the eyes of people, staring, glowing, and waiting for him to fall.  He heard whispers calling his name, his old name.  He could hear them whisper through the night, through the wind, and they reached for him.
He didn’t know if the church would keep him safe.  These buildings brought upon the world war and pestilence, greed and murder, never really sanctuary, but his mother was there.  His mother stood there, in statue form, watching him with kind eyes.  He struggled to remember her face, her real face, her real hands holding him as a child when he cried.
“Help me,” he cried up to the alabaster statue, but he received no reply.
He closed his eyes with tears pouring down his face as another gust of wind rushed past him and he heard the call reaching for him, begging him to come with them, begging him to give into the pressing darkness.  “Yehuda…”
 



 
 
 
 
One
 
 
The lights in his office were off, and when he flipped the switch, the fluorescent glare sent a stabbing pain through his temples.  Ben groaned and pinched his eyes shut with his thumb and forefinger.  His desk chair was waiting, as it always was, his computer humming softly, though the screen was black.
He took a seat and pushed the monitor switch on.  Adjusting the brightness, he tried not to think of the migraine he’d been suffering for the last three days.  The smell of coffee was wafting through the station now, and Ben vaguely remembered hearing something about how caffeine helped with headaches.
Of course, it hadn’t done much good the last three days, but the pain was causing him to lose sleep, and migraine relief or not, the caffeine was a necessity.  He made his way to the coffee station, pushing through a few of the beat cops who were preparing for their shift, and sluggishly grabbed a mug.
The coffee was hot, which he was eternally grateful for, and he didn’t care he was burning his mouth as he gulped down half a cup without waiting for it to cool.
“Rough night?” came a deep, gravelly voice from behind him.
Ben turned and saw his boss, the San Francisco police chief, Albert Ole.  He was standing there holding his own coffee, watching Ben with a concerned frown.  Albert was an older man, worked at the station since Ben was too young to even feed himself.  He was a tall man, his skin rough and wrinkled, and his eyes were deep-set, narrow and surveyed the world with suspicion and fear.  But he was a kind man, always someone Ben could turn to if he ever needed anything, and that was what made him the best sort of boss a detective could ask for.
Ben gave a sigh and rubbed his face with his free hand.  “You could say that.”
“You’ve been a little under the weather for a while now,” Albert said as the pair walked away from the throng of officers trying to fuel up for the morning.  “You need a day off?”
Ben shook his head.  The very idea of taking vacation was against everything he stood for.  He was the detective who had never taken a sick day and reached the end of the year with so much vacation time banked that his payout was more than his Christmas bonus.  Workaholic, though he never liked the term, but it was true, and he had no intention of changing that.  “I’m okay.”
Albert frowned and shook his head.  “You know, all of us need time off.  You’ve had a heavy case load lately.”
Ben hummed and shrugged.  “Yeah well, it’s just this damned migraine.  It’s nothing to do with work.”
“Call your doctor?” Albert asked.
The pair stopped in front of Ben’s office door and the detective shook his head.  “I’m not going to call my doctor because of a damn headache,” he all-but snapped.  “It’ll pass, I’m sure.  My mother used to get them. I guess I’m just picking up that trait.”
Albert sighed and glanced through Ben’s office window at the small pile of deskwork that waited for the younger detective.  “Look, I just forwarded you a new case, but if you want some time off, just say so.  I’m sure Hernandez can take it.  It’s a homicide case that reopened from about five years ago after a new body was found in a similar state last week.  It’s probably nothing, but I want someone to go through it again.”
“I’ve got it, no problem,” Ben said.  When Albert hesitated, Ben continued, “And if it gets any worse, I promise I’ll give my doctor a call.”
Albert seemed satisfied with the answer.  “Alright.  Talk later.”
Stepping back into his office, he tried to ignore the pounding ache in his temples and dropped into his chair to read over the older case file email.  A man in his early twenties had disappeared from a hospital bed.  He’d been in long term care after a traffic accident.  There were no witnesses or suspects, and the man’s body had been found in an accelerated state of decay about three weeks later.  Without leads or any physical evidence, the case had gone unsolved.
Ben opened the new case which read much the same.  Patient in long term care gone missing, found dead two weeks later, body disposed of near the Golden Gate Bridge.  No witnesses, hospital staff reported a power outage just before the patient went missing, but otherwise nothing out of the ordinary.  No sign of forced entry, no evidence to show how the man had been removed right under the nose of hospital staff.
Rubbing his temples, he clicked out of the message and sighed.  He was just not in the mood for a mystery case.  He had six others, with several leads to follow up on, and seeing as those cases might be solved in a relatively quick manner, Ben grabbed his keys and decided to start his day with some field work.
When he reached his office door, however, his head swam and for a moment, he thought he was going to pass out.  He grabbed the handle to steady himself, and as his world slowly came back into focus, Ben felt a momentary panic.
“Maybe I should call the doctor,” he muttered to himself.  He vowed then, that should anything else happen, he’d suck it up and make the appointment.  That resolved, he threw open his office door and strolled out to start the day.
 
~*~
 
“Benjamin Stanford.”
He’d been in the waiting room so long he’d nearly forgotten why he was there in the first place.  He was one of ten patients sitting glumly in the uncomfortable chairs, and he’d officially lost track of how much time had gone by.  He was wearing street clothes, jeans and a t-shirt, feeling out of his element and extremely uncomfortable.
Ben startled when he heard the bored nurse call his name and he jumped, his magazine falling to the floor.  Face blushing, he bent down to tidy up and then followed the large, bitter-faced woman through the doors and into the office hallway.
He’d never really enjoyed being at the doctor, even for basic checkups.  It was the smell of anesthetic, the sounds of machines beeping and whirring, and knowing that whatever was behind the door was probably going to hurt or give him news he didn’t want.  It was just never a pleasant experience.
The room he walked into was small. There were copies of medical school diplomas on the wall, an old wooden rack holding even older magazines than in the waiting room, and a small sink sat in the corner surrounded by jars of cotton balls, tongue depressors and a brown bottle of iodine.
“Do doctors even use iodine anymore?” he asked absently as the nurse gestured for him to sit on the extremely tall exam table.
“In certain instances,” she said in her monotone voice.  “Please roll up your sleeve.”
Ben made an oomph noise, as he hoisted himself onto the table, wincing at the sound of the crinkling tissue paper covering the bench.  He looked down at his bare arms sticking out of his t-shirt and then quirked an eyebrow at her request.  She seemed completely unfazed as she wrapped the blood pressure cuff around his arm.
“So uh, does this tissue paper really prevent the spreading of germs?” he asked as she began to pump the little bulb on the end of the cuff.  He was nervous, and when he was nervous, he had a terrible habit of rambling.  The only thing that worked for Ben was that his nervous moments in life were very few and far between.
“Yes,” she replied to his question dryly, and proceeded to ignore him once more.
Ben sighed and looked away as she took the reading from the little dial on the side.  He jumped at the ripping sound of Velcro as the nurse tugged the cuff off, and he crossed his arms tightly over his chest.  There was a sudden thump from the ceiling, and a small vent directly above the exam table began pumping out freezing cold air.  The A/C surprised him, as winter was fast approaching in San Francisco, where the winter chill always arrived early and stayed late. 
“Any chance I can get you to turn that off?” he asked, wrapping his arms tighter around his middle.
She looked at him, her dull, flat, brown eyes narrow.  “Sorry Mr. Stanford, it’s on a timer.  The doctor will be with you shortly.”
The sound of the heavy door slamming shut reminded him of those old prison movies where the metal bars clanged shut and the prisoner was left facing his own mortality trapped in a small cell for the rest of his life.  Ben related in that moment, not to being in prison, but facing his mortality.
A few weeks after he’d started experiencing the headaches and dizzy spells, the symptoms took a turn for the worse.  During an interrogation of a homicide suspect, he hadn’t been able to remember the suspect’s name and had to call in another detective to take over.
It was last week in the shower, however, when he became very concerned about his health.  He’d felt a little odd all morning, and as he stood under the streaming, hot water, he passed out.  Or at least, he thought he’d passed out.  He’d cracked his head on the tub and took a cab to the ER to make sure he didn’t have a concussion.  The doctor there ordered what he told Ben was an EEG, and an MRI.
The EEG results came right then, as the doctor read the machine.  From the echoes, the doctor said, it was likely Ben had suffered a mild seizure.  The MRI, which had taken much longer, would determine if there was anything for Ben to worry about, and his own doctor would follow up with the results.
The doctor at the ER had assured him it was probably nothing.  Possibly stress, he’d said.  Ben’s job was stressful at its mildest point.  Being head homicide detective for the San Francisco PD, thirty-four, unmarried, son of an alcoholic and big brother to a fanatical Christian teacher who worked at Sacred Heart academy, his life wasn’t easy.  His boss was constantly going on about how he worked too much, and it was likely he just needed a vacation.
At least, that’s what he wanted to hear.  He wasn’t feeling so secure now that his doctor had told him to come in right away.  Now he sat there, under a freezing stream of air, staring at the door handle, begging the doctor to hurry in and tell him it was nothing.  Tell him, “We just wanted to compliment you on the incredible size and function of your brain, Mr. Stanford.”
The doctor’s face told a different story when he walked in fifteen minutes later.  Ben’s doctor wasn’t a neurologist or specialist.  He was just a general practitioner Ben had been seeing since he was in college, who had never treated him for anything more than a couple of work injuries and the occasional chest cold.  He was an older man, frank and matter-of-fact.  His white hair was always over-gelled into place, and his lab coat, Ben was certain, was just for show.
“How are you feeling today, Ben?” he asked in his gravelly voice.
He let out a sigh.  “As well as can be expected, I suppose.”
“Any more instances of blacking out or losing time?  Suffering repeated headaches?  Vision changes?”
Ben shrugged.  “Headaches, yes.  They’re pretty persistent.  No more seizures or anything like that and nothing weird with my eyes.”  He shifted and looked his doctor in the eye.  “Look, lay it out for me, okay. I don’t want to dance around this.  I’m freaking out a little bit.”
The doctor sat back, crossing his ankle over his knee.  “I don’t have good news for you, Ben.  In fact, it’s some of the worst news I can give without any proper results from a biopsy.”
“Biopsy,” Ben repeated, his voice sounding really far away.
“The MRI found a rather substantial mass lodged in the left lateral lobe of your brain,” the doctor said.  “I’ve seen this before, and I can tell you more than likely, it’s malignant.  Either way, it’s going to be difficult to operate on and we want to get in there as quickly as we can to see what we’re dealing with, and how we can possibly treat it.  Tumors can be very tricky things, and time is often not on our side.”
“A tumor.  Are you saying I have brain cancer?” Ben asked.  His voice was tight and tense.
The doctor shrugged.  “No, I’m not saying that.  I’m saying it’s possible.  I can’t give you a definitive answer until we do some tests.  I can tell you that you have a rather substantial brain tumor, and that’s what’s causing all of your problems.”
“Am I going to die?”
“From the tumor?  I don’t know,” the doctor said.  “One day you will die, but I can’t tell you if it’s going to be from old age, being shot on the job, or this.  All I can tell you is that we need to get you under the knife as quickly as we can.  I’m going to push forward the surgery, so you need to make arrangements to take some time off.  Even an exploratory surgery on the brain isn’t outpatient surgery.  I’d have a talk with your chief and see about transferring some of your cases for the time being.”
Ben nodded, feeling his entire body go numb with shock.  He hadn’t realized his hands were shaking until he stepped down to shake the doctor’s hand.  “I uh…” he said.
The doctor looked at him, for the first time in Ben’s life, with actual concern.  “Take a few minutes if you need it.  This isn’t something I like to tell people, and it’s not something you can just go home and sleep on.”
Ben nodded mutely and watched as the doctor walked out of the room.  He swallowed and looked up at the vent still pouring out the freezing air, but he couldn’t feel it anymore.  He was in shock, and as he started to leave the room, he felt like he was floating.
The receptionist rambled on about calling him with the surgery date in the next twenty-four hours and he nodded, not trusting himself to speak right then.  She handed him a few sheets of paper which she said were prescriptions from the doctor to help with the pain and insomnia he was suffering from.  He nodded again and slipped them into his pocket.
It was pouring rain as he stepped outside, but he barely felt it.  His car seemed an eternity away as he crossed the parking lot, paying no mind to the water rushing into his shoes from the puddles forming on the pavement.  His car door opened with a loud creak and he slid inside.  It smelled like work, like coffee and stale pastries, and printer ink from the files he carried around everywhere.
He wondered how he could possibly give up, possibly lose his job, his life, because of some brain tumor.  He’d never been really sick a day in his life, and now this?  Sure, he drank and smoked a little, but he worked out and ate healthy and never in a million years thought he’d be taken out this way.
“Jesus,” he whispered as he flipped down his visor and opened the mirror.  He looked like a ghost, his skin white as a sheet except under his eyes where it was nearly black.  His eyes, themselves, were bloodshot, and his hair hung in little curls against his forehead, dripping with the rain.  He let out a laugh, the sound of it nearly startling him and then he said aloud, “I think I’m going to die.”
 



 
 
 
 
Two
 
Mark sat behind his desk, his fingers pressed to his eyes.  In the room he heard the scribbles of pencils across paper, and in the back, a faint clicking of a student sending texts on their cell phone.  Mark sighed and dropped his hands.  He’d never been a teacher before, he’d been talked into it by Sacred Heart administration, and he had quickly discovered instructing children was as irritating and trying as he had imagined it would be.
Rising, Mark opened his eyes, revealing the milky-white stare of a blind man.  He grabbed his cane and with gentle swishing, made his way up the aisle to the sound of the student on their phone.  He held out his hand and cleared his throat.
“Father Roman?” came a timid female voice.
“I’m blind, but I’m not stupid.  I said no mobile phones.  Hand it over, or fail,” he said, his words rich with a heavy Russian accent.  A moment of silence passed before the small, heavy object was placed into his palm.  “You can pick this up from my office at the end of the day.”  He slipped it into the pocket of his teaching jacket and walked back to his desk.
He heard faint whispers of surprise, though he wondered how these students could possibly be surprised every time he caught them misbehaving, as they’d been doing this for several months now.  It was the generation, Mark supposed, and the western belief in being absolutely impervious to consequence.
Mark had come over from Russia, his accent poignant and syntax devoid of most modern slang, but he was well educated and deeply in love with literature.  It was why he was pressured into taking the job as a teacher, though he’d simply come over for some respite from the cold.
He’d adjusted best he could to the westernized society of the United States, but it was difficult.  Mark didn’t do well socially, most of the time, feeling a sort of distance between himself and the other professors.  There was a sort of language barrier between them, and being that he’d spent an impossible amount of time quietly ensconced in the freezing tundra of Siberia with little to no interaction outside of the four monks who’d been living in the monastery for six decades, he had a hard time relating to these modern teachers.
The only person who insisted on making herself a friend was a woman named Abby.  He’d met her his first week there, one of the few women teachers at Sacred Heart who was not a nun, though she might as well have been.  She was definitely odd more often than not, obsessed with religious miracles and the history of the church’s dogma.  When she’d found out Mark was a historian, she immediately made herself a friend, and spent hours trying to get him to socialize.  She was also desperately in love with Mark, something that had become obvious over the last few months, but he refused to acknowledge that fact.
Despite being educated in the area, Mark had always found talking to others about the church’s history and the evidence of religious miracles tedious, but he liked Abby’s company and humored her.  She was the only one who didn’t pressure him to talk about his past during polite conversation, and Mark’s past was something he wanted to avoid.  He was the kind of man who had secrets, secrets dangerous to a lot of people, and secrets he couldn’t possibly explain.
The shrill bell startled him out of his thoughts, and he cleared his throat, attempting to be louder than the shuffling papers.  “Please leave your exams on my desk and don’t forget to sign out on the attendance sheet.  I will remind you that if you are signing for someone else, my sighted aid will recognize the difference in handwriting and both of you will be given failing grades for the day.”  It was a warning Mark gave every class, and a warning at least one student per class never heeded.
Mark made do with his inability to see his classroom attendants, and did his best to learn this new job, a job he didn’t particularly care for, and he did what he could to approach it with some measure of pride.  He listened carefully as the last footsteps exited the room and the moment the door shut, he let out a breath.
Mark had never liked being around people, having spent most of the last thirty years in a secluded monastery, and having to teach every day was staring to wear on him.  Gathering up the stack of papers, Mark shoved everything into his case, grabbed his cane, and decided to skip his office hours in favor of spending his free period in his small apartment.
He lived on the grounds, so the walk wasn’t far, but as he passed by the teacher’s lounge, he heard his name called.  “Mark!  Wait!”
He recognized Abby’s voice right away, and paused, trying to smile despite his mood.  “Hello,” he said as she walked up.  “How are you this afternoon?”
“Oh it’s been the longest day,” she said with a groan.  “I hate midterms.  These kids get worse every year.  I had to fail three today for cheating, and two of them yesterday were caught planning to sell the test to the students for next year.”
Mark grimaced.  “Awful little things, aren’t they?”
Abby laughed.  “Sometimes.  Anyway, I thought I’d come by later to pick up the exams for grading, and maybe we can get coffee?”
“Let me think on that, okay?” Mark said, not wanting to be around more people.  “I have a few things to work on and my head has been pounding for most of the afternoon.”
“Okay well, let me know,” she said, her voice tinged with disappointment.
Mark nodded and started off, feeling a little guilty for turning her down.  The truth was, had the situation been different, he would have taken her up on the offer, but things were a little complicated and there was no way of properly expressing that to her.
As he made his way down the hall, his cane swishing gently in front of him, a few people called out their hellos, but he did his best to hurry along.  He made it to his small apartment and with a breath of relief, locked the door behind him and let his cane fall against the small table that held his keys and watch.
His place was small, nicer than he’d been used to living in the monastery which had been freezing cold and bare.  They’d furnished everything for him, and in an attempt to get him to agree to the job, the Parish office had provided an entire library of literature in Braille as a sort of bribe.
Mark realized if he wanted to maintain his quiet life, he had to accept the job, but he did so with heavy regret.  Mark was on a mission, and truthfully, he had no time to be teaching children the classics.
He made his way to the bathroom where he flicked on the light and stood before a rather large mirror.  With deft fingers, Mark reached to his eyes and plucked out small, thick gel contacts.
His eyes instantly went from white to brown, and he blinked against the harsh world coming into focus.  He put the contacts into a small container full of liquid and blinked at himself.  As he stared into the mirror he tried to remember what it felt like to walk the earth without the secrets he carried with him, because not being blind wasn’t the only thing he was hiding.
Mark was not just an ordinary man.  He was ageless, immortal.  He had been that way for just over two thousand years.  He appeared somewhere in his thirties, but looking in his eyes, they told a different tale.  They were heavy with life, with living more years than any human could possibly grasp, and he was tired.  He was alone, as well, which wasn’t as it should be. 
Mark had traveled with a companion during most of his life, and that person had gone missing.  That person was also special, weighed down with gifts that drove him mad, put the people around in in very real, very serious danger.
He’d been following the news trail of reported incidents and those incidents led him to San Francisco where the trail had finally gone cold.  He went into his small living room and pulled out his laptop.  It fired up instantly and he went straight to his internet browser, where he typed in the search, “Miracle healings.”
With a sigh, nothing new loaded onto his screen.  He sat back and pinched the bridge of his nose.  The trail had been cold for months now, and he was starting to feel discouraged and a little frightened.  It wasn’t like his companion to stay away for this long, and though they’d been walking the earth, immortal, tired, and ageless for centuries, he started to worry that something had truly gone wrong.
 



 
 
 
 
Three
 
The office was just too quiet, and it was in the quiet moments Ben started to panic.  Silence echoed words like tumor, surgery, terminal, non-operable, metastasized, and malignant.  In the quiet moments, despite his doctor telling him it was impossible, he swore he could feel the tumor pressing, stretching through the soft tissue of his brain.
Adrenaline firing, he stood up, grabbed his coat and stormed out of the office.  He ignored the few hellos he received from the uniformed officers as he raced through the parking lot and jumped into his car.
It was a new car. The captain had decided it was time for one a few weeks prior.  He'd been working for the department for ten years now.  Anniversary gift, as it was, but the seats were too soft, and Ben never really liked that new car smell that his other coworkers raved about.
He turned the engine on and flipped down the sun visor to reveal the dimly lit mirror.  His eyes were red, which only seemed to enhance the brightness of the green, and make the brown flecks inside even darker.  The tip of his nose was bright, something that usually happened to him when he was stressed, and he hoped no one had noticed.  The panic and anxiety were making him flush, overheated despite the cold weather outside.
Brushing a lock of brown hair from his eyes, Ben sat back and turned the ice cold air on, hoping it would distract him, or at least shock him out of his thoughts for a little while.  He tapped the button, turning on the police radio, and he let out a breath.
The monotone voice of the dispatcher was soothing right then, nothing hysterical, nothing over the top.  Someone had been shot, just another day.  A pedestrian struck two blocks away, routine.  Ben rubbed his face with his clammy palms and put his car in drive.
He wasn't supposed to be on the road at the moment.  He had mounds of paperwork to finish up for his impromptu time off for surgery.  He had no active cases any longer, which was good for the detective, because he wasn't sure he could focus on anything important right then.
“Terminal,” he whispered, testing the waters, seeing how he'd react to the word aloud.  He wasn't sure it was terminal.  No one knew yet.  Not until he went under the knife and they did a biopsy to figure out what exactly the mass was.
“I’ve seen this before, and I can tell you more than likely, it’s malignant.”  The doctor had been frank and crude, just the way Ben preferred his medical professionals.  Only this time he wondered if perhaps he’d feel a little better had the doctor sugar coated it.
Checking his face in the rear view mirror, he pulled up to a coffee cart and rolled down his window.  He was white as a sheet and shaking.  The freezing air pouring out of the vents wasn't helping his cause, and he quickly switched to heat.
He ordered a double espresso, extra hot.  The bitter, rich brew didn’t do his adrenaline any favors, but it tasted good.  He pulled into a parking spot near the coffee cart and turned the radio up.
“Report in for the one-thousand block of California Street, Grace Cathedral.  Reports of an assault, white male, long black hair, bleeding from the hands and side,” the dispatcher droned out.  “Victim is a twenty-two year old male, unconscious but responsive and breathing.  Squad car seven-oh-two and seven-six-four, please respond.”
Benjamin Stanford was not a beat cop.  He was a veteran detective, graduated from the academy at the top of his class, a Master's degree in forensic science.  Benjamin Stanford did not respond to beat-cop assault calls.  However this one, he did.  This call stirred something in him.  Something, he didn’t quite understand.
“Dispatch this is Detective Stanford.  I’m not far from the scene and heading over to check it out.”
He switched on the engine, realized he was only a block away, and he pulled out of the parking lot.  Rushing down the street, Ben managed to find a parking spot on the side of the road just a hundred feet from the church where he could see an already gathering crowd.
He threw his blinking dash lights into the window, jumped out with badge in hand, and raced forward.  He'd arrived faster than the ambulances and uniformed officers, unsurprised by that fact, but wondered for a moment if he should wait.
It was over-crowded and a headache was forming, the kind he was growing all-too familiar with.  The corners of his vision were growing whiter, and he knew he was probably going to have a seizure if he wasn’t careful.  “Keep it together,” he muttered as he pushed his way through a group of women staring at the inside of the church.
“San Francisco PD,” Ben said loudly as he pushed forward, “please step aside.”  The entrance of the church was immense.  Ben knew this church, had gone to Christmas mass there for years with his mother and sisters, and it still looked exactly the same.
Now, however, on the polished floor of the entrance was a long trail of blood, smearing down into the main chapel and leading to a man who was slumped beside the back pew.  He was dressed in ragged jeans that looked as though they hadn't been washed in ten years.  He wore a filthy army green colored coat, and his long, pitch black curly hair was matted and stiff.
The man was curled up, his body trembling, and he was holding his hands out.  The centers of his wrists were bleeding hard.  The sticky red fluid ran down his hands, dripping between his fingers, and rushing to the floor, soaking into his jeans.
“What's your name?” Ben asked as he bent down toward the man.
“He doesn't speak English, I don't think,” came the calm voice of one of the priests who was dressed in his less formal attire.  He was an older man, nearly bald, short, and very rotund.  “He came in here about twenty minutes ago.  I thought he was just a homeless man looking for charity.  He stopped there,” the priest paused to point at the immense cross where the figure of Jesus hung crucified, “and began to cry.  Moved as I was, the moment I tried to approach the man, he began to scream in a language I didn’t understand.  Charles,” the Priest pointed over to a man who was being tended to by a couple of nuns, “tried to subdue him, but the man managed to throw him over the pews.  I think he's probably got a few broken ribs, possibly a concussion.”
Looking over at the victim, Ben saw the wood on one of the pews was cracked and his eyebrows went up.  “And did you see how he became injured?” Ben asked.  He heard the sounds of sirens and realized that the ambulance and officers had arrived.
“Stigmata,” one of the nuns said in heavily accented English.  “Stigmata!”
Ben frowned.  “What the hell is Stigmata?”  The word was familiar, but right then the meaning escaped him.
“The wounds of Christ,” the priest said.  “Truth be told, I never really bought into such things, but I can assure you this man wasn't bleeding when he came into the church.  It seems rather spontaneous.”
The man on the floor began to weep.  He was babbling in what sounded like possibly Arabic, or some close dialect.  His wounded hands were raised to his face, matting blood into filthy hair, but he didn't seem to care.
He was now up on his knees, still staring up at the figure of Christ, and he began to rock, shaking his head, near convulsions.  Ben grew concerned for the crowd watching, knowing he wouldn’t be able to control the man if he got hysterical, so he quickly leaned down and grabbed his shoulder to try and calm him down.
The moment Ben touched him something happened.  It was like a bright light erupted inside of his head, blinding him, rushing down to the center of his chest where it exploded out of him.  His breath rushed out in a gasp, his fingers trembling, unable to take his hand off the man's shoulder as though an electric current was holding him in place.  Something was hot, flowing into him, and being drawn out, and he thought for a moment this was it.  He was dying.
His head swam, his eyes rolling back, and ears buzzing.  He felt sick then, and his knees buckled, though he still kept hold of the man's shoulder, unable to move away.  He started to sink to the ground, but just before his knees touched the blood-stained wood, it all stopped.
It was over.  Just like that.  The light was gone, the buzzing over, his head stopped spinning.  The wave of nausea passed, and Ben was able to stand upright again.  The man was slumped over now, his brown eyes staring directly at Ben.  He'd fallen over slightly, his hands splayed palms up, and impossibly, the wounds were gone.
Ben blinked a few times, and looked over at the Priest who didn’t seem to notice anything out of the ordinary had happened.  Ben cleared his throat, wiped his hand across his forehead as he tried to focus on the unconscious man.
The paramedics came rushing in, two going for the victim, and two pushing Ben aside to tend to the fallen man.  They saw the blood and checked him over for wounds, but couldn’t find any.  Ben cleared his throat and said he wasn’t sure what happened.
A beat-cop pulled him aside as the paramedics went to fetch a gurney for the fallen homeless man.  Ben recognized him immediately, an officer named Thomas Richardson. He was older, friendly for the most part, and always got along with Ben when they worked together.
“Dispatch said you were first on scene,” he said, pulling Ben outside. “Did you see the assault?”
Ben shook his head, pinching his eyes shut a moment with his thumb and forefinger as they came to rest by the low, stone wall.  “I was on this street when I heard the call and stopped.  The man was already on the floor when I came in.”
“The priest told Andrews,” he said, referring to his partner, “that the man was hysterical when he came in.  Did you happen to get a name?”
“Unfortunately no,” Ben said.  “I took his shoulder and then...” Ben paused and tried to recall the events.  Had it been a seizure of some sort?  He wasn’t sure, and he knew there was no way he could explain what had happened to him.  “He sort of slumped over and then you came in.  He looked like he was bleeding out of his wrists, but when he fell over, his arms were fine.”
“Andrews thinks it's one of those stigmata fanatics trying to stir up religious attention,” Richardson said with a shrug.  “I’ve seen in a couple times here and there.”  He scratched the back of his iron grey hair with his silver ink pen and shrugged.  “We'll book him for the assault and see about getting him into a facility.”
Ben nodded.  “Yeah, sounds about right.  Whatever’s wrong with him, he wasn’t coherent.  Probably drugs,” he said, but something deep down told him it was not drugs.  It was something else, but he had no idea how to explain it.
“Thanks for responding so quickly,” Richardson said.
Ben shrugged.  “Duty and all that.  Besides, I was right here anyway.”  He paused as he felt his vision give a little lurch, and he sucked in his breath quietly.  “I have espresso in my car getting cold, I should take off.  I'll email you my report this afternoon of the incident.”
“You okay?” Richardson called out as Ben started towards his car.  “You look really pale.”
“Yeah, I'm fine.  Long day already,” Ben said, forced a smile, and hurried into the car before he was asked any other questions.  He pulled out his phone and sent a quick text message to his boss.
Need to take the rest of the day off.  Will work at home.  Thx.
He didn't wait for a response and instead turned his car on, drove straight to his apartment, popped one of the sleeping pills his doctor had given him, and hoped that the oblivion of drug-induced sleep would help him feel right again.
 



 
 
 
 
Four
 
Mark stood facing the wall in his room.  Normally there would be a mirror there, but a mirror was useless for a blind man, even one who was only pretending to be blind.  On the little table sat his secret box of contacts and contact liquid he used to complete the illusion.
Mark had found them years before, the milky-white contacts that movie producers used to feign blindness in their actors.  They effectively made Mark blind, and at first the discomfort was almost too much to bear, but now when he took them out, his eyes felt small and naked, and the world was too bright.
He was washing them when the knock on his door came, and he called out, “Just a moment,” in his accented English.  Mark was just getting used to the English language again.  He'd spent longer than he cared to remember in the deep recesses of freezing cold Siberia, and it had taken him quite some time to remember the guttural, Germanic tongue of the modern western country.
With haste, Mark shoved the contacts back into his eyes, sending his vision into a pale white blur.  He'd spent so long in this state he had learned to live blind, and had no trouble finding the door and opening it.
“You busy?”  It was the rather light, pretty voice of Abby.  Mark had only seen her without the contacts a few times, and had trouble remembering the fine details about her.  He knew she was short, her hair a honey color, and long.  She smiled a lot, which was clear in her voice, and it was refreshing in the dreary teaching environment where everyone seemed constantly miserable and frustrated.
“No, please come in,” Mark said, standing aside.  He smelled a rush of the herb garden as Abby breezed past him and walked into his small sitting room.
Mark followed the girl and took a seat in his customary chair, folding his hands over his crooked knee.  On the sofa, Abby was shuffling around the newspaper she’d brought in with her.
“Okay so,” she said in a rush, the deep roots of the United States west coast imbedded deeply in her accent, “this morning I went out and picked up the paper, which you know, I never do, and on the front page was an article about a guy in a church yesterday who was taken to a hospital because of stigmata wounds!”  Her voice rose at the end with excitement and thrill.  “We haven't had a case in the US with stigmata or anything like that in... well... a long time, right?”
“There are reports, from time to time.  I hear them, rumors and such.  I haven’t been here long, so I'm not entirely sure.”  Mark’s voice was sharper than he had intended, mainly due to lack of sleep the night before as he searched for some sign of his missing companion.
There was an uncomfortable silence and then Abby said, “You seem a little distracted, I must have interrupted something.  Would you like me to go?”
Mark smiled and shook his head.  “No, no, please, tell me more about this article.”  The truth was, he did want her to go.  He was tired, he was feeling old and worn out and it seemed no matter where he was, as quiet as he attempted to be, people were drawn to him.  Abby, however, was a sweet girl, young and good, and it wasn't often Mark met people who were simply good.
She spoke again, her voice colored with excitement, and she shook the newspaper article as she told the story.  “Well it says here that a homeless man wandered into Grace Chapel.  The man was staring up at the crucifix and when one of the younger parishioners tried to help him, he threw the guy twenty feet across the room and then started bleeding from his wrists!  By the time the paramedics got to him, he had stopped bleeding and he was unconscious.  There's no way that's coincidence.”
“It definitely sounds like something for your collection,” Mark said.  At one point Abby had shown Mark a large collection of newspaper articles from all over the world categorizing religious miracles and incidents.  From time to time, he wasn’t sure Abby was a true believer in the Judeo-Christian faith, but something about stigmata and weeping saints fascinated her.  It was something unique about her, something he appreciated.
Abby folded the paper and put it into the pocket of her ankle-length skirt.  She checked her watch and grimaced.  “Sorry, I gotta go.  I have that late afternoon tutoring session and then I'm meeting my brother for dinner.”  She paused and then added hesitantly, “You um... you want to come to dinner with us?  He won’t mind, I’m sure.”
Mark smiled and shook his head slowly, “Ah thank you for inviting me, but I believe I'll stay in this evening.”
Abby rose and put her hand down on Mark's shoulder and he smiled.  “You never come out with me.  Someday I'll get you out into the light of day... or even the dark of evening.”
“Perhaps,” he said and gave her hand a friendly pat.  He showed her to the door and when her small footsteps had faded, he locked the bolt, pulled the contacts from his eyes and gave a sigh.  He really was tired. Living over two-thousand years was exhausting in itself, even without the constant need to hide or the constant worry someone would figure out his secret.
Watching people born, grow up and die, living in the world but not of it—it hurt Mark.  It was terrifying some nights, as he lay there in the dark, watching the world age around him as he spent an eternity trapped in his thirty year old body.
He hadn't changed, no matter how many years he avoided looking in a mirror.  He was still tall, slender, a tan face, smooth now that beards had gone out of fashion.  His hair clipped short these days, curly as it had ever been, but now sitting neatly just above his ears.
Mark supposed it was good his look was rather timeless, he could slip in and out of centuries with only a change of fashion and slang.  He truly was ageless, the curse had seen to that, the curse he still didn’t understand.
Beyond his exhaustion, however, was thrill.  Thrill because for the first time in months, something had come up.  Another incident of stigmata, something Mark knew didn’t happen often, and when it was real, it was usually his missing companion.
Mark went to his laptop and typed in the information Abby had given him.  Sure enough, an article popped up, displayed by the local news of an enraged homeless man who was possibly stricken by a religious miracle.
Mark scanned the article and saw they couldn’t confirm the bleeding, as he’d stopped by the time the paramedics arrived. A detective on scene had been able to calm the man who was babbling in a strange language no one understood, however, and the detective had reported possible injuries to the wrist.
He read on that the man had gone unconscious and the last report the news station had was the man being treated at a local hospital for possible drug overdose or injury to the brain.
As the name of the detective or hospital hadn’t been given, Mark’s trail went cold there, but at least it was something.  It had to be him, his Yehuda.  His companion lost for so long Mark had trouble recalling the last time they’d spoken.  Too much time had passed, Mark knew, too much time to be considered safe, for Yehuda to still be in his right mind.
Mark shut his laptop and began to formulate a plan.  The first thing he needed to do was find out where the man had been taken, and the moment he could, he would take Yehuda away and they would both disappear.
 



 
 
 
 
Five
 
Ben hadn’t slept for ten hours straight since he was a high school student.  He’d always been an early riser, brain full of things that needed to get done, and once he became a detective, he rarely slept at all.
Rolling over, he was surprised to see the sun shining directly through his window, and when he grabbed his phone to check the time, he sat up in shock.  It was well past nine, and there were four missed calls from his office with a voicemail wondering where he was and if he was okay.
Panicked, Ben jumped out of bed, raced to get dressed.  He showered, shaved and gulped down coffee in less than ten minutes.  He didn’t stop until he grabbed his glasses, and when his vision went cloudy after putting them on, he froze.
He blinked a little and rubbed the lenses on his shirt, making sure they looked clear in the sun, and then shoved them back on his face.  It was still the same, the world fuzzy and somewhat off center, and he felt dizzy when he tried to walk with them on.  When he took them off, however, the world was clear, like his vision had corrected itself, and he knew that could not be a good sign.
He remembered the doctor asking if he had any change in vision last time they talked, and he knew it was a concern regarding the tumor.  Could it have grown?  Gotten worse overnight?  Pulling out his phone, he dialed his doctor’s number with trembling fingers and waited.  He expected voicemail, but the doctor picked up.
“Doctor Burke,” came the gruff voice.
“Dr. Burke, it’s Ben Stanford,” he said, trying to keep his voice calm and controlled.  “I’m experiencing something… off.”
“How so?” the doctor asked matter-of-factly.
“There’s something wrong with my eyes.”  Ben wasn’t entirely sure how to explain it, but simple seemed like the best way to start.
“Are you losing vision?  Seeing any large black spots?” he asked.
“No,” Ben said slowly.  “It’s pretty strange.  When I put my glasses on, I can’t see anything, but off, my vision looks… I don’t know… normal, I guess.  Like it used to be when I was a kid, before my astigmatism developed.”
There was a long pause before the doctor answered.  “That is cause for concern. Any vision changes are.  Are you free to come in for a second MRI?  I realize your job is a busy one, but I want to make sure we don’t need to move on this more quickly.”
Ben shoved down the panic threatening to consume him and he cleared his throat.  “I’m free.  When do you want me in?”
“Now,” the doctor said immediately.  “I’m going to clear a space for you.  Try and get to the radiology lab in the next twenty minutes.”
“Alright,” Ben said and hung up.  He sent another quick message to his boss, Sorry on a personal emergency, will call as soon as I can.  He turned his phone to silent, went down stairs with his glasses in his pocket, and got into his car.
“Okay,” Ben said to himself as he started up the engine.  “I’m okay.”  He mentally checked to make sure he was feeling fine, no dizzy spells, no warning signs of a seizure, and though his body wanted to drop down into a full blown panic attack, he forced himself to stay calm and drive.
The doctor’s office was busy, but when Ben gave his name, they called him back immediately.  The nurse hooked him up to an IV this time, telling him something about a dye being injected into his body to get a better reading.
Feeling exposed in his gown, Ben lay down on the table and counted to twenty as the nurse started the medication.  It was a strange feeling, like heat rushing through his body.  When it passed through his middle, he panicked, thinking he was going to lose control of his bladder, but a few moments later, it passed and he was fine.
The MRI took an hour, and even though he’d slept for longer than he had in years, he still dozed off, and woke startled when a loud voice through a speaker told him it was over.  Groggily, he sat up and allowed the nurse to remove the needle from his arm.
“Doctor Burke asked for the results to be sent straight to his office and he’ll be in touch the moment he learns something,” she said in her nasal voice.
Mutely, Ben nodded and waited on the bed until the room was empty so he could change.  He wasn’t sure what was going on, or why this was happening, but he knew that if he didn’t get some straight answers soon, he was going to go crazy.
 
~*~
 
“Surgery,” the doctor said later that evening when he called Ben.  “I found something very odd on this MRI image and I need to schedule you for an exploratory surgery sooner than originally planned.  I’ll be performing it with one of the state’s top neurologists, and the procedure should take about two hours.  You’ll need to clear your schedule for a few weeks, mind you, to ensure proper recovery.”  Simple, to the point, and absolutely no information to ease Ben’s fear.  He wrote down the date on a small pad sitting on his low coffee table, and mumbled as polite a goodbye as he could muster right then.
He stood there in the middle of the living room floor when the line from the doctor’s office had gone dead.  He wasn’t sure what to think or how to move forward, and his feet felt oddly rooted to the ground, like he’d been cemented there.
Worse.  It could be worse than before.  Maybe better, a small voice inside Ben’s head piped up, but he ignored it, too afraid to let himself have hope.
Ben wiggled his toes, testing to see if he actually could move his feet, and he felt the carpet shifting under his weight.  His smaller toes went in between the little threads, down towards the plush cushioning beneath.  His hand began to tingle and Ben realized he was still holding the phone so tightly he’d cut the circulation to his fingers.  He slipped the phone into his pocket and wiggled his wrist a bit.
Okay, so he had to go in for surgery.  That had been a must anyway, and this was just speeding up the process.  This just meant they would find out whatever it was and he wouldn’t have to play that damn waiting game anymore, because really, that was driving him completely insane.
Ben realized he could no longer keep it from his boss, though, especially if they were going to bring him in for surgery earlier than originally planned.  He would have to man up and make the call.  Glancing out, the evening air looked appealing, and so did the sound of a cigarette.  He barely felt the press of the buttons as he dialed Albert and held the phone between his shoulder and ear as it rang, his feet propelling him to his balcony door.
“Tell me this isn’t you giving notice,” came the rough, tired voice of Albert Ole.  “You’ve been acting weird for the last few weeks, Stanford.”
Ben cleared his throat and went outside into the chill night air.  He had his in-case-of-emergency pack of cigarettes crammed between a large gap in the brick wall and he lit one up immediately.  “I’ve got some news for you, boss.”
“Lay it on me,” Albert said, his voice going softer than usual.  “You’ve obviously got something going on.”
Ben looked up at the foggy sky and sighed.  “I think I’m dying.”
“Very funny,” Albert snapped.  “I’m not exactly in the mood for one of your little sick jokes.  You have no idea how long I’ve been awake.”
“If I was joking, you’d know it,” Ben said, and felt his throat tighten and cleared it so he could continue.  “The doctor found a tumor in my brain.”
“Jesus,” Albert breathed, then paused for quite some time.  “You’re not shitting me, are you? This is real.”
“Very real,” Ben said slowly.  “I think it got worse yesterday or something, because things were really weird when I woke up this morning.  When the doctor called about the results from my second MRI, he was really concerned.  They want me to come in for exploratory surgery in two days.  I’m going to need some time off.”
“How long have you been keeping this from me, Stanford?”
Ben gave a small laugh.  “Just a few weeks.  Look, you’re lucky I told you at all, boss, because frankly I was considering just letting the tumor eat me alive until I dropped dead.”
“That’s not funny, Ben.  You’re not just a detective, to me.  You’re my friend, and you’re an asshole for keeping this to yourself.”  Albert’s voice sounded higher than usual, and tight.  It was stress, and Ben felt like shit for being the cause of it.
“What was I supposed to say?” Ben bit.  “Hey boss, I think I have cancer.  If I’m lucky I’m going to be going through massive amounts of radiation and chemo and be completely useless to everyone around me.  If I’m not lucky, I’m about to goddamn die.  It’s not exactly a conversation I wanted to have with anyone, okay?”
“Does your sister know?” Albert demanded.
“No, and you keep your damn mouth shut, do you understand me?” Ben snapped.  “I’m not about to worry her with information I don’t even have yet.  I barely have the strength to deal with this on my own. I don’t have the strength to try and keep her from falling to pieces over my health.”
Albert was silent for quite some time.  “Fine.  But you have to open up a little more.  I can’t do anything for you if you don’t bother to tell me what the hell is going on.”
“I don’t want help,” Ben said tiredly.  “I just want this to be over.  Anyway, I have to go, I have to get up early for some pre-op tests they want to run to make sure I don’t kick the bucket on the operating table while they’re digging in my brain.  I’ll call you later, okay?”  He didn’t wait for a reply.  He was scared and he didn’t want to face anyone telling him ‘good luck’ or ‘be well’, and the very last thing he wanted to hear was, ‘I’ll be praying for you.’
Going back inside, he threw his phone on the couch and cracked open a bottle of scotch.  If he was about to face what was likely the most frightening thing he’d ever faced in his life, he was going to do so drunk, because really, it was the only way to keep himself together.
 



 
 
 
 
Six
 
Facing surgery was never going to be an easy thing, but facing surgery where they were going to cut open his skull and poke around his brain was probably the most frightening thing Ben could imagine in his present life.
He was feeling a little more perplexed, however, when he met with his doctor at the hospital early in the morning the day of surgery.  Dr. Burke strolled into his room holding his laptop, his face drawn into a frown.
Without a word, the doctor opened up the computer and clicked a few buttons.  Two images appeared on the screen, and he turned it toward Ben.  With a frown, he managed to make out what looked like a skull, and a bunch of red and blue and yellow lines and smudges all over the screen.
“Do you see this?” the doctor asked.
“Uh yeah, though I’m not entirely sure what I’m looking at,” Ben replied.
Dr. Burke scratched his chin and stared at the screen for a long moment.  “This, Benjamin, is the MRI scan we did of your head a week ago.  And this,” he said, touching the second image, “is the scan we took two days ago.  You see this?” he asked, putting his finger on a very large smudge on the first image.
“Yeah,” Ben said.
“This is the mass we found, the mass that was causing all of your strange symptoms.  If you look at the second image, you’ll see the mass has gone.  Not just reduced, but disappeared.”
Ben squinted and saw what the doctor was talking about.  “What the hell?  What does that mean?  How is it gone?”
“Tumors don't just disappear overnight,” the doctor said.  “We’re going to do our best to find out what’s going on, but as of right now, I have no answers.”
Ben rubbed his face with the hand that didn’t have an IV needle sticking out of it.  “I’m freaking out.”
“There’s no need to panic,” the doctor said, “but I’ll confess, I’m as confused as you are.  Maybe more so.  I’ve gone over the scans with the neurologist who came in to help me with the surgery and even he has only a few weak theories.  Either way, we’re going to get to the bottom of this.”
“And if you don’t?” Ben asked, trying not to sound frightened.
“Let’s cross that bridge when we get to it, shall we?  I’ll let the nurse know we can start getting ready to prep your OR, and you should be ready to wheel back in about an hour.  The neurologist should be in some time to introduce himself, and then we can get going.”  The doctor gave him a short nod and left the room.
Ben looked over computer screen where the two MRI scan images stood; the original, with the large mass weaving in and out of brain tissue, and the second which showed nothing.  Something was wrong, because tumors didn't just disappear.  Brain cancer didn't just go away on its own, not like that.
His hands were trembling and the skin under the tape holding the IV in place was starting to itch unbearably.  He scratched around the sticky edge until the skin on his hand turned bright red.  With a sigh, Ben dropped his hands into his lap and squeezed them together.
“Okay,” he whispered to himself.  “Okay.  It’s only exploratory surgery, and I can do this.”
“You're a dead man,” came a harsh, angry voice from the doorway.
Ben's eyes snapped up and onto the face of his little sister, her brown eyes narrow and angry, her hands on her hips, her hair pulled back making her look even more fierce with her scowl.  Ben sighed and laid his head back against his pillow.
“Abby, how the hell did you find out I was here?”
“The hospital called me, you idiot,” she snapped at him, her shoes making a faint tapping sound as she marched up to his bed.  “They said they attempted to call your emergency contact, but the number was disconnected and being your next of kin, they called me.”
Ben rubbed his face roughly and struggled to sit up more.  “Well, that's fantastic, isn't it?  Did you tell anyone else?”
“I left a message with our mother, who hasn't returned my call, not that I expected her to,” Abby said.  “What the hell are you doing, going in for surgery and not even telling me?  Honest to God, Ben, this is the stupidest thing I have ever heard.  Why!  Why wouldn't you tell me!”  Her voice rose with a hysterical edge by the end of her questions.
“Because it's not exactly easy to tell someone you have cancer in your brain!” Ben snapped before he could stop himself.
Shocked, Abby clapped a hand to her mouth and took a step backwards.  “What?” she asked, her voice muffled by her fingers.
Ben cleared his throat, glanced over at the MRI scan images again and then said, “It's... there's... I might have a brain tumor,” he managed.
Abby reached out blindly for the chair that was behind her.  She pulled it up, wincing at the fierce squeaking it made being dragged along the floor, and when she reached his bedside, she plopped down.  “Do they um... have any idea what kind?  What the prognosis is?  Ben... God... I'm scared.”
Ben reached for her hand and gave it a little squeeze.  “The doctor was pretty sure it was bad,” Ben told her, deciding that she might as well know everything now.  “The tumor had sort of wedged itself deep into the brain, and operating on it was going to be really difficult.  Today was an exploratory surgery to see what parts of my brain could be damaged should they remove the tumor.”
“Oh...” Abby said, sounding quite far off.  “I um...”
“Except, the other day I started feeling different.  My vision changed and the headaches and seizures stopped.” He continued to speak, ignoring her obvious discomfort.
“Seizures?  You were having seizures?” Abby asked, then put her hands up in surrender. “Sorry, not the point.”
Ben glared at her but continued.  “I called the doctor and he thought the tumor might have gotten bigger, so he brought me in for another MRI scan which ended up revealing this,” he said, and pointed to the second scan which was absolutely clear of any sort of abnormal masses.
Abby squinted at the scans.  “Wait, what?”
“Well, that was my reaction,” he replied.  “The tumor is clear as day on the first one, but the second one revealed nothing.”
“Oh my,” she breathed.  “So it's gone?”
“Tumors don't just disappear, Abbs,” Ben said patiently.  “Something happened, but we just don't know what.  The doctor is going in today for exploratory surgery to see what he can find.  It's possible, but very improbable that the MRI scan was a mistake, or for some reason unable to pick up on the mass any longer.  Either way, the surgery will let us all know.”
“What if it's gone, Ben?” she asked.  “What if by some sort of miracle—”
He squeezed her hand, cutting his sister off.  “Abigail, you know I don't believe in God, or any of that Catholic miracle crap, okay?  I love you, but I can't take listening to this right now, not when I'm trying to find out how much time I have left to live.”
Abby pressed her lips together, trying to bear the weight of the idea that her brother might actually be dying, and she let out a shaking breath.  “Okay.  Okay, I'm sorry.”
He let her hand go and he tried to smile, changing the subject.  “So how's it going over at Sacred Heart?  Better than public school?”
“Oh yes,” she breathed.  “The students are much better behaved and the lesson plans are stricter, and no more angry parent phone calls about why I'm failing their son or daughter.  The staff is great, too,” she said, and her eyes went a little misty.
“You've met someone,” Ben pointed out.
Her cheeks pinked.  “I... how did you know?  How can you always tell?”
He laughed and shook his head.  “Because I raised you, remember?  Who is he?  Not a priest, I hope?”
Abby rolled her eyes.  “No, not a priest.  I mean, sort of not a priest.  He doesn’t hold mass or anything, he just teaches.  I don’t know if he’s taken his vows or anything. I mean, don't know a lot about him, to be honest.  He's been at Sacred Heart for about six months, came in from a Russian monastery.  He lives on the school grounds, teaches the literary arts classes.  And um, well, he's blind.”
“Blind?  Like he can't see blind?  Like white cane and a dog and Braille?” Ben asked.
“He hasn't got a dog, but yeah, pretty much everything else,” she said with a shrug.  “I think he's always been blind, I don't really know.  He's some sort of theological genius, though.  He knows so much about the history of the church, it's like he's spent his whole life studying it or something.  He's really quiet, but there's something about him I really want to get to know.”
“I have a feeling this isn't going to end well for you,” Ben warned.
“You always say that,” she muttered and smacked his hand.  “Why can't you just let me be happy?”
“I want you to be happy,” Ben muttered.  “I indulge you on your weird superstitions, and your religious fervor, and obsession with bleeding statues and whatnot.  I took you to Rio when you were twelve to see the weeping statue, and to France to see the body of that weird saint who never decayed.”
“I know,” Abby said, and suddenly sounded choked up at the idea that her brother might not be around for anything else.  She cleared her throat, but when she spoke, her voice was hoarse and thick.  “So how long is this surgery thing going to take?”
Ben looked at her for a long time before he answered.  “A few hours.  They're just taking a look today.  Any removal surgery will be done after all the tests.”
“Right yeah,” she said, and then unable to help herself, she burst into tears.
Ben shifted to pull her over to him, embracing her tightly and kissing the top of her head.  His baby sister meant the world to him.  He had practically raised her while their mother worked three jobs, dealt with their deadbeat, absent father, and eventually drowned herself in alcohol.  This was exactly the reason he hadn't wanted to tell Abby, but he understood her anger and frustration with his decision to keep her out of the loop.
“It's going to be okay, I promise,” he said quietly.
Abby pulled back, wiping her face angrily.  “You don't know that, Benjamin!  You don't actually know if it's going to be okay!  You could die today on that table.  They could burst something, and you could just… die.  They could find this tumor inoperable and I might have to watch you slowly waste away.”
Ben bit his lip, but said nothing.  Abby was right, and she had always been blunt and frank with everyone around her, including him.  All he could do was stare at her, helpless to make her feel better or ease her fears, because he, himself, was terrified and helpless.  The MRI with the absent tumor was nothing but a confusing image threatening to give him false hope that this was all going to just blow over.
When the Anesthesiologist came in, Abby kissed his cheek and then waited by the door as they pumped a sedative into his IV.  “You're not going to be unconscious for this surgery, okay?” the Anesthesiologist said as he adjusted Ben's bed down backwards.  “You probably won't remember anything about it, but we're going to be asking you questions and testing your motor functions as we operate.  It's a fairly routine, simple procedure, though it's a long one, but soon enough we'll have some answers for you.”
He nodded as the cool liquid flowed into his arm, and his head immediately went fuzzy, like was floating.  The neurologist came into the room then, a smile wide across his face, and the only thing Ben really noticed was that he smelled heavily of cigar smoke.  But there was something about him, something glowing deep in his eyes which gave Ben the shivers.  His presence was soothing, and he said his name, but Ben was already floating away.
“…not going to let you die, Benjy, not you of all people.”
Ben let out a small giggle at the nickname and watched as Abby was ushered out of the room. The Anesthesiologist administered another drug into his IV.  The drug hit him almost instantly, making his thoughts grow more erratic and vision start to weave in and out.  The last thing he remembered as he was being wheeled out of the room and the neurologist grinning down at him saying, “Let’s get skull-crackin’!”
 



 
 
 
 
Seven
 
There was a small cafe just down the street from the hospital, and Abby made her way that direction.  It was foggy in the city, and beyond the fog, the heavy smell of approaching rain.  It was fitting that the dreary weather seeming to mimic her mood.  She thought a sunny day would only be a mockery to the situation so she was thankful everything was bleak and grey.
She made it to the cafe without even realizing how quickly she was walking, and she stepped inside.  It wasn't crowded, but by no means empty, and every time she saw people smiling, conversing, like nothing in the world was wrong, she wanted to scream.
Ben was a great guy, the best kind of guy.  He was the only person who'd ever really been there for her, and the idea he could be taken away from her was probably the most terrifying thing in the world.  Most people didn't have relationships with their siblings the way Abby did with Ben.  It wasn't just the shared blood, but the fact that he was willing to be there for her no matter what, and that was something special.
Abby approached the counter, ordered a cafe au lait and when it was ready, she took it outside to a solitary table.  It started to rain lightly, but she was able to take refuge under a large umbrella on the corner of the patio, and with her hot coffee, she snuggled deep into her sweater and tried to relax.
She felt so alone right then, absolutely terrified and without even really thinking, she picked up her phone, and dialed Mark.  She regretted it almost instantly, afraid that the phone call would be unwelcome by the reclusive teacher, but she didn’t have anyone else to talk to.
“Hello?” came the rich voice after a few rings.
“Mark hi, it's Abby.  I'm not interrupting you, am I?”
“No, I was just listening to the radio,” Mark said.  “Is something wrong?  Your voice sounds like you’ve been crying.”
She tried to keep herself composed, but it was hard.  Tears were falling down her cheeks, but she wasn't falling apart yet.  “I um, I'm not doing so well at the moment, and I wasn't really sure who to call.  Normally I'd call my brother, but he's kind of in the hospital having brain surgery right now.”
“Oh,” Mark said, sounding surprised.  “By the sound of your voice I’d say you just found out about this?”
“I didn't know he was sick until the hospital called me.  Possible cancer, I guess.  They're doing surgery to find out what's going on right now.  They said it could be a couple hours, and I'm terrified, frankly.  I don't know what to do with myself.”  Her voice was trembling and she did her best to reign it in.
“Look, let me take you to lunch,” Mark said after a moment of silence.  “You sound like you need a friend and it’s the least I can do.”
Abby smiled, despite her tears.  “No, it's okay.  I don't want you to trouble yourself.  I just felt like I had to say it aloud to someone, you know?  Because it was sort of festering in my head and I felt like if I didn't tell someone, I was going to break down.”
“I'll come to you then.  Give me the address where you are and I'll hire a cab, okay?” Mark insisted.
While she didn't want him to trouble himself, she needed someone and the idea of having him nearby was welcome.  She hesitated for a moment, because it was almost solely a selfish pleasure, but the hesitation only lasted a few seconds.  “I'm at the cafe on the corner of California Street and Hyde.”  She gave him the exact address after grabbing it off the menu, and then Mark hung up.
Abby continued to sit there, not touching her coffee, picking at the light purple nail polish on her thumb that had started to chip. She stared blankly at her phone, waiting for that call from the hospital telling her they'd lost him. Something had gone wrong, they weren't able to stop the bleeding and his heart gave out.
Shaking her head, she rested her arms on the table and dropped her forehead down atop them.  Her day hadn't started out too bad, but then the phone call.  Even when she stepped into the hospital room with Ben, she had half expected him to tell her it was no big deal and everything was going to be fine.  She was used to those calls with Ben.  He’d been shot more than once, and injured at least once a year out in the field.  Those calls she could handle.  But this…
It took Mark thirty minutes to arrive, but Abby spotted him in the back of the cab the moment it pulled up.  She was on her feet instantly, and jumped the shin-high iron fence to greet him at the curb.  He got out of the cab after paying the driver, his white cane at his side, and he smiled in her direction as she said hello.
“You really didn't have to come all this way,” she insisted, but she was truthfully happy to have the company.  He took her arm as they went inside, his hand so warm she could feel the heat spread up her arm, even through her layers.
She offered him coffee, which he declined, and they went back to her spot outside where she'd been sitting.  “It's raining,” she said as they settled into chairs.  “We can go in if you like.”
“I'm fond of this weather,” Mark said, turning his face up to the dripping sky.  “In Siberia it snows all year long, impossible months of ice and wind.  This is wet and warm and different.”  He turned his face to her, his milky-white eyes fixing on her face.  Though she knew he couldn't see her, it felt like he could.
“Have you ever had a close family member die?” she asked him.
Mark's face, which wasn't always very expressive, fell just a little, and he gave a solemn nod.  “Unfortunately, I have had many close people to me pass,” he said.  “It never gets easier.  But your brother isn’t dead, right?”
“Um no, I mean, they don't even really know what's going on,” Abby said.  “I guess a few weeks ago they found a mass in his brain, but when he went in for another scan, the mass was gone.  The doctors say it's impossible, so they're going in to check it out.”  She gave a harsh laugh and shook her head.  “I went on for a minute about it being a miracle from God, but he got so angry.  He's an Atheist, doesn't believe in the whole God thing, or Jesus.”
Mark smiled softly.  “I've known quite a few people like that.”
“Does it offend you?  I mean, you’re a priest, right?  Been living in churches your entire life?”
“I’ve spent more years than I care to remember in churches, and I have been in the role of priest many times.  But no, it doesn’t offend me in the slightest.  The beauty of faith, Abby, is that it's our own.  It's personal.  To be angry at another for being themselves is foolish.”
“I like that,” Abby said, leaning on her elbow.  “My brother and I haven't always seen eye-to-eye, especially on religion, but it never affected who we were to each other.”
Mark reached out slowly, finding her hand and giving it a squeeze.  “I believe your brother is going to be okay.  I wouldn’t say this to you if I wasn't sure of it.  Miracle, science, however you choose to view it, however he does, he will be okay.”
There was something in Mark's voice, finality, surety, absolute belief that made Abby shiver.  It gave her the impression that he was not only telling the truth, but somehow he actually knew her brother was going to be okay.
The pair of them talked until Abby was due back at the hospital.  She called a cab for Mark and vowed to stop by the moment she was back at the school to let him know her brother's progress.  She watched, her hand shielding her eyes from the rain, as the cab sped off, and then she hurried back to the hospital waiting room, knowing the surgery was due to be finished up shortly.
A half hour passed before the operating room doors opened and a smocked doctor walked out.  It wasn't the doctor Abby had seen before, as he moved the mask down from his mouth.  He looked serious, but not the frightening kind of serious.
“Abigail Stanford?” he asked her as she stood up, her hand clenching her cell phone so tightly her knuckles were white.
“Yeah, yeah that’s me.”
“I’m Dr. Burke, your brother’s physician.”
“How’s my brother?”
“He's being moved to recovery now,” the doctor said.  “He did well through the surgery, was very responsive, and shouldn't have to stay too long.”
“Did you um... I mean... is it you know, cancer?” Abby stuttered.
The doctor's face was a mask of confusion as he scratched the back of his head.  “We still have a few tests to run on the tissue samples we took,” he said cryptically.  “I can tell you that it appears your brother is out of the woods, however, and I don't expect to receive much, if any, bad news back from the lab.”
The doctor started away, but Abby grabbed the back of his smock and yanked it.  “So that mass, that tumor thing from before?  It's gone?”
The doctor gave a helpless shrug.  “It appears so, Miss Stanford.  I can't tell you why or how.  I can speculate that the first MRI scan was incorrect, though the possibility of that is so small it's almost nonexistent.  To be honest, I'm stumped, and the only thing I can do is insist your brother come in for regular check-ups and notify me if anything ever changes.”
Abby had to physically restrain herself from jumping up and down and shouting.  She wanted to see Ben right then, to throw her arms around him and hug him and shout that it was a miracle, that somehow, some possible way, he had been healed.
Unfortunately, due to having had his skull cracked open, Ben wasn't in any shape to be thrown around and hugged at all.  Abby told the nurse she was heading back to her apartment and would be back in a few hours when Ben was up for visitors.
The cab ride was the fastest she had ever experienced, and she quickly threw together a small bag of things to do while she waited for Ben to recover.  Being out of the woods, she knew he would want her to get rest and stay home, but Abby couldn't do that, not until she saw him and confirmed all was well.
She decided to drive her car this time, and threw her bag on the seat of the small vehicle.  As an afterthought, she dialed up Mark, and was unsurprised to hear it go to his voicemail.  “He's fine,” she blabbed as she sped off down the street at break-neck speed.  “The doctors are stumped, but that's not important.  You were right, and I don't even... I don't even know what to say, except thanks for keeping me sane for those horrible few hours.  I'll see you on Monday, talk soon.”
Abby hit end call, threw her phone into her purse, and made it to the hospital in record time.  Ben was in transition from recovery to his own private room, so Abby choked down some horrendous hospital cafeteria food until he was ready for visitors.
He'd been moved up to the top floor, and when she walked in the room, the rather large windows overlooking the city, were slightly above the fog, and she could see the rain falling down below into the milky whiteness of the wet, sea air.
Ben was lying in a bed, his head bandaged, hooked up to monitors and machines, and a small tube was slowly pressing oxygen into his nose.  He groaned a little as she took the chair next to her, and one eye squinted open.
“Abby,” he croaked, his throat raw.
“How are you feeling?” she asked quietly.
“Like I was run over by a car,” Ben said.
“The doctor said that your recovery shouldn't take any time at all,” she said, bursting to tell him the good news, but wanting to wait for the doctor, and for Ben to be a little more coherent.  “Hopefully you won't have to be in here long.”
“Mmm,” he said by way of response, and his eye fluttered closed again.
It didn’t matter he wasn’t awake to see her and share in the immediate joy.  All that mattered was he was okay, she wasn’t about to lose her brother, and all felt right with the world.
 



 
 
 
 
Eight
 
Hours passed before the medication started to wear off and Ben became a little more aware of his surroundings.  When the nurse came in for his new dose of pain killers, she gave him something that didn't make him as groggy as before.
She helped him sit up a little, taking care to keep his head still and secure, but eventually he was able to look around a little, even if it was excruciating.  He saw Abby was still next to the bed, her bare feet propped up on the mattress, and she was pouring over a few textbooks she had procured from the church's library.
“Nerd,” he muttered to her.
Abby snapped the book shut and glared.  “Jealous that my intellect far surpasses your own?  You might even have brain damage from the surgery, Ben.  I mean think about that, really.”
“You making a joke means I know everything went well, and I'll always be smarter than you, brain tumor or no.”
Abby’s face screwed up with the look she always got when she was holding in a secret, and she leaned forward, grabbing his hand.  “That would be the 'or no' option.  I spoke with the doctor and whatever was in your head, Ben, is gone.”
Ben blinked a few times, his dark brows knitted in confusion.  “Are they sure?”
“Benjamin, they were in your brain, with scalpels and everything.  Of course they're sure.  The doctor said he took a few tissue samples to send to the lab, but as far as he could tell, there's nothing wrong.”
“That's not possible,” Ben said.  “I mean, I was having seizures, visual disturbances.  Hell, even after this whole weird thing my vision is different.”
“Different how?” Abby pressed.
“I guess I noticed it after the church incident,” Ben muttered offhand, mostly to himself.  “I got home and my eyes were all fuzzy and odd, and when I took my glasses off, everything was fine.  It's like, it's like the tumor corrected my vision.”
“There is no tumor,” Abby reminded him.  “And what church incident?”
Ben rolled his eyes and grimaced at his pain.  “Oh just some whacko at Grace Chapel the other day.  Some homeless guy went crazy and threw some dude across the church.  I tried to help the guy out, he was bleeding all over the place, and suddenly my head sort of went into a spin.  I thought I was having another seizure or something, and my vision went all white and my ears were ringing.  Next thing I knew... this,” Ben said, groggily waving his hand at his eyes.
Abby was staring at him, her brown eyes as wide as they could possibly get, her mouth half-open.  “Oh my,” she breathed.
“Oh no, no don't,” Ben said.  “It's not some weird churchy thing Abby.”
“No Ben, I'm serious!” Abby nearly shrieked.  She ruffled through her bag furiously, coming out with a scrapbook, and turned it to a page where she'd pasted the article about the homeless man with Stigmata.  “Look!” she said and shoved the page in Ben's face.
He squinted at it, waving her away and groaning.  “Abby, for fuck's sake, please don't pull this crazy crap right now.  I just had my damn head cracked open and my brain prodded with needles and scalpels.”
“I'm not being crazy, Ben!  The homeless man suffered from Stigmata, the wounds of Christ!  It's been known to happen to people all over the world, and has been associated with miracle healings all throughout history.  I'm not being crazy!”
“Yes,” he insisted, “you are!  I don't believe in any of that crap, Abby.  My head was just cut open and they took out pieces of my brain, so I'm really not in the mood for this, okay?”
Abby snapped the book shut and shoved it back into her bag angrily.  “We're going to discuss this when you're feeling better, because this is an honest to God healing, Ben.  That man was there for a purpose, and that purpose was probably to heal you!”
Ben turned his head to the side and closed his eyes.  “Please, not now.”
Abby reined it in almost immediately.  Ben knew his sister loved him, and the moment she realized he was in pain, when she remembered everything he’d gone through, she would back off.
She crossed her arms and sat back, her face relaxing into an expression of surrender.  Ben was able to breathe evenly again, his eyes closing as the drugs started to take effect.  As he dozed, he heard her rustle around in her bag and he was lulled to sleep by the sound of turning pages in a book.
 



 
 
 
 
Nine
 
Mark wasn't awake when the frantic knocking on his door sounded through the small apartment the next morning.  He'd been up late, doing some studying on some of the Church's older texts, and hadn't gone to sleep until well after midnight.
Groaning, he got up from the bed, and having no time for his contacts, grabbed his pair of dark glasses he used as 'emergency shades'.  He walked to the door, opened it, and tried to look as though he didn't realize it was Abby.
“Yes?”
“It's me, hi,” Abby said, her voice breathy and excited.  “Oh no, I woke you.  I'm so sorry.”
Mark stifled a yawn and gestured inside, making sure his robe was securely wrapped around his midsection.  “It's okay.  Come in, how is your brother?”
“He's good,” she said, sweeping past him and making herself immediately at home in his kitchen.  Abby started a pot of coffee, which Mark was grateful for, and she spoke rapidly as she pulled mugs down from the cupboard.  “The surgery went well, and... and Mark, you were right!  You were so right.  They didn't find anything!”
Mark smiled as he sat down at his little counter and clasped his hands in front of him.  “Is he feeling okay?”
“He's hurting.  I mean, they cut into his brain, so he doesn't feel great, but I think he's pretty damn relieved to know he's not dying.”
Abby pressed the handle of the mug against Mark's knuckles and grabbed her own cup of hot, black, sweet coffee and sat down next to him.  She took a long drink, watching him gingerly sip on his own, and she let out a breath.
“I need you to come and see him.”
Mark turned his face towards her, his eyebrows knitted downwards in a deep frown.  “Why, if I may ask?”
“Remember that article I told you about?  The one at Grace Chapel where that homeless guy suffered stigmata wounds?”
“Yes, I remember,” Mark said slowly.
“Ben was there,” she said slowly, her voice trembling a little.  “Ben touched that man, the homeless man.  He said there was this flash of light, or something, and when he went home, his eyesight had gotten better!  It's just... it can't be a coincidence.”
“Flash of light, you say?” Mark asked.  There was a bubble of anticipation and excitement rising in his gut, something he hadn't felt in a century, and he had to keep his hands from shaking.  He gripped the coffee mug and tried to appear focused.
“He was really drugged up when he told me about it, but I’m pretty sure he didn’t dream it.  He was so angry when I called it a healing, and honestly if I bring you in to talk about religious miracles, he might kill me, but... but you're the only one I know with any knowledge on these sorts of things, and I think maybe if you talk to him...” Abby’s rambling trailed off and she brushed a strand of hair impatiently out of her eyes.  “You just have a way about you, Mark.  I think he might be open to talking to you.”
This was the longest Mark had ever been able to actually look at Abby, and he found her bright, wide brown eyes honest.  The very idea she may have a possible connection to his lost companion sent his brain into overdrive, and he had to reign in his desire to take her hostage and use her to demand the homeless man’s location.
“Alright.  When do you think he'll be well enough to speak with me?” Mark finally answered.
Abby brightened with glee.  “Tomorrow, I expect!  I won't tell him.  If I do he'll just ban me from his recovery room.  I'll call you tomorrow morning and I'll pick you up!”
When Abby left, Mark bolted his door, took off his glasses and sat down on the sofa.  His trembling hands rubbed his eyes, trailing down his cheeks and cupped his chin as he rested his elbows on his knees.
Mark was daring himself to hope, letting himself have that little bit, and it frightened him.  It had been so long, so damn long since he’d caught Yehuda’s spark of life and truth be told, he could feel something brewing somewhere out in the distance.  Something dangerous, something frightening, because things just weren’t the same anymore.  Mark had never felt such a pressing need to find his companion before, not even when Yehuda had been lost for hundreds of years.
Mark rose and started to pace.  He kept his eyes closed, trying to think, to reason and plan as he shuffled across the small area in front of his window.  With his eyes closed he could feel the warmth of the sun’s rays as they shone through the window, the cold spots on the floor where the shadows fell, and it gave him something to focus on as his mind whirred and stomach flip-flopped with anticipation.
He couldn’t speed up time, nor could he force Abby’s brother to talk sooner than he was ready, but it was the first time he had a real clue, some real evidence that he was indeed closer to finding Yehuda.  Closer to escaping to safety.
“This can't be possible.  It can't be him,” he whispered aloud to himself, trying to dim his emotions somewhat, but he allowed himself a small bit of hope. 
 
~*~
 
Mark wasn't a huge fan of the way Abby drove, he decided, as she barreled down streets, taking corners sharply, throwing him against the door of the car several times.  Mark hadn’t been a fan of motor vehicles since their conception, and even less so now that people took even more liberty with racing them down narrow streets.
They arrived at the hospital, Mark grateful to be in one piece, and Abby squeezed her small automobile into a space between two rather large trucks inside an impossibly dark parking garage.  Mark got out, shaking off his nerves, his contacts firmly in place, cane extended out, and his arm eventually on Abby's elbow.
“Okay so I told him I was coming by,” Abby said as they walked through the parking garage, her voice and their footsteps echoing off the stone walls.  “I didn't tell him I had you with me, and honestly he doesn't know a lot about you.”
“Okay,” Mark said as they got into the elevator and Abby pressed the button, taking them up to the hospital entrance.  “Do you believe your brother will open up about the church incident with me?”
“I don't know, but it's worth a try,” Abby pressed.
“Do you have the article about the homeless man in the church with you?”  Mark had been itching to get his hands on the actual newspaper article, to attempt to make out the face of his lost companion from the grainy ink.
“Yeah, it's in my bag.  He won't read it though,” Abby said.
“I'll make an attempt to get him to read it,” Mark vowed.  It was no longer Abby motivating him to get her brother's story, but the idea that he might be close, and Ben might be able to lead him to wherever Yehuda was.
Abby led Mark down the hall, past the nurse's station where she checked in on her brother's status.  “He's doing well, he's awake and the pain isn't so bad today,” the friendly woman said.  “He was asking about you earlier, so I think he'll be happy you're here.”
Mark gave a tense smile in the direction of the nurse, and then was pulled along by Abby, her footsteps hurried, her breathing hitched with excitement as they walked towards Ben's room.  The room was bright, just about the only thing Mark could see through the contacts, and he was surrounded by the sound of beeping machines and the quiet puff of an oxygen tank somewhere near the hospital bed.
Though his vision was impaired by the contacts, Mark could sense something different about the man in the bed.  He carried with him an almost vibration of someone who had been touched by otherworldly powers.  Mark had experienced it before, years and years ago when they had walked the earth with Yeshua, and the healings were all around them.  He had seen it happen when Yehuda had touched people and their afflictions had disappeared as though they had never been there.  It was an almost spark of light, electric, humming deep in their souls.  This man in the bed had that.  There was not a doubt in Mark’s mind.
“Uh hi,” came a rough, deep voice from Mark's left.  “You brought a friend?”
“This is Mark,” Abby said, giving Mark a little shove in Ben's direction.  “I told you about him.  He's the teacher I work with.”
“Right, the blind guy,” Ben said.
“Ben!” Abby gasped.
Mark chuckled.  “He’s not wrong, Abby.”  Mark held out his hand for Ben's, taking steps forward until he met the bed and Ben's clammy, cold fingers.  Ben's handshake was short, but friendly and firm.
“Nice to meet you,” Ben said.
“Your sister told me your surgery went well.  Good news, considering the alternative prognosis,” Mark said.  He felt to his left and found a chair which he sat in, clasping his hands in his lap.
“Best news I could have gotten when facing cancer,” Ben said.
“Hey I'm gonna go grab some coffee.  Mark, you want anything?” Abby piped up suddenly.
“No, thank you,” he said with a smile in her direction.
“Okay, well you boys be good, be back in a bit,” she said, and before Ben could argue with his sister, she was bounding out the door.
He heard Ben shift on the bed, trying to sit up a little more, and suddenly he said, “Abby wants you to convince me my tumor disappearing was a religious miracle, doesn't she?”   Ben had clearly figured out the reason why Mark was there.
Mark chuckled and gave a little shrug.  Ben was no idiot, Mark could tell that right away.  He would have to tread carefully if he was going to get any real information from the detective.  “She wants something of the sort.  I, however, have no desire to convince you this was a religious miracle, because I do not believe it was one.”
Ben let out a short breath, clear he was trying to determine whether or not Mark was telling the truth.  “So... why are you here?”
“Because your sister asked, and because I think I may know this homeless man you ran in to and I wanted to ask you a few questions about the incident,” Mark replied simply.  That was not a lie, but he wanted to reveal as little as possible about his true intentions.
“Okay,” Ben said slowly, “what kind of questions?”
“As I said before, I have no intention of convincing you that you suffered at the hands of religion,” Mark began with a slight smile, leaning forward slightly in the chair.  “It is, however, quite important that you describe to me the sensations you experienced when touching this man.”
“Well honestly” Ben started slowly, “it was kind of like being electrocuted, in a way.  I remember a weird humming in my ears.  It was loud, I couldn't hear anything else, but no one else seemed to notice it.  There was this huge flash of light, and when I tried to pull my hand away from him, I couldn't, like I was locked there.  I came to right before I was about to hit the floor, and when I looked around, no one noticed anything had happened.”
“And after?” Mark asked, his face unreadable.  “Did you feel as though you could sleep and sleep, and perhaps never wake?”
“Yes!” Ben said, wincing when he leaned forward too far.  “I was so damn tired, but when I woke up...” Ben trailed off, unwilling to finish his sentence.
“Your vision was clear?” Mark asked, trying to keep his voice calm and neutral, despite his desire to jump up and scream, demanding more answers.  “No need for your corrective lenses any longer?”
“Did this happen to you or something?” Ben asked in a low tone.
Mark shook his head.  “Your sister explained to me about your eyesight, but the rest I am familiar with.”  He took a deep breath, trying to decide how to proceed.  It was Yehuda, there was no other possible explanation for it.  He didn’t want to appear too eager, however, because Ben was already suspicious by nature.  That was in his job description.  Mark knew he needed a fool-proof plan, and he knew then his position with the Church might come in handy.  “Do you know what might have happened to this homeless man once he was taken by the ambulance?”
“No idea, really.  I think he was probably arrested and admitted to a hospital.  He clearly wasn't in his right mind.”
“No, he wouldn't be, would he?” Mark said, almost to himself.  He realized he'd said that aloud, and shook his head.  “Forgive this question but, would you be able to find out where he was taken?”
Ben frowned over at Mark, his arms crossed over his chest, his eyes narrowed in suspicion.  “Why would you want to know that?”
Mark hesitated a moment. “The church has a certain stake in people who display qualities of sainthood.  Miracles, healings, and as your sister was excited about, instances of stigmata.  It would benefit us greatly if we could keep tabs on him.”
Ben let out a sigh and then said, “I’m sure I could find out if you really need me to.  I mean, it sounds a little weird, but I get it.”
“Perhaps I could have your sister give you my information?”
There was a long silence, Ben obviously contemplating Mark’s request.  It was a strange one, even Mark couldn’t deny that, but it was valid enough.  Even if Ben checked into the church, he’d be given the answer that yes, the local parish did like to keep tabs on these events.  The detective eventually sighed loudly and shifted in his bed.  “Yeah, that sounds fine.”
“I appreciate it, Ben, I really do.  And I’m glad you seem to be out of the woods.” 
 Ben hummed in agreement, and after a few moments of silence said, “Look, I’m starting to hurt pretty badly, do you mind if I doze off?”
“Not at all,” Mark said swiftly.  “I’m sorry I bothered you with this right after a surgery.”
“No it’s fine.  Just tell Abby I’ll talk to her later.”  Ben gave a weak cough and after a few moments, his breathing evened out and he slept.  Abby returned a short while later, pressing a cup of warm coffee into Mark’s hands, and together they crept into the hallway.
“Well?  Do you think he was healed?” Abby all-but begged.
Mark hesitated before answering her.  The truth was, he did believe Ben was healed, and though it wasn’t a miracle from God, it was still something outside her understanding.  Mark knew, however, for his own safety and for the safety of his companion, he couldn’t tell her the whole truth.
“I believe the storm for your brother has passed,” Mark said eventually.  “He’ll rise from this strong and healthy, and you can definitely stop worrying so much.”
Abby let out a huge breath of relief, and without warning, threw her arms around Mark.  She buried her face in his neck and let out a small sob.  “I’m sorry,” she said, her voice muffled by his sweater, “I was so damn scared.”
Mark pat her back awkwardly, but smiled at the affection.  “It’s going to be okay.”
Eventually Abby released him and let him take her arm.  “I’ll drive you back now.  I figure he’s going to sleep a while and he probably wants to be alone anyway.”
Mark didn’t say anything until they got in the car and Abby had pulled out onto the busy street.  “Your brother was willing to talk a bit about the incident, and seemed willing to tell me where I could find this man.  Would you be able to remind him for me, once he’s feeling better?”
“Uh sure,” Abby said, her voice dripping with curiosity.  “Why do you want to know where the homeless guy is?”
“I want to talk to him, if he’s able, make sure that this man isn’t afflicted with anything the church should know about,” Mark lied.  “It’s nothing you should concern yourself with.”
“Okay, but if you need my help, let me know.”
“I will,” Mark said, though he had no intention of ever involving her.  Having an ally wasn’t a bad thing, but Mark knew he was better off alone.  Humans only ever hindered him in his search, and right now he needed to get Yehuda and go as quickly as possible.  They arrived back at Sacred Heart within a few minutes, and though Abby offered to go inside, Mark declined, and told her he would talk to her later.
He waited until he heard her car pull away before he went inside and sat down on his sofa.  He knew it was Yehuda, he was certain.  Abby’s brother carried the markings all over him, the tiny specks of healing light that shone from people once they’d been touched by powers no human ever truly understood.  Mark knew it was him, and he would do whatever it took to get what he needed from the detective.
 



 
 
 
 
Ten
 
Ben appreciated the weather getting colder, though in San Francisco it never really got hot.  The space where his head had been cut open weeks before was itching, almost unbearably so, but he was doing his best to ignore it.
Sitting back on the park bench, he had his legs stretched in front of him, his hot coffee nearly burning through his gloves, and he was people watching.  There was a couple across the way, sitting on a second bench arguing.  He couldn't make out what they were saying, but the woman looked bored, and the man was enraged.
“Testosterone problem,” Ben muttered to himself as he watched the man's face grow redder, his expressions more exaggerated, his arm motions wider and sharper.
The woman reached into her bag, pulled out a cigarette, and with what appeared to be deliberate action, blew her first puff of smoke into the man's face.  The man now angrier, slapped the cigarette out of her hand and stomped on it.  Here's where it gets ugly, Ben thought, but instead of getting angry, she pulled out another cigarette and lit it.  The cycle continued until the woman had one left in her pack.  This one she lit slowly and moved along the bench, just out of arm's reach.
Ben chuckled to himself and shook his head.  “Better than a movie.”
“I do miss people watching,” came a quiet voice from behind Ben's right shoulder.
Startled, Ben sat up and whipped around to see Mark standing there.  He was wrapped up in a thick, black wool coat, his short curls blowing in the breeze, a pair of thick, dark glasses covering his eyes.
“It passes the time,” Ben said once his heart stopped thumping in his chest.  “How did you know I was here?”
“Friendly stranger pointed you out after your sister said I might find you here,” Mark replied with a shrug.  “Mind if I have a seat?”
“Be my guest,” Ben said and moved over a space to allow Mark room to sit.  Ben watched in fascination as Mark navigated around the bench with his cane, used his hand to examine the empty space, and then sat, turning to face Ben.
“I'm sorry to drop in on you like this, but you've been avoiding my phone calls,” Mark said.  His words were accusatory, but his tone was neutral, if not quite friendly.
“Right,” Ben said, clearing his throat.  “Look, I mean you're really nice, and I appreciate your religious investigative work, but I really don't want to be involved with things like this.”
“Does the idea of possibly being healed by a religious-based miracle make you uneasy?”
Ben shook his head, remembered Mark couldn't see him, and said, “No.  It isn't anything like that.  Whatever happened to me, happened to me.  Whether it was religious or a transfer of energy, or some ridiculous coincidence, it happened.  My biggest concern, truthfully, is Abby.  She's already terrified of losing me. I'm her only real living family left, and the thing is, there's a good chance my tumor will come back, and this time around I might not have some Jesus-like homeless man to lay hands on me or whatever.  Abby will upend her entire life, dragging me to bleeding icon after crying statue to get me healed, and when it doesn't work and I die, she'll crack.”
Mark listened to this, his face stoic but understanding.  “If it helps, Ben, I don’t believe in religious miracles.”
“You don't?” Ben asked, his voice skeptical.  “Abby seems to think you're a religious miracle expert.”
“I am,” Mark affirmed.  “Not by belief, but by study.  I'm also not a particularly religious man, which I realize might be confusing considering my position in the school, as well as my past.”
“Abby said you came from Russia where you were a priest.”
“Siberia, and priest can be a rather loose term in the Church,” Mark said.  “I never took my vows and I didn’t hold Mass, but rather spent my days working and studying.  None of this is particularly important, though.  What matters is you have someone who understands what you went through.”
“What do you mean by that?  What does that even matter?” Ben demanded, crossing his arms against the cold.
Mark leaned forward, taking off his glasses, his milky-white eyes fixed on Ben's face.  “Because it's the only way you're going to help me, and the only way you're going to believe me when I tell you I know exactly why your tumor disappeared.”
Ben was stunned into silence, not because of the words, but because of the finality and surety behind them.  Ben, by nature, was a skeptical person, but in this moment he believed Mark.  Somehow, without even knowing this man, he knew Mark was telling the truth.
It took him some time to answer, but eventually he muttered out, “Okay.”
Mark smiled and his posture relaxed slightly.  “I don't believe it's fair to you that you experience something like this.  Having a potentially fatal tumor disappear isn't something you can just let go and stop thinking about.  I want to explain it to you, but the first thing we need to do is find where this man was taken, and then we need to find a way to see him.”
Ben licked his lips, a nervous habit, and shoved his hands into his coat pocket.  He was hesitant to help, unsure why seeing his homeless man would answer any of his questions.  But Mark seemed dead-set on that course of action.  And really, Ben thought, what could it hurt?  “I guess I could make some calls.  I can check his case file tonight, see who his judge was, and if he had a public defender or if he just pleaded guilty.  If that's the case, I'll try and find out where he was sentenced to.  It's not likely they just let him go, not with a violent assault like that.”
Mark reached into his pocket, pulled out a small card, and handed it over to Ben.  “This is my personal number, a line no one but your sister has, and I want you to please phone me the moment you know where he is.  This will be worthwhile to you, I swear it.”
“And what about Abby?  Are you going to tell her any of this?” Ben asked.
“I will leave that decision up to you.”
“Abby is a bright girl,” Ben said.  “I think she deserves the truth.”
“Are you sure you're not just trying to sway her from her fierce belief in God?” Mark questioned.
Ben's face flared red, a little angry, but mostly from guilt because Mark had it right.  “What's your opinion then, Father?”  He used the word Father angrily, mockingly, but Mark didn't seem to notice or mind.
“Truthfully, I believe Abby has amazing potential and it would not hurt her to know the truth, in the end.  She may be hurt at first, to learn most of what she knows is a well-fabricated lie, but she'd overcome it quickly.”
“Are you interested in her?” Ben asked suddenly, blurting the question.  “It's none of my business, but... well... I'd just like to know.”
“I'm not in the position at the moment to court anyone,” Mark said after a short pause.  “Your sister is a wonderful person, and beautiful I’m sure.  I’m aware of her affections towards me, but there is too much going on in my life for me to take interest in anyone.”
Ben decided to leave it at that, satisfied with Mark’s answer.  He slipped the card into his pocket and then sat forward, leaning a little towards Mark.  “Give me a week, okay.  One week and I should have all the information you need to find this man.”
“Take all the time you need.”
Ben stood up, brushed his hands down his coat, and waited politely for Mark to rise.  “Can I give you a ride home?”
Mark smiled and shook his head.  “It's not a long walk, and it's nice out.  Thank you though.  Hopefully I'll hear from you soon.”  Mark extended his hand and Ben took it.
He stood there as Mark started off in the direction he'd come in, his cane stretched in front of him, his face turned up slightly.  There was an almost bounce to his step, Ben noticed, and he wondered if maybe he shouldn't look up this crazy homeless man.  Maybe he should wash his hands of this entire thing, be done with it.
“That's what Pilate did, didn't he,” Ben said aloud to himself, and then laughed at the fact he even remembered that from his Biblical studies.  Shaking his head, he headed to his car and decided that he would go to the office.  What harm could come from taking a small look into the case, and where the man was sent?
 
~*~
 
Ben eased down into his desk chair, gingerly holding his cup of scalding hot coffee between his hands.  Though he didn’t suffer from a tumor anymore, the surgery still affected him enough to make coming back to work a little more difficult.  He was easily tired, and using deductive reasoning on his cases didn't come as easily as it had been before.
The doctors all assured him it was nothing to worry about, he was healing, and even an exploratory surgery in the brain would cause some temporary secondary symptoms.  Still, Ben was frustrated, ready to get back to normal and put the nonsense behind him.
He was lucky enough his captain had kept the entire incident to himself.  Ben didn't think he could handle well-wishing cards and good-humored jokes made about his mental state.
Firing up his computer, Ben went straight into the database in search of the case involving the vagrant.  It was easy enough to find, especially since Ben had been first on scene to respond.  His notes were included with the report the officers on scene took, and the case had been assigned to a judge with whom Ben had a working relationship.
Neither the sentencing, nor the court minutes were available in the database, though. This meant either the homeless man was still unable to be identified, or he hadn't been sent for sentencing yet.
Picking up the phone, Ben dialed the records department manager, a man Ben knew from college.  After three rings, a tired voice came on.  “Brian Williams speaking.”
“Hey Brian, it's Ben Stanford,” Ben said, trying to sound more cheerful than he felt.  “How are you?”
“Hung over,” Brian groaned.  “My brother is getting married next weekend and his bachelor party got out of control last night.”
Ben chuckled.  “Sounds rough, man.  Sorry.”
“Don’t be sorry, I did this to myself,” Brian said.  Ben could hear him pause to gulp what had to be coffee, and then Brian cleared his throat.  “So what's up?  I'm assuming this isn't a personal call.”
“I need some information on a man in a case I responded to a couple of weeks ago,” Ben said.  He gave the date and case number to his friend.  “From what I can tell, there still hasn't been identity established, and I have a possible lead on someone who might know him.”
All Ben could hear from Brian's end was the clicking sound of a keyboard for several moments.  “Ah,” Brian said eventually, “you're right, no identity established.  The case went before Judge Baker, but John Doe was incoherent and hospitalized at the time.  The DA had the case transferred down to San Diego County.  Looks like he was admitted to Edgington Behavioral Health Hospital for sixty days pending review of his case, and upon establishing an identity.”
“San Diego County?” Ben repeated.  “Wonder why?”
“Doesn't say, just that Baker allowed the transfer and he's at Edgington.  This was that bleeding hands guy, right?  The one in the paper?”
Ben rolled his eyes and suppressed a sigh.  “That's the one.”
“The paper said when the paramedics picked him up the wounds were healed,” Brian breathed.  “Did you see that happen?  I mean, man, that's crazy shit right there.”
“I didn't see anything like that,” Ben lied.  “It was more likely blood from the man he attacked.  Either way, he didn't say much to me, but if this guy I ran into actually knows this John Doe, we might be able to get some answers.”
 “Well good luck with that,” Brian said.
Ben laughed, “Thanks.  Feel better man,” and with that, he hung up.  Feeling a little confused, Ben sat back and stared at his computer screen.  His email icon was blinking, so he went over and saw he had over two-hundred new emails.
He rubbed his face hard with his hands and decided that he wasn't quite ready to take all of that on just yet.  Ben reached into his pocket and pulled out the little card with the name Mark Roman printed at the top, and what he assumed was his personal number on the bottom.
Ben glanced at the clock on his computer and saw it was just past nine.  Nine AM on a Monday meant more than likely Mark was teaching his first class, so even if Ben did call, he wouldn't get through to him.  Then, Ben realized, this might be the best course of action anyway, and thought maybe leaving a voicemail would be a little easier.
He picked up the phone and dialed, holding his breath, until Mark's simple voicemail message picked up.  “I will return your call promptly, thank you.”
Ben waited impatiently for the beep.  “Mark hi, it's Ben.  I'm at my office and I have some information on this person you're looking for.  I'm happy to help, however the case is still open, so I need a guarantee that you can positively identify this guy before we go further.  Call me when you get this and we can meet.”  As an afterthought, Ben left his personal cell number just in case Mark didn't have it, and then he hung up.
Without even thinking about it, Ben reached down, turned the volume on his phone all the way up, and then opened his email to begin what looked to be an extremely long, and tedious day.
It was lunchtime when Ben got the call from Mark.  He was sitting at his favorite sandwich shop near Pier 39, a steaming bread bowl of fresh clam chowder resting on a tray as he sat outside, enjoying the sun which had come out briefly before the fog was set to roll in later that day.
Ben usually kept the ringer to his personal cell off and had forgotten he'd turned it on, so when it began to chime, he jumped, spilling a spoonful of the hot soup onto his thigh.  It burned right through his trousers, and he stood up, nearly spilling the rest as he fought to wipe it off.
“Hello,” he gasped, managing to grab the call on the last ring.  “Shit,” he swore, not able to help himself against the heat of the creamy soup.
“Are you alright?”  It was Mark, and he sounded half-concerned and half-amused.
“Just spilled hot soup on my lap, so I've been better,” Ben said, a little snappy.  “Do you have some free time to talk?”
“I do, I am on lunch right now, so I have an hour,” Mark said.
“Is my sister with you?” Ben asked, not sure he really wanted to bring Abby in on this or not.
“She's supervising the primary lunch hour,” Mark said.  “Would you prefer to wait for her?”
“No, I'd prefer to discuss with you in private before I decide whether or not to let Abby know what’s going on.”
“Sounds fair.  To answer your question on the message, I believe I can identify this man, if he is who I believe he is.”
“And who is that?” Ben asked.
Mark hesitated before answering.  “I would prefer to see him first, if it's all the same to you.”
“How are you going to see him if you're blind?” Ben blurted, a little meanly, but mainly out of confusion.  He was already apprehensive about relying on Mark to positively ID the man at all.
“It's complicated,” Mark said.  “Though I would like you to take care in remembering that just because people cannot use their eyes to see doesn’t mean they can’t identify the world around them.”
Ben was frustrated at his own insensitivity and naivety towards Mark's impairment.  “I'm sorry,” he said quickly.  “I shouldn’t have assumed you didn't have a way of knowing who he was because you're blind.”
“Is he nearby, Ben?” Mark asked.  “I thought I might be able to tell if he was, but...”
“He's in a hospital in San Diego County,” Ben said.
“How far is that?  I've never been outside of San Francisco, I'm afraid.”
“Several hours south,” Ben said.  “About seven, if you drive really fast.”
Mark was silent a moment.  Ben could hear a strange scratching noise on the other end of the line and then Mark said, “I've checked my schedule, and I believe I can get someone to cover my classes if you're free to go down there on Friday afternoon.”
Ben felt stupid having not considered that he would be the one to take Mark down to the hospital.  It didn't make sense for anyone else to do it, but he was still massively apprehensive about getting involved in this.  Mark wasn't exactly forthcoming about his information, and the idea of taking a road trip with him, as harmless as he seemed, made Ben nervous.
“I'm not sure I can, but I'll see what I can do,” Ben said slowly.
“I understand your hesitation,” Mark said, speaking Ben's thoughts aloud.  “If it were me, I would hesitate as well.”
Ben really wanted to say no, but he couldn’t.  Something was compelling him to agree to this crazy little trip, and he let out a long, cleansing breath before he spoke again.  “I'll clear the time with my captain later today and let you know as soon as I can.”
“I can't make a promise on whether or not you will regret this.  I have faith, though, that this will help you understand what happened to you.”
“Okay,” was all Ben could think of to say.  Mark was strange and off-putting and all Ben really wanted to do was hang up the phone.  “My lunch is almost over, so I'll be in touch soon.”  He didn't give Mark an opportunity to say anything else, and he switched his phone off.
It wasn't that Mark seemed like a bad guy, because he didn't.  There was just something odd about him, and even though he repeatedly claimed not to believe in all of what Ben considered to be hokey religious nonsense, he wasn't sure Mark was telling the truth.
He cleared the hours with the captain as soon as he was back in his office, and hoped for the rest of the week he would be able to concentrate on his cases and not think about the crazy homeless person, the mysterious blind priest, and the fact that he may have been, against his will, healed by the bleeding hands of a religious miracle.
 



 
 
 
 
Eleven
 
Ben couldn't get a straight answer out of Abby, who was furiously brushing and braiding her hair in his bathroom mirror.  It was impossibly early Friday morning, and she showed up just as Ben was turning on his coffee maker.
“I realize you think you know him,” Ben was saying as he leaned in the bathroom doorway, his eyes narrow and disapproving, arms crossed over his chest, “but you really don't.  You don't know if he's some crazed killer or total nut-job.  You're not coming with us.”
“I do know him, he's my friend, he's not crazy, and I am coming,” she said.  The finality of her words made Ben realize there wasn't much he would be able to do to change her mind.  He knew if he refused to let her in his car, she'd simply follow with her own.
“Did he invite you?” Ben asked for the fifth time since she'd gotten there.
“No,” she said with a huff, applying some light green eye shadow to her eyelids.  “Just like I said the other dozen times you asked me, Mark didn’t invite me along.”
Ben rolled his eyes.  Abby was not the type of girl who typically wore make up.  Most mornings she washed her face and put her hair back in a simple tie.  This morning she was wearing slim jeans, a tight sweater, and her hair was braided and twisted neatly at the nape of her neck.  The eye shadow was what threw Ben over the edge and he put up his hands.  “Do you realize you're painting your face for a man who can't actually see what it look like?”
Abby froze, her hand in midair clutching the make-up brush.  Under the face concealer, her cheeks went pink and she gave him an embarrassed smile.  “It's stupid, I know, but I like him and it makes me feel a little more confident to look good.”
“Even though it doesn't matter to him?” Ben pressed.
“Yeah.”
Ben hesitated, tempted to tell Abby Mark had declared himself not interested in her, but he didn't want to get involved.  Instead, he sighed and backed out of the bathroom doorway.  “Don't get your hopes up, okay.  Guys like Mark, the mysterious, weird past, secretive dudes, they're never all they're cracked up to be.”
“I'll be the judge of that,” Abby said.
Rolling his eyes, Ben went back into the kitchen for a second cup of coffee.  With Abby tagging along, Ben knew the extra caffeine was going to be necessary, and he waited out the half hour before Mark arrived on his chair by the window.  San Francisco was raining, as usual, and foggy, but the temperature was tolerable.  He was looking forward to having a day off, even if it was for some insane road trip to see a comatose man in a mental hospital.
When Mark arrived, he was wearing a heavy coat, damp from the rain, and his hair had formed little ringlets against his forehead and ears.  He was smiling, though, when Ben answered the door, and walked in after Ben stepped aside.
“Abby's here,” Ben said as he heard his sister banging around his bedroom, putting the finishing touches on her outfit.  “She insists you didn't invite her, so I'm not sure how she found out.”
“Likely she was spying on me when I was confirming my plans to leave,” Mark said, his face bright and cheerful.  “She's been rather curious about this whole situation.  I can't blame her for being a little sneaky.”
“Oh I can,” Ben said.  “There's a chair directly to your left.  You can have a seat until we take off, she should be done soon.”
“Thank you,” Mark said as his hand darted out to inspect the chair.
“Would you like coffee before we go?”
“Thank you, no,” Mark replied.
Ben shrugged and went back to his own hot, bitter brew, and by the time Abby was ready, Ben was fired up and a little jittery.  Abby, with Mark on her arm, headed downstairs as Ben locked up, and within minutes, the three were on the road.
Mark, for his part, seemed a little nervous.  “I'm not overly fond of cars,” he said, after Ben asked him if he was alright.  “I've never been entirely comfortable in motor vehicles, especially on the freeway.  In Siberia we mainly walked places, if we left the monastery at all.”
 “I prefer to take the trolley or train around town, myself, but after becoming detective I've had to drive so much that it doesn't bother me anymore.  We're in for a long ride though, so I hope that's okay.”
Mark waved his hand in a dismissive gesture and fell silent for some time.  They entered the freeway, and after a while, Mark seemed to calm down and eventually started talking.  “Ben, how much do you know about the Church?”
Ben pursed his lips together and gave a dissatisfied hum.  “I know enough.  We grew up in the Church, but by college I had figured out my own version of theology.”
“Meaning?” Mark pressed.
“Meaning I had discovered it’s a load of crap.”
“But having grown up with some version of religion, you have a basic understanding of the events in the bible, yes?”
Ben gave a little shrug and glanced back at Abby in the back seat who was giving him her version of the 'please just be polite' stare.  “Yeah, I guess.  What are you getting at?  Because you did repeatedly tell me this wasn't some sort of religious miracle nonsense.”
“I realize this topic makes you uncomfortable, Ben, so I do apologize, but everything surrounding this situation is rooted in religious history.  It's necessary to understand a little of the past to understand a lot of the present.”
“Go ahead,” Abby said, leaning forward and putting her hand on Mark's shoulder.  “Ben and I are both listening.”  She gave a scowl to Ben who deliberately looked away, but said nothing in protest.
“I don't feel the need to explain biblical basics to you both since you seem to have a fair understanding of them.  Jesus performed healing miracles.  Healed the blind, the lepers, and at a few instances, raised the dead.”
“He also drove out demons, cursed a fig tree for not being in season, and had anger management issues in the temple,” Ben said.
Mark let out a small laugh.  “So you understand a little more than the basics.”
“Sure, I guess,” Ben replied dryly.  “All a bunch of crap I learned in catechism.”
Mark fell silent for a time, and then said, “How much do you know about Judas Iscariot?”
“Biblical bad guy,” Ben said, his eyebrow quirked up at the odd question.
“He was the man who betrayed Jesus,” Abby chimed in, giving her brother a little smack for being rude.  “He offered the location and identification of Jesus for forty pieces of silver.  Once Jesus was taken, Judas killed himself.  According to the Church, he was damned.”
Mark got a funny sort of look on his face and his smile seemed quite sad.  “Damned.  Yes.  It's a good word for it.  The Bible paints Judas as the bad guy, and I've been struggling with that one most of my years walking this Earth to understand why.”
“Wasn't there a recent Gnostic gospel that surfaced about Judas?” Abby asked.  “Something along the lines of Judas being the only one who truly understood the message of Christ?”
Mark smiled.  “There was.  While highly inaccurate, it’s still something to be considered.”
Ben let out a sigh. “Why are we talking about this?”
“I’m trying to give you knowledge that may come in handy in the near future,” Mark replied.  “I realize you don’t agree with what I’m saying, but just trust me when I tell you this knowledge may be helpful to you some day.”
“Right,” Ben said.  “Whatever you say.  Look, if we’re going to have Bible study, I’d rather have quiet until we get to the hospital.”
“Ben, don’t be an ass!” Abby cried out in Mark’s defense.
Mark held up a hand and spoke over Abby’s protest.  “Silence is fine.  I don’t want to cross any lines and I’ve said everything I need to.”
 



 
 
 
 
Twelve
 
Mark could feel his hands start to tremble as the car pulled to a stop in front of the hospital.  He barely heard Ben explaining to Mark that Abby would take him inside while he parked the car.  He grabbed the door handle and stepped onto the pavement.  Abby was at his side almost instantly, and he felt a little more grounded as his hand settled on her arm.
“This guy, this Stigmata guy, I know you're not telling us a lot, but he's... he's someone you care about, isn't he?” Abby asked quietly as the sound of the car sped off.
His desire to keep everything secret was pressing, but it was about to come out, and he couldn't stop it.  Yehuda had done this to himself, had done it by leaving Mark nearly a hundred years ago, knowing what would become of him once they were separated.  History was repeating itself and Mark was feeling the first flutters of absolute terror in his gut.
“You're shaking,” Abby added, closing her warm hand over his fingers.  “You're all pale, and I've never seen you nervous before.  Ever.”
Mark forced a smile, feeling a bubble of hysterical laughter threaten to escape.  Clearing his throat, he squinted, trying to see what he could of Abby through the thick white contacts marring his eyes.  “Things are complicated, Abby, and I'm afraid after today nothing is going to be the same.”
Abby was silent for a little while as they walked to the front of the hospital, coming to rest on a low, shaded concrete wall.  “Something special happened to Ben, didn't it?  I know he's... well he's Ben so he's not going to listen to anything, but he was healed, wasn't he?”
“He was,” Mark confirmed for the first time since the siblings had started pressing him for answers.  “This man inside the building, he's not magic.  He's not divine, but he has a gift, and because of that gift he's here.  I've known him far too many years, and he always ends up somewhere like this, driven mad, alone, terrified.”
“So what are you going to do?”
Mark turned to face Abby, reaching out to touch her shoulder gently with the tips of his fingers.  “I'm going to get him out.  I’m going to find a way to get him out of here before something bad happens to the people around him.”
Abby gave a little groan.  “I'm so confused.”
“I know, and I'm sorry.”
Before Abby could respond, the heavy footsteps of Ben signaled his approach, and Mark was on his feet.  He reached for Ben's arm instead of Abby's, choosing to keep his distance from the woman he knew was about to have her heart broken when she found out who he really was and why he could not let himself get any closer to her.
Ben seemed a little hesitant about playing the guide, but Mark pressed on, his cane swishing back and forth across the tiled floors as they walked in to the hospital and to the desk.  Ben detached himself from Mark's arm and said in a very stern voice, “I'm Detective Stanford from San Francisco PD.  I'm here on a case involving a John Doe in room two-four-five.  Please phone the floor and let them know we are on our way up.”
The receptionist clicked repeatedly on her little keyboard and then picked up the phone.  “I have a Detective Stanford here for John Doe in two-four-five.”  Her voice was nasal, annoyed, likely irritated at Ben's authoritative tone with her and commanding request.  “They're expecting you.  Please have your identification ready.”
Ben offered his arm again to Mark and they headed for the elevators.  The dinging and swooshing always made Mark uneasy.  Along with a dislike of cars, Mark wasn't overly fond of being inside small spaces, and elevators were rather unnerving.
“Ground floor,” said a pleasing electronic voice.  Ben pushed the number two button and the elevator doors slammed shut and swooshed upwards in an unapologetic manner.  “Floor two,” said the elevator and the doors opened.
Mark was met with bright lights and a rush of chilled air in his face.  He felt a little off kilter and had to steady himself before they continued on to the nurse's station where someone was waiting for them.
“You must be Detective Stanford,” came a voice, male, low and rumbling baritone.  “My name is Dr. Asclepius.  I spoke to your chief yesterday, who informed me you might have a positive identification for our John Doe.”
“Uh yes,” Ben said.  “This is Father Mark Roman, from Sacred Heart in San Francisco.  He believes he might know the patient.”
“Forgive my rudeness, but Father Roman, how do you intend on identifying the patient?  He's quite unresponsive so I don't believe an auditory identification will be possible.”
“I have other ways of identifying the world around me.”  It was a phrase Mark used often, and it was a lie for him, because he had no intention of doing anything other than removing his contacts and setting his eyes on Yehuda for the first time in a hundred years.
“Forgive me,” the doctor said again.
“Room two-four-five is it?” Ben asked.
The doctor cleared his throat.  “Uh yes.  If you need anything else, have me paged.  Before you leave I'd like to have a word, should you positively ID him, just a brief medical history.  We've received some questionable blood work and his chart is incomplete.”
Mark felt his blood run cold.  Blood work.  He wasn't sure that Yehuda had ever gone through blood work before, and he could only imagine what modern day science might discover should they get their hands on any significant amount of his DNA.
He was pulled from his thoughts by Ben's swift steps, and they walked down the carpeted hallway until Ben came to a stop in front of the room.  Absently, Mark reached out and found the number plaque on the wall, his fingers mapping out the Braille tag reading the numbers two-four-five.  This was it.
Mark didn't need the Braille, nor did he need to set eyes on the man in the bed, because just standing outside of the door, Mark could feel him.  He could feel the connection between them, the immortal soul lying there, trapped in his body, in his madness.
Not waiting for Ben, Mark pushed the door open and walked inside.  Turning his head from side to side, he could hear the room was mostly empty, save for a few machines.  The window let quite a lot of light filter in, and somewhere above his head a television was playing at an extremely low volume.
The subtle beeping told him Yehuda was strapped to monitors, keeping an eye on his vital signs.  He did not say aloud that the monitors would expire long before Yehuda's heartbeat ever would.  He stuck his cane out, walking forward until it collided with something large and metal.  The hospital bed.
Ben and Abby stayed back near the door as Mark moved forward, hands outstretched as he found the bed, his hand coming to rest on the unconscious man's ankle.  At contact, the man in the bed shifted, just slightly, but it was the first time he had moved of his own accord since being taken into the hospital.
Mark knew this because it had happened now more times than his mind cared to remember, and his eyes welled with tears.  He swiped at them with the back of his hand, clearing his throat.  “This may take me a moment,” he said, his voice thick and rough.
“I'm uh... I'm going to go get coffee,” Abby said.  “Ben, want to come?”
“I can't,” Ben said, sounding pained.  “I want to, but I can't leave Mark alone here with the John Doe.”
“Right,” Abby said.
“It's fine,” Mark said, his back still to the pair.  He waited for a moment, until he knew it was just him and Ben in the room.  He reached up, giving a pinch near his eyes and pulled the contacts out.
He blinked a few times, clearing the blur from his vision and letting his eyes adjust to full vision and light.  By Ben's silence, Mark knew Ben hadn't noticed the contacts yet, which bought Mark a little time to examine Yehuda and the state he was in.
Mark trailed his hand up from Yehuda's leg to his arm, and looked down at the face of the man he hadn't seen in a century.  He was unchanged, his friend, save for the black circles under his eyes.  He was thin, sallow but his olive skin was clean shaven and his nails trimmed.
It was when he realized Yehuda's hair was freshly washed that he became nervous.  He reached out, touching the side of Yehuda's face, and the man lying in the bed moved again, just slightly, in the direction of Mark's hand.
“Yehuda,” Mark whispered.  “Why must I find you like this every time?”  His fingers against Yehuda's skin were trembling, just slightly, humming with connection, with power.  He could feel it passing between himself and Yehuda and he became frightened again.  “When is this going to end?”
“So,” came the rough voice of Ben, shattering the quiet between Mark and his companion, “can you tell who he is?”
Taking a breath, Mark turned to Ben, fixed his clear, brown eyes on Ben's face and said, “Yes I do.  Ben, I'd like you to meet the rather unconscious form of Judas Iscariot.”
 



 
 
Thirteen
 
Ben felt uncomfortable watching Mark approach the bed, his hands trailing on the body of the unconscious man lying there unmoving, attached to heart monitors, his limbs strapped down by restraints on the side of the bed.
The man lying there looked younger than Ben by at least a decade.  His face was smooth, his skin olive much like Mark's, and his hair was long, pitch black and formed tight curls.  The man's eyes were shut, the skin around them dark and sunken, his lips were cracked and clearly he was dehydrated, despite the slow IV drip in his arm.
Ben knew Mark had a connection to the man lying in the bed.  It was apparent from the moment Mark asked Ben to take him here to help with identification.  Ben, however, had no idea just how connected Mark was to the man until the blind priest started crying upon touching the bed.
Ben shifted to the side as Mark wiped at his eyes a few times, and stared at the man as best he could from that distance.  The man in the bed was emaciated, cleaner than he had been in the church, but still not much of anything.  How could this man, this incapacitated thing lying there motionless, be responsible for curing Ben, for saving his life?
No, Ben thought, not possible.  It wasn't that, it wasn't that at all, no matter what Mark alluded to.  There was no proof, and obviously Ben wasn't going to get any answers from some comatose man Mark was blubbering over like a lost lover.
Ben let it go on for some time.  Mark was clearly shaken by the entire thing, his hands trembling as he bent over the man, his face staring down as though he could see the dying figure lying in the bed.
“So, can you tell me who he is?” Ben blurted out.  The words seemed to come out of nowhere, and Ben was as surprised to hear himself say it as Mark appeared to be when he turned.
It took a moment for Ben to realize it, and panic seemed to set in before his brain allowed him to process the fact that Mark was staring at him with clear, wide, seeing brown eyes.  Ben took several involuntary steps back until he hit the wall, his hand darting out to steady himself on the chair.
His face had gone numb and tingling with panic, his eyes frantic and wide, his breathing hitched.  He couldn't believe Mark had been healed.  He wouldn't.  He wouldn't because if Mark had been healed, so had he, and everything he had known about himself as a functioning adult was based on a lie, and Ben couldn't handle that.
“Ben, please—” Mark said, taking a few steps towards him, his hand outstretched.
“Your eyes,” Ben gasped, throwing out his hand in an attempt to halt Mark's advancing steps.  “Can you... Oh God,” he groaned.
Mark blinked in surprise and then turned back to the bed, scooping something up in his palm that had been lying on the blankets.  “No,” he said in a voice so firm and so commanding that Ben instantly froze.
“Mark,” Ben whispered.
Mark took slow, deliberate steps towards Ben, his cupped palm outstretched toward the detective.  His face was a mask of passive reason, his brown eyes clear and soft and commanding.  “I have not been healed, Ben.  Please calm down.”
Ben licked his lips and did everything in his power to force himself to relax.  His shoulders which were hunched near his ears fell, and his grip on the chair eased.  “You can see.  You can fucking see.”
Mark was now within arm's reach of Ben and he was still holding his hand out, but Ben was refusing to look down.  “Yes, I can see.  I am not blind.”
“So... so...” Ben stuttered.
Mark reached out with his other hand, grabbed Ben's and turned his hand palm up.  He tipped something soft, small, and pliant into Ben's hand, and Ben forced himself to look down.  He wasn't exactly sure what he was staring at for a moment, but quickly recognized deep tinted costume contacts.
His panic was replaced suddenly with anger. Violent anger.  He snatched his hand away from Mark's, his eyes growing narrow and heated.  “What is this?”
“They are contacts to make my eyes appear to be white and unseeing,” Mark explained patiently.
Ben reached to the side of his belt, touching his gun with his fingertips, and when he spoke, his voice dripped with threat.  “Explain.  Now.”
Mark looked at Ben's hand touching the gun and his face fell, though he looked more sad than frightened.  With a sigh, Mark looked back at the sleeping man in the bed and then back to Ben.  “Two thousand years ago, when this man and I were young, were human, we were cursed.  He was given the ability to heal and I was…” Mark shook his head and cleared his throat.  “I was given chaos.  We’ve been traveling since then, Ben.  Traveling and trying to live our lives in peace.  I chose to live as a blind man to protect the people I cared about.  To protect everyone.  I am so sorry I deceived you, but I want to assure you it was for good cause.”
More confused than ever, Ben shoved the contacts back at Mark and stared at the person in the bed.  “You said his name, but I didn't hear you.”
Mark gave a small chuckle and shook his head.  “Where we came from, he was known as Yehuda, brother of Yeshua, son of Yosef.  Here, after legend upon legend was built, and the Romans took his name and turned it into a curse, he's known as Judas Iscariot.”
Ben stared at him, blinking, and then crossed his arms and shook his head.  “No.  No, no no, absolutely not, no.  I'm...” Ben threw up his hands in frustration, “I'm not dealing with this shit, okay?  Whoever you are.  You're crazy, this man is a homeless person, my sister is a dead woman for dragging me into this, and I'm done.”
With that, Ben turned, only to come face to face with his sister who was carrying two cups of steaming hot coffee.  Abby smiled at him, but as she looked over Ben's shoulder at the once-blind man standing there staring at her, her smile fell.
Her hands went limp, and before Ben could begin to explain, she dropped the coffee, splattering Ben's shins with the boiling hot liquid.  “Shit!” Ben cried, backing up.
Abby gasped, one hand over her mouth, one pointing at Mark.  “Oh my, oh sweet, blessed Virgin,” she said through her fingers.  “It's true!  It's... it's true!”
“It's not true,” Ben snapped at her, his harsh voice shaking her out of her awe.  “He was wearing contacts. He could see the whole time.  He's a damn liar, this is just a crazy man in a bed, and I'm leaving, Abby.”
With that, Ben shoved past his sister, stormed down the hall and went straight to the elevator.  As the doors opened, Ben heard the doctor with the unpronounceable last name calling after him, but Ben ignored him.
What was he supposed to tell the doctor anyway?  That the man in the bed was a two-thousand year old Judas Iscariot?  That he was cursed by God to heal brain tumors?  That the blind priest claimed to be some sort of ancient cursed being who had to pretend he couldn't see to protect the world?  Whatever that meant.
It was ludicrous, and Ben found himself on the verge of hysterical laughter.  The elevator hit the ground floor and he had a sudden, insane urge to curse at the electronic voice who wished him to have a good day.  He breezed past the reception desk and went straight outside into the small smoking area a few feet away from the doors.
Ben didn't often smoke, and it seemed like a stupid idea since his brush with cancer, but today called for it.  He pulled his emergency pack out of his jacket pocket, lit one up and took a long drag from the pungent, white stick.
The smoke filled his lungs and the nicotine coursed through his body, giving him an immediate sense of relaxation.  “Kill me now,” he muttered to himself, hanging his head.  Part of him felt on the verge of laughing at the entire thing, and another part felt like having Mark arrested for providing false information to a detective.  The smaller part, the one of reason, said he should just walk away and never look back.
Finishing his cigarette, Ben crushed the remainder under the heel of his shoe and looked back up to the second floor.  There was just absolutely no way Mark was talking sense.  He was obviously as crazy as the vagrant lying in the bed had been at the church.
It was entirely possible Mark knew that man, but the idea that the pair of them were two-thousand year old travelers with special powers was ridiculous.  Ben had lived his entire life listening to Abby proclaim miracle after miracle and unable to prove anything.  In college he traveled with her to see statues that weren't weeping, and paintings of Jesus that weren't really bleeding.
A blessed vial of water from the Sea of Galilee had failed to save his mother from her addiction, despite Abby insisting it would, and eventually Ben had grown tired of it.  He just couldn't listen to any more.  There was a medical explanation for what had happened with his head, and he wouldn't accept otherwise.
He was done with this nonsense, with Abby dragging him back to this place in his life over and over.  He was done trying to believe with her, trying to help her, watching her heart break, and still try and find some sort of religious purpose in her life.
“Detective Stanford,” came a voice from a few feet away.
Ben looked up and saw the doctor from before approaching.  He looked young to be a doctor, but outside in the sun Ben could see wisps of grey in his dark hair.  His face was smooth, save for the slight crinkles at his eyes, and the shade of icy-blue was unsettling.
“Hello Doctor,” Ben said, “I’m sorry but I feel like I’ll just make a mockery of your last name.”
“Call me Greg,” he said with a laugh.  “My parents were Greek, and honestly I probably should have changed it, but it's a little funny watching people trying to work it out.”
Ben tried not to roll his eyes and against better judgment, pulled out a second cigarette.  “What can I help you with?”
Greg hesitated a moment, staring at Ben with a frown.  “You don’t remember me, do you?”
Squinting at the doctor, Ben tried to recall.  Being that it was part of his job, Ben had always been fantastic at recalling names and faces, but he was drawing a blank.  Still, there was something familiar about this doctor.  “Have we met before?”
Greg smiled a little and waved Ben off.  “Not important right now.  Was your friend able to make a positive ID on the John Doe?”
Ben let out a long puff of smoke before he answered, hesitant to drop the subject of whether or not he knew the doctor.  “I'm going to have to talk with him before making that call.” He tried to keep annoyance from his voice, but failed.  “He seems to know him, but I can't be certain.  I don't know the man all that well. He's a co-worker of my sister's.”
“So I suppose you don't have any information on that John Doe at all,” the doctor said, sounding somewhat defeated.
Ben looked at him for a long time.  Greg’s face was blank, but working as a detective for so many years, Ben could read from the doctor's face he was hiding something.  “Why are you interested in John Doe?  You mentioned something about blood work earlier, didn’t you?”
The doctor looked around nervously and then lowered his head slightly, and his voice.  “There's not a lot I can tell you, regardless of not having an identity on this man, but let's just say I've found some extremely interesting things which have come back from his cultures.  Bacteria that is virtually unknown and genetic material that hasn't been seen in human beings in over two thousand years.”
Ben felt his face grow hot, and he sat back, trying to keep himself calm.  “What… what do you mean exactly?”
“I mean exactly what I said.  We ran a full panel on him, and we found the strangest things.  His genetic make-up is different.  You have to think of life as a constantly changing, evolving thing, detective.  We're all the same as we were thousands of years ago, yet we weren't.  There are constant, tiny shifts in our species, and this man doesn't fit in with the men of today.  He's carrying bacteria that we have no record of, bacteria, not harmful, but that shouldn't exist in the form they're in.  It's as though the man came from the past, a virtual time capsule, carrying with him makeup from human beings who lived thousands of years ago.”
Ben didn't realize his hands were shaking until the cigarette had burned down so far it began to sear his skin.  He glanced down, tossing the cigarette aside, and saw his fingers trembling.  Ben clasped his hands together tightly, laying them on the cold, stone table, and he looked the doctor in the eye.
“That's impossible, you realize.”
The doctor's eyebrows went up.  “Yes, detective, I do realize that.  There's always a chance we have faulty equipment, or got a false reading, but believe me it's not very probable.  If I had some idea of family history, some identification... anything, I might be able to tell what's really going on.”
Ben sighed and glanced up to the second floor again, where Mark and his sister likely still stood, Abby trying to sort out everything, and Mark trying his best to explain his absolutely insane story.
Rubbing his face, Ben looked at the doctor and shook his head.  “He's here for sixty days.  It's not likely he’ll wake up in that time, right?”
“Considering the lack of brain activity, that’s a fair conclusion,” the doctor confirmed.
“If he does wake up, he's not going to be allowed to just waltz out of here of his own accord, so give me some time to see what I can do.  I'm a homicide detective, so this isn't exactly my area, and frankly the only reason I'm given clearance to investigate so far out of my jurisdiction is because I have a possible witness and I was involved in the case.  Either way, the moment I learn something, I'll call you.”
The doctor pulled out a business card and a pen, scribbling a number on the back.  He slid it over to Ben, his face serious and firm.  “Please.  The moment you have any idea where he came from, no matter if it sounds crazy or not, call me.”
Ben slipped the card into his wallet and tucked his wallet back into his pocket.  “I expect the same, Greg.  If he wakes up and says anything at all, please call me.  You have my number?”
“I do.”  The doctor stuck out his hand and Ben took it, shaking it up and down firmly, and only once.
As the doctor ambled away, Ben stared down at his still trembling hands, and felt scared.  He felt like something was dragging him deeper, asking him to believe in madness, and he was afraid that if he took that leap, if he peered down into this chaos, he was going to be pulled in and would never find his way out.
 



 
 
 
 
Fourteen
 
Mark didn't register Ben marching out of the room, even though the detective shoved him to the side, and nearly knocked Abby over in his haste to leave.  His eyes were locked on Abby, seeing her full on and properly for the first time in the year he'd known her as a friend and colleague.
The secret was out now, and there was no turning back.  The contact lenses felt like little globs of jelly in his hands.  Ruined, he suspected, but it didn't matter.  Leaning to the right, he tipped them into the trash bin, still meeting Abby's firm, questioning gaze without hesitation.
“Mark,” she said very slowly, taking two steps into the room, paying no mind to the fact that she was walking into a large puddle of spilled coffee.
“Abigail,” he said in response, giving her a nod.
She frowned, waving her hand in the direction of his face.  “So this was... I mean... it's not, you know, like Ben?”
Mark glanced back at the still unconscious body of Yehuda lying on his back, and then sighed.  “No.  This is not like Ben.  Were I to be injured or disabled in any way, I'm afraid that he,” Mark nodded towards Yehuda, “would not be able to heal me.  No I’m afraid I…” he hesitated a moment.  “I’m afraid I was lying.” 
Abby licked her lips, her dark eyes narrow and though she looked confident, the trembling in her hands betrayed her fear.  “So, what is going on?  Who is he?  Did he heal my brother?  Why did you lie to me?”  The more she spoke, the faster and more hysterical her words became.  She brought a hand up to her pale cheek.  “Mark, please tell me what's going on.”
Mark reached out for her, but Abby pulled away almost violently.  He winced and dropped his hand, a little hurt, though he had no real right to be.  “It's a long and very complicated story, Abby, and I wish I had time to tell it here, but I don't.  Suffice it to say, this man here is not just an ordinary man.  He's not a god, by any means, but he did heal your brother.  Your brother’s cancer is gone and it won’t be coming back.”
Abby shook her head, her eyes teary, but she wasn't crying.  “So...” she rubbed her eyes with the heels of her palms.  “Uhg, I'm so confused.  I think I need to sit down.”
Mark quickly pulled a chair out for her and she sat down, her eyes downcast, hands clasped in her lap.  Mark took a seat on the end of Yehuda's bed, one hand resting on Yehuda's leg.  “I have no right to ask your forgiveness, but I'm asking anyway.  I care about you, Abigail and I never meant to hurt you.  If I could have told you the entire story the day I met you, I would have.”
Abby looked up, her face a mask of hurt and betrayal.  “The funny thing is, Mark, whatever is going on, I probably would have believed you.  For years I went rushing around the world in search of an honest to God miracle, only to face disappointment after disappointment when they turned out to be false.  Now you bring me to a man who actually healed my brother, who performed one of these miracles, and… and… you could have just told me the truth,” she finished with a defeated sigh.
Mark felt the sting of her words, because what she said was all true, and he knew it.  The problem was, he had no idea how to express the danger to her, the danger he faced in telling people the whole truth of who he really was, and who the unconscious man strapped to that hospital bed had once been.  “You aren't wrong,” he finally said to her.  “I could have told you and you would have believed me.  But Abby, people who believe me eventually pose a danger.  Not just to me, but to everyone.”
“I would never hurt or betray you!  You know that!  I wouldn’t hurt anyone,” Abby said fiercely.
“I know,” Mark said in a rush.  He shook his head.  “The story is so long, and so complicated.”
As Abby's fear and anger began to subside, the trembling in her hands calmed, and after a minute, she stood up.  Mark watched as she took a few steps toward him, staring at his face intently, and then she peered around him at the man lying in the bed.
“Are the restraints necessary?” she asked, reaching out to touch the buckle on the one holding down Yehuda's wrist.
Mark looked down at the restraints and sighed.  “Probably not, but he did hurt a man, though I'm sure it wasn't intentional.  He's not in his right mind at the moment.  More than likely he won't wake for some time.”
“Is it because he healed my brother?”
Mark shook his head, giving his friend a soft smile.  “Healing people exhausts him, strains his mental capacity, but the state he’s in now comes from years of wandering alone.  This isn't the first time he's gone off on his own and ended up some place like here, restrained and comatose.  He'll recover, and he'll be okay, but it's going to take some time.”
“So um... who is he?  This man?  How can he heal people?”
Mark shifted off the bed, standing over Yehuda, staring down at him.  He reached down, brushing a stray lock of hair from Yehuda's forehead and he smiled.  “He's family, the only family I have left, really.  Not blood, we met when I was a child, when my mother and I lived in Alexandria.”
“Like Alexandria, Egypt?”
Mark smiled and nodded.  “Yes.  His family were living there and we met by accident, and from the moment I met him and his brother, I knew my life would never be the same.  His family took me in after my mother died.  I was just a boy when it happened, and I would have been sent far away.  They took me in like I was one of their own.  Sometimes I wonder, if I had known what my life was going to become, would I have just gone to Rome with my grandfather?  Then I realize if I had done that, he would have been alone today, and I can't bear that thought.”
Mark stopped and looked at Abby again.  He realized she wasn’t following a word he was saying, so he answered her question as simply as he could.  “His name is Yehuda, the name I'll always have for him.  The Roman Catholic church, however, took it upon themselves to villainize him and bastardize his name, so you know him as Judas Iscariot.”
Abby gave the smallest gasp, her hand flying to her mouth, fingers pressing against her lips.  She stared down at the pathetic figure in the bed and then up at Mark.  “I don't... I mean...”
“You think I’m crazy, and rightly so,” Mark said to her with a nod.  “The story you know of this man, of Jesus Christ, and of me, Abby, is wrong.”
“Who are you?” she breathed.
Mark hesitated for a long time, terrified to say the words aloud because it had been so long.  Over the course of the last two thousand years, many people had asked that question, of both himself and Yehuda.
Mark could count the number of times he had revealed his own identity on one hand, and each one of those times led to a particular form of religious disaster, death, war, and pain.  Abby asking now, terrified Mark beyond all reason.
However, something about this time felt different.  Something about this time made Mark want to tell her.  A sense of relief threatened to wash over him, if he just said the words to her.  If he just opened his mouth and revealed his story in its totality, for the first time in two thousand years.
Abby took his hand suddenly, as he stood there, his head bowed, eyes fixed on the straps holding down his ancient companion.  “If you can't tell me, it's okay.  I just want to understand.”
Mark was startled by the words, open and honest.  For the first time since Mark received this curse, someone had told him that his secret was okay to have, and he would not be betrayed or pushed away.
“My name is Mark, once known as Markus by Romans, and by the Hebrews called Makabi.  I was half-Hebrew, half-Roman, and I...” he hesitated, unsure he could just say it aloud.  Taking a breath, he looked her straight in the eye and said, “I wrote the gospel.”
 



 
 
 
 
fifteen
 
It was about an hour later when Abby and Mark came downstairs.  Ben had gone through his entire pack of cigarettes, two soft drinks from the vending machines, and was now drinking a tepid, bitter coffee from the little cart vendor patronizing the entryway of the hospital.
He saw the pair coming out the front doors from his little stone bench, Abby looking like she'd been crying, Mark on her arm with dark glasses on his face, and his white cane swishing from side to side in front of him.
Ben rose and approached the pair as they came to a stop.  “Still doing that thing, are you?” Ben asked, gesturing at the cane.
“We thought you were leaving,” Abby retorted, her voice hard and angry.  “Isn’t that what you said?  You were so done?”
Mark squeezed Abby’s arm, silencing her.  “It's a necessity for the moment.  I do appreciate you not leaving us here, so thank you for that.  Believe me when I say I'm not asking you to accept anything I've said today.  I’m only asking that you not reveal my little secret.”  He gestured to his glasses for emphasis.
“Look, if you want to stumble around as a blind man wearing creepy contacts, that's your business.  I'm just going to ask that you keep that hokey, religi-nut healing crap to yourself.  This trip has been a complete waste of time and I'm not in the best mood.  You’re both very lucky I didn’t leave you here.”
Mark bowed his head in acquiescence, but Abby's face flared up, angry eyes boring holes into him.  “You're such an ass sometimes, Ben,” she snapped.  “You didn't bother to let him explain a single thing to you, and I'm not sure what, exactly, was such a waste of time about today!”
“How about driving all this way only to have your crazy friend here tell me the man lying in the bed up there is Judas Iscariot!  What the hell am I supposed to tell the department when I get back?  Oh yeah we found out who the guy is!  He's a two-thousand year old Catholic bad guy who apparently is still roaming the earth knocking people out.  Oh and by the way, he heals cancer.”
Ben stormed off without waiting for a reply, feeling irritated by the sound of Mark's tapping cane as they followed him into the parking garage.  Abby climbed into the back, so Mark accepted the front seat once again, saying nothing as he folded up his cane and buckled his belt.
Forcing himself to calm down, Ben drove off, and to his relief, no one said anything for the first hour of the drive.  Ben replayed the incident in the church over and over in his head, remembering the light, the noise, the feeling when he’d touched the man now lying in a hospital ward, comatose.
He thought back on everything Mark had said to him, from revealing the fact that he wasn't blind, to telling him the man lying in the bed was a two-thousand year old Judas Iscariot.  Ben chuckled inwardly and shook his head.  There was nothing on the earth that could get him to believe that the man in the hospital was two-thousand years old.  Nothing.
Except...
Ben hesitated when he thought about that Greek doctor and the small information he'd gotten about the John Doe's tests.  Bacteria not seen for two-thousand years.  Genetic material that didn't match modern men.
Ben's brain was threatening to go into overdrive.  Half of him was fighting it all, half was trying to use deductive reasoning to prove it all wrong.  The half fighting went to a paranoid place where he thought it could all be a conspiracy.  Maybe Mark knew that doctor at the hospital and it was all to get Ben to... to...
To what, he wondered.  What could Mark possibly want in all of this?  Ben realized he hadn't gotten any of Mark's motives on anything, and that made him suddenly feel naked and defenseless.  Clearing his throat, Ben glanced over at Mark, who was watching him through the dark glasses.
“How old are you, Mark?” Ben asked.
Mark grinned and scratched his nose under the bridge of his glasses.  “Well to anyone else I would tell them thirty-one.  Obviously since I've revealed myself to you, I'm much older than that.”
“How old, exactly?” Ben demanded.
Mark pressed his lips together and stared out the window for a long time.  “I'm old, Ben.  Two-thousand and seven years old, to be exact.”
Ben snorted.  “Looking pretty good for your age.”
“Your sarcasm is so not necessary,” Abby snapped from the back, her arms folded tightly over her chest.  “Just because you can’t accept it doesn’t make it untrue.”
“Whatever you say, Abbs,” Ben replied dryly.  He was already so done with this entire mess, but he had to get more information out of Mark.  He had to have some motivation for all of this.  “So what?  That makes you the same age as Jesus, right?”
 “I’m two years younger than the man you know as Jesus Christ.  I was thirty-one when he was crucified.  When I became cursed, I didn't know I had stopped aging until I noticed Yehuda hadn't aged a day as we wandered, well into our fifties.  One year we returned to Jerusalem and no one remembered us, our companions had all long-since died, and our faces gone from the memories of those who knew us.”
Ben swallowed thickly, his brain unwilling to accept that information as truth, but fighting the urge to believe simply because Mark sounded so sincere, without a scrap of dishonesty in a single syllable.  He was getting nowhere with this line of questioning, so he became blunt.  “What do you want from me, exactly?”
Mark frowned.  “What do you mean?”
“You obviously came to me for a reason, and I want to know what that reason is.  What do you want from me?  Why am I here in this car with you?”
“I just wanted to see him,” Mark said with a shrug.  “I needed to know it was him.  I'm going to get him out of there, however I can, and we'll disappear as we've done thousands upon thousands of times before.”
“What? No!” Abby chimed in from the back.  “You can't just disappear.  Why would you do that?”  She leaned forward over the side of Mark's seat to stare him in the face as best she could.
Mark smiled sadly at her and reached out to pat her hand.  “It's not safe, Abby.  It's not because I don't care for either of you, because I find the both of you rather pleasant to be around.  Staying with people who know our truth is dangerous.  I can’t put either of you in that kind of danger.”
“What are you talking about?” Ben demanded angrily, his fingers gripping the wheel so tightly they were turning white.  “What sort of danger?”
“Have you studied much of history, Ben?” Mark asked.
“Enough of it,” Ben said.
“So you must know about all of the holy wars carried out in the name of Jesus Christ.  He was a person who preached love and tolerance, and somehow his name was used to murder thousands of people for not worshiping the way their church said to worship.  The Bible, Ben, is a holy book, used to bring people pain and suffering under the guise of tough love, and it's all a lie.”
Ben looked over at Mark, who was still holding his hand over Abby's.  “So the man claiming to be two-thousand some odd years old, who claims the man comatose in that mental hospital is Judas from the Bible, is also claiming the Bible is a lie?”
Mark gave a little shrug.  “I claim it because I know for a fact that much of Bible was not written that way, and it was manipulated into false words to bring about the era of Christianity.”
“And how, exactly, do you know it as a fact?” Ben asked.
“Because I wrote it.”
No one, not even Ben, was expecting the laughter that erupted from the detective's mouth.  Startled by himself, Ben shook his head and tried to gain control.  “You wrote the Bible?  So what you... you sat down with a quill and ink and scratched it out on papyrus or something?”
“It wasn't written on papyrus, you moron,” Abby snapped at him.  “You don't need to be so disrespectful.”
Ben raised an eyebrow.  “Look, I don't mean to disrespect you, but how do you expect me to take you seriously?”
“I don't,” Mark answered plainly.  “I don't expect you to believe a word I say.  In fact, it's safer and better that way.  I'm telling you plainly that whatever you're afraid of, whatever you think I want, I assure you, I do not.  I merely wanted to identify a man who needs to be out of that hospital and out of the public eye.  People will start to recognize his ability, whether he's conscious or not, and it's going to get dangerous.  Honestly, Ben, what do you think is going to happen if people can discover his healing abilities?”
Ben felt a pang of fear stab him right in the gut.  The thing was, a small part of his brain did entertain the idea that the man in the hospital had healed him at the church.  A small part of his brain registered, that whether or not he was some ancient Judas, he had been bleeding from his hands until he touched Ben.  And the fact remained, as improbable as it was, Ben had a potentially inoperable tumor which had disappeared overnight, and no one could explain it.  Not even his doctors.
If that man could cure Ben just by brushing up against him in a church, he could probably do a lot more.  If someone else noticed that, Ben realized, it could get ugly, and public.  The last thing Ben wanted was for the man to be traced back to Ben, for records to show that Ben was cured of a tumor after interacting with this man.
“I can't get him out,” Ben said after a moment.
Mark looked at Ben, the relief in his face very apparent.  “I realize this. I'm not asking you to break the law or do anything outside of your power.  I simply wanted to know where he was, and how to get to him.”
Ben bit his lip and glanced in his mirror back at Abby, who was now sitting back, her arms folded across her chest.  She was angry at him, that was obvious, but making amends with her was far down on the list of his priorities at the moment.  “Look... just... just say that it's true, that he has some weird freaky power of healing.  How long before it happens again?  I mean—” Ben trailed off, shaking his head.  “This sounds so crazy.”
“Crazy, yes, but it happened,” Mark replied.
“How does it work, exactly?  I mean, anyone with a disease or disability just comes and touches him and bam!  Cured?”
“No, not quite,” Mark said with a small smile.  “The universe works in a very bizarre way, outside of mortal comprehension.  I've been around two millennia and I still don't quite understand it.  What I do understand, however, is that some people are meant to die, and some are not.  Yehuda might lay hands on one hundred people, and sometimes one hundred will be healed, and sometimes only one will be.  Those who are meant to suffer, suffer.  Those who are meant to die, will die.  Some, however, are meant to live, to fulfill a greater purpose.  So they are healed and they move on.”
“So running a string of ill-stricken patients by him, they won't all be healed?” Ben asked.
“No, but don't imagine that such a thing hasn't occurred before,” Mark said in a dark tone.  “Don't imagine that he hasn't been overpowered by those who wanted to steal his healing for money and fame.  And please don't assume it doesn't have an ill effect on him.  Even in the Bible, when Yeshua possessed the powers, it drove him mad.”
“Yeshua?” Ben asked.
“Jesus,” Mark clarified simply.  “The power took a toll on him mentally and physically.  At one point he nearly died, and even when he was nursed back to health, he was never quite the same.”
“The fig tree?” Ben asked a little sardonically.  The fig tree incident had been a passage Ben had hung on to, something to show others who challenged his Atheistic beliefs, that at one point, Jesus was a man.  A crazy man.  A man who would have been a lunatic on the side of the street holding a sign and screaming about hellfire.
Mark shrugged.  “It's best to assume that most of what appears in the Bible is more of a fable than a fact, however yes, that would be evidence of the price Yeshua paid for that gift.”
“So if Judas is somehow still alive, lying in a hospital, possessing the same power that Jesus had, why isn’t Jesus walking the earth as an immortal?” Ben asked, thinking he'd gotten Mark on an inconsistency.
Mark smiled.  “It was passed on to Yehuda, his brother, and this is the price he's paid for it.”
“His brother?” Ben asked.  “You're trying to tell me that Jesus and Judas were brothers?”
Mark sighed and turned to look out the window.  “The story is long and complicated.”
“And I’m going to take a pass,” Ben said, despite his curiosity piqued.  He just couldn’t listen to Mark talk about that anymore.  “So what are you going to do now, then?  Now that you know where he is?”
 “I'm going to research what I can in an attempt to remove Yehuda from the hospital.”
Ben pursed his lips and glanced over at Mark.  “You do realize any forced entry and they’ll know it was you, right?  You were seen, and I’m obligated to give out any information if he disappears.”
“Ben!” Abby chastised, but the two men ignored her.
“I’ll do everything I can to keep my actions legal and make sure you’re left out of it.  I don’t want to make your life any more complicated than it’s already become.  I appreciate everything you've done for us, though, and I owe you a big thanks.”  Mark tipped his glasses down, showing a sincerity Ben didn’t doubt.
But Mark’s sincerity wasn’t the issue.  Mark wanted to remove this John Doe from the hospital under the pretense that he was some mystical immortal.  The idea was ridiculous and spat in the face of all logic.  
The conflict waging war in Ben's head was giving him a migraine.  He pulled over to a small cafe near the coast as they drove towards San Francisco.  There was outside seating, and the little cafe sold southwestern style shrimp tacos, fish filets freshly caught off the dock, and steaming bowls of soup.
As they got out of the car, Mark with his cane extended, Ben stopped him.  “Look, we know you're not blind, so you can cut the act for a while.”
“This is for your sake as well as mine,” Mark told him and took Abby's arm as they went to the outside window to order.
Ben stood by the car, fingers running through his hair.  He was upset. He was no closer to understanding what had happened to him at the church and what had happened at the hospital, and not having answers was the worst form of torture for the detective.
With a heavy sigh, Ben knew all he could do was take the information Mark was giving him and do his best to pull from it threads of truth to try and solve the most complicated mystery he had ever faced.
 



 
 
 
 
sixteen
 
Mark exited the car with Abby close at his heels as Ben dropped the pair of them off at the curb near Sacred Heart's staff housing.  Though he had his glasses on, Mark was anxious to get inside before anyone approached him and noticed any differences with his eyes.
He didn't protest when Abby followed him into his apartment, but the one thing he wanted to do right then was be alone.  It was late and he knew everyone was very tired.  He needed to work out a plan, figure out how he could get to Yehuda safely and steal away before anyone noticed.  That was more complicated than it sounded.  
Had this been decades ago, Mark could have broken in and taken Yehuda in the dark, early morning hours.  However with the invention of security systems, alarms and armed guards, things could get complicated.  Mark was immortal, but even with his powers and strength, he was not impervious to harm.  A well timed bullet could bring him down hard, and recovering from those injuries always took time.
Abby closed the door behind them once they were inside and locked it. Mark finally removed the glasses, rubbing the spot on his nose where they had been resting and let out a small breath.  “Thank you for seeing me inside.”  His tone conveyed his desire for her to leave, but her face made it clear she would not be bullied out.
Abby shook her head and crossed her arms.  “You're not getting rid of me that easily, sorry,” she declared.  She flopped down on his sofa, kicked her legs up on the table and stared at him until he took a seat in the chair across from her.
With a sigh, Mark folded his hands over his knee and studied her.  Her dark eyes were narrow, determined, and though she'd been presented with the most impossible information, she was taking it well and comfortably.
“I don't want to get rid of you, Abby, I promise.  It's been a long day and I need to sort out my thoughts.”
“Well, so do I,” she retorted.  “You drop this bombshell on me, how you're sort of immortal, not blind, and Judas Iscariot is still alive, walking around with Jesus powers.  Frankly, Mark, I don't think I can just go home and head to bed.”
“I understand,” Mark said, meaning it completely.  “Is there anything I can do to help ease your mind?”
“I don't know,” Abby said, giving a helpless shrug.  She fell into a silence, staring at him for a while, and then she asked, “Can you see with those contacts on?”
Mark smiled and shook his head.  “Just the difference between light and dark, for the most part.  They are thick and heavy and cover the whole of my eye.”
“So with them on you really are kind of blind?”
“I am.”
“And you really read Braille?”
Mark laughed, though he knew the question wasn't mean to sound so absurd.  “I do.  I mastered the writing the year it was presented as an option for the visually impaired.  Quite ingenious it is, if I may say so.”
“Um, so... is this the first time you've seen me?” she asked after a pregnant pause.
Mark hesitated before he answered.  “From time to time you've caught me unawares here in my apartment and I was not wearing the contacts.”
“Ah, the glasses,” she said, pointing her finger at him.
“Yes, when I don’t have my contacts handy, I use the glasses.” he replied with a nod.  “So no, this isn’t the first time I’ve seen you.”
She gave a little laugh and shrugged.  “I bet Ben feels pretty stupid now after making fun of me for getting all dressed up today.”  Mark cocked his head to the side in confusion so she elaborated.  “I like you, obviously, and so I kind of went out of my way to try and look nice.  Of course I didn't know that you were some sort of immortal guy or I probably wouldn't have wasted my time.”
Mark winced a little at the bitterness in her tone.  “I apologize if I misled you, it was not my intention.  I’ve been aware of your feelings and honestly I’d hoped that in our friendship they would subside naturally.”
Abby waved her hand.  “It's not a big deal.  I think I'm a little more shaken up and honestly, not quite sure if I fully grasp everything you've told me.”
“I expect not,” Mark said with a little shrug.  Instead of letting her continue, Mark got up and went to the kitchen, putting the kettle on.  As Abby sat on the couch waiting, Mark leaned against the counter as the kettle boiled, and he closed his eyes.
He hadn't felt Yehuda's presence in the city, not until he was in the room with him, and that frightened him.  He had never been so close to Yehuda before and not sensed his presence.  Now, Yehuda was unconscious, trapped in his own nightmares, restrained in a hospital, and Mark had no idea how he was going to go about in getting him released.
He knew that if he had to, if it came down to it, he could break Yehuda out and disappear, but he didn't want it to come to that.  He was happy at Sacred Heart, and frankly he was tired of running.  He was tired of living in hiding, living terrified that any time he wrote down his name, the paper was going to burn, and some religion was going to spring out of the ashes.
The whistling kettle startled Mark out of his thoughts.  Grabbing two cups and his container of teas, he walked back out to the couch and set everything down on the small table.  Abby was watching him with a hooded expression, only her wide eyes giving away her feelings of confusion and struggle to believe him.
Mark offered her a small smile as she picked out her tea.  “Questions?”
“Are you the Mark from the Bible?” she blurted.
Mark wasn't expecting that question, despite it being the most logical.  In fact, the few times he had revealed his identity, no one had thought to ask him that.  He smiled and gave a little shrug.  “Yes and no.  The words in the gospel attributed to my name are a very warped version of what I produced in my time.  The original manuscript was indeed my handwriting, but not my words.”
Abby frowned in confusion.  “So... none of what the Bible says is true?”
“Not everything,” Mark said.  “The Bible exists as a guide for people following the words of Christ, however that guide has misrepresented the very words and ideals of the man known as Yeshua, or Jesus.  The Bible, like so many other books represented as historical fact, has to be combed through, with only fragments of truth remaining in its pages.  Then again, it was never intended to be a historical re-telling of our lives.”
“If you wrote the Bible, but none of what is in the Bible is the truth…” Abby trailed off and shook her head.  “Sorry, I'm just completely confused.”
Mark let out a breath and rubbed his face.  He was exhausted and anxious, and absolutely terrified of what might happen if modern science properly got their hands on the genetic make-up of Judas Iscariot.  Time was ticking, and Mark was not in a position to take Yehuda from that bed and whisk him away as he had done many times in the past.
He looked over at the inquisitive face of Abby and felt this pressing need to just tell her.  To just tell her everything, their past, their present, what the future might hold.  The confusion and the curse, and the never ending loneliness and pain that came with absolute immortality.  He wanted to tell Abby every truth that had been manipulated into a blood-spilling lie under the guise of religion.  He desperately wanted to tell her what it felt like to try and take your life, only to wake up in pain and even more alone, cursed to walk the earth without any sense of real purpose, identity, or destination.
Yet, Mark realized as he stared back at her, he couldn't do any of those things.  He could not bear to watch her have to shoulder the weight of his curse.  He wasn’t going to stay here, he had no choice but to leave.  Asking Abby to hold the knowledge wasn’t fair.
“I wish I could tell you everything,” Mark eventually said into the echoing silence of his little apartment.  “I wish I could just sit you down and explain to you everything I have ever learned in the two thousand years I have been walking this earth, but I can't.”
“Can you tell me why not?” she asked, her voice tinged with hurt.
“Because every time I sit down and tell my story, Abby, people die.  Religions spring up and fanatics are born and people are persecuted and murdered all in the name of a God that doesn't really exist the way people think he does.”
“But I wouldn't do that!” Abby insisted, jabbing her finger at herself.  “Mark, you know me!  You know that I would trust and believe everything you say!”
“I have no control over this curse, Abby, and I have no control over who it effects.  All I know is not a single soul who was exposed to the knowledge, to the curse, were unable to resist its effects. And in the end there was always blood and war.  I care about you too much, Abby.  Just trust me when I say that, okay?”  That was a tiny lie.  There had been one who had resisted, but Mark hadn’t thought of her in hundreds of years, and right now he couldn’t let his mind go there.  Not to that place.  Abby was like her, too.  So much, but he couldn’t trust that this young girl would be able to resist the curse.  Abby’s death on his hands would be too much to bear.
Abby let out a breath and gave a small nod.  “Okay.  I won't ask you about the Bible anymore, but I just hope one day I can understand everything that's going on.”
“Perhaps one day you will.  Perhaps one day this curse will end and I'll figure out how to stop the chaos, and then everyone can know.”
Abby sipped her tea, staring at Mark out of the corner of her eye.  She gave a small laugh and shook her head.  “You're really telling me the truth, aren't you?  You're actually a man from Biblical times.”
Mark gave a little shrug and a half smile, a little frightened that she was able to believe that much.  “I'm afraid so.”
“And you really knew Jesus?”
“I did.  I knew his entire family.”
Abby shook her head and gave another laugh.  “I literally don't even know how to wrap my mind around that concept.  If anyone knew they'll think that I've gone completely around the bend.  My brother is probably plotting some kind of intervention for me right now, knowing that I'm with you and probably eating up everything you say.”
“Your brother is a good man and he loves you, and he only wants the best for you,” Mark corrected.  He'd seen that kind of love and protection between siblings before, and in his age he knew that sort of thing was rare.
“My brother is an idiot,” Abby said sharply.  “I mean, he's a smart guy, obviously.  He's head detective, he graduated in the top tenth percentile in his class, and his deductive reasoning skills are better than most detectives around.  But he's also a close-minded fool who won't consider that there are other things out there besides what we can see, and touch, and smell, and hear.  He refuses to accept that there is more out there, whatever that more may be.”
“Your brother is merely accepting the world that he knows, and that in itself is its own path to enlightenment,” Mark said with a shrug.  “Don't dismiss his way of believing in things so readily, just because they're different from yours.”
Abby cocked her head to the side.  “So you don't mind that even though you've looked Jesus Christ in the eye, touched him, spoken with him, Ben doesn't even believe the man actually existed?”
“Jesus is now portrayed as a sort of Hebrew Herculean character; a demi-God, all powerful, able to transcend death and bodily rose to the right hand of God Almighty.  I don't blame any person with any amount of reasoning to reject the idea that man existed.”  Abby opened her mouth to respond, but Mark held up a hand, “Forgive me for cutting this short, but today has made me exhausted and I have a lot of things to work out for the near future.”  He was desperate to end this line of discussion.  It was growing too close to the truth for Mark’s comfort, and Abby was the sort who would have absorbed every word.
Abby set her cup down and met Mark’s eyes.  “Are you really going to leave?”
“I can't say for certain.  All I know is that Yehuda can't stay in that hospital long.  Eventually people are going to start noticing him, and the things he can do, and when that happens, bad things happen.  I appreciate all your help today, Abby, and Ben's as well.  When you speak to him next, express my thanks and I hope we might all see each other once more in the future.”
Abby's face was pained as Mark walked her to the door, and she paused before opening it.  “Just, would it be too bad if you kept in touch... if you really had to disappear?”
“I can't make any promises except the promise to try,” Mark lied.  He knew perfectly well if he had to go, he would go, and that would be the end of knowing Abby, and Ben, and this gorgeous city.  The thought pained Mark, but it was a pain of loss he was used to after so many years.
With a sigh, Abby stepped into the hall, but paused and turned, leaning to give Mark a quick kiss on the cheek.  “Thanks for everything.”
Mark nodded, his eyes closed to keep up his ruse should anyone walk by, and as he heard her footsteps start to disappear down the hall, he shut the door and leaned against it.  He wished again, as he did so often in his many centuries, that this curse came with a disconnect; with an ability to turn off mortal feelings, to be numb to the sufferings of humans, and to not connect to them at all.
Had it been another life, had he been another man, he would have married Abby and loved her until the day she died.  But Mark had walked down that road before.  He had married, had children, and from afar he had to watch them grow up and grow old without him.  He had to leave them alone, and watch over the years as the women he loved moved on to another man, and eventually forgot him.  His children forgetting his face, forgetting his name as they entered the winter of their lives, being lowered into the ground for their eternal sleep as he now walked over their graves.
Mark wouldn't do that again, but it didn't make the loneliness lessen, or the pain of loss hurt less.  With a heavy sigh, he cleared up the cups of tea, went into his bedroom, turned out his lights and lay on his bed, wondering how exactly he was going to get Yehuda out of this situation yet again.
 



 
 
 
 
seventeen
 
By the time three weeks had passed from the Hospital Incident, as Ben was calling it in his head, he'd actually started to forget Mark and the man Mark claimed was Judas Iscariot.  If Ben was being honest with himself, however, it wasn't so much forgetting as it was suppressing and deliberately not thinking about.
Luckily for Ben, he was the lead homicide detective and in a city like San Francisco, there was no shortage of cases for him to work on.  He took cases he would have delegated to some of the other officers, only to keep his mind off of the events that had taken place, which had, though he was hard pressed to admit, shaken him to his very core.
Still, as the month passed, sleeping at night became easier, and he was drinking less.  He hadn't touched his bottle of sleep aids the doctor had prescribed, and he had stopped typing 'spontaneous disappearing brain tumors' and 'religious healings' into the internet search engine.
As a matter of fact, as the first week of October raced by, Ben hadn't thought about Mark, or Judas, or brain tumors for nearly six days, and he was rather enjoying his cup of boiling hot, bitter coffee with a large, complicated case sitting in front of him.  The case, in fact, was tied to one he’d been given just before he was diagnosed with a brain tumor.
The case was interesting, involving medical patients in a hospital just north of San Jose.  All four of the patients had been in long term comas, and all four had been allegedly kidnapped from the hospital two weeks prior to their bodies being found.
They were all found in separate locations, all dressed in street clothes, and all apparently dead of natural causes.  The exact cause of death was still undetermined, their bodies at the county morgue undergoing autopsy, but there was too much coincidence for it to be anything other than murder.  The doctors of all four patients insisted that the three men and one woman were too far gone to have gotten up and walked out of their own accord.
This was just the kind of thing Ben dreamed of getting on his desk in the morning; complicated, confusing, massive amounts of detail, no obvious conclusion, no motive, and no suspects.  Cracking his knuckles, Ben began to click through the patients' files, checking their records.  He sent an immediate background check on the patients and their immediate family members.
It was when he was emailing out a request of the visitors log the nights that the patients went missing that Ben bothered to glance out of his office window and he saw two people stroll up to the front desk.
Ben recognized them as detectives, not by badges or even by faces he knew, but by the tell-tale caffeine tremble in their hands, their pressed blue suits, and the shifting of their eyes, as though they tried to download everything into their brains all at once.
It was when the officer behind the front desk pointed to Ben's office that Ben felt a sinking suspicion that something was about to rear its ugly head and bite him.  He sat back and continued the email, watching out of the corner of his eye as the two men paused at his door and knocked.
Ben took a deliberately inappropriate amount of time before he yelled, “Come in!”
The door swung open and both men swaggered in.  By the looks of them, Ben could tell they were fairly new on the job.  Their suits were too new, both a near identical navy color, and they were perfectly clean and pressed.  The cuffs of their white shirts lacked the appropriate amount of coffee stains, and their shoes were polished and unscuffed.
The taller man seemed to be the more veteran, taking the leader's stance.  He stood very straight, his dark skin giving off an almost ethereal glow under the painfully bright fluorescent lights, and he was clearly doing well by the rather expensive Bulova watch hanging a little too loosely on his large wrist.  His eyes were narrow, and he had a rough, take-no-prisoners expression on his face as he stepped in front of his shorter, and decidedly more nervous, partner.
“Detective Stanford?” he asked, his voice surprisingly light, and not at all what Ben expected to hear.
“That would be me.  Have a seat, if you like,” Ben said, anxious to get back to his case.
“Thank you,” the man said, and gestured for his partner to take the chair on his right.  “I'm Detective Phillip Burgess, and this is my partner, Detective Daniel Ross.  We'd like to ask you a couple of questions regarding a patient at Edgington mental health hospital.”
Ben fought back a groan as he sized up the two men.  Burgess, while still being new enough to the job to overly enunciate and punctuate his words, seemed like he'd been doing the job long enough to think with reason instead of testosterone.
The other man, however, was so brand new he was in his raw nerves stage, as Ben fondly remembered.  He was shorter than Burgess by almost half a foot, and his pressed suit seemed to hang off his body in a way that told Ben he had never been accustomed to wearing business suits.  His skin was very light, his hair a yellowish blond, cut very short, almost military style, and his eyes darted around the room, not to take in all the details, but to ensure a way out should things go wrong.
Ben leaned over his desk, clasping his hands together, and gave the men a nod.  “Absolutely, how can I help?”
“We have the logs here from the visitor's check in regarding one John Doe admitted five weeks ago as a comatose patient,” Burgess said, passing over a copy of the visitor's log.  Ben immediately spotted his own scrawl, and the ones under it of Abby and Mark.
“Yes,” Ben said with a nod.  “I was involved in the initial altercation regarding John Doe at Grace Chapel.  It so happened that my sister, Abigail Stanford who is on the list below me, was connected to a particular person working with her at Sacred Heart who had indicated that he knew the identity of our John Doe.  It's all in my official report.”  Ben was slightly irritated that he was even being questioned on this.  He had followed exact protocol and the report was filed on time.
“I did read your report,” Burgess said with a nod, meeting Ben's eyes.  “What confuses me is that the man named Father Mark Roman, who you said was not able to identify John Doe, went back no less than thirty-six times to visit John Doe, and filed a formal request with the hospital administration to have John Doe released to his custody once the sixty-day observation came to an end.”
Ben frowned and suppressed his urge to punch something.  “What does that have to do with me?”
“It's concerning that a man you reported could not positively identify this John Doe went back to visit him more than once a day over the last four weeks,” Ross finally spoke up, his voice scratchy, like a perpetual smoker.  “How well do you know Mark Roman?”
Ben sat back and shrugged.  “Not well, to be honest.  My sister brought him in to see me while I was having a medical procedure done, and she claimed that Mark could identify this John Doe.  I found his claim a little reaching, as the man is completely blind, but he insisted he would be able to identify him.  Unfortunately he wasn't able to offer me any conclusive evidence, nor was he able to produce a name,” that I would believe, Ben added in his head, “and I had to let it go.  Has Roman done something illegal, Detectives?”
The pair exchanged a look and Burgess cleared his throat.  “It seems that John Doe has gone missing.”
“Seems as though he's gone missing?” Ben repeated with a hint of sarcasm.
“The hospital records indicate that a final vitals check was performed just after midnight, and when the shift change occurred, the nurse on duty went to check on him, and his bed was empty.  There was no sign of forced entry, the restraints had been carefully undone, and the security cameras didn't pick up anyone entering or exiting the building between the hours of midnight and six am.”
Ben licked his lips and frowned.  This was disturbingly like the cases sitting on his desk, except that these were dead bodies, and John Doe was simply missing.  However, the dead bodies had started out their journey as missing persons.  Ben had a sinking feeling in his stomach.
“Have you questioned Father Roman?” he asked after a short silence.
“Not presently.  We wish to question him and your sister as well, though her name doesn't appear on the visitors log aside from the day she accompanied you,” Burgess said.
“So why would you drag my sister into this?” Ben asked, feeling fiercely overprotective and angry that her name would even be brought up.
“Sacred Heart administration informed us that your sister seems to be a close companion of Father Roman, and for that, we have reason to believe that if Roman is involved in the disappearance, your sister may have aided him.”
“My sister would never involve herself in something like that,” Ben began angrily, but took a deep breath and sat back.  “However, question her if you must.”  Ben knew that if Abigail was in any way responsible for any of this, she would have called him.
The truth was, Ben didn't believe for a second that Mark had anything to do with this at all.  He knew that Mark believed John Doe was Judas Iscariot, which wasn't something Ben had been willing to put in the report, but he couldn’t believe Mark would have been able to get the unconscious man out of the hospital without being seen.
The missing man's case was eerily similar to the case Ben found himself staring at, and in the pit of his stomach, he feared that they were related.  “Gentlemen, if you don't mind, I'd like to accompany you to Sacred Heart.”
“What for?” Ross asked, his eyes narrow and suspicious.
“I happen to be working on a homicide involving several comatose patients that mysteriously disappeared from their hospital room, only to turn up dead two weeks later outside of the hospital.  Though this occurred in San Diego County, it's similar enough for me to feel suspicious, and if this Mark person had anything to do with the missing John Doe, he may have some information on my case as well.”
Burgess looked at his partner and then gave a nonchalant shrug.  “I don't see any problem with it.  We have a couple of more witnesses to question, and planned to make contact with Father Roman and Abigail just after Sacred Heart classes are let out.”
“I'll meet you there, then,” Ben said, and with that, stood up and showed the two men out of his office.  With a sigh, he watched them head for the front door and after a moment, Ben returned to his desk.  He hesitated for some time, wondering if maybe Mark really could be behind this.  He had no problem falsifying his medical condition, and his position as priest, as far as Ben could tell, so why not this.
Another small part of him worried, because it was painfully clear Abby was head over heels for this man, and he wasn't sure what lengths she would go to in order to help someone she trusted; as misguided as her trust could be.  Ben finally picked up the phone and dialed Abby, knowing he would get her voicemail, and waited for the beep.
“I'll be by Sacred Heart later this afternoon after classes get out.  Call me if you can, otherwise I'll see you then.  Love you, sis.”  He hung up, keeping the message short and leaving no indication that there was going to be an interrogation.  The last thing Ben needed was to be under suspicion for aiding in a crime, especially one that might be, on the outside, related to four homicides in his jurisdiction.
In order to keep himself from obsessing over whether or not Abby had gotten herself into something dangerous, Ben went straight to work.  He knew it was going to take some time before he got all of the necessary information to move forward in his case, but what he really wanted to know was if this had happened before in recent years.
He went back to the original case and did a basic database search, but didn't come up with anything until he expanded his search outside of his county.  As he expanded his scope southwards, cases popped up, red-flagged and he noticed a disturbing trend.
Over the last ten years, at least seventeen patients, all reported comatose, had appeared to have gotten up, walked out of the hospital and turned up dead two weeks later.  In one of the closed cases, a parking lot security camera caught a video of a man who had suffered a severe brain injury walking through the parking lot, getting into a car and driving off.
The man was later found at inside an abandoned church, and autopsy revealed severe decay in the brain and vital organs.  The coroner ruled the death natural causes, stating that it was likely due to atrophy and disuse of his own body that led to the man's death.  Still, there was no explanation as to why the man suddenly woke up, and why the monitors he was on never indicated a change in condition before he strolled out of the hospital.
Another thing Ben found was that all of the hospital security cameras apparently malfunctioned around the times all the patients disappeared.  “Why hasn't anyone picked up on this?” he asked himself, pinching the bridge of his nose.
He loaded up the security video of the man walking through the parking lot.  It was grainy and dark, but clear enough to see what was going on.  The man was walking, nearly stumbling across the pavement.  Clothed in only a hospital gown, the man seemed to waver, standing in between several cars.  After a moment, the man lurched to the car on his left, and opened the door.
Ben was about to close the video when the man suddenly looked up, making eye contact with the camera. Despite there being no real lighting in the parking lot, the man's eyes seemed to flash, as though someone had shined a light from inside of his skull.  It was only a brief second, but it was enough to make Ben jump in his seat.
Heart racing, Ben watched the video over and over.  He watched the man's passive face as he looked up at the camera, the flashing eyes, and the stumbling, awkward gestures.  The car sped off, swerving, barely missing several vehicles as it drove out of sight.
Ben's mouth had gone completely dry and he pushed the monitor back away from him.  “This is insane,” he muttered to himself.
He sent several of the reports to the printing queue and stood up.  Ben had worked straight through lunch, he realized as a wave of dizziness rushed through his head.  He had about an hour before the other two detectives would be over at Sacred Heart, which was just enough time to grab a sandwich and meet with Mark and his sister before they got there.
His favorite cafe was packed to the brim with people, but he managed to make his way to the front, place his order and secure a spot in the very corner of the patio.  Ben's nerves were raw, and the idea of having to confront Mark, to listen to another insane story of Judas Iscariot and immortality and God was almost too much for Ben to handle.
He nearly jumped out of his skin when his cell phone began to buzz violently against his chest.  He reached into the inside breast pocket of his jacket and looked at the caller ID.  It was a California number, a Southern California area code, and he figured it was one of the detectives.
“Stanford,” he said by way of greeting.
“Detective Stanford, I'm not sure if you remember me.  My name is Greg Asclepius, I'm the doctor treating the John Doe at San Diego Mental Health Hospital.”
“Yes, of course,” Ben said, feeling a wave of unexplained panic rush through him.  “How can I help you?”
“I expect you received a visit from two rather brash detectives this week regarding John Doe going missing, yes?”
Ben sighed.  “Yes I have, though I'm afraid I'm not at liberty to discuss the case.”
“I expect not,” Greg said.  “I was merely wondering if you were on the case yourself, and if so, if you needed me to answer any questions for you.”
Ben frowned at the offer.  It was extremely unusual, and he was too much of a pessimist to believe that this stranger was willing to offer private patient information for nothing.  “I'm not on that specific case, no,” Ben said.  “However, I have to ask you, is there any information you have not shared with the detectives on the case?”
The doctor hesitated, giving it away almost instantly.  “I'm afraid I don't trust them, Detective Stanford.  This case, this John Doe, it's different, and it's delicate, and releasing the information I have to just anyone I believe would be a mistake.”
“Can I ask you a question?” Ben asked suddenly.  He was surprised at himself for even going down this road with a doctor he didn't know, but it was a possible lead, even if it was a shot in the dark.
“Of course.”
“Has there ever been an instance at your hospital, or any that you know of, where comatose patients have just gotten up and walked out of their beds?”
There was a very long silence before the doctor answered.  “It might be better if we meet, Detective Stanford.  Is there a time in the near future where you might find yourself down here and we can talk?”
There was a heavy weight to the doctor's tone that chilled Ben to the core.  He had to clear his throat a few times before he could answer.  “I think I can make time.  I'm on a rather complicated case right now, and with these two detectives interrogating my sister on this John Doe case, it might take a little time.”
“We don't have unlimited time, but we have enough,” the doctor said.  His voice had changed slightly, though Ben couldn't quite put his finger on it.  His intonation was just slightly different, his K's sharper and S's longer.  “I will phone you sometime this week and we can set up a time.  If it's any comfort to you, I can assure you your sister has not been on hospital property since the day you were here, so I don't believe the detectives will find anything on her.”
The absolute sincerity of the doctor's voice gave Ben a sense of relief that was nearly physical.  He let out a breath he hadn't realized he'd been holding, and he found himself smiling.  “Thank you, doctor.  I'll be in touch soon.”
Ben hung up, and without even realizing he was doing it, grabbed the uneaten half sandwich on his plate, and walked over to his car.  He was stressed and even in the silence of his car, he felt everything was chaotic and out of control.
The drive to Sacred Heart was short, but seemed to take an eternity.  He assumed the other two detectives hadn't arrived yet, and he didn't notice any typical detective cars sitting in the parking lot other than his.
Checking his watch, Ben saw Abby's last class would have ended, though she was probably still in her classroom finishing things up.  Students were milling around, and Ben felt rather awkward and out of place surrounded by young students, uniformed yet still desperate to exert some form of individuality.
He tried to ignore the stares of the students, probably all wondering about the suited stranger with a gun on his hip, roaming their halls.  He eventually found Abby in her classroom at the far end of the east building.  Abby was at her desk, bent over a massive stack of papers, and she looked startled when Ben pushed the door open with a rather obnoxious squeak to the hinges.
“Hey!” she said with a grin as he stepped inside the classroom.
Ben smiled at her, though it was tense and he knew it showed on his face.  “We need to talk,” he said, jumping right in.  “We have a problem in that John Doe case.”
“The Judas case?” Abby asked, standing up.  She grabbed her sweater from the back of her chair and beckoned Ben to follow her.
Ben followed, and kept his voice low as they started down the hallway.  “Please don't go there with this Judas crap, okay?  I'm not in the mood, it's been a terrible day so far, and I don't think I can listen to that hokey bullshit right now.”
“Fine, whatever,” she snapped.  The pair fell silent until they reached Abby's office.  She locked the door behind Ben and plopped down at her computer desk.  “What's going on with John Doe then?”  Her voice was dripping with sarcasm and irritation, but Ben ignored her mood.
“He's missing, and the detectives assigned to the case seem to think that Mark had something to do with it,” Ben deadpanned.
“What?” Abby asked with a gasp.  “No.  No way, he would have told me if he had gotten him out.  He's been trying for weeks to get them to release Ju- er John Doe- into his care.  He keeps getting denied on the grounds that he can't prove identity.”
“Obviously,” Ben said dryly, “hospitals aren't going to release an unidentified man into the care of some blind priest.”  Ben let out a sigh and pinched the bridge of his nose.  “So you're sure Mark didn't have anything to do with this?”
“Positive,” she said with a firm nod.
“And he's been here?  Overseeing all of his classes?  Nothing's changed?”
“Not a thing,” she said.  “In fact, I was meeting him for coffee later this afternoon and we were going to discuss possibly going to court to get a temporary power of attorney through the church.  As a sort of charity act, you know.”
“Right,” Ben sighed.  “Well I don't think I need to tell you what a stupid idea that would be, John Doe is missing and no one seems to know where he is.”
“Have you talked to Mark about this?”
Ben shook his head and sat down in a chair, kicking his foot up on one of her lower bookshelves.  “No, and I don't intend to.  It's bad enough I'm here talking to you.  The detectives, unfortunately, think Mark had something to do with it, and not only that, but they are implying that you may have known and possibly taken part of the disappearance.”
“Ben,” she gasped, her eyes wide and scared, “I swear I don’t have any idea what happened!”
“I know that,” Ben insisted.  “I told them as much, but either way, they're going to be here shortly to talk to you and Mark about what's going on.  I'll talk to Mark once they leave, but if he has had anything to do with this, he might be in bigger trouble than you realize.”
“What are you talking about?” Abby asked, hearing the warning in her brother's tone.
Ben hesitated, not sure whether or not he should reveal to Abby any of the details involving the case he was working on.  Ben had always shared details with Abby, even when he wasn't technically supposed to.  The only problem now was that Ben was afraid Abby’s feelings for Mark might cloud her judgment and she might warn Mark that he was a potential suspect.  If Mark ran, Ben would have only himself to blame.
“The disappearance of John Doe fits in line with another homicide case I'm working on,” Ben eventually said.  “If Mark had anything to do with our John Doe, I won't be able to stop an investigation.”  He paused a moment, and then added, “Abby, I realize you're into this guy, but I need to trust that you're not going to say anything to him.”
Abby stared at her brother, her face drawn and troubled.  Her foot was bouncing against the side of the desk, telling Ben that she was nervous and anxious about something.  Finally she took a breath and said, “I won't say anything, and I'm not into him.  I mean, I was, I liked him, but after everything he told me, I just can't let myself fall for this guy.  He's immortal and eventually I'm going to get old and die and he's going to just move on.”
“Abby, please tell me you're not buying this guy's story!” Ben snapped at her angrily.  “I know you love all that mystical religious stuff, but the guy is just some crazy man who probably enjoys making vulnerable women like you think he's got some sort of magic powers.”
Abby glowered at her brother, her arms crossed tightly against her chest.  “How do you explain your tumor then, Benjamin?  It just got up and walked out of your skull?  Gnomes removed it?  Elves?  There's no explanation for what happened to you other than you were healed!”
“Maybe the first MRI they took was wrong,” Ben said.  “Maybe it was an image of someone else and some poor fool is walking around with a time bomb ticking away inside his brain while he thinks everything is fine.”
“You know that's not true, Ben.”
The words stung mostly because they were true.  Ben had been sick when he'd gotten the MRI.  Doctors could be completely incompetent morons, but the likelihood of them switching an MRI image with another patient was slim to none.
To be honest, Ben also could not explain why he suddenly didn't need his glasses anymore, but that was something he could not bring himself to really think about; not for long, anyway.
“The point is, I don't think you should really trust this guy.  You have no evidence of anything about him other than he lied about being blind, and he's interested in taking possession of a man who will eventually be charged with assault for attacking a parishioner in a church.  Whatever these guys are about, they're not safe and I don't want you involved.”
“Eventually you're going to have to stop protecting me from the big bad world, Ben, and accept that I'm capable of protecting myself,” she snapped at him.
Ben shook his head, irritated and weighed down by the feeling that this conversation wasn't going to get him anywhere.  “I'm not trying to protect you from the world, but you've spent your entire life gallivanting off to religious miracle after religious miracle that always turned out to be nothing, and you didn't bother to pay attention to the way the world was growing up around you.  You look at Mark and you see some kind, delicate blind man, even when you know perfectly well he's not anything he says he is.  He's a con-artist, he's a liar, and yet you still try and protect him under the guise of believing some ridiculous story that's he's an immortal who wrote the bible.”
Abby stared at him, her eyes hurt, watery, though she didn't cry.  Her crossed arms were trembling slightly, and Ben knew that he had crossed a line with her.  “I've stood by while you followed me around, insulting the core of my beliefs my entire life, Ben, and I never said anything.  What does it hurt that I believe this man is immortal?  What does it hurt that I believe someone might have Christ-like powers and they were able to heal you and keep you from dying?  You act like you're this big, bad, protector of the universe, but you're not.  You're hiding from the big bad world far more than I ever have, so don't treat me like I'm a child.”
“Abby-” he breathed, but she wouldn't hear it.
“Get out.  Just go find Mark and interrogate him or something, but leave me out of it.  I'll talk to the detectives when they get here, but I don't want to see you right now.”
Ben knew that his best bet was to leave and let his sister calm down.  He shut the door with a soft click, and as he started down the hall towards the Sacred Heart apartment building, he felt a wash of guilt.  He had spent his life trying to shield her from the world, and he was a hypocrite for criticizing her because not only had it been partly his fault, but also because he had done the same to himself.
He didn't enjoy hurting his sister like that, and as soon as she'd listen to him again, he planned on apologizing.  He would never believe the ludicrous story that Mark was an immortal man, and he had been healed by Judas Iscariot, but he resolved to try and be a little more willing to give Mark the benefit of the doubt.
Ben only vaguely remembered where Mark's apartment was, but it didn't take him long to find it.  He paused at the door, knuckles poised to knock when he heard the voices inside.  The detectives were there, and Ben hesitated before making his presence known.
It took Mark a few minutes to answer the door, and when he did, his white milky eyes signaled that he was still keeping up the blind ruse.  “Yes?”
“Uh hi Mark, it's me, Ben,” Ben said awkwardly.
Mark's stoic face softened a little and he stepped aside.  “Your friends are paying me a little visit regarding that patient in the hospital we went to see.”
Ben gave a nod to Ross and Burgess who were standing in the middle of the living room, trying to look intimidating, though from what Ben remembered, with those contacts, Mark was as good as blind anyway.
“Detectives,” Ben said as he greeted them.  “Sorry I'm late.”
“We were expecting you later,” Burgess said, his eyes narrow in suspicion.
“I intended on stopping for a quick meal, but the cafe I always frequent was packed and I decided to head over and meet you here early,” Ben lied smoothly.
The pair shared a look of suspicion before Burgess turned his attention back to Mark.  “We were just explaining the dire situation to Father Roman, here, and asking him of his whereabouts on the night of October thirteenth.”
“Do you mind if I check my calendar?” Mark asked.  He didn't wait for a response, and Ben watched nervously as he shuffled through his desk for something.
As suspicious as Ben was, he didn't quite want to believe that Mark was a bad guy, even if he wasn't the most upfront.  However, he was lying about his blindness, and the other two detectives didn't know that.  If Mark pulled a gun on them, he could have the upper hand in taking the pair by surprise.
Trying to be as subtle as possible, Ben put his hand on his hip, close to his pistol, and tried not to look as tense as he felt.  An eternity seemed to pass before Mark produced a rather thick sheeted, note-book binder and set it down on the table.
Ben leaned over and saw that the thick sheets were covered in what looked like plastic printed labels with raised dots.  Mark dragged his fingers across the page until he came to a stop somewhere around the middle.
“Ah yes, October thirteenth, were our parent-teacher conferences,” Mark said.  He lifted his head and gave a small smile in the direction of Burgess and Ross.
“And how long were you in these conferences?” Burgess asked, unimpressed by the information.
“Oh late into the evening,” Mark said with a wave of his hand.  “I'm afraid they only give us two short days to try and impress upon these students' parents just how well... or poor... their child is doing.  I think I was probably finished sometime around nine.”
“And after that?” Ross asked, speaking for the first time since Ben had entered the room.
“Lesson plans, mainly.  My teacher assistant came by to pick up midterm reports for grading.  I'm not as technologically advanced as some teachers, and traditional grading, as I'm sure you can see, is not possible for me.”
“Do you have anyone who can verify your whereabouts around the time of two-fifteen in the morning?”
Mark frowned.  “Of course not.  I was in my bed sleeping, alone, at such an hour.”
“The cameras will verify that story,” Ross said to Burgess in a low voice.  “The security office is forwarding me the files right now, but they're huge so they're going to take a while to upload.  It will confirm whether or not anyone entered or exited the building.”
Ben studied Mark's face, and couldn't find a hint of worry or anxiety.  For all Ben could tell, Mark really had no idea that the John Doe was gone, and it didn't seem like Mark had anything to do with it at all.
Eventually the detectives had to bring the interview to a close.  “We'll be in touch, Father Roman, and if you can think of anything you may have seen- er heard, or noticed that was in any way suspicious while you were visiting the John Doe, please let us know.”
“Absolutely,” Mark said with a nod.  He showed the men out, but Ben stayed back.
“I'm working on another case which may be related to this one,” Ben explained when Burgess looked back at him sharply.  “I'll be happy to forward you any details.  I take it you're interviewing my sister next?”
The two men didn't reply, but marched down the hall and around the corner.  When their footsteps faded, Mark shut the door and reached up to pull the contacts from his eyes.  When he looked at Ben, he looked absolutely terrified.
“Is he truly gone?”
“You really don't know anything about it?” Ben asked, his tone accusatory.
“Of course not!” Mark exclaimed, wringing his hands.  “Had I known, do you honestly think I would still be here?”
“Your motivations behind most of what you do don't make sense to me,” Ben said.
“I realize you don’t believe anything I've told you,” Mark said, “but I will tell you that if Yehuda has awakened and left of his own accord without getting well first, he's going to be very dangerous.”
“What do you mean, very dangerous?” Ben asked in a low voice.
“It's nearly impossible to explain to someone who doesn't have a fragment of belief in our story,” Mark said, sounding stressed and tired.  “To be honest with you, Detective, I don't believe Yehuda has left of his own free will.  It's more likely someone has discovered what he's capable of and has taken him, and that is what I fear the most.”
“So you think he was kidnapped?” Ben asked, crossing his arms and staring at Mark with narrow eyes.  “Who would kidnap some crazy, comatose patient?”
“Someone who figured out that Yehuda can do to many what he did to you.”
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Mark knew what buttons he was pressing with Ben, bringing up Yehuda, knowing perfectly well that Ben was not only a non-believer, but the entire subject made him uncomfortable.  What was clear to Mark was that he needed to get as much information as he possibly could, and then he needed to get Ben out of there.
“Do you have any leads on him?” Mark asked Ben, watching the detective fidget.
“Not so far.  The two detectives assigned to the case are not entirely forthcoming with information since my sister and her friend are persons of interest.”
“Your sister?” Mark asked, his brown eyes wide and concerned.  The last thing he wanted was for Abby to be implicated or involved at all in what was happening.
“No thanks to you,” Ben snapped at him.
Mark stared at Ben, who was red in the face and very obviously agitated.  It was probably the best time to press him for information and get him on his way.  “You said you're questioning me on another case.  Has something else happened?”
Ben hesitated in answering the question.  He walked near the door, clearly listening for any eavesdroppers, and then he turned back to Mark.  “I've been assigned a homicide case where patients, comatose patients, have suddenly disappeared from their beds.  There isn't any record of how they left, no means of transportation have been found, and aside from one case, the only thing linking the cases is that the security systems in the hospitals of each patient mysteriously went down just before the patients were found missing.”
Mark frowned.  “And you think I had something to do with this?”
“I'm not entirely sure what you might be involved in, honestly,” Ben said.  “It's eerily similar to your little John Doe friend, except that these people were all found dead two weeks later.  Evidence shows that the patients had been conscious, if not coherent.  They were all found in street clothes, and by the state of their shoes, had been walking for some time.  I'm still waiting on most of the coroner's reports on the patients, cause of death has yet to be determined so far, except in one case, but that particular incident occurred years before this.”
Mark frowned and shook his head.  “He couldn't have healed those people, he's been in the hospital for far too long, and even if he had, they wouldn't have ended up dead.”
“I'm not looking to find the person responsible for waking them, I'm trying to find their cause of death, and find out why your little friend is now missing in a manner extremely similar to theirs.”  Ben walked to the door, apparently done with the conversation.  Before he opened it, however, he turned to Mark.  “If I find out you had anything to do with this, or you know the person who is responsible for any of this, I will take you down without mercy.”
Mark gave Ben a sad smile and spread his hands in surrender.  “I know this, Ben.  It's one of the only reasons I find myself able to trust you with my secret.”
With a frustrated growl, Ben walked out of Mark's apartment and slammed the door.  Mark rushed over and clicked the lock into place, and wasted no time putting his plan into action.  Yehuda was missing, he was weak and dangerous and extremely vulnerable, and that was a very bad position for both Mark and Yehuda to be in.
Pulling his emergency suitcase out from his closet, Mark rummaged through his drawers and found his passport, traveling documents, several envelopes full of American dollars and the keys to a car he hadn't touched since he'd set foot in the states.
He packed himself his most inconspicuous clothing, sweaters, jeans, trousers, all muted tones so as not to attract the eye.  He had to leave, and he had to leave now.  There was no telling where Yehuda might be, and Mark had to find him before people found out what Yehuda was capable of.
The occasional healing was one thing.  It had happened all over the world throughout the centuries.  From time to time people would brush him in passing, and his power would leap out.  Every now and again Yehuda would inadvertently pass along his power to an unsuspecting passerby, giving them the power to heal and manipulate matter.
Sometimes they got attention for it, but it always passed, and people began to forget, and it fell into legend and myth, just as Mark knew it had to be.  This, however, was a different time.  This was a time of science, where the knowledge of the human race was nearly doubling as each year passed.  But the most dangerous part were the Christians, the zealous believers in a demi-god born out of an old legend based on the Hebrew God Mark had once worshiped.  The nature of their Christ was deformed and manipulated by Mark's curse, and spread by a zealous, angry Greek man, Paul, who wanted nothing more than to be part of the religious mystery.
These Christians were dying out.  The religion was reaching a point where it was no longer relevant to these times.  They were reading two-thousand year old documents that had been translated so many times they did not even begin to resemble the original text.
Living as long as he had, Mark had come to discover how dangerous a dying people could be.  They lashed out, desperately grasping to the last vestiges of their beliefs, crying out, louder and longer, trying to bring in as many as they could, manipulating whatever they needed to in order to stay alive, to stay relevant.
If these people discovered what he could do, the healing, the bleeding, and the most dangerous of all, bringing back the dead, there would be a riot on a global scale.  Yehuda would be taken, he would be locked away, and Mark wasn't sure he would ever be able to get Yehuda back.
Fueled by fear and determination, Mark grabbed his suitcase, shoved his glasses on his face, grabbed his cane and he was out the door.  He had everything important to him, so he left the door open.  There would be no goodbye note, and he would not be coming back.  He felt terrible that people would wonder what had happened to him, but he had no choice.
Mark moved silently through the hall, listening with trained ears to see if anyone was nearby.  He could only assume the detectives on Yehuda's case were still in the building, and the last thing they needed to see was him making an escape with a suitcase.
He had to take the risk, however, because he had no other choice.  The coast seemingly clear, Mark walked swiftly through the door at the end of the hall, heading down an echoing hallway which twisted and turned, angling into a steep downward slope into the school’s parking garage.
Mark frequented the garage whenever he needed to slip in and out of the school unnoticed, and knew that around this time of day it would be virtually empty.  The staff used it, as San Francisco parking was a rare commodity, but the teachers who hadn't fled the moment their last classes had ended, would likely be at the school for several more hours grading papers and preparing lesson plans.
The door opened into the garage with a frightening bang, making Mark flinch.  He glanced around to see the area nearly vacant, and rushed in the direction of a small black car parked next to one of the massive concrete columns.
He'd nearly put the key in the lock when the door to the garage banged open once more.  Terrified, Mark froze, not turning, hands poised on door handle.  It was now or never, and Mark was in the position to do anything he needed to get out.  Anything.
“Mark!”  He turned at the sound of the familiar voice, and saw Abby racing toward him, finding himself relieved when he saw she was alone.
“What are you doing here?” he hissed at her, ripping his dark glasses off of his face.
“After those detectives left I went to your apartment to find you, but you were gone,” she said.  Her voice was tense, clearly hurt, and Mark knew then that she'd seen his things were gone.
“Abby, I need to go.  I'm sorry I didn't stop to say goodbye, but this is serious and I can't wait any longer.”
“I know,” Abby said.  “I overheard the detectives talking about my brother's case, those patients just getting up and walking out of their beds.  My brother doesn't know that they know, either.  Something is going on, something dangerous, and we have to warn Ben.”
“I don't have time to warn your brother.  I have to find Yehuda before anyone else discovers what he's capable of.  I'm not sure you realize what could happen if people start to notice what he can do, even in a comatose state.”
“So you think he's still unconscious?”
Mark ignored her, unlocking the car and pulling the door open.  “I'm sorry Abby, I don't have time to explain.”
“It's okay,” she said, and before Mark could respond, she dashed to the other side of the car and got in.  “You can explain on the way.  We're off to San Diego, right?  To the hospital?”
Mark groaned and slid into the driver's seat.  “I can't allow you to come.”
“You're not allowing me to do anything,” Abby pressed as she buckled her seat belt.  “I may not quite know who or what you are, or what your friend is capable of, but I realize how dangerous this can get, and I'm going to help you however I can.”
“Do you realize what helping me might mean?” Mark asked her as he started up the engine.  “Do you have any idea what I might have to do in order to secure possession of Yehuda?”
“I think so,” she said, but her voice had lost nearly all of its former confidence.
“I've killed before, Abigail,” he said, his voice gravely serious.  “Without second thought, I've killed to secure our anonymity, our safety.  I would not hesitate to do it again.  Human laws mean very little to me when following them could mean my exposure, and I have no problem breaking them.  In the end, any life is worth sacrificing in order to make sure that we are not discovered, that our gifts are kept secret, and that, my darling, includes yours.”
Abby swallowed hard, but her eyes narrowed in determination and she crossed her arms.  “I don't care.  Obviously this is serious.  Obviously I don't quite understand most of it, but that doesn't matter.  If what you say is true, if discovering your secret, if discovering who Yehuda is and what he can do will cause a war, then I suppose I should be willing to sacrifice my life in order to protect it.”
Mark stared at her, taking in her words, studying every nuance of her face.  She was terrified, that much was clear.  Her chin was quivering ever so slightly, though her clenched jaw was trying to prevent it.  Her forehead was starting to sweat, and her pupils were dilated with her fear and adrenaline surging.
She was serious.  It had been so long, longer than Mark cared to remember, since someone like Abby had come along.  Humans were animals, when it came down to the bare bones of it.  They were petrified of the unknown, willing to do anything to keep going.  Mark had seen over and over, the way even the impossibly elderly people clung to life, desperate to stay conscious, to stay present in this world.
Humans were willing to do nearly anything not to face their own mortality.  It was why Christianity was so dangerous.  The promise of an afterlife of luxury, pleasure and something akin to human consciousness, the ability to recognize other humans for who they were on earth, was enough to make them kill.  It was enough to make them take others down who might threaten their way of life.
Mark could have been one of them, had he not been gifted his impossible immortality.  Mark had suffered what should have been death over and over.  He could beg for it, wish for it, reach for it, but he would never die.
But Abby was willing to sacrifice her mortality, her consciousness, to protect the most dangerous information of all; Mark's truth.  Mark didn't need a second more to decide.  Putting the car in gear, Mark peeled out of the garage and into the fading light of the San Francisco streets.
“I'll do my absolute best to protect you,” Mark said as he navigated through the narrow streets of the city, making his way to the freeway.  “I make no promises other than that.”
“I understand,” Abby said.  She stared at him, watching the way his hands deftly twisted the steering wheel, weaving in and out of cars, moving through the city like he had always been there.  “How long have you been driving, Mark?”
Mark was startled by the question, if only because the situation was so dire he hadn't expected her to wonder about such trivial things.  He gave a little chuckle and a shrug.  “Since the motor vehicle was invented, I suppose.  I started driving in Germany when motorcars became available to the public.”
“That's so...” she trailed off and shook her head.  “I wonder if I'm ever going to get used to it.”
“Likely no,” Mark said with a sad smile.  “Even I, at times, am not used to the idea that I have been around for two-thousand years.  Though I cannot die, I am still a human.  When I'm finally able to leave this body, I believe I'll still fear what lies beyond it.”
“Heaven?”
Mark gave a little derisive snort and glanced over at her to see how serious she was.  “The idea of Heaven is so human, Abby.  I don't risk exposing any dangerous information in telling you that.  So many humans are starting to figure that out on their own.  The idea of what lies after our consciousness blinks out is far beyond human comprehension.  Our souls understand it, but our human minds do not.  The only thing we can really do is embrace those fears, accept them, and welcome death with our eyes wide open and our heads upright.”
“Is anything true?  Any of the Bible?” Abby asked.  Her voice was small and pained, as though she was just told a good friend was dying.
“The Bible was penned by men, Abigail.  The Epistles of Paul were penned by that evangelist salesman and his students, desperate to bring mystery and excitement into a quiet philosophy, turning it into a religion promising the secret of an afterlife, answers to questions that previously no one could answer.  Always remember, Abby, words written by men have an agenda.  Sometimes their agenda is for the better, but it's usually for the self, and that almost always leads down a dangerous path.”
Abby fell silent, and when Mark looked over at her, she was staring out the window, crying silently.  He didn't say anything, made no attempt to give her solace because it wouldn't help.  Mark knew well the pain of losing one's faith.  It was like having a piece of you ripped out; realizing everything you had once believed was a lie.
Mark had seen it, the promise of Heaven, ripped away from so many, and he knew that while the pain would lessen, it was something she would never forget.  He gripped the wheel tighter, pressed the pedal harder, and sped down the freeway towards the city where Yehuda might still be.
He could not feel him yet, though he reached out with his mind, looking for that little spark.  There were others, touched by powers Mark still, after all these years, didn't understand.  He could feel their sparks as they passed by neighborhood after neighborhood, but they weren't Yehuda, and they didn't matter.  He was going to find his companion, he was going to bring him home, and yet another war was going to be averted.
 
 



 
 
 
Nineteen
 
Ben was sitting on a bench outside Sacred Heart, shielded from view by drooping willows that had been growing on the grounds for as long as Ben could remember.  He was peering through the branches, watching the two detectives exit the building.  They were talking in low voices, though the deep rumble of Burgess's voice carried over.
They were agitated; their interrogation had come up with nothing, as Ben had expected.  Mark, he surmised, was likely their only lead, and with cases like this cropping up more and more, any lead turned into a desperate one.
Attempting to stay hidden, Ben watched as they eventually got into their car and sped off, Burgess behind the wheel, his face drawn and irritated.  They didn't appear to have seen Ben, which was a good thing, since they suspected him of having more information than he initially said.
That was true, of course, but it was ridiculous information.  Ben wasn't about to be laughed out of the room by a couple of young detectives after telling them that the unconscious man was Judas Iscariot.
Ben suppressed his own laugh at how ridiculous it all sounded.  He'd been a detective for years, and he'd seen some pretty impossible things, but this was all just ludicrous.  Rubbing his face, Ben started to stand up, but his cell began to buzz in his pocket.
He wrenched it out and saw a vaguely familiar number.  “Stanford,” he said.
“Detective?  This is Greg Asclepius.”
“Doctor, how are you?” Ben asked.
“Well enough.  I was wondering if it was possible to meet this evening?  I'm currently on the road, heading your direction.  I'm afraid it's imperative that we meet sooner rather than later.”
“Do you have information on my case?” Ben asked, standing up and pacing a little in front of the tree.
“I have very important information that may help you on your case,” the doctor said.
Ben didn't like how vague the doctor was being, but his voice was honest, and Ben hadn't detected anything suspicious about the doctor when he had met him.  “How long until you're here?” Ben eventually asked.
“About an hour,” the doctor said.
Ben scratched the back of his head and then looked down at his watch.  “Call me when you get into town and I will tell you where we can meet.  It's probably best if we don't meet at my office.  I want to check into the validity of your information before I continue investigating.”
“Absolutely.  What I have to say would be best kept to yourself for now.  I know this case has gotten complicated and I regret that I might add to that.  I will see you soon, Detective.  Thank you.”
Before Ben could question the doctor further on his “complicated” information, the doctor hung up, leaving Ben standing at the base of the willow tree, frustrated and tired.  He slipped his phone into his pocket and started towards the parking lot.
As he crossed the walkway, a car peeled out behind him.  He could feel a gust of wind hit his back from the speed of the car, and he turned, but caught only the tail lights as it turned the corner.  Shaking his head, Ben walked back into the school and went to Abby's office.
The lights were out, which was unusual seeing how Abby usually had quite a bit of after-school work and lesson plans to write. Knowing she had just been interrogated by detectives on a missing persons case, Ben wasn't surprised to find her absent.
Still, he hoped to catch her and make sure everything went alright.  He understood the necessity of her questioning, but he wasn't about to let a couple of newbie officers bully his sister around, especially because they were suspicious of him.
Making his way down the hall, Ben figured if Abby was anywhere, she would be with Mark.  He had a hard time with remembering the way to Marks apartment, regardless of having just been there, but eventually he found the place and lifted his hand to knock.
His knuckles rapped on the door twice before he realized the door was open slightly, and with a frown, Ben pushed on the wood.  “Mark?” he called out.
Not a sound came from the inside of the room.  Ben quickly reached for his gun, pushed the door wide and stepped in.  “Abby?  Mark?  Are you in here?”  His voice carried, echoing against the thin, white walls.
There was no response from anyone, and Ben could tell that no one was inside.  It was unlike Mark to just leave his door open, and unless he had just stepped out for a moment, something was going on.  Ben went into Mark's bedroom and saw clothes littering the bed, a few things lying on the floor.  There were shoes scattered, and papers everywhere.
A drawer had been upended on the floor beside the nightstand, and the closet door stood open, clothes ripped down, leaving hangers scattered all over.  Mark had clearly left in a hurry, and Ben instantly began to panic.
Pulling his cell phone from his pocket, he dialed Abby, but it went straight to her voicemail.  He left a shaking, “Abbs, it's your brother, call me back as soon as you get this,” and then hung up.  He dialed the personal number Mark had given him, but a recording sounded, telling Ben that the number was no longer in service.
Ben felt his stomach sink.  It was possible Abby had just gone home, but very unlikely.  The only real question was, did Mark take Abby by choice, or by force.
 
~*~
 
The pair on the run made it several hundred miles before stopping at a small seaside diner for food.  Abby hadn't complained about her hunger, but it was obvious to Mark, and he found a little place that looked palatable but could get them in and out quickly.
Mark pulled around the back where the car wasn't visible from the street, and parked the car.  With a pleased groan, Abby stepped out, stretching her legs and back, grinning at Mark as he came around the side of the car.
“So you're not going with the whole blind thing now?” she asked, pointing at the white cane that was lying in the back seat of the car.
“It won't be long before your brother has a search party out for us,” Mark said with a shrug as they started inside.  “He's going to put an alert out for a woman with a blind man.”
“True,” Abby said, and then put her hand to her cheek.  “Oh God, he's probably freaking out.”  She pulled her cell phone out of her pocket and saw that it was dead.
“It's better that way,” Mark said, nodding for her to put the phone away.  “Once we get some answers, some idea where Yehuda might be, you can contact him.  Likely right now he's going to think I kidnapped you, and that makes our situation dangerous and urgent.”
“Maybe I should call him and just tell him I went with you willingly and that I'll tell him everything as soon as I can.  That way he doesn’t try and have you arrested for taking me against my will.”
Mark shook his head and held the door open for Abby.  “He already thinks me suspicious, and no matter if he says he believes you, he's going to try and stop me, and I can't have that.  You're more than welcome to cut this trip with me now, Abby, if you feel you should, but I can't let your brother interfere with me finding my friend.”
“No,” Abby said firmly as they took a seat far from the windows.  “No, I'm in this.  I'll talk to him as soon as I can.  For now, he'll just have to wait.”
The pair ordered a couple of sandwiches and some coffee and sat in a rather tense silence.  Mark had taken the seat with the window view to make sure he would be able to see if any law enforcement officers before they saw him.  He was on edge, and felt even more tense than he would have, now that he had the head detective's sister tagging along with him.
He cared for Abby, though, and her loyalty was touching.  It had been a long time since Mark had a truly loyal companion with him, and he was a little hesitant to send her back to her old life.  He needed Yehuda with him, but he found he wanted Abby around.
The food arrived and she dug in happily, while Mark picked a little at the over-cooked, greasy fries that were piled on the plate.  The coffee was bitter, burnt, but he added a liberal amount of cream and sugar, and took down the entire cup in nearly one swallow.
“So,” Abby said once she had demolished half her plate, “we're going to the hospital?  Is that the plan?”
Mark nodded and sipped on the refill of coffee the waitress had brought over.  “I overheard your brother talking to the doctor who was treating Yehuda.  The doctor has some information that I need to get, and I think it's possible that this doctor knows who took him and where he might be now.”
“When you went back, did you talk to that doctor at all?” Abby asked as she pushed her plate to the side.
Mark shook his head.  “He came into the doorway a few times, but never said anything.  I'm not completely positive, but I believe he may have some idea of who or what we are.”
Abby bit her lip, her face troubled.  “Are you sure you don't want to bring my brother into this?  If this doctor actually knows something about you guys, he could be dangerous.  It might be a good idea to have someone like Ben on our side.”
Mark hesitated, trying to think of the best way to explain the situation to Abby.  She was a believer, and she was open and accepting, but she was also naïve.  “Your brother does not believe a word of what I am, and that doubt will always make him suspicious of me.  He's protective of you, Abby, as he should be, but that protective nature will cause him to make rash decisions.  If your brother, even for a moment, tries to get in my way, I might have to hurt him, and for your sake alone, I don't want that.”
Abby took that all in, her face drawn and pale.  It was obvious she was starting to get some idea of what she might be facing, and the fear was starting to set in.  “Okay,” she finally said.  She pulled her wallet out of her purse and laid a wad of cash on the table.  “We should probably get going.”
Mark tried to protest letting Abby pay, but she grabbed his arm, hauled him up from the booth and led the way outside.  “Abigail,” he called after her, as she marched to the car several steps ahead.
Abby turned, the light breeze whipping her soft hair around her face.  Her eyes were narrow and determined, her trembling hands clutching her sides.  “Mark, I'm terrified, okay?  The scariest part of this is that I believe everything you say, and my brain keeps trying to reject it, but it doesn't stop me from believing.  I'm coming to grips with the fact that I've just taken off with some immortal guy who knew Jesus, and we're now trying to save Judas Iscariot, who apparently isn't the biblical bad-guy I always thought he was, and it's all just a little... a little...”
“Overwhelming,” Mark said as he approached her slowly.  He carefully reached out for her, grabbing her upper arms in a warm, firm grip.  He could feel her skin, chilled and tense, under his fingers, and he tried to use what little power he had to bring her some peace.  “I understand.  I was a human when this fell on me.  I'm still a human, and sometimes if I stop and think about everything, how long I've lived, what I've done, I get overwhelmed, too.  I cry a lot, Abby, if you want to know the truth.  I weep and rage and I hate the force that gave me this curse, and all I really want is for it to end.  But begging has never worked for me, and I don't expect it to.  All I can do is accept my fate and move on.  It took me a long time to learn that lesson.
“Your company means the world to me, Abigail, and that’s why I’m not trying very hard to convince you to leave me.  It's been a long time since I've had company like yours, so as long as you can keep your fear at bay, I want you at my side.  But remember, don't try and not be afraid.”
Abby gave a nod, and didn't protest when Mark pulled her in for a hug.  She relaxed just a little in his arms, letting her head rest, feeling the subtle comfort of his hand dragging down over her hair.  Mark pulled away from her, holding her at arm's length, and smiled at her now-composed face.
“Shall we?” she asked.
Mark smiled and dropped his arms.  Unlocking the car, he waited at his own open door, his face turned up to the sky, his eyes closed.  He stretched out his mind, trying desperately to feel Yehuda, to feel his presence, somewhere, anywhere.
Mark found more sparks of others, but when it came to Yehuda, there was nothing, just a sea of blackness.  Mark shook his head, feeling a little fear start to burn in the pit of his stomach.  He had always been able to sense Yehuda, even continents away, he could feel him when he reached out.  This time there was nothing, the absence of him heavy in the air, and Mark began to fear that perhaps someone, or something, had figured out how to shield Yehuda's presence from him.
With a deep breath, Mark got into the car and started back on the road.  He knew he wasn’t going to find Yehuda at the hospital, but he might find some answers, and that was at least one step closer.
 



 
 
Twenty
 
Ben left Abby's apartment more worried than he had been in a long time.  He had tried her cell phone four more times before digging up the emergency key and letting himself inside.  It was clear she hadn't been home since the morning, her coffee half-drunk on the counter, and none of her supplies were where she usually left them once she got home.  Ben drove back to the school and saw Abby's car still parked in the staff parking lot, but she was nowhere to be found.
Trying to keep calm, Ben questioned a few of the other teachers who remained on the campus late, but no one had seen her since the afternoon.  Fretting, Ben went back to his office and drew up a missing persons report, determined to file it the moment he finished talking with the doctor.
He had to physically fight the urge to tell every officer to put out an APB in every California County for his sister.  Ben reminded himself repeatedly if Abby was with Mark, she went willingly.  Even her absurd belief that Mark was some immortal friend of Jesus didn't change the fact that Abby was in love with him and would put herself in a very dangerous situation to prove her loyalty.
Ben was trembling, though he tried his best to control it as he waited at his desk for the doctor's call.  He had fixed himself a rather large cup of chamomile tea, and he stared at his computer screen.
The county lab had returned the autopsy results on two of the victims along with a personal and obviously concerned email.
 
Det. Stanford,
 
As far as the victims are concerned, I cannot find a single trace of foul play regarding the deaths.  However, my biggest concern is that so far, in the autopsies I have completed, both patients seem to have expired due to an accelerated aging of the internal organs.  The liver, kidneys, lungs and heart all match the organs I might find in a ninety or even one hundred year old patient, but none of these people were older than thirty-five.
 
I have no choice but to rule their deaths, so far, as natural causes, though I am researching possible medications or street drugs that might have some similar effect, over prolonged use.  I will keep in contact, but for now, here are my official results.  I'm going to request that despite the findings, the homicide case not be closed just yet, until I've had time to do further research.
 
I will be in contact with you as soon as I can.
 
-Rick Christie
 
Ben read through the email several times before sitting back in his chair and rubbing the bridge of his nose.  He wasn't sure what that meant, how those people could all be ruled natural causes if their deaths were so similar and so sudden.  How could comatose patients stroll out of their beds, disappear for two weeks and then turn up dead from accelerated organ failure?
The ringing cell phone startled Ben and he jumped, grabbing it off the desk with shaking hands, and saw it was the doctor calling.  “Are you in town?” he said.
“Yes, detective.  I'm afraid I'm a tad lost, but if you can point me in some direction we can talk, I'm sure this won't take too long.”
Ben hesitated, trying to think of a safe place.  Though he trusted the doctor to a point, he wasn't comfortable bringing the man to his personal residence, and taking him to Abby's was out of the question.  His office would not be an ideal place since he had no idea what kind of information this doctor would have, and he knew that Mark's apartment was probably going to be discovered vacant soon and the detectives on the John Doe case would be watching the place.
“We should probably meet at a cafe somewhere,” Ben eventually answered.  “I'm afraid with everything going on, it's the only safe place I can think of.”
“There's a rehabilitation center on the corner of Cherry and California,” Greg said, “and I believe there's a small cafe directly across the street from there.  Would you be willing to meet there?”
Ben could hear an ulterior motive in the doctor's voice and he hesitated.  “Why there?”
“It's necessary,” Greg replied shortly.  “I promise I will tell you everything there.”
“You do realize I'm a detective, with a gun, and an entire department that will hunt you down if anything goes wrong?” Ben warned.
“I promise that won't be necessary.”
Ben sighed and looked at the clock.  “I can be there in half an hour.”  He didn't wait for the doctor's conformation before he hung up.  He turned off his computer, stuck the printed files from his cases in his brief case, and managed a terse goodbye to those still in the station this late into the evening.
He threw his case onto the passenger seat in the car and rested his forehead against the steering wheel.  It felt like his life was suddenly careening out of control, and he wasn't sure why.  Ben had spent his entire life trying to make sure he was put together.  His mother, the hectic and fickle life she led drove Ben into the field of police work, wanting structure and the detective work had provided.
Now, however, he was struggling to understand his sudden wellness, his sister disappearing, a man who claimed to be immortal, a case with no plausible, scientific explanation for the deaths of the victims, and a doctor who wanted to meet but refused to give any information over the phone.
Ben let out a breath and tried not to think of Abby as he put his car into drive and headed for the cafe across the street from the hospital.  He arrived sooner than he expected, the lack of traffic surprising him, and as he found a spot close to the cafe, he saw the doctor getting out of his impossibly large SUV.
Shaking his head at the absurdity of the entire situation, Ben didn't wait for the doctor, but instead went inside and immediately ordered a decaf espresso, craving the taste, and having no need for the caffeine boost.  He was just paying for his drink when the doctor approached.
Instead of his lab coat, the doctor was clad in a sweater and pair of jeans, making him look years younger, which surprised Ben.  He smiled, his blue eyes crinkling at the corners, and he extended a hand to Ben.
“Thank you for this meeting,” he said softly.
“No problem,” Ben said.
As Ben received his drink, he waited for the doctor to receive his, and eventually the pair settled in a small booth near the back of the cafe.  Luckily for the both of them, the cafe was all-but deserted.
“I'm sorry for all the secrecy, Mr. Stanford, but telling you what I know could potentially put me in quite a bit of danger.”
“Please call me Ben,” he replied to the doctor, trying to give the man a sense of informality.  It was a technique Ben had learned in his younger years, a psychosomatic way of urging people to reveal information more readily than they normally would.
“Ben, yes, and you must please call me Greg.”  The doctor paused and took a drink of his hot latte.  “When we first met, I was already intrigued by your John Doe patient.  I was informed that prior to being brought to my hospital he had sustained wounds that seemed to have closed on their own, before he was treated by paramedics.  The officers on scene managed to retrieve blood samples from the floor which I was able to match to the patient.  You know also that I found a rather startling discovery regarding the bacteria in his body and puzzling genetic code.”
“Yes, we did discuss that,” Ben said, fearing now the doctor might have bought into the ridiculous Judas Iscariot story.  “What of it?”
“It’s also true you’re working on the cases regarding patients going missing from their beds,” Greg continued as if he hadn’t heard Ben’s question.
Ben nodded, sipping his drink.  “Yes, I am.  How did you know that?”
“I happen to work at a hospital where it’s happened several times,” Greg replied.  “I’ve been looking into it, considering there hasn’t been any sign of forced entry.”
“And you think the John Doe is a similar case?”
Greg shook his head, his eyes shifty, telling Ben he was hiding something.  “No.  The circumstances are very different.  However I have uncovered some information I’d like to let you in on, Det—I mean, Ben, and if you’ll care to accompany me to my office here, I’d be happy to show you.”
“Show me what, exactly?” Ben asked, a little more than suspicious, but also far too curious.
Greg said nothing, but grabbed his keys, forcing Ben to follow him outside to his massive SUV.  He unlocked the car and said nothing until Ben was inside, and he turned the corner toward the hospital.
“Where are we going?” Ben pressed, touching his gun to ensure it was there.  It wasn’t often he just jumped in a car with a total stranger, though he’d been in far worse trouble and he was certain he could take this doctor down without any real force if he needed to.  “I’d like an answer.”
Greg looked over at him, took a deep breath and then said, “I’m going to show you exactly what happened to those patients.”
 



 
 
 
 
Twenty-One
 
Abby fell asleep a few hours into the ride, as Mark pushed forward on the eight hour drive to the city.  He kept his mind stretched as far as he could, searching for some sign of Yehuda, but so far it was still just blackness.
It was impossibly late by the time they arrived at the hospital parking lot, nearly two o'clock in the morning, and the gates were locked up.  Mark drove around, searching for a place where he wouldn't be detected by cameras, and put the car into park.
He hesitated in waking Abby; she was exhausted from the drive as well as the fear and emotions coursing through her.  The trip was only beginning, and if someone was shielding Yehuda from Mark, things were going to get ugly.
Eventually, Abby stirred and cracked one eye open.  “Are we here?” she asked in a groggy voice.
Mark gave a short nod.  “The hospital gates are locked.  I'm going to have to come up with a way inside without alerting anyone to our presence.”
Abby was growing more alert by the minute.  She rubbed her eyes and stretched, peering around the area.  They were in a back alley, surrounded by two tall buildings, and just down the way sat the locked back gate to the hospital.
“I suppose it would be pointless to try and just climb the fence,” Abby said with a shrug.
“Probably so,” Mark said, closing his eyes in thought.  “We need to remember this isn't a prison, nor is it a hospital containing the mentally unstable, so security isn't going to be high.  There's a chance we could find a place to slip in where cameras aren't placed, and all we really need to do is get inside the doctor's office.”
“Are you absolutely sure he has something to do with this?” Abby asked.
“No,” Mark answered her honestly.  “However, I know the doctor is... special.”
“Special?”
Mark struggled to explain what he meant in a way that Abby would be able to comprehend.  “You have to think of life beyond just human consciousness, and what lies beyond can sometimes touch people in their lives.  That touch can sometimes mean a curse, like what happened to me, and to Yehuda.  Sometimes that touch is simply just a touch, leaving people with a spark.  Because of my curse, I can see those sparks, like little flames inside a person's soul.  The doctor has such a spark, and with his interest in Yehuda, I'm afraid he's my number one suspect.”
Abby stared at him with wide eyes.  “So there are others like you?”
“Not exactly like me.  In all of my years I've not met a person who could not die, however there have been many who possess certain abilities that could only be gifted from what lies beyond.”
Abby rubbed her face with her hands and shook her head.  “God, I wonder if any of it will ever make sense.”
“Don't count on it,” Mark said a little sardonically.  “I'm over two-thousand years old, and capable of very strange things, and I still don't understand it all.”  With that, Mark opened up his car door and got out.
Abby followed suit, but stopped Mark as he started towards the hospital.  “Do you have any means of... you know... defense?”
Mark quirked an eyebrow.  “Defense?”
“Well I hate to say it,” Abby hesitated, “but you know maybe like a gun, or something?  I mean, you said earlier that you might have to kill.”
“I don't need guns, Abby,” Mark said gravely, and with that, he started away.
Abby followed close behind, but stayed back when Mark held out a hand for her to stop.  He nodded for her to slip back against the building, her figure darkened by the deep shadows of the late night, and he moved forward to the fence.
The fencing around the hospital was rod iron, which Mark didn't view as a problem.  What he did find problematic were the security cameras lining the top.  There were only a few of them, on each corner, but it was clear they were high tech and had a wide range.
Mark knew their images had already likely been captured, however that wasn't the problem.  By the time security viewed the tapes, Mark and Abby would be long gone.  The only problem Mark had was entering the hospital without getting noticed.
Mark judged the area from the fence to the hospital doors to be about two hundred yards.  It was a distance he could cover, if he tried, in a matter of seconds on his own, and a minute if he took Abby along with him.
Pulling out his cell, Mark went forward with his plan.  He switched the device on and went to his menu where he had the number to the security desk saved.  He pushed send and waited for the response.
“Security,” came the greeting.
When Mark spoke, his voice was high, panicked and worried.  “I'm pulled over by your front gate,” he said in a breathy tone.  “There's a woman by her car, and two men... they're... I don't know.  She's screaming.  Please send someone out.  I called the police but I don't know if they'll get here in time.  God, they have a knife or something oh God oh...” and then Mark hung up.
Abby ran up to Mark, her eyes wide.  “What did you just do?”
Mark switched his phone off and shoved it into his pocket.  “Created a distraction.”  He pointed to the front doors where three security officers were bursting out.  Mark gave a sideways glance to Abby, grabbed the bars of the rod iron fence and wrenched them apart.
With little effort, the bars were pulled to the side, providing a hole big enough for both Mark and Abby to climb through.  As Mark expected, Abby was frozen in surprise, so he reached out, took her arm and pulled her through.
“You can sit in shock later.  Right now we need to move,” Mark said, and with that, put his arm around Abby and pushed her to run at a speed that few were capable of.  They made it to the front doors and slipped inside virtually unnoticed.  Mark stood behind the wall, glancing out front where he could see the security officers at the gate, looking around desperately for a woman in distress.
“Let's go,” Mark said.
Abby was in stunned silence, out of breath from being dragged across the lawn, but she complied and hurried down the hall towards the stairs.  The doctor's office was on the sixth floor, Mark recalled, and there weren't any patient rooms, but they still ran the risk of running into nurses or other personnel.
Mark was now out of tricks aside from using force to get past a person, and at the moment he wanted to avoid that at all costs.  Pressing a finger to his lips to signal quiet, the pair tiptoed up the stairs, flight after flight until, completely out of breath, they reached the doctor's floor.
“What now?” Abby gasped in a whisper.
Mark peered out of the small window, straining to see left and right.  From the limited view, Mark didn't see anyone, so he pushed the door open and they walked into the hall.  “We need to get into his office as quickly as possible,” Mark breathed.
Abby gave a slight nod.  “Okay.  You know where it is?”
“I went up there a few times, but I'm going to have to remember it by touch,” Mark said.  He had gone there, but as a blind man, and had navigated his way with his cane and steps.  Closing his eyes, Mark put one hand on the wall and began to remember.
Luckily for the pair of them, the office wasn't far.  They turned the corner and Mark stopped directly in front of the doctor's office door.  Opening his eyes, he reached for the handle and gave it a turn, but didn't expect to find it open.
“Can any of your magic powers unlock doors?” Abby asked in a hushed, shaking tone.
“They're far from magic, and no, they can't,” Mark said irritably.  “Hopefully this won't make too much noise,” he added, and then with a hard push, Mark turned the handle with the lock and snapped it clean off.
The noise wasn't as loud as he thought it was going to be, but the snap echoed through the hall and the pair froze.  The door was open, but neither one of them dared to move for several moments.  When it became clear that no one had heard them, Mark pushed the door open and attempted to set the handle in the open hole to look as though it was still attached.
“It's dark,” Abby complained.  “Can you see anything?”
“I don't need to,” Mark said.  His lie had come in handy more than once, learning to navigate the world as a blind man, and taking Abby's arm, he led the way through the lobby of the doctor's office, to his private quarters.  That door, thankfully was unlocked, and a low light from the desk was burning.
There were no windows, which Mark found curious, but it didn't matter right then.  The moment Mark stepped into the office he could feel it, the presence of the beyond, as he often called it.  It was touching everything in this office, and Mark began to suspect that this doctor was a lot more powerful, or at least more in touch with the beyond, than Mark had originally thought.
“Where do we start?” Abby asked.  “I suspect we don't have a lot of time.”
“I think we're okay,” Mark said as he turned the lock on the door.  “As long as security didn't see us come in, which they should not have, we have all the time in the world.  It won't be until they review the security tapes that there was a break in.”
“Oh,” she said quietly.  “Ben is going to kill me.”
“Likely so,” Mark said with a short laugh, “but that is a problem for a new day.  We need to start looking for information about this doctor.  Asclepius, it sounds so familiar to me.”
“Greek God of medicine,” Abby said absently as she sat down behind the doctor's computer and turned it on.  “That mean anything to you?”
Mark frowned.  “Not particularly.  The name isn't common, but a lot of the deity names from the old Greek and Roman mythologies have transferred into surnames passed down through the centuries.”
Abby gave a little shrug and began tapping on keys.  “I don't know what I was hoping to find other than a password screen,” Abby said with a sigh.  “If Ben were here, he could probably figure this out.”
“Unfortunately my knowledge does not extend much into the world of computers.  Something I should remedy, once Yehuda is back in my custody and we've left this country.”
“You're going to leave the country?” Abby asked, her voice high.  “Why?”
“We've just broken into a hospital and are attempting to steal medical records,” Mark said, his voice slightly patronizing.  “There is no escaping the need to flee the country.  There are detectives who already find me suspect, your brother included.  My actions are far from innocent, and I cannot risk having myself or Yehuda incarcerated.”
Abby licked her lips and pushed the chair away from the desk.  “I can't believe I'm doing this,” she muttered.  She opened up the top drawer of the desk to find prescription pads, a few notebooks with scribbled phone numbers and addresses, but not much else.
Moving to the second drawer, she opened it up, and what she saw made her pause.  With wide eyes, she held a piece of paper out to Mark with trembling fingers.  “It's Ben's address and phone number.”
Mark took the paper from Abby's hands and read it.  “Alright,” he said shortly.  “What else is in there?”
Abby pulled out a few composition notebooks and flipped through the pages.  “I don't know what this is.  It looks like... a medical journal, maybe?  Patient J, and then a bunch of stuff I don't recognize at all.  It looks like formulas and stuff.”  She handed it over to Mark who opened the book to the first page.
“Patient J first arrived comatose, and MRI reveals high brain activity but no response to outer stimuli.  Patient's pupils are unresponsive to change of light, and pain sensors appear to be numb.  Attempt at IV was unsuccessful for several days until patient started to display signs of dehydration.  IV administered with fluids, no apparent negative reaction.  Was able to draw blood to run through labs.”  Mark read aloud, finding the language layman.  It was obviously a personal journal for the doctor, one written in haste, and simple.
Mark flipped on for a few pages until he froze, his eyes stuck on a passage that made his heart start to pound.  “Results from the lab have returned, confirming our suspicions about this man.  Body remains like a time capsule, the bacteria and genetic code are similar, except un-evolved, dating back to c. 32 BCE, matching the last data records I possess from that time period.  It is A's assumption that this man is called Yehuda, commonly known as Judas Iscariot.  From what A's people believe, he has a companion somewhere, likely nearby.  A believes his people will try and take him, must keep security at a maximum.  They've been making moves a lot lately, and it will only be a matter of time before they try and take him.  I believe the blind man is this Yehuda's companion but A disagrees.  Will consult with detective this afternoon.”
“Oh God,” Mark breathed, sitting down in the office chair hard.  He let the notebook drop to his lap and put his hands to his face.  “They know.”
“Who knows?” Abby demanded, snatching up the notebook.
Mark let out a breath and tried to calm himself.  “I don't know who they are, but the doctor is in contact with people who know Yehuda, know who he is, and from what I can tell, whoever these people are, they have taken him.”
 



 
 
 
 
Twenty-Two
 
Ben snapped his jaw shut and crossed his arms.  “Show me how, exactly?” he asked through clenched teeth.
“How the patients disappeared,” Greg said.  He looked down at his watch and then back up at Ben.  “I have a patient here in the rehabilitation hospital that I visit once a month.  I will be willing to provide you access to his entire medical file and we can compare notes between him and the other reported victims.”
“And how will that show me how the patient disappeared?” Ben asked tiredly.
“It’s difficult to explain,” Greg said simply, and turned into the parking lot.
It was late and the security officer at the gate looked tired and annoyed.  Greg produced his badge to the officer and within a few moments, they were permitted into the staff parking lot.
“I occasionally treat patients up here.  I specialize in neurological injuries, and although my treatment tends to extend to patients who are recovering, occasionally I'm called in to oversee a long-term patient who shows no prospect of waking up from their coma.”  Greg got out of the car and Ben followed suit.
“How long have you been treating this particular patient?”
“About a year and a half,” Greg said.  He swiped his badge at the door and they walked inside.  “A colleague of mine has provided me an office here for temporary purposes.  It has access to my database back in my office, and I can give you access to all of the medical files.  That, of course, could get me fired and cost me my medical license, but believe me, it's worth the risk.”
Ben didn’t respond as they walked into the elevator and Greg pushed the button for the third floor.  The elevator doors opened to a wide hallway that smelled overwhelmingly of disinfectant and starch.  Ben was still a little shaken up from his short visit to the hospital, and the smell made the surgery site from his head, which had healed nicely, itch just a little.
Absently, Ben brushed the back of his head as he followed the doctor down the hall, past a few turns and to a small office behind a very large, thick, wooden door.  The office was empty, which Ben expected from the late hour, and the lights were off.
Greg flipped a switch and a couple of the desk lamps switched on, casting a sort of hazy, yellow glow over the room.  “My colleague suffers migraines, so I apologize for the dim lighting.”
“It’s fine,” Ben said with a wave of his hand.  He was busy scanning the walls of the office where diplomas and certificates were framed.  Most of them were for a doctor Jonathon Winston, but a copy of Greg’s Harvard M.D. lined the walls, along with a couple of awards he’d won in the field of Neuroscience research.
“Here,” Greg said, interrupting Ben’s investigation.  Ben looked over and saw Greg sitting behind a desk, a computer chiming the start-up program through small speakers.  “I’ll get everything linked to my computer, and then you can explore the patient files.”
Ben hesitated.  “Seeing as that’s against the law without a warrant, I’m not so sure I’d like to be accessory to this breach of patient privacy.”
“This patient is going to die soon,” Greg said, sounding a little sad. 
Ben’s eyebrows went up.  “From his condition?”
“No,” he replied cryptically, and typed something onto the computer screen.  “Just like your other patients, this man is going to die by other causes.”
Ben immediately went on the defense, his arms crossing over his chest, and he glanced over at the exit in case he needed it.  “Is that some sort of threat?  Is there something you know that I should?”
“I promise, there’s no typical foul play involved here,” the doctor vowed.
Ben didn’t like the secrecy, nor did he like the direction the conversation was taking, but there wasn’t anything he could do about it now.  He sat down in the doctor’s chair, the computer open in front of him, and he put his hand over the mouse. 
The desktop was conveniently labeled enough to where he was able to navigate into the patient database.  The database was slightly outdated, but not so far as to resemble a DOS system, or anything Ben couldn’t figure out.
“The patient number is 782583, and the name is Charles Wighbon,” Greg said from across the room.  He was standing in front of the window, peering through the blinds at the nurse’s station across the way.
Ben typed the information into the system and began to read.  Charles, it seemed, was in a freak accident.  The patient’s record noted that a police report was taken and that it appeared the driver had fallen asleep at the wheel and careened off an embankment.  The patient suffered severe head wounds and injuries to the spinal cord.
Ben read on for a good ten minutes, taking in every note every doctor had taken.  Greg’s notes were in there, about once a month it seemed, as he visited the patient over the last year and a half.  From what Ben could decipher from all of the medical terminology was that Charles had been in a coma, but every so often, his brainwaves would spike to a level equal to that of a fully conscious patient, however there was no physical symptoms to coincide.
Looking up at Greg, Ben sighed.  “So what am I supposed to do with this information, exactly?”
“Do you have any questions?”
Ben sat back and crossed his arms.  “Let me see if I have it right.  This guy, Charles, was in an accident, fell asleep at the wheel, nearly died.  He’s been in a coma ever since, injuries to the spine and brain were severe enough to kill him, however he’s able to be sustained on minimal life support.  The reason you haven’t suggested pulling the plug on this guy is because every now and again, his brain starts acting like the brain of a conscious person, and you all have been trying to figure out if he’s going to start waking himself up.”
“That’s correct, very good,” Greg said, sounding impressed.
“I’m not an idiot, doctor,” Ben snapped.
“I never intended to suggest such a thing,” Greg amended quickly.  “You see, from the beginning of my treatment of this patient, he’s displayed some unusual brain patterns.  Some are consistent with dreaming, which means he’s capable of consciousness.  Some, however, are consistent with, say, a person in the middle of a university lecture.  Sometimes there’s nothing at all, and sometimes there’s the occasional, small spike.  The patient has never been consistent other than we know to consistently expect something new from him.”
“And tonight he’s going to just disappear?” Ben asked.
“Yes,” Greg said with a short nod.
“And how, exactly, do you know this?”
Greg hesitated for a moment, peering back down the hall before walking over to the side of the desk and sitting down in one of the less comfortable patient chairs.  “It was about six months ago before my contact became aware of this patient, and he informed me that a particular being was interested in Charles.  Charles possesses a particular gene, if you will, that’s interested someone.  The biggest problem with Charles’s body is…”
“The spinal injury?” Ben asked, confused where the doctor was going with all of this.  And what did he mean by contact?
“Exactly!” Greg said excitedly, but immediately dropped his voice again.  “The good news was that the patient’s spine was healing, which isn’t common, especially in a patient who is comatose.  Normally patients recover from spinal injuries with rigorous physical therapy, and the most Charles gets is a daily muscle stimuli from one of the physical therapy staff members.
“However, about four months ago, where there was no physical response to stimuli, the patient started displaying involuntary reaction in his left side, which is where the paralysis initially occurred.”
“What do you mean involuntary reaction?” Ben asked.
“There are parts of your body, nerves, tendons, etc., that you can stimulate to cause your body to react involuntarily.”
“Like those old television shows where the doctor bangs on your knee with a rubber hammer?” Ben asked.
“Exactly.  Charles started displaying physical, involuntary movement, signaling that his spine was healing and the paralysis was slowly receding.  It was as of two nights ago that his other specialist declared that his spine injury had completely healed, miraculously, and should he ever wake up, he would be completely able to walk and as far as he could tell, regain full motor function over his entire body.”
“And let me guess, that’s when your ‘contact’,” Ben said, using finger quotes in the air, “told you Charles was going to disappear.”
“I’m afraid so,” Greg said.
“And what for, exactly?” Ben snapped.  “If you know this is going to happen, you have to know who’s taking them.”
Greg fell silent for a moment, and then let out a small breath.  “I was your doctor, Ben.  I was the neurologist called in to help with your surgery.”
Ben’s eyes went wide and he stood.  His memory struggled backward, through the drugged fog, and a face started to take shape.  It was the smile, that big, wide smile, and Ben took a step back.  “Jesus.  Why didn’t you say something before?”
Greg shook his head.  “I didn’t want to upset you.”
Ben snorted.  “Look doc, you helped save my life.  How could that upset me?”
“Because I wasn’t the one who saved your life.”  The answer was short and to the point, and his eyes told Ben the story he was trying so hard to reject.  “I know all about Judas.”
Face going cold, Ben slid back down into the computer chair and tried to catch his breath.  “No.  Please tell me you haven’t—”
“I started to suspect when I went over his blood work.  That’s just not normal, Ben, and I can tell by your face you know.  Me being your doctor isn’t some coincidence, and neither was your meeting with Judas in that church.”
Ben shook his head hard, refusing to accept it.  The doctor was so calm, so put together.  There was no way he was buying into this crap.  “How can you stand there calmly and tell me you believe those two freaks to be… to be…”
“Immortal?” Greg offered, and smiled that all-too familiar smile.  “Because I’ve been surrounded by the supernatural since I was a child.”  When Ben quirked an eyebrow, Greg waved him off.  “There’s time for that later.  What I’m trying to stress to you now is that someone, something, is after these patients.  Something beyond human comprehension.  Something out side of this world.  The thing that’s going to take this man tonight also has some stake in Judas.”
“Let me guess, the magical healing powers?” Ben offered with a snort.
“How much did your friend Mark tell you about himself?” Greg pressed.
Ben rubbed his face and gave a groan.  “Oh, not much.  He’s immortal, been around for two-thousand some odd years.  Something about Jesus and Judas being brothers, and for some reason he’s got to live his life as a blind man.”
Greg was frowning at him.  “Jesus and Judas were brothers?”
“Apparently,” Ben said with a little laugh.  “He didn’t seem to want to go into it.  Wonder why.”
“Interesting,” Greg said under his breath.  He shook his head and then sat back in his chair.  “You’re aware, yes, that Judas has certain abilities?”
“So Mark and my sister claim,” Ben said.  “And now you, apparently.”
“Yes, I do,” Greg said, “but you need to understand that this isn’t some random coincidence.  There are others, outside of my control and yours, who are setting things up.  I don’t know why, but I do know that I was your doctor for a reason.  Just as I became Judas’s doctor for a reason.”
“God, can you please not call him that,” Ben said.  “I realize this is all a little… crazy, and maybe there’s too much here to be considered coincidence, but nothing you say can convince me that John Doe is Judas Iscariot, okay?”  Ben felt his stomach twist as he tried to wrap his mind around the fact that this doctor somehow knew about Mark and his little friend.  How could any rational human being buy into that crap?  Ben was about ready to bolt and wash his hands of the entire thing.  The only thing keeping him planted in the chair was the fact that Mark and his sister were together, and if Ben had any hope of tracking her down, this doctor seemed like a good place to start.
“Fair enough,” Greg said, raising his hands in surrender.  “I’m not trying to convince you otherwise.”
Ben frowned at the doctor’s words and crossed his arms.  “If you’re not trying to convince me, what are we doing here?”
“I’m here to show you, Ben,” Greg said simply.  “I realize you don’t believe, but I can only hope after tonight you have the ability to understand that what Ju- er John Doe can do is dangerous.  That he can help people, like he did you, but if that help is put into the hands of millions of fanatics, the consequences could be dangerous.”
“Dangerous for whom, exactly?” Ben asked.  “If what you say is true, if he can heal brain tumors and what not, how is that a bad thing?”
“Because as far as I know, he can’t heal everyone,” Greg said, quoting Mark’s words from earlier.  “People are going to get angry, and they’re going to get violent.  I’m sure you’ve studied at least a little bit of religion, Ben.  Look at the patterns, the violence, the bloodshed.  That man, John Doe, isn’t God.  He’s not Jesus.  He’s not going to save their souls, and they’re going to want him to.  We live in difficult times, we live in the era of a dying religion and that religion is getting desperate.  You provide them with a miracle, an honest miracle, and…” Greg trailed off.  “I don’t want to think of the consequences.”
“You don’t think it would bring a sense of peace?”  Ben was being deliberately contrary.  He knew damn well a religious fervor would only bring another war, but he wanted to push this doctor.
“When has religion ever really brought peace?” Greg challenged.
“Look, I’m an Atheist, so you’re preaching to the choir here, but I’m just trying to look at this from all angles.  For humor’s sake, let’s try and reason it out.  People get healed, how is that going to cause a war?”
“Because everyone is going to claim that they are right.  It’s how Christianity fractured in the first place.”  Greg suddenly stopped talking.  He was staring at the computer screen with a frown on his face.
Ben followed his gaze and saw a small alert on the bottom of the screen that read, Computer Logged in, Home Office.  Password not entered.
“What is that?” Ben asked.
“That happens to be someone in my office trying to log on to my system,” Greg said.  He pulled his phone out of his pocket and pushed a few buttons.
Ben, who was watching over Greg’s arm, saw a tiny, grainy video flare to life.  It looked like the inside of an office with a low light, and two people rummaging around.  It took Ben a minute on the poor video to recognize his sister and Mark, but when he did, he groaned.
“Great,” he said with a sigh.
“Your sister and Mark, I take it?” Greg asked.
“Any idea why they’re there?”
“Not a clue,” Greg said.  “Well, that’s not entirely true.  They’re obviously looking to see if I’m responsible for the missing person.  I’m sure Mark is quite frantic about the entire ordeal.  It makes sense, he can probably sense it on me.”
“Sense what?” Ben asked with a frown.
Greg gave Ben a sort of tense smile and looked back down at the video.  The pair were feeling around Greg’s bookcase, and suddenly the bookcase shifted.  Ben peered closer as Mark gave the large shelf a shove, and a doorway appeared.
“Oh dear,” Greg said softly.  “I suppose I should give them a call.”
“Mark and Abby’s phones are off.  I’ve been trying to dial them all night.”
Greg shook his head and dialed.  “I don’t expect them to pick up, but luckily I’m old and my answering machine is an actual answering machine.”  He dialed a number and sat silent as it rang.  After a few moments, Greg, in a very cheerful voice said, “Well you two, congrats.  You’ve discovered my secret.  Do me a favor and pick up the phone.”
 



 
 
 
 
Twenty-Three
 
When Mark’s finger hit the button on the bookshelf, the wall gave a loud pop, similar to a champagne cork, and both he and Abby jumped.  Abby took a couple of steps back from the wall, but when Mark felt the shelf shift under his hands, he gave it a small shove.
“What is that?” Abby asked, sounding fearful.
Mark pushed with relatively little effort to reveal an opening in the wall the size of a door.  It was dark beyond, but small flames from tea light-like candles were burning in the back.  The yellow illuminated just inches around the area, and Mark could see the flickering of flame off of metal.
“No idea,” he said.  He started to take a step forward into the room, the space pulsing with the energy of those touched by something otherworldly; something like Yehuda possessed, and himself.  Mark reached his hand out, feeling the pulsing of energy around him.  It was like drawing his hand through the thickest fog, cold and clammy and heavy against his fingers.
He took another step into the room, but startled when the small, shrill phone on the desk began to ring.  He looked back sharply, first at the desk, then at Abby who was staring at the phone, her hand over her mouth.
“Someone knows we’re here,” Mark said in a hushed voice.  “There is no way anyone would phone this office at this hour.  If it were a patient emergency they’d be calling his cell phone.”
“Are there cameras in here?” Abby asked, looking around frantically.
Mark looked around for any sign of electronics but found no evidence that the office was hooked up to the cameras connected to the main security base.  “I don’t think so,” he said.
Suddenly, the phone stopped ringing and a mechanical voice filled the room.  “Thank you for calling the office of Doctor Gregory Asclepius.  Please leave your message and the doctor will return your call by the next business day.”  The beeping of the machine was loud and piercing, making Mark wince a bit.
Both he and Abby held their breaths as a soft, gentle voice spoke through the small speaker of the machine.  “Well you two, congrats, you’ve discovered my little secret.  Do me a favor and pick up the phone.”
Mark noted that the voice, while gentle, had just the barest hint of threat to it.  He glanced at Abby, who appeared paralyzed by fear, so he moved and grabbed the cordless landline that sat on the desk.  Hitting the button, Mark put it to his ear.  “Doctor Asclepius?”
“Ah, this must be Mark,” the doctor said in a jovial tone.  “How are you?”
“In trouble, I suppose,” Mark said casually.  He moved back towards the opening of the door and peered into the darkness.  “Can I ask how long before security arrives?”
“Oh no one’s been alerted,” the doctor said.  “The cameras in my room are for my own personal security.  I don’t really trust the minimum-wage employees to protect things that are truly important to me.  You’re in no danger, and I have no intention of alerting anyone to your presence.”
“What’s in this room, doctor?” Mark asked, walking back over to the doorway.  He felt along the wall for a light switch, but his hand met with nothing.
“Ah, that,” the doctor said.  “I’d prefer to talk about that in private, away from the office, if you don’t mind.”
Mark frowned.  “Am I in any danger in this room?”
“You?  No, you’re not.  Your companion, however, might present another problem.  I’d suggest shutting the door and maybe finding a hotel room where we might meet tomorrow afternoon.”
Mark glanced over at Abby who was still standing, frozen, her eyes trained on the black room.  “Where are you now?”
“In San Francisco, with Abby’s brother.  I’m sure he’d like to know his sister is okay,” the doctor said quietly.
“I’ll put her on in a moment.  Do you know who took Yehuda?” Mark asked, his voice sharp and demanding.
“I’m afraid I do not, but I’m working on finding out who did.  I believe it was someone on hospital staff, but I’m not sure who, just yet.”  The doctor sounded absolutely honest.
“And what are you, doctor?  Are you human?  Are you like me?”
The doctor hesitated.  “Again, an answer for tomorrow.  I’m urging you to get Abby away from that room as quickly as you can.”
The urgency in the man’s voice became cause for concern, and Mark decided it was time to leave.  “Abby and I will find a place in the city, but rest assured if I do not see you by tomorrow afternoon, I plan to come back into this office, find out what you’re hiding, and I’ll take you out if I have to.”
“I’ll be in touch,” the doctor said, and with that, the line went dead.
Mark put the phone back on the desk and without looking at Abby, he walked over and pushed the shelf back into place.  He heard a faint clicking as the sealing mechanism attached, and then he chanced a look over at his companion.
Abby looked tired, frightened still, but otherwise normal.  “What was that about?” she eventually asked.
“I’m not entirely sure,” Mark replied.  “The doctor was less forthcoming than I had hoped.  I’m afraid we’re going to have to leave now, and our exit is going to be likely more noticed than our entrance.  I think we can find a door that leads out the back, however, and that works in our favor.”
Abby swallowed thickly and looked around the room.  “You sure we can’t keep looking?”
The doctor’s warning was weighing heavily on Mark, and he began to feel anxious about Abby being in this room.  “Grab the medical journals and let’s go,” he ordered.
Abby snapped into action, grabbing the journals from the desk, and any loose paper in there.  The pair switched out all of the lights, and crept back into the hall.  There was no one around, so they headed into the stairwell, but instead of exiting on the ground floor, Mark pushed the door open on the floor just above it.
“We’ve got to find a back exit, and coming out into the lobby is out of the question,” he said.  The halls on the first floor were just as empty as the previous ones, though the sound of beeps alerted them both to patients in these rooms.
With practiced skill, Mark led the way down the maze of halls as quietly as he could until his eyes spotted a fire exit.  They crept through the door, trying to make as little noise as possible.  As predicted, the door led to a stairwell which brought them down to the ground, and in front of a door marked Fire Exit, Alarm Will Sound in big, bold letters.
“That’s going to make a lot of noise,” Abby warned.  “What do we do?”
Mark took a deep breath, put one hand on the door and grabbed Abby’s wrist with his other.  “We run,” he said, and then he pushed.
The alarm buzzed, piercing and fierce as it wailed through the building.  Not considering Abby much at all, Mark dragged her across the field to the opening in the fence that he’d created.  He knew they would be seen this time, and a faint shouting from the building confirmed his suspicions.
They were clear, however, before anyone could get to them, and they were out.  Mark dragged Abby into the dark alley, and it wasn’t until they stopped for breath that he saw she was limping.
“What happened?” he asked her as he leaned against the cold brick.
“Twisted my ankle,” Abby moaned, gingerly putting pressure on her injured foot.  She winced and shook her head.  “Might be broken.  Either way, we’ve gotta go.”
“I know,” Mark said.  The car wasn’t far, and he allowed her a little time to hobble along the street until they found the car and got in.
Abby sat in the back, putting her foot up on the seat and Mark quickly drove off, trying to keep his steering even and his speed at the limit so he didn’t attract any attention.  He drove in the opposite direction of the hospital, checking his mirrors every so often until they were far enough for him to feel a sense of relief.
They were clear.  They had made it in and out, and for the moment, no one would know it was them.  He found a little motel that looked clean enough on Hotel Circle, a place where tourists came to stay for cheap.
Mark purchased a room under his Spanish passport, his name listed there as Marco Moreno, close enough to his real name, but far enough to where he probably wouldn’t be recognized.  He helped Abby to the room and then went into the hall to fetch ice from the machine for her foot.
She was half-asleep by the time he got back in with the small plastic bucket, and he did his best not to disturb her as he wrapped a handful of the frozen cubes in a motel washcloth.  She gave a wince as he pulled her shoe off, but she didn’t protest as he applied the makeshift pack to her skin.
“Do you think it’s broken?” she asked groggily as she lay back on the bed.
Mark peered at the skin.  It was swollen and likely to bruise, but she had wiggled her toes several times which indicated there wasn’t a break.  “I don’t believe so, but I want to keep ice on it for a while.  In the morning we’ll see about getting you some over the counter pain medication.”
Abby gave a yawn.  “I’m sure I’ll be fine once I get some sleep.  Honestly I’m so exhausted I could probably sleep through surgery.”
Mark gave her a small smile.  “I doubt it’ll come to that.”
Her eyes started to close and her breathing slowed.  He thought she might have fallen asleep after a moment, but she took a deep breath and asked, “Do you sleep, Mark?  I guess I never thought to ask.”
“I do,” he said quietly.  “I sleep.  My body behaves much like any other human body, except that I don’t age, and I don’t die.”
“Have you ever, you know, tried to die?”  Abby cracked an eye open with great difficulty.
“Yes,” Mark said, though he didn’t really want to answer this question.  “I’ve gone through many things that would have killed any ordinary human.  If you can think it up, likely it’s happened to me.”
“Do you get sick?”
Mark chuckled and shook his head.  “Ah, no, I don’t.  I don’t take ill, though that doesn’t mean from time to time I don’t feel ill, but as far as the common cold or flu, I’m immune.”
“Hmm,” she hummed and her eye closed.
After several minutes, Mark realized Abby was finally asleep, and he lay her foot on a few pillows, keeping the injury elevated, and the ice resting on top of it.  He went into the restroom to relieve himself, and after, switched on his cell phone and opened up his text messaging folder.
Being that he was usually playing the part of a blind man, Mark wasn’t entirely familiar with the entire texting process, but he managed to tap out a quick message sent to Ben’s phone.  Your sister is safe, but her ankle is injured.  Please come with the doctor.  Will explain when you get here.  My apologies.
With that, Mark set his phone on the table and took the second bed.  He was exhausted himself, though the events of the night made sleep a near impossible idea, and even as he switched off the lights and lay on the bed with his eyes closed, his mind was racing.
This doctor clearly knew who he was, and what Yehuda was capable of, and the doctor was hiding something potentially dangerous.  It was dangerous to Abby, at the very least, and that made Mark very nervous.  In his years of traveling the world, though he had kept to himself, out of the spotlight and out of people’s notice, he had never known something as potentially powerful as this doctor was hiding.
Mark had to fight off the urge to drive back to the facility, break into the office and inspect that room.  He had not only sensed an otherworldly power about it, but something else was there as well, in the dark.  With a sigh, Mark turned on his side and stretched his consciousness out once more, in hopes of catching just a glimpse of his lost companion.  Darkness greeted him, and with a final sigh, Mark willed himself to sleep.
 



 
 
 
 
Twenty-Four
 
Ben was trembling as Greg hung up the phone.  He had expected to have a word with his sister, but Greg looked concerned, and the fear in his voice when he told Mark to get Abby out of the room was very real.
“Enough waiting around,” Ben snapped when Greg put the phone back into his pocket.  “Who cares about this patient.  Clearly my sister is in danger, and I’m not going to sit here anymore.”
“This is important,” Greg said firmly.  He checked his watch and sighed.  “It won’t be long now, Ben, I promise.”
Ben crossed his legs, his ankle resting on his crooked knee, his foot jiggling in the air with impatience.  “This had better make sense, doc, or we’re going to have some serious problems.  I’m going to be very frank with you right now, if anything happens to my sister and you kept me here, I’m holding you personally responsible.”
“If Mark listens to me and gets her out right now, she’s going to be just fine,” Greg said.  He stood up and went back to the window of the office, pressing the edge of the blinds down and peering out.
Ben stood up, following him and looked over his shoulder out of the small space visible on the window.  “What are you looking at?”
Greg pressed his finger through the blinds, against the glass.  “Do you see that room right there?  Room four-oh-six?”
“Yes,” Ben said, staring at the closed door.
“That room is where our patient is laying in his bed, completely comatose,” Greg said.  “We’re about to go out there and we’re going to check on his vital signs.”
“We?” Ben demanded.
“Oh yes.  I need you perfectly aware of his state right now.”
Ben stepped back and crossed his arms as Greg opened the office door and led the way out.  He went straight to the nurse’s station where a tired woman with frayed, greying black hair sat at a computer.  Her pink scrubs were adorned with cats, which was probably fitting, Ben thought, for a woman working the overnight shift.
Greg smiled at her and attached his badge to the front of his shirt.  “Any change in four-oh-six?”
“None today, doctor,” she said.  Her voice was hoarse, like a woman who smoked two packs a day, and her teeth, when she smiled, were quite yellow.  “Were you called in?”
“No.  This is Detective Stanford, and he’s been assigned to a case that may relate to our patient here,” Greg said smoothly.  “I’m just providing the detective with a status report.”
The nurse frowned.  “A related case?”
“I’m a homicide detective, and unfortunately I’m not at liberty to discuss any details,” Ben snapped at her, using a forceful, “bad cop” voice.
The nurse sneered a little, but said nothing more as Greg led the way into the patient’s room.  There was a low light from a wall panel behind the patient’s bed.  The man on the bed looked like he might have once been attractive, possibly athletic.  His hair was trimmed, his face groomed, and his nails clipped, but that was about all that indicated that he was once a virile young man.
He was too thin, now, his body emaciated and muscles atrophied.  His hair was dark, but the color was muddled, and it hung limp and greasy against the pillow.  His skin was rather sallow, clearly from lack of sun, and the skin around his eyes was dark.  His lips were thin and cracked, pulled away at the corners giving him a skeletal look.
The entire thing made Ben rather uncomfortable, and he wanted to be out of the room as quickly as possible.  He would take dead, mangled bodies over a man just wasting away attached to machines.
“Here’s the chart,” Greg said, passing the bed and approaching a machine attached to the patient with wires.  A little printer kept what looked like a running tally of lines along a grid pattern, piling up in a small tray on the side.  “This monitors his brain activity throughout the day.”
“Okay,” Ben said, unable to make neither heads nor tails of the paper other than the little mountains were probably where brain activity spiked.  “So he’s been what?”
 “Showing no sign of consciousness,” Greg replied.  “I have the readouts of his monitor attached to my computer, and it alerts me every time his brain activity spikes.  It’s also set to alert me to when his brain activity is unresponsive to any stimuli for over twenty-four hours.  This hasn’t happened until now.”
“What do you mean?”
Greg shrugged and set the paper back down in the tray.  “Since Charles was brought in here, his brain has been, for lack of a better word, trying to regain consciousness.  At least seven or eight times a day we’d see a spike in his activity.  Much like the other patients that went missing, Charles showed signs of impossible healing as well as a sudden drop in brain activity, instead of an increase which one might expect if the patient was just going to suddenly recover and walk out.”
Ben let out a tired sigh.  “Is this all you wanted to show me?”
“No, but it’s all we need to be in the room for,” Greg said and led the way back to the office.  Once securely inside, the doctor cracked open the blinds, just a little, and gestured for Ben to sit on the chair.  “I’m going to ask you not to interfere with what’s about to happen, Ben.  Do I have your word?”
“No,” Ben said with a disbelieving laugh.  “Of course you don’t have my word.  I’m a cop, Greg, and if something is going wrong, I’m not about to stand aside.”
Greg looked troubled, crossing his arms, his face pleading with Ben.  “You’re special, Ben.  You have something in you, something in your genes that was passed down to you, that makes you vulnerable, except you’ve beat it.  Your absolute refusal to believe in any of this keeps you shielded from them.”
“Them,” Ben repeated.
“Yes, them.  It’ll all make sense soon.  I promise.”
“I see,” Ben replied, his voice heavy.
“No one is going to get hurt,” Greg pressed.  He took a step toward Ben, but the warning look the detective shot him made him stay where he was.  “All that’s going to happen is that the nurse is going to get called away from her station.  The lights are going to go out, though there will be a few on generators in the hall.  You’ll see Charles open the door and walk out of the hospital.  That’s all that’s going to happen.  I beg you not to stop him.”
“And if he goes, he dies?” Ben asked.
Greg gave a helpless shrug.  “I don’t know.  I can’t promise whether he’ll live or die.”
“Letting him walk out knowing he will die is accessory to murder,” Ben said.
“I can’t argue with you, I can only ask that you trust me, and understand that this man is going to die anyway.  Whether it’s in this bed, or on the street.  He was chosen for a reason,” Greg begged.
Ben acquiesced to the doctor’s request, but could not bring himself to promise that he wouldn’t step in if he actually saw this man get up from his bed and walk out.  This was no joke, as far as he could tell.  Greg Asclepius was an actual doctor, with an actual degree.  The medical records were in the database; Ben had used it before when researching evidence on a warrant.  The man in the bed was clearly comatose, and there was no way the man had been out of his bed anytime in the recent past.
He couldn’t really believe, however, that everything the doctor said was actually going to happen.  The idea that the nurse was going to leave, and the lights would go out, and then this Charles person would just stand up and stroll out was absolutely insane.
However, even as Ben sat there in disbelief, the nurse answered a call, and suddenly got up from her post and ran down the hall.  Ben heard Greg take a deep breath and whisper, “Here we go.”
Ben opened his mouth to reply, but the lights went out, just as Greg promised.  Ben was instantly on his feet, his gun drawn, his face pressed against the blinds.  As the doctor had described, a few floor lights remained, attached to the building’s generator, but Ben could see in the corners of the hall, the security cameras were all out.
“They didn’t think to put those cameras on damn generators, too?” Ben whispered.
“They are on generators,” Greg whispered back.  “Those were taken out separately.  Please, just watch.”
The heavy flow of adrenaline was causing Ben’s hands to tremble, but his finger near the trigger of his gun was trained and still.  He watched as the door across the room slowly opened, and a man appeared in the door.
There was no mistaking him for the emaciated Charles Wighbon, though Ben’s brain desperately tried to come up with some other explanation.  The man stumbled, his muscles clearly unused and weak.  He was wearing the hospital gown, the back flowing openly, as the man shuffled across the carpet.
“I’m sorry,” Ben said and he shoved Greg aside, throwing the door open and holding the gun at point-blank range.  “Stop right there, Mr. Wighbon.”
Charles stopped, but so did Ben.  It was the oddest thing Ben had ever experienced aside from what happened to him in the church.  His feet, suddenly, felt glued to the floor, and though he held the gun, he couldn’t move to pull the trigger.
Charles, for all his emaciated glory, looked at Ben with sunken eyes, and grinned.  The eyes flashed, just for the barest second, as though someone had shone a light through them from the inside of Charles’ head, much like the video’s Ben had seen earlier.  The man cocked his head to the side, as if studying Ben, and then, ever so slowly, picking up speed as he went, shuffled down the hall and disappeared through the emergency exit door.
It was when the door slammed shut that Ben could move again, but before he could go after the man, Greg hauled him into the office and slammed the door.  “Don’t, you fool!  He’s already seen you!”
“So what?” Ben said, pushing Greg off his arm.  “Look at him, look at the state of him!  He’s practically a corpse.”
 “Tell me you didn’t feel that power,” the doctor stressed.
“Are you saying he could kill me?  That I couldn’t overpower him, or effing shoot him if I needed to?” Ben demanded.
“No,” Greg said with a shrug.  “If it came down to it, you probably could kill him. However, there’s always strength in numbers, and don’t for a second think he’s alone.  There are many of them in this world, Ben, and together they could do some damage if they chose to.”
Ben had had enough, and he threw up his hands, his gun still clenched in his fist.  “What the hell just happened?  I want answers and I want them now.  Who was that man?  What was he?  How the hell was he able to just stroll out of here after being in a coma for this long?”
Greg bowed his head as he pulled Ben back away from the door.  His face was drawn, tired, but he was going to talk.  Ben didn’t care if he had to tie the doctor down, he’d get some answers.
After a moment, Greg went to a small cabinet in the corner of the room and pulled out a cheap bottle of scotch and two glasses.  He filled them and handed one to Ben, who took it greedily.  Taking a seat, his back to the wall instead of the front door, he narrowed his eyes at the doctor, waiting for answers.
“The thing inside that man, manipulating his body, was a god.”
Ben’s eyebrows rose.  “A god?”
“A Greek god, to be exact,” Greg said, nodding a little.  “Not sure which one, it’s more difficult to tell these days.  But yes.”  When Ben snorted in disbelief, Greg leaned across his desk, imploring Ben with wide eyes to listen, to understand.  “They’re not the Greek gods you know from myth.  They’re old, they’re incorporeal, angry and nearly powerless.  They use humans as vessels to touch our world, and they’re planning something.  I don’t know what it is, but it isn’t good.  I know that much.”
Taking a drink, Ben gathered his thoughts, not sure if he should laugh, cry, or shoot this doctor and put him out of his obvious misery.  Instead he humored him.  “So… what?  So they’re taking this coma guy out for a quick romp?”
“Normally they have chosen vessels.  Some of them don’t even bother with humans any more but,” he hesitated, going silent for a moment.  “They’re growing in numbers.  They can’t sustain a body for long.  Their core has a pretty profound effect on the human body.  They accelerate the aging process to the point where a human dies of old age in a matter of weeks.  Gods who have a more symbiotic relationship with their humans allow frequent breaks, but this is different.  They’re… ramping up, and I know for a fact it has something to do with your John Doe.”
Ben had officially heard enough.  Whatever the doctor was saying, he couldn’t accept it.  There was no way.  It was a stretch to ask him to believe in the healing powers of Mark’s little friend, but Greek gods?  Absolutely not.  “This is a bunch of bullshit,” Ben snarled.  However, something in him was shaken.  He knew he should have pushed Greg away and gone after the man, but for some reason he couldn’t.  It took Ben a minute to realize he was actually scared.
Ben was startled, suddenly, by a buzzing in his pocket, and he pulled out his phone to reveal a text from Mark.  It was asking him to come with the doctor back to San Diego the next day.  There was no question about that, of course, and he replied with two words, Expect me.
Ben turned to look at the doctor, who was watching him apprehensively, and he let out the breath he hadn’t realized he’d been holding.  It was time to get a move on, and with the bizarre knowledge the doctor had, Ben wasn’t about to let him out of his sights.  Whatever he’d seen tonight sure as hell wasn’t normal, and this doctor was obviously involved.  He holstered his gun again, securing it back against his side, and then said, “We should probably get a few hours of sleep before we head back to your office.”
 



 
 
 
 
Twenty-Five
 
With the dawn, Mark woke to the sound of the shower running.  He rolled over and saw Abby’s bed vacant and the discarded washcloth on the floor.  He sat up, stretching slightly, his back a little tense from the stiff motel bed, and he rose.
The clock on the nightstand read four-fifteen, so he assumed it was off and went to his phone.  It was blinking with a message, and when he opened it, it read simply, Expect me.  It was from Ben, and Mark had a feeling the good detective was in a rage.  It wasn’t anything he could help, however, and he could only hope that whatever Ben had discussed with the doctor the night before had helped him to understand the gravity of what was going on.
Mark went to the car to grab his bag, and when he returned, Abby was sitting on the edge of the bed, using the stiff-bristled, motel-issued brush on her hair.  She was wrapped in a towel, her clothes piled on the floor next to her.
“We might need to go shopping if I’m going to be cavorting around with you for a while,” she said with a small smile.  “Sorry about the towel, they seem fresh out of hotel robes.”
“It’s fine,” Mark replied with a shrug and a half-smile.  “We have some time before your brother and the doctor arrive, we can pick up whatever necessities you may need for this trip.”
“Any idea how long we’re going to be away?” Abby asked.  “I mean, I should call the school and give them some sort of time frame.”
“I believe they know already,” Mark said, “or if they don’t, they will shortly.  The break-in at the hospital won’t go unreported, and it’s likely those two detectives will be on the case.  They’ll be searching for us, so wherever we go, we have to lay low.  Our best hope is that whoever took Yehuda took him out of the city.”
Abby sighed and bowed her head.  “I’m going to get arrested, aren’t I?”
“Should we ever be captured by law enforcement, I’m going to claim you are my hostage, and not a thing will be done to you.  Believe me, Abigail, nothing bad will happen to your personal life.”
“I don’t want to see you in trouble, either,” Abby fretted.
Mark gave a little chuckle.  “Believe me, nothing will happen to me that I can’t handle.  Now, go ahead and get dressed, and we’ll find a quiet place to eat and then get you the things you need.”
Abby stared at Mark for a long time before finally grabbing her clothes and going back into the bathroom to change.  She was still limping a little when she came out, but she was able to put more pressure on the foot, which meant that it wasn’t broken.
As terrible as it was, if the foot had been broken, Mark would have had to leave her behind.  He couldn’t have afforded to drag along an injured person, nor could he afford being seen at a hospital where authorities could be alerted.
The pair got into the car and Mark found a little café for breakfast on the still, quiet streets of La Jolla.  The café was nice, older styled, and the patrons there were all aging locals.  They took a booth in the very back and ordered from the tall, lanky waitress who looked like she’d been working in the café for far too long.
Mark ordered coffee and took down the entire cup before the waitress had even walked away.  He accepted the refill with an apologetic grin, and for the second cup added a couple of sugars.  “I need all the energy I can get, today,” he said to Abby, who was watching him with a wry grin.
“I see that.  Is today going to be a lot like last night?”
Mark shrugged.  “I don’t know.  I can only assume we’ll be on the run, and definitely should not be in this city long.”
“Why are we here, exactly?  I mean, are we going to try and break back into that doctor’s office and see what’s in that room?”
Mark shook his head.  “No we’re not.  Well, at least you’re not.  Whatever is in there is dangerous to you, and I’m not going to put you at risk.”
“But what if it’s important,” Abby asked, smacking her hand on the table lightly.  “Mark, I can take care of myself, okay?  Just think, whatever’s in that room might have something to do with Yehuda, it might tell us where the hell he is, and we can’t just sit back and take some weirdo doctor’s word for it.”
Mark hesitated.  “The doctor and your brother are on their way.  If the doctor is less than forthcoming with his information, we will pursue the information on our own.  I, however, believe I can convince him to take me into that room willingly and I’ll see then, what it’s all about.”
Abby sat back and crossed her arms, looking sullen.  “You do know that my brother is going to try and stop you, don’t you?  Even having his brain tumor healed, he doesn’t believe in any of this stuff.  All he cares about is that you broke the law.”
“I have a feeling that whatever your brother did last night may have changed his mind,” Mark said.  “The doctor was with your brother last night, and it likely wasn’t for a chat over a cup of coffee.”
Abby gave a short nod, but said nothing until the food arrived.  They both ate in silence, knowing full well they needed all the energy they could get for what lay ahead.  Mark paid the bill and the pair of them got into his car.
“Clothing and supplies,” Mark said to Abby, indicating where they needed to go next.  They drove to a small store nearby where they could purchase everything they needed.  Together, they filled the shopping cart with clothes and toiletries for Abby, and Mark stocked up on a few essentials that he knew they might need on the road.
When Abby pulled out her credit card to pay, Mark pushed her to the side gently and removed one of his clips of cash from his pocket.  Abby made a noise of protest, but a glare from Mark quieted her, and he paid the entire bill.
They walked back out to the car, Abby stomping a little, despite her ankle, and huffed until Mark explained.  “I’m not trying to pay simply because you’re female, Abby.  If your brother reported you missing, it’s possible they’re trying to track you, and the best way to find a missing person is by their credit card purchases.  The best thing we can do is lay low, and use cash only.”
“I’ll have to take cash out of the bank,” Abby said with a groan.
“No.  You can’t use your card or bank at all.  Trust me, I have finances covered,” Mark said with a wave of his hand.  “I’ve acquired more than enough wealth to last several lifetimes, and I keep the cash on hand for such an emergency.  The best thing we can do right now is find more acceptable lodgings and wait.”
“For what?” Abby asked with a frown.
“For Dr. Asclepius, and, we can hope, some answers.”
 



 
 
 
 
Twenty-six
 
Ben was certain that his exhaustion would allow him some measure of sleep, but with everything that had just happened, the closest he got was that dark, quiet place somewhere between sleep and awake. 
Nothing in Ben’s mind would allow him to believe that ancient Greek gods were possessing comatose patients in mental hospitals, but he couldn’t deny that something had happened the night before.  The conflict was raging a war inside of him, and he knew if he didn’t have some answers, some resolution, he was going to crack.
It was just before dawn when Ben gave up on sleep and jumped in the shower, turning the water to a near scalding temperature.  His muscles relaxed from the heat involuntarily, but he still had a slight tremor in his hands as he dressed and got ready for what was going to be an impossibly long day.
The doctor was already awake, sitting in the chair beside the window that overlooked the street.  The smell of coffee in Ben’s apartment was strong, and Ben immediately helped himself to a cup before he greeted the other man.
“Did you sleep at all?” Ben asked, taking a drink of the strong brew.
“Not a wink, I’m afraid,” Greg said, tipping his cup to Ben.  “You?”
“Not really.”
“I expected as much,” Greg said and he rose.  Reaching into his pocket, the doctor pulled out a pack of cigarettes and asked, “Care to join me?”
Ben opened the door to his back patio and stepped out ahead of Greg.  Early morning was Ben’s favorite time of the day.  The still, quiet of the city was soothing.  The heavy, wet salt air was like a blanket, carrying with it a sort of warm current, even in the chilly seasons.  He would never get tired of the smells of San Francisco, the sea, the food, and the trees.
Ben leaned against the railing and took the offered cigarette from the grey-haired doctor.  He lit it, and took a long drag.  “I really shouldn’t smoke these things.  You’d think in today’s day and age I’d know better.”
“You’d think being a doctor, I’d feel the same,” Greg said with a short laugh.  He came to stand near Ben, giving him a decent amount of space.  The doctor rested one arm over the banister and looked up at the grey morning sky.  “I suppose I don’t really worry about such things.  If it’s my time, it’s my time.”
Ben stared at the doctor for a long time, studying his face, his hands, using every technique he had to figure the man out.  He was hiding something, that much was obvious, but the doctor all-but admitted that anyway.  He was an honest man, or at least he believed in his lies, which, in Ben’s experience, was often a very dangerous state of mind.
From what Ben could tell, Greg was a well-put together person.  He was intelligent, young enough to keep learning from his mistakes, and he was rational.  Even through all of this, he never raised his voice.  At the hospital, when the lights went out, Greg had been scared, but he was composed.
“Are you going to tell me what last night was all about?” Ben eventually asked.  “And please spare me the whole ancient gods crap, okay, because I don’t buy it.  I want to know how you knew that was going to happen, and how the hell you know anything about Mark and my John Doe victim.”
Greg sighed and dropped the cigarette, crushing it under his shoe.  “Whether you believe it or not, you’re going to have to hear the parts about the ancient gods, Ben, because they’re a big reason why I know the things I know.”
“You do realize that there’s probably a perfectly acceptable, scientific explanation for all of this, right?”
“Probably so.  There seems to be a perfectly acceptable scientific explanation for most things nowadays.  In fact, haven’t they discovered the birth of the universe?”
Ben shrugged.  “I don’t really keep up on a lot of astrophysics.”
Greg glanced down at his watch and then up at the sky.  “We should probably get going.  Mark and Abby aren’t going to wait forever, and I’m afraid there’s not a lot I can do to stop the break-in report from last night.  We both know those detectives are waiting to get their hands on any evidence regarding Mark, so the quicker we move, the better.”
Ben sighed and rubbed his face.  What Greg was saying was absolutely true, and he knew that the other detectives were also going to be looking at him.  If they learned that Ben was at the hospital the night another patient disappeared, they were going to come after him, and Ben was going to be suspended, if not arrested.
He let out a frustrated growl and balled his hands into fists.  “How the hell did I get wrapped up in this?”
“I’m afraid you had no choice.  It was determined by your genetic line,” Greg said with a smile as he led the way into the house.  He only had a few things with him, a briefcase, cell phone and keys.  He scooped them up and without waiting for Ben’s response, headed down the stairs to the street.
“Your car?” Ben asked, following Greg to the massive SUV that took up far more space than it rightfully should have.
“If you don’t mind.  I’m sure you can arrange a car if that becomes necessary,” Greg said.  He unlocked the vehicle with a push of a button, and the pair climbed in.
“I’m going to make a call,” Ben said, and quickly dialed his desk.  He pushed the button to change his voicemail settings and then spoke his message fast and harsh.  “You’ve reached Detective Benjamin Stanford.  I will be out of office until Monday morning, please contact the front desk for any case assistance.  Thank you.”
He knew it wouldn’t be worth it to contact his boss.  He was already in deep shit, and alerting his boss this early on was only going to cause more trouble.  Luckily those two detectives were new, and slow, and Ben figured he’d have some time to get Abby away from this whole situation.
Greg sped down the road, glancing at Ben every now and again, but didn’t say much.  It wasn’t until they were on the freeway, cruising at a speed that made Ben somewhat uncomfortable, that the doctor spoke at all.
“A long time ago, when the Greek gods first appeared on earth, they were corporeal.  They were young and strong, and had a purpose.”
“Okay,” Ben said slowly.
“Now, there are myths and legends about the gods, most of them are just tall tales, lessons and fables.  The Odyssey and Iliad were considered records of their existence, but all of that is about as true as the Bible is.  A lot of war propaganda, and political influence.  The Greeks were powerful; they were smart, and far more technologically advanced than many of the races inhabiting the earth at the time.
“Now, you have to understand, the Greek gods had a purpose for being on the earth, and that was to be a guide for humans, to help us onto our path to become whatever it is we’re meant to become.  During that time, they could interact with us, and many of them did.  The legends of the gods having many children with humans were true.”
At that point Ben chuckled.  “So that old story about Zeus as the swan having sex with that woman is true?”
Greg smiled softly and shrugged.  “I don’t believe he was in the form of a swan, but yes, Zeus had many human children.  They all did.  The god, Asclepius, son of Apollo, often appeared to women as a young man.  I’m a descendant of that particular being.”
He glanced out at the countryside flying by his window, and he shook his head.  “So what, you’ve got… God-powers or something?”
“Ah no, but that would be nice, wouldn’t it?” Greg replied kindly.  “Nothing particularly special comes along with being the descendant of a god being.  Not really, anyway.”
“You’re obviously getting at something, so if you could move this conversation along, that would be great,” Ben said, more exhausted than irritated with the doctor.
“Being the descendant of… well… something like Asclepius, doesn’t mean much, except we, the descendants of gods, have an ability to sustain their spirit in our bodies for short periods of time.”
Ben looked over at Greg, his eyebrow quirked.  “Is that so?”
Greg gave a little shrug, a small sigh escaping him.  “It’s usually not so bad.  You see, over the years the beings that have chosen not to move on from this realm lost a lot of their virility.  They’re no longer corporeal, and their powers are weak at best.  They don’t really have much ability to manipulate matter, and they’ve lost all ability to help create anything.  They miss it, so sometimes they borrow the human form to feel again, to touch things, to experience the world around them.  The people with the genetics able to host them are called vessels.”
Ben held up his hand.  “Greg, you’re a reasonable man, I can tell that right away.  I don’t have to know you to know you’re intelligent and a good doctor.  I just want to understand how you buy into all of this bullshit.”
“Because I wasn’t given a choice,” Greg said, a little more sharply than he had spoken to Ben before.  “When I was a child, I had an imaginary friend.  That imaginary friend turned out to be a fading Greek God who offered me a bargain.  I let him use my body from time to time, and he gets me through med school at the top of my class.”
It was something about Greg’s voice that gave Ben pause.  Something about the raw, tense confession he was making.  Ben knew that voice, that tone, the ‘I’m not proud of what I’ve done, and I’m not as good as everyone thinks I am,’ tone.  Ben knew that tone well.
“So you got through med school with help from the Greek God of Medicine?” Ben asked.
“Look, I know you don’t believe it, and frankly that makes me feel better because I’m not proud of it.  I got lucky that I had a natural talent for it, because I never took a single exam; he took them all for me.  During any particularly difficult diagnosis, he’d take over during my residency.  The only reason I’m as good as I am now is luck, luck and years of practice, and with my degree, the resources that were provided to me.  I cheated, and even to this day I need him when things get difficult.”
Ben crossed his arms and sat back against his seat, looking at Greg out of the corner of his eye.  “Okay so I’ll play along.  Let’s pretend that there are these… these… vessel things.  These people who had ancestors banging the gods.  What has that got to do with any of this?”
“Charles, the patient from last night, is a vessel,” Greg said.  “All of those people in your homicide report were vessels.  There are millions, Ben.  The gods didn’t hold back when they had the ability to procreate with humans.  Now, the gods left, they’re shadows of their former selves.  Some of them are angry, some are just content with what they have, but I’m afraid some of them are getting restless.  They have something to do with Judas’s kidnapping, but I’m not sure what.”
“So this Mark guy, and his friend,” Ben said, refusing to say the name Judas, “are they gods, or vessels or whatever?”
Greg shook his head, looking troubled.  “I don’t know what they are.  Asclepius says they’re something different, ancient, touched by one of the ancient gods, but they’re not like him.  They are human, which I have verified by Judas’s samples with every medical test open to me.”
“So, they’re regular humans who live forever?” Ben asked.
“They’re more than regular humans, and you know it.  You know what Judas is capable of because you’ve experienced it.  You’re not even wearing your glasses anymore.”
Ben’s hand reflexively went to the bridge of his nose and he pushed down a wave of panic.  “I don’t know what happened to me, and I’ll probably never know.  That, however, isn’t what matters.  What matters is Mark has my sister, John Doe has been kidnapped, and I have coma patients getting up out of their beds in a hospital and dropping dead two weeks later because all of their organs fail.”
“They’re being careless,” Greg said softly.
“Who?  Who are being careless?”
“The old ones.  They’re not paying attention to the strain on the human bodies.” 
“Why haven’t you dropped dead?” Ben demanded.  “If that god is in your body all the time, why are you still healthy and well?”
“Because he knows the limits of my body,” Greg said simply.  “He’s one of the few who cares that the human form can only take so much, and it’s not without risk even when he’s careful.  I’ve been hurt before.  Many times before.  I’m just lucky.”
“So you keep saying,” Ben said. 
Greg fell silent, though he glanced over at Ben several times.  It was many miles down the road before Greg spoke again, and when he did, it was the worst information of all.  “Your family line comes from a god too, Ben.  As I said before, they can’t touch you.  Your utter and soul-deep disbelief protects you from their influence on you.  Your sister however… is a bit more of an open book.  If she’s not careful, they will use her like a puppet until she drops dead.”
 



 
 
 
 
Twenty-seven
 
Under a fake credit card, Mark rented a rather posh hotel room on Coronado Island.  Out of the city, and equipped with a small, quiet, private beach, it was just what the pair needed while they waited for Ben and the mysterious doctor to arrive.
It wasn’t tourist season in southern California, so the beach was empty, the wind a bit cold, but refreshing as the pair settled onto a large blanket near the water with a couple of sandwiches and two cups of steaming hot tea from the hotel café.  Abby was wrapped in a sweater and scarf, her hair pulled back tightly, and she looked tired but calmer than she had in a while.
Mark settled next to her, holding on to the wrapped up sandwich but making no move to eat it.  He was listening to the soft sounds of the gentle waves crashing on the sand, and the occasional cawing of the seagulls as they hopped around, hoping the pair would leave a bit of food behind for them to scavenge.
“This is probably the most relaxed I’m going to be for a while, isn’t it?” Abby asked, her voice even softer in the gusty wind.
Mark gave her a soft, sad smile.  “Probably so.  I wish I could tell you that this will blow over and you’re going to just go back to your normal life, and everything will be fine…”
“But you can’t, I get that,” Abby finished for him.  She picked at her sandwich, eating a bit of cheese from the middle, but neither of them were really hungry.  “Have you heard from my brother or that doctor?”
“Just a quick message around five this morning saying they were on their way,” Mark said with a shrug.  He checked his watch and let out a little sigh.  “They should be here in about an hour or so.  I’m going to send them the address to the hotel and they can meet us here.”
“Do you think the other detectives have figured out we’re involved in that break-in?”  Abby’s voice was tense with worry.
“Not yet.  I’ve left my phone on all day and they haven’t called demanding my whereabouts last night.  It’ll happen eventually, but we may have a little time yet.”
Abby brushed some stray hair out of her eyes and turned her head away from the wind.  “So what’s going to happen to me after this?  I mean, I know the big plan, we find Yehuda, we get you guys out of here and you disappear, but… but then what?  I mean, I can’t just go back to school and keep teaching about God when I know… you know, all of that stuff now.  How can I look at those kids and say, the Bible is all real when I’m sitting here right now with the guy who wrote it, telling me that it’s all wrong.”
Mark felt an unfamiliar ache in his chest.  Guilt, he realized after a moment.  He felt guilty, because his mere existence had destroyed her faith in something she held dear.  Reaching out, he took her hand and gave it a little squeeze.  He didn’t know how to tell her that it really wasn’t going to be alright.  That she was always going to struggle and it was probably going to make her bitter.  He didn’t want to do that to her.  Mark liked her.  If the situation had been different, Mark probably would have married her.
He laughed to himself quietly and pulled her close to him.  “I don’t know, Abby.  You don’t go back there, you don’t lie to the children, you just… move on.  You move on, and hopefully one day you’ll forgive me.”
Abby leaned against Mark’s shoulder, a small, contented hum escaping her as Mark’s warm arm settled around her.  Mark knew that teasing her with something she wanted but could never really have was cruel for her, but it was cruel for him, too.  Still, in times like this, it was the little comforts that got them through.  It was the small hope that there could be some sort of happiness, some sort of peace in the future that kept him going.
Eventually Mark pulled away and started in on his food, saying nothing, but smiled a little when Abby did the same.  The sun came out after a little while, bringing a little warmth to the brisk October air, and when Mark received the message from Ben that they were on the Island, they headed to the room to wait.
Mark and Abby had made it back to the hotel lobby just as Ben arrived with a grey-haired companion.  Both men were dressed casually, jeans, sweaters, dark jackets.  Ben looked exhausted, his eyes surrounded by dark circles, his hands trembling from an obvious over-consumption of caffeine for the long drive.
He looked up as Mark and Abby walked towards them, Ben’s eyes locked on Abby’s face.  He was tense, like he wanted to run to her and either slap her or hug her, and Mark wasn’t sure which urge was winning at the moment.  Abby, for her part, stayed calm, though it was probably more to do with her exhaustion than her emotional control.
The doctor, for his part, was a rather attractive man for his age, his skin with very few wrinkles, his eyes bright and his smile genuine and wide.  He extended his hand as Mark drew close enough for greetings, and Mark shook it.
“We’ve met,” the doctor said, “though you probably didn’t see me at the time.”
Mark gave a sheepish sort of smile and said, “I’m sure you’ve been told why.”
“I have, and I understand,” he said.  “I’m Greg Asclepius, but please call me Greg.”
“We should probably take this to a more… discreet location,” Ben said sharply, still staring at Abby.
“Right,” Mark said and started to lead the way to the elevators so they could convene in the privacy of their hotel room.
“I’m sorry,” Abby said quietly from behind Mark. 
Ben gave a little snort.  “I’m sure you are.  We’re going to discuss this at another time, Abby.”
Abby pushed her way next to Mark and jabbed the up button for the elevator harder than was necessary.  “I’m sorry but no, we’re not.   I’m not a ten year old, Ben.  I’m absolutely capable of making my own decisions and I don’t need to run everything by you.”
“When you’re running off with the top suspect in my homicide case, yes, you do,” Ben snapped.
Mark looked back at Ben.  “Top suspect in your homicide case?”
“It’s not important,” Greg insisted as they got into the elevator.  “The homicide case is not our primary focus here.”
“Oh, and how is that up to you?” Ben demanded.  “None of you should forget, not even for a moment, that I am a detective, I am working a case, and I will have no problem filing charges against any of you, should I find out you were involved with any crime.”  Ben kept his eyes fixed on Abby as he spoke, his hands trembling more now in anger than caffeine consumption.
Abby rolled her eyes and shifted to the corner of the elevator.  She sulked childishly as the elevator rode to the top of the building and she waited until everyone was out before she disembarked.  The four of them, now surrounded by a rather tense silence, followed Mark down the hall and into the rather large suite.
“I’m assuming you didn’t use cash for this,” Ben said as he looked around the posh room.  “I’m also sure you didn’t use your credit cards since you know that Burgess and Ross are going to find out that you’ve left your job without notice and will be tracking both of you.”
Abby rolled her eyes and walked into the back room, leaving Mark to explain.  “I have a few accounts, set up for emergencies,” he said and walked to the small counter where the hotel had left complementary wine in a bucket.  The ice was nearly gone now, but it was still cold, and Mark knew they could all use a drink.
“I assure you, it’s not illegal.  It’s set up under a pseudonym and any tax ID number I use, does not belong to another person,” he assured Ben.
“We’ll worry about that another time,” Ben snapped.
Mark poured three glasses of wine and handed one to the doctor, who refused it, and one to Ben who gulped it down with fierce abandon.  Mark topped it off, and gestured for the men to sit in the small grouping of stiff, uncomfortable chairs near the window.
“Obviously we have a lot to talk about,” Mark began and sipped on the wine.  “Things have been up in the air, and we’ve not been able to share the information we have with each other.”
“You should have called me if you were planning on taking off with my sister,” Ben said, his voice somewhat subdued.
“I had no plans of leaving with her, Ben.  I had every intention of finding Yehuda and making our way out of this country without alerting or involving anyone else.  Unfortunately your sister felt it necessary to join me, and she would not take no for an answer.”
Ben sighed and set his wine glass down on the small glass table in front of him.  “I would be more upset if that didn’t sound exactly like her.”
Mark gave a little chuckle.  “Try as I might, she would not be convinced to stay.  To be honest, I rather enjoy the company, though I did warn her of the danger I’m about to face.  Danger,” Mark continued, looking right at the doctor, “I hadn’t anticipated.”
“Ah yes, I probably should have tried to contact you earlier when I realized what Abigail was,” Greg said softly.
“I’m at a loss as to what you are, doctor, and what you are hiding,” Mark said, arms folded.
“I’m human,” Greg said, spreading his hands out.  “Not immortal, not equipped with any sort of power or gifts.  I’m a doctor, and also the bearer of very unfortunate secrets that I’m not supposed to divulge.”
Mark quirked an eyebrow and looked over at Ben who seemed to be deliberately not making eye contact with Mark or Greg.  “But you’re willing to tell us now?”
“It’s worth the risk, now that my contacts have some information on Abby and Ben.  And, of course, you and your companion.”
Mark blinked a few times and stared at the doctor.  He seemed to be telling the absolute truth, and Mark felt his adrenaline shoot up.  “Do these contacts of yours know where to find him?”
Greg gave a soft, sad shake of his head.  “I’m afraid not.  I’ve been informed that they’re working on it, but whoever took him has been able to cloak him from the rest of us.”
“Us?” Mark pointed out.
Greg gave a little embarrassed laugh.  “Yes, I still have a secret or two.  Either way, Yehuda is cloaked and we’re going to have to use more traditional methods of finding him.”
“Traditional?” Ben chimed in.
Greg smiled.  “That’s where you come in detective.  His presence is invisible, so we’re going to have to do this the old fashioned way.  We’re going to have to look for him.”
There was a tense pause, and then Ben gave a derisive chuckle, shaking his head.  “Look for him?  Going on what evidence, exactly?  You realize the only person connected with him is sitting in the room with us, don’t you?  He had no other visitors, no other connections.  Hell, he had no effing name for me to go on.  How, exactly, are we going to go look for him?”
“We may be receiving some sort of evidence soon,” Greg said with a small shrug.
Both Mark and Ben stared at Greg, Ben’s eyes narrow and angry.  “I’m tired of your cryptic bullshit, doctor,” Ben snapped.  “You drag me to some hospital without giving me any proper information, you seem to have some contacts you aren’t going to name, you insist my sister is in danger… enough is enough.  Either come clean or I’m going to have you arrested for obstruction.”
Greg let out a little sigh.  “It’s not as easy as just coming clean, you see.”
“No,” Ben retorted quickly, “I don’t see.  I don’t really see what’s going on with any of this.  I’m sitting in some illegally rented hotel room with the number one suspect in my homicide case, some crazy doctor and my sister who seems to think that you,” he pointed at Mark, “are an immortal who wrote the bible, and that the missing guy is Judas Iscariot.  To top it off, you, doctor, want me to believe that the patients in my case were possessed by ancient Greek gods.  Forgive me, won’t you, if I don’t see.”
Mark looked at Greg sharply.  “Ancient Greek gods?”
Greg let out a little sigh.  “The term gods is really such a wide term.  It’s associated with the birth of the world and with humans, but that’s not what they did.”
“Are you one of them?” Mark asked.
“You know about them?” Ben demanded from Mark.
“No, but believe me after two thousand years, it’s not crazy to assume that those gods actually existed,” Mark replied tiredly.
“Not existed,” Greg said slowly, “exist.  They exist still, though no longer powerful or corporeal, or even really visible in most circumstances.  When they were at the height of their power, they bred with humans.  Now people like me, people like Ben here, and Abby, are walking around with what I like to refer to as the God Gene.  It’s the ability to be a host for the consciousness of the ancient ones who are still roaming this plane.”
Mark leaned forward, his eyes wide.  “People like Ben and Abby?”
“I’m not sure who they descended from, but I’ve been assured from my contact that they are hosts.  Well,” the doctor said with a shrug, “not Ben.  His absolute disbelief in any of this, despite being faced with it, prevents them from being able to enter his consciousness at all.  Either way, Abby is a wide open door, and some of the ones left here are not very friendly.”
Mark felt a chill creep up his spine.  “And these unfriendly ones, they have something to do with Yehuda’s disappearance?”
“I can’t be sure.  Communication with my contacts is difficult.  You see, I don’t fully understand the nature of these beings, these old ones.  From what I’ve been told, they exist in this realm in a sort of half-state, a consciousness.  Many moved on to a higher realm, but some were unable to, whether it was from desire, or inability to accept that the humans had moved beyond them.  Some were sad, some were angry.  Eventually they learned that they could feel again, be seen again, by borrowing the bodies of the humans that could withstand a god consciousness.”
“What do you mean withstand?” Mark asked.
“In my research, I’ve discovered that the spirits, or souls, or consciousness… however you want to describe it, exist at a higher frequency than that of a normal human.  I’m still researching how, but those who possess the God Gene are able to withstand that higher frequency during a session where they are hosting a god.  When a god tries to enter a human without the god gene, that human dies.  Their organs explode, essentially, and that is if they can even enter someone who is a non-vessel.”
Ben stood up and grabbed his wine.  “This is the most absurd thing I have ever heard.”
“I realize that,” Greg said patiently.  “However, absurd or no, it’s the truth, and it’s a very big part of what’s going on.”
“How, exactly, am I supposed to pursue a homicide case with the sole evidence being that the victims had something called a God Gene, and that they were possessed by some otherworldly beings using their bodies as puppets?  I’d be suspended and put on psychiatric observation.  I’m not going to compromise my position as head detective to condone your belief in this nonsense,” Ben finished, throwing his hands up in the air.
Greg let out a sigh, his face falling into an expression of defeat.  “I’m not asking you to continue a homicide case based on this evidence.  I’m asking you to understand that something is going on beyond the scope of your personal belief system.  I’m not asking you to subscribe to it, Ben, I’m asking you to just accept that if we do not put a stop to whatever plan has been set into motion, people are going to die.”
Ben sat back down and stared at Mark.  “Die?  People are going to die?”
“People have died, in mass amounts, because of what Yehuda can do,” Mark replied sadly.  “People have killed in the name of the deity created by my hand, something that was done outside of my control.”
Ben shook his head, rubbing his face hard with the heels of his palms.  “Worst case scenario?”
“A mass cult raised in Yehuda’s name, religion taking over as government, re-visioning of the Spanish Inquisition, just to name a few,” Mark said.   “The crusades existed because of a false belief in religion, that only one was right, and everyone else was wrong.  People die in the name of religion all the time, and the world as it is, cannot afford another miracle worker.  Christianity is dying out, rapidly, and the religion in its last, gasping breath, is more dangerous and violent than ever.”
“So you’re trying to tell me that this one homeless, comatose, crazy person can be responsible for an entire cult, and mass murder?” Ben asked.
“Can you deny what you saw last night?” Greg demanded.
Ben stared blankly for a moment, and eventually said, “I don’t know what I saw last night, Greg.  I don’t know what the hell that was all about.  For all I know, you staged this so you can get me involved deeper in this madness.  I’m on the verge of losing my damn job because of you two, and I’ve yet to hear one valid reason to continue on.”
“If you don’t help us, if we can’t get back the man that was taken,” Greg said slowly, “they’re going to take your sister.”
Ben froze, his face turning a bit pink, and his eyes locked on Greg’s face.  “Is that a threat, doctor?”
“It’s a warning,” Greg said, his voice very different than it had been all day.  His eyes slipped closed and he spoke in an almost whisper.  “Your sister is very special, Benjamin, too special for her own good.  She believes too fiercely in the possibility that all this is real, and it makes her the perfect target.  Too willing, and they’ll take her.  The moment our guard is dropped, they’ll take her.”  Greg’s eyes fluttered open and he gave a little cough. 
But the damage was done.  Ben was properly scared and he got up from his seat, grabbing his cigarettes out of his jacket, he lit one and walked to the window.  “This isn’t funny anymore, the both of you.  It’s one thing to play let’s see how crazy we can make the detective, but dragging my sister into it is beyond…”
“I swear we’re not dragging her into anything,” Mark interrupted, getting up and taking a step towards Ben.  “I care about your sister and if I’d had any idea of what was out there, what danger she could be in, I would not have let her come.”
“It wouldn’t have mattered,” Greg said softly.  “They’ve known about her for years.  They know about all of us, the ones with the gene.  It was only a matter of time before she was targeted.”
Ben looked at Mark, ignoring Greg completely.  “Did you know about any of this?  You say you care about her, so tell me the truth.  Did you know about whatever nonsense this doctor is vomiting out?”
“I didn’t,” Mark vowed.  “I should have.  Having lived as long as I have on this earth, I should have known, but I didn’t.  However, I know what he’s talking about, I’ve seen the sparks inside of people, people who’ve been touched by whatever lies beyond, and what he says makes sense.”
“Makes sense?” Ben exclaimed.  “You honestly believe that the idea that the Greek gods were real makes sense?”  Ben let out a sarcastic laugh and shook his head.  “Of course you do, I mean, you literally think you’re two-thousand years old.  Greek gods… why not!”
“This is getting us nowhere,” Mark said, sitting down and hanging his head.
“I’m going to have to show him tonight,” Greg said.
“Show me what?” Ben demanded, looking at Greg with sharp eyes.
“Everything,” Greg said in a low voice.  “Mark will stay here with Abby and I’ll take you back to my office and show you everything.”
 



 
 
 
 
Twenty-eight
 
Ben sat at the bar, his second glass of scotch on its way down, his head slightly warm and dizzy.  He hadn’t eaten much in the last few days, so the liquor was making quick work of his sobriety.  He knew he should have felt guilty for drinking on the job, and for drinking before dinner, but in the situation he was in, it just seemed the only thing he could do.
The bar inside the hotel was probably one of the most posh places he’d ever been to.  The architecture in the hotel was old, not ancient, as really nothing in the United States was really ancient, but he appreciated the feel of it.
He found himself studying his own face in the mirror behind the bar, his reflection from the chin up visible above the bottles of vodka that shone in the bar’s spotlight.  He looked tired, haggard and defeated.  His hair hung limp, his eyes sunken and black around the skin, and his lips were cracked and pale.
Whatever was happening wasn’t good.  Ben had been healed from the tumor, but he still felt like he was dying, and he didn’t know how to stop it.
“One more?” the bartender asked as Ben tipped back the last of the scotch.
“Oh yes, please.  I should probably eat something, too,” he replied, a bit of slur in his words.  “Something fried, I think.  Surprise me.”
The bartender, an older man who had the look of a man who’d seen nearly everything there was to see in a bar, nodded, refilled the drink and then went to the back to fetch Ben something to fill his stomach.
It was in the mirror that Ben first saw Mark approach, and he groaned loudly.  “Really?  You can’t find anyone else to bother?”
“Just checking on you,” Mark said as he took the stool next to Ben.  “I’ll leave if you want.”
Ben stared at Mark for some time, and then said, “He’ll have what I’m having,” to the bartender as he came back into the room.
A second glass of scotch hit the top of the bar, and Mark gave Ben a polite nod.  “Seems appropriate.”
“Your English has gotten better in the last few days,” Ben said, wavering a finger at Mark.  “You lie about that, too?”
Mark swallowed some of the harsh liquor and grimaced as it went down.  “Ah, no.  Living as long as I have, it doesn’t take me much time to master a language.  When keeping up appearances of being a normal, run of the mill, thirty-something year old Russian man, I laid the accent on a bit thick.”
“Hmm,” Ben hummed and took a small sip of his drink.  “This whole thing is killing me, you realize.  It’s going to see me right into my damn grave.”
“Not if I can help it,” Mark said in a very serious tone.  “This whole thing with that doctor, it’s beyond my level of comprehension.  I don’t pretend to know everything, Ben, but I can assure you I have no idea what he’s part of, or what he’s planning on doing.”
“You trust him?”
Mark let out a small sigh and bit his lip.  “I don’t know,” he said after a moment.  “I want to.  Something tells me he’s not lying, but that doesn’t mean he’s worth trusting.”
“You ever see any of this gods business he’s talking about?”
“I think so,” Mark confessed.  “In the room, a little while ago, something in him shifted.  Suddenly he wasn’t himself, and I don’t know if that was a “god” thing,” Mark said using the finger quotes, “or if it was something else, but whatever it was, it was something I’ve never experienced.”
“Do you really think Abby could be in danger?”  Ben’s voice was thick with worry, the alcohol preventing him from hiding his emotions as he normally could.
“I don’t know,” Mark said with a shrug.  “Greg seems to think so, and I’d rather err on the side of caution.  I’m not sure how well I’d bear Abby getting hurt.”
“You realize she’s in love with you, right?” Ben pointed out sloppily.  He stopped talking a moment as the bartender plopped a large plate of fried mushrooms and zucchini in front of him.  He shoved a few, scalding hot pieces into his mouth, paying no mind to layers of skin burning off of his tongue.  “She’s in love with you, and God help her for it.”
Mark’s face went a bit pink and he looked down.  “I know.  I wish there was something I could do about it.”
Ben looked at Mark sideways, his vision going a bit double from the scotch, but the food helping a little.  “You ever been married, Mark?  Or are you like… neutered?”  His voice went a bit high and he waved a piece of zucchini at Mark.  “Do your parts work?”
Mark, surprised by the answer, choked on his swallow of scotch.  He used the cocktail napkin to wipe his mouth and he cleared his throat.  “Er… yes.  Yes my parts, as you put it, do work.  I have been married, many times.”
“So the celibate priest thing is a choice?”
Mark gave a shrug.  “I’m old, but not so inhuman that I can’t fall in love.  I am also not so inhuman that I’m not crushed every time my spouse and my children grow up, age, and die while I sit from afar and watch them, unable to let them know that I’m still here, because it would reveal a secret that would destroy them.”
“You’ve never told a spouse about your little ability?” Ben asked.  “You’re okay with telling a detective and a teacher that you barely know, but you wouldn’t tell the woman you loved?”
“I have told a spouse before,” Mark said, his voice raw and tense.  “They believed me, stood by me, and we lived many years together.  Eventually, while they aged, and their body began to fall apart, they couldn’t stand watching me continue on, apart from the mortal coil.  It drove them mad, and they left me.”
The raw pain in Mark’s voice was enough to sober Ben just a bit, and he shivered at the thought of what that might be like, to live forever, and watch the ones he loved age and die while he stood apart from them, trapped.
“Sorry,” Ben eventually muttered.  Though he still didn’t really believe Mark, he was clearly suffering, and Ben knew all too well what that felt like.
“Long story short, I don’t want to hurt your sister, or myself for that matter, any more than I already have to,” Mark said, waving away Ben’s sympathetic apology.
Ben polished off the plate of fried bar food, the last of his drink and declined a fourth refill on his glass.  “Can I ask you a question, Mark?  One that you’ll answer honestly?”
“I’ll answer it as honestly as I can,” Mark replied.
“The God from the Bible, you know, the fire and brimstone, ten commandments, burning bush guy.  He real?”
Mark let out a sigh, pinching his eyes closed with his thumb and forefinger.  “I think so.”
“So what happened?”
“I don’t know.  I think he was long gone before I was born, and I don’t think he left Yeshua in charge of things.”
“Yeshua?”
“Jesus,” Mark amended.  “Yeshua is his Hebrew name, the name I called him when I knew him.  Jesus was a Buddhist.”
Ben barked out a laugh.  “A Buddhist?  You’re joking, right?”
Mark shook his head.  “It’s a really long story, and telling it is nearly as dangerous for me as writing it all down, but truthfully, he spent most of his life in India studying with the monks.  I knew him when he was a kid, we were children together, living in Alexandria.  One day they came for him, the monks, and they took him to study.  He came back when we were in our thirties, he was married, had a couple of kids with him.  Yehuda was so angry at him for leaving.  We were living in Galilee again, and it was getting ugly.  The Hebrews were so angry at the Romans, and the Romans were getting more oppressive, terrified of an uprising.  Then Yeshua came back and started telling everyone about the way of peace and inner oneness and…” Mark trailed off, waving his hand.  “Anyway, it all just sort of snowballed from there, and the next thing I knew, Yehuda and I were stuck with this curse, and Yeshua was gone, and people were preaching nonsense in Yeshua’s name.”
Ben was listening with rapt attention, his eyes wide.  The funny thing was, there was a piece of him, a fragment left over from his childhood, of the little boy who sat in church and stared up at the crucifix and honestly believed that there was something out there that could save him, that wanted to believe Mark. 
“I listen to Greg,” Mark continued, drawing Ben out of his thoughts, “and the things he’s saying about these ancient gods, and how once they could touch the earth and now they’re just fragments of themselves, and I think that the old Hebrew God probably did exist, and he probably did lead the Hebrews.  If he’s still around, he’s probably just as powerless and pointless as the old Greek ones toying with the human bodies.”
Ben clenched his jaw and tried to push out that fragment of himself that wanted to believe.  “It’s all insane.”
“Yes, I know,” Mark said with a sad smile.
“And somehow Greg thinks he’s going to prove it to me,” Ben said.
“I think he’s going to show it to you,” Mark corrected.  “Proof is all relative, based on the belief of the person.  Say you’re ill, and you’re given an injection of medicine, but at the exact same time, you’re touched by a religious healer.  Five days later, your illness is gone.  Which one is proof?”
“The medicine, obviously,” Ben said with a shrug.
“Now imagine that it was your sister, and not you.  Which one is proof then?”
Ben let out a breath.  “I see.”
“I believe that Greg isn’t trying to get you to believe, but simply to understand so you’ll help us.  I don’t understand what’s going on, exactly, but I do believe that there is a danger lurking, and we need to act quickly.”
Ben stood up from the bar, brushed the crumbs from the front of his suit and stretched.  He was just drunk enough to handle going back upstairs where Greg and Abby were.  Abby was still not talking to him, but for the moment, Ben preferred it that way.
“Do you think those detectives are on to us, yet?” Mark called as Ben started to walk away.
Ben paused and looked back at Mark.   “God, I hope not.”
 
~*~
 
It was nearing dusk when Greg announced it was time to leave.  “Ben, we won’t be gone long, but if we’re going to do this, we need to go now.”
Ben looked down at his watch.  “Is there some sort of ancient gods witching hour, or something?”
Greg gave a small chuckle as he shrugged on his coat.  “Not precisely, but it’s best we do this after my office is closed.”
Ben grabbed his coat from the back of a chair.  “Alright, well, everyone…”
“Just you,” Greg said sharply as Abby, who was sitting on a chair in front of the TV, rose.  “It’s not safe for Abby, and someone needs to stay with her.”
Ben narrowed his eyes.  “I’m tired of these veiled threats towards my sister.”
“They are not threats, Ben, and the warnings are not veiled.  Your sister is at risk, and the further away we can keep her from a god portal, the better.”
“God portal,” Ben muttered with a snort.  “I can’t even believe I’m doing this.”
But Greg wasn’t to be swayed, and before long, Ben and Greg were riding the elevator down to the lobby.  The hotel, though it was the off-season, was bustling with people there to enjoy a nice dinner by the little seaside resort, and the lobby was starting to fill up with people.
The pair pushed their way through a particularly large crowd of elderly women in large, red hats and purple coats.  Just before they reached the door, a woman walked in, and gave Ben pause. She was tall and lanky, carrying herself with an obvious confidence.  Her hair was long, very thick and very black.  Her olive skin tone and dark eyes gave her a middle-eastern look, and the crisp, pressed suit she wore gave her away as either a business professional or a cop.
It was when Ben saw the bulge on the side of her jacket, and the briefcase in her hand, that he knew she was a cop.  Even with the very bright, lavender silk top she wore under her deep black jacket, she didn’t blend in with the civilians well.
Ben felt a little bit of fear creep into his stomach as her eyes locked onto his and she made her way over, her heels clicking on the floor loudly, despite the chatter of the crowd.  Ben stopped Greg, and waited until she approached.
“Detective Stanford?” she asked.  Her voice was deep and rich, and definitely west-coast.
Ben reached into his pocket and brought out his badge.  “Can I help you?”
“My name is Detective Horvath, Stella Horvath.  I was told I could find you here,” she said, extending her hand.
Ben took her hand, feeling the subtle callous on her palm, telling him that she wasn’t just a desk detective.  He wasn’t sure if that made her more dangerous or less, but he was prepared to do whatever he needed to, to avoid getting brought in.
“Pleased to meet you,” he said as cordially as he could.
“Is there somewhere we can talk?” she asked, eyeing Greg who was watching her with a strange look on his face.
Ben sighed and looked around at the crowd.  “Mind telling me what this is about, detective?  We’re sort of in a hurry.”
The woman stared at Greg for longer than seemed appropriate, and then she gave a small shrug.  “There’s been some… stuff, if you will… going on in my department, and I’ve decided to take over Burgess and Ross’ case involving the missing John Doe.”
“What do you mean stuff?” Ben asked, a frown creasing his forehead.  “What kind of stuff?”
“Like I said, if there’s somewhere we can talk, I’d be happy to explain.”  Her voice was clipped, short and to the point, which Ben immediately liked.  She wasn’t giving off any indication that she found Ben suspect, quite the opposite, in fact.
“I have a room, but unfortunately my sister and her friend are upstairs,” Ben said.  “I suppose we could find a quiet table in the bar?”
“I could use a glass of wine after my day today,” she said after a moment, and with that, she took the lead and brought both Greg and Ben into the bar. 
It wasn’t too busy yet, though it was starting to get a little noisy, but the new detective managed to find a small, round half-booth near the back, where the room led to the kitchen, and the three of them sat down.
A server immediately took orders, and before long, each had a drink, and Stella was pulling out a stack of papers from her briefcase.  “Now, normally I wouldn’t be entirely comfortable about sharing our little meeting with your friend, but I recognized him from the paperwork,” she said, pulling out an identification sheet with Greg’s staff photo on it.
“Right,” Ben said, taking a long drink of his scotch.  He wondered why this new detective didn’t seem even remotely concerned that the doctor was with Ben in San Diego, and that Ben had not been officially signed on to the John Doe case.
“I’ve gone over the case reports from Burgess and Ross, and though I’m not exactly thrilled with their tactics, some of the information has been helpful,” she said.  She shoved a stack of papers at Ben.  “I suspect they never bothered to discuss the case with you?”
“Only the information they used to question me,” Ben replied, flipping through the pages.
Stella gave a little groan and pinched the bridge of her nose.  “Of course they did.  Those two idiots…” she trailed off and shook her head.  “I’m sorry, I shouldn’t speak about my detectives that way, but I’ve had trouble with those two since they day they were promoted, and this just speaks to that.”
It was hearing that, that caused Ben to suddenly remember hearing her name before.  Stella Horvath, she was the head detective for San Diego County, and she’d been in the position for nearly a decade now.  In fact, Ben’s boss rather liked her and had been courting her professionally, hoping she’d transfer, for years.
Ben frowned, wondering why she’d take on a simple missing person’s case, but he decided to let her speak first.
“I called your office today, and spoke with a Joshua Rogers.  He told me you were heading out to investigate a lead on your latest homicide case,” she continued.  “I take it you’ve been given the case of those hospital patients?”
“Yes,” Ben said slowly.  “It’s eerily similar to the John Doe.”
“Right, and I happen to agree, which is why I had to take Burgess and Ross off the case.  I do appreciate them following every potential lead, but interrogating the head detective of another county without even considering what he might be working on isn’t exactly top notch detective work,” she said sharply.
“It was understandable,” Ben acquiesced.  “I was connected to the John Doe long before he disappeared.”
“Do you believe in destiny, Ben?  Being placed somewhere by the universe for a specific event?” Stella asked suddenly.
Ben glanced over at Greg who had choked a little on his drink.  “Er, I don’t really buy into all of that nonsense,” Ben replied.
“Are you alright, doctor?” Stella asked, momentarily ignoring Ben’s answer.
“Fine, yes,” Greg said, blotting his mouth with the napkin.  “Swallowed wrong.  I do apologize.”
Stella stared at him for a moment before she continued.  “Neither do I.  However, I do believe that sometimes people just happen to be at the right place at the right time.  Had you not met this John Doe prior to your case, you might not have him as a potential lead.”
“Potential lead?” Ben asked.
“Meaning he’s a missing person right now, not a murder victim, and if we can find him before he becomes a murder victim, you’ll have a better chance at solving your case.”
For the first time since Ben had met Mark and Greg, he was hearing someone make sense, his kind of sense.  Someone was speaking with reason to the strange series of events he’d gone through, and he felt, just for a moment, like he might shed a few tears of relief.
“Does that mean Mark Roman and my sister are off the suspect list?”
“They are.  Burgess and Ross couldn’t come up with any conclusive evidence linking the disappearance of John Doe to either Roman or your sister, and I’m not surprised.  This isn’t the first time a priest of a Catholic parish has attempted to gain custody over an unidentified patient, especially one displaying alleged religious wounds.”
“You’re referring to the stigmata?” Ben asked.
“Correct, that was in John Doe’s initial report with your confirmation that you did, in fact, see the wounds.”
Ben blushed.  “Well I saw blood but…”
“Listen, I’ve seen stranger things.  In fact, I read a study where they were able to document religious fanatics displaying wounds of stigmata, weeping blood, and things like that.  They say it’s something to do with the brain and something that the religious fervor triggers.  It’s crazy, but it’s science.”
Ben looked over at Greg, who was staring down at his drink, saying nothing.  “If you ever get the chance, you’ll have to send me the information on that study.”
Stella cast him a tense smile.  “Anyhow, I am glad I ran into you detective, you’re a hard man to track down.  I know you said you were on your way out, so I’ll just leave you my card and we can be in touch.”  She reached into her pocket and slid her small business card across the table towards him.
“Thank you,” Ben said, picking it up and putting it immediately into his wallet.
“Doctor,” Stella said, reaching out her hand.  “I suppose we’ll talk more soon.  Thank you for waiting patiently.”
Greg’s eyes were narrow as he shook her hand, and he said nothing as she took her leave, her heels clicking ever so slightly on the rough tile of the restaurant floor.  She eventually disappeared into the crowd, and Ben finally turned his attention back to Greg.
“I knew it.”
“Ben, please,” Greg begged.
Ben threw up his hand.  “No.  You know what, I knew from the bottom of my little, black heart this religious bullshit was… well, bullshit.  I knew there was an explanation for all of this!”
“She’s lying,” Greg blurted out, and then sighed, hanging his head.  “She’s one of them.”
“One of them?” Ben asked in a sharp tone. 
“She’s an active vessel,” Greg said softly.  “I’m sorry if you don’t believe me, and there’s not a lot I can do to convince you, but I’m just asking you to humor me and listen to what I have to say at my office.”
Ben hesitated.  Now that he’d spoken to the detective, now that someone had used logic and reason, he wasn’t sure he wanted to continue on the path he was on.  “Look, Greg, I’m sure you have your reasons for believing what you do but-”
“I’m asking for a few minutes and I will prove to you I’m telling the truth.  Yes, there can be perfectly scientific, reasonable answers for all of this.  In fact, I have proof of that in the form of genetics and DNA evidence.  However, it’s not as simple as the mind tricking the body into thinking it has Christ’s wounds.”  Greg’s voice was desperate, pleading, and Ben decided it couldn’t hurt to accompany the doctor.
“Fine,” he said and pounded back the last of his drink.  “I’m agreeing on the terms that if I’m not convinced, you guys are on your own.  I plan to work with Detective Horvath on this case no matter what I see, but if you can’t convince me, I’m washing my hands of your madness.”
“Deal,” Greg said, and the finality in Greg’s voice gave Ben a slight chill.
They walked out to the parking lot and Greg got into the driver’s seat.  His office was a fair distance from the hotel, back over the bridge to the main land, and by the time they pulled into the hospital parking lot, the liquor in Ben’s system had run out of power and he was sober and his head was aching.
“Evening,” Greg said to the security guards as he and Ben walked through the front doors.  Greg swiped his badge at the elevator doors and they opened for him.  It was a short ride up to his office, and as they passed the patient hallways, Ben felt a little chill.
He knew the John Doe wasn’t there anymore, but it didn’t erase the memory of touching that man, and the things that happened after.  Ben knew he’d probably never be sure what happened to him, and that, deep down, bothered him.
Greg’s office was locked and dark, and when he flipped the switch, soft yellow lamps flared to life.  It was soothing, which Ben found fitting for the office of a neurologist.  This was more of a patient office with a front desk, a waiting room and a few areas where Greg could do patient consults.
They bypassed all of that, however, at Greg’s lead, and eventually went into the very back, where Greg’s windowless office sat.  Ben found it a bit bizarre to have his office in the very back, cramped and quiet, but he didn’t question it.
“Please shut the door,” Greg said as Ben followed the doctor inside.
Ben complied and shrugged his coat off.  The office was kept at a near sweltering temperature, and he was immediately sweating.  “Why is it so hot in here?”
“I tell people it’s to save power,” Greg said as he rummaged through his desk for something.  “However, it’s because the portal responds better to a certain air temperature.”
“Jesus,” Ben muttered.
“Not in this room,” Greg said with a wry grin.  He had a small bottle of something clenched in his hand, and he screwed the top off.  “Now, this might freak you out a little, and for that I apologize.  Asclepius already knows about you, so don’t think he’s got some sort of awesome power to read your mind or your past.  We’ve had many a discussion about you.”
“What the hell are you talking about?” Ben demanded.
Greg cleared his throat and took a swig of whatever was in the bottle.  He grimaced and put the bottle back in the desk drawer.  “Ben, I’m about to go unconscious and when I sit up, the Greek god, Asclepius is going to be inside of my body.”  Greg’s voice started to slur a bit.  “I’ll explain the logistics of it, if he doesn’t, when I wake up.”
Walking around the desk, Greg stumbled a bit as he approached the bookshelf.  His eyes were drooping now, his gestures a little sloppy.  He felt around the underside of the shelf and suddenly there was a popping sound, a lot like a wine cork being popped for the first time, and the shelf slid to the side.
Greg gave it a shove and beyond the shelf, through a small doorway, was a very black room.  Tiny specks of light, like flickering candles, lay beyond, but they weren’t powerful enough to illuminate what was in the room.  Greg took a step inside and flipped a switch.
Standing in the doorway, but afraid to step in, Greg saw several small lamps flare to life, bathing the room in a very yellow glow.  The walls inside were stone, and images were painted in a sort of white, chalky substance.  There was an altar in the back, a table covered in a bright, gold cloth and a figure sat atop, surrounded by small tea-light candles.
Greg looked back at Ben, his eyes practically closed, and then he walked to the altar.  He pushed a couple of the burning candles in front of the statue and then fell to his knees.  He kept himself steady with one hand on the altar table, and slowly, he sank all the way to the floor.
“Greg?” Ben called out.
Greg’s hand fluttered up for a moment, and then dropped, heavy, at his side.  Ben started to panic.  He wasn’t sure what Ben had taken, but whatever it was, it wasn’t water.  His chest rose and fell, but his breathing became hitched and Ben realized that Greg was probably dying.
Rushing into the room, Ben fell to his knees, his hand searching for Greg’s pulse in his neck.  It took him a moment, but he found it, too-slow but there, beating a rhythm against Greg’s feverish skin.
Greg’s breathing wasn’t stopping, but it was impossibly slow, and his skin had turned a dangerous pale.  Ben fumbled for his phone, preparing to call 911 when a hand suddenly closed over his wrist, so tight that Ben cried out and dropped the phone onto the floor.
Ben looked down and saw Greg’s eyes open, wide and staring, his skin no longer pale, and his breathing rapid.  Ben tried to pull away, but Greg had ahold of him tight, as he sat up and stared Ben in the eyes.
“Don’t do that,” Greg said, his voice suddenly lower, and the accent stranger.  “No police are necessary.”
“Greg… are you okay?”
Greg smiled and gave a rather chilling chuckle, shaking his head and finally releasing Ben’s wrist.  “Did he think he was being funny, having me come down here without telling you what he was about to do?”
Ben involuntarily backed up as Greg’s eyes suddenly flashed.  Exactly like Ben had seen in the hospital the night before.  “What the hell is going on?”
“You look absolutely petrified,” Greg said and he stood up, stretching his arms upwards, his back arcing deeply.  “I’m not going to kill you, if that’s what you’re afraid of.”
“Good to know,” Ben heard himself say, though his responses for the moment were almost completely involuntary.  He stood up, taking another couple of steps away from Greg.  His hand reached to his waist, feeling his gun, but he didn’t draw it.
“That would only kill Greg,” the doctor said as he walked a slow circle around the room.  He looked at the candles lining the floors with mild interest, and then turned his attention back to Ben.  “It would be a shame for you to kill my vessel, he’s a good man, and a better doctor.”
“So you’re…you’re Asclepius?” Ben stammered, not quite believing it, but still having no idea what was going on.
He gave a little bow, his grin wry and cheeky, and as he righted, he winked at Ben.  “You don’t believe me.”
“No,” Ben answered honestly. 
“Greg warned me you wouldn’t be interested in the truth, and that’s fine.  The fewer people who know about us, the better.  The more attention we get, the more people will start to notice that some of you humans are different.”
“Like my sister?” Ben asked, feeling braver now that the creature before him in Greg’s body didn’t seem so dangerous.
Asclepius’s eyes narrowed.  “He warned you, did he?”
“He said she was in danger,” Ben replied with a shrug.  He didn’t realize he’d still been backing up until he hit the wall with his elbow.  Ben forced himself to stay still, crossing his arms and keeping eye contact with the supposed god.  “I won’t let anything happen to her.”
Asclepius threw his head back and laughed.  “As though you would have a choice.  You’re a strong man, Ben, but you’re just a man, and you can’t touch our world.  If they want your sister, they’ll take her.”
“They?”
“The others, the ones who took that man, Judas, who is human and yet possesses powers from the ancient ones.  They’ve taken him, and you’ll be lucky to get him back in one piece.”
“Do you know where he is?” Ben asked quickly, hoping he might be able to get some answers out of this thing, whatever he was.
Asclepius looked at Ben, his face a mask of boredom.  Eventually, he shrugged and shook his head.  “Unfortunately, no.  My list of contacts is frightfully short.  I’m not exactly favored among my kind, those of us left, anyway.  They’re not very keen on the idea of having to borrow the bodies of unconscious humans to have a drink or a fuck.”
Ben grimaced.  “Great.  So you can’t help me.”
“I’ve gotten you a contact, and that should be enough.”
“A contact?”
“Stella Horvath,” Asclepius said with a smile, spreading his arms out.  “You see, we may not be able to touch you, but we can manipulate you.  That old satire of a devil and an angel on your shoulder pulling you in different directions?  Not so far off from what we do.  I’ve pushed her along your way, and I believe she’ll help you find that missing demi-god.”
“Is she one of you?” Ben asked suddenly, remembering what Greg had said.  “Is she a… a vessel, or whatever?”
Asclepius smiled, but didn’t respond.  He pushed past Ben, suddenly, walking into the office.  There was a small, locked cabinet in the back of the room, and with a small tap on the top, the cabinet popped open.  Reaching in, he pulled out a rather large, glass bottle filled with a reddish brown liquid.
Pouring himself a drink, the self-proclaimed Greek god, sat down behind Greg’s desk, kicked his feet up and smiled at Ben, who was still standing in the doorway of the altar room, looking very confused.
“I’m going to be in here a while,” Asclepius said, waving his hand up and down his body, “you may as well have a seat.”
Ben slowly walked over to the nearest chair, sitting on the edge, completely unable to relax.  “So… so this is what you wanted to show me, then?  You drinking brandy and making your eyes glow?”
“I forgot human eyes did that when we’re inside,” Asclepius said, cocking his head to the side.  “I should try and remember that more often.”
“What do you do when you’re… er… inside Greg’s body?”
“That depends,” he said with a shrug and tipped the contents of the glass down his throat in one, smooth swallow.  “If I’m in the body for my own purposes, it’s usually to have sex, drink liquor and taste food.  Often, though, I’m here for Greg.  When he’s working on a patient that requires more than he’s capable of giving, I take over.”
“I see,” Ben said slowly, crossing his arms.
“Look, Ben, I’m not here to frighten you, or even convince you that what you’re seeing is real.  In fact, it’s better that way.  It’s better you think that Greg is just some poor schizophrenic, genius doctor who has no idea that he’s transforming into this every so often.  The more you believe, the more vulnerable you’ll be come, especially considering your background.”
“My background?”
“Your god-sire, if you will, though I’ve always found that term to be absolutely ridiculous.”
“So who might that be?” Ben asked.
Asclepius grinned again, in a way that told Ben there would be no answer.  “Can you drive, Ben?”
Ben quirked an eyebrow.  “Uh, yes.  Why?”
Suddenly keys came flying at Ben’s face, and he caught them just before they made contact.  Asclepius was on his feet and standing in the doorway at a speed Ben hadn’t been able to see.  “I’m hungry, let’s go out.”
 



 
 
 
Twenty-nine
 
“So… my brother hasn’t punched you or threatened to, has he?” Abby asked a few hours after Greg and Ben had gone.
Mark and Abby had eaten dinner, and were now sitting in front of an overly-priced in-room movie on the bed, each with a glass of wine.  They had avoided any topic involving their current situation, including the stress Ben was putting on everyone to just let the entire thing go.
He looked over at Abby for a moment before he answered her.  “He hasn’t threatened to punch me, no,” he said with a slight chuckle.  “He has threatened my person should anything happen to you, but that’s to be expected.”
“He’s being an ass,” she said, gulping down her wine.  Abby still hadn’t spoken a word to Ben since their argument in the early afternoon, and it became clear to Mark now that she wasn’t any less angry now that time had passed.  “No one asked him to come here to help.”
“That’s not strictly true,” Mark said slowly.  “Greg asked him to come here, and after he got here, I asked him to stay and help.”
Abby’s eyes widened.  “Why?  Why would you ask the pompous detective, who doesn’t believe a word you’re saying, to help you?”
“Because we may need him,” Mark said with a shrug.  “Right now we’ve gotten nowhere in our search for Yehuda, Greg has a contact that knows nothing, and two detectives are likely interested in arresting the both of us for kidnapping, not to mention for breaking in to a hospital.  We could use your brother on our side.”
“What makes you think he’s not just going to turn you in and drag me back to San Fran?” Abby spat.
“Trust,” Mark said simply.  He refilled her wine, from what was left of the second bottle the hotel had provided them as a check-in gift.  “I trust that he’s not going to… what’s that phrase people use, throw us under the bus?”
“Yeah,” Abby said with a slight laugh.
“I trust he’s not going to throw us under the bus.  I can’t guarantee it, but he’s your brother and above all else, he loves you.  Besides, Abby, I’m not asking him to believe me, I’m just asking him to help me.”
“So how are we going to find Yehuda, then?” she asked after taking a few sips.  “I mean, we have no leads, that Greg guy is weird and pretty much no help, and my brother can’t exactly call in favors to help a couple of suspects.”
“What I could really use is access to information.  Obviously Greg has contacts to those beings, whatever they are.  They might have heard something about who took Yehuda,” Mark said with a shrug.
“Do you really think Greg is a… whatever?  Greek god?”
“I’ve always hesitated in using the term god or gods, but frankly Abby, you’re asking a person who has been walking the earth for two-thousand years.  With that in mind, yes, I do believe Greg is a ‘whatever.’  If they go by Greek gods, so be it.  Greg is human, but he’s got part of something else in him, too.  It was with us today, for a brief moment, when we were sitting around talking with your brother.  It was suddenly inside of him, I could see it, like he suddenly flashed to life, and then he spoke, and was gone.”
“Really?” Abby asked with wide eyes.  “I didn’t notice anything different.”
“I suspected not,” Mark said with a shrug.  He finished his own wine, his head a bit fuzzy, but in with everything going on, that was a good thing.  “I don’t really know how powerful they are, or how much influence they have on humans, but they’re definitely there.”
Abby stood up off the bed and went to the window.  “So are they everywhere?  I mean, how many people have them?  How many people are them?”
Mark walked up behind her, gazing down at the parking lot where people were milling about after their luxurious dinner at the resort.  “I think it would be hard to say.  They’re good at cloaking themselves, and from what Greg was saying, they need an unconscious body.  It’s likely why they took those people at the hospital, the ones from your brother’s case.”
“Do you think one of them took Yehuda?” Abby asked, turning her head to look at Mark.
Mark shook his head.  “I don’t think they can, not us.  But I’m starting to think they’re responsible for his disappearance.”
Suddenly, the door to their suite flew open, and a rather inebriated Greg waltzed through.  He had an open bottle of wine in one hand, and half of a massive chocolate chip cookie in the other.  He was wearing loose-fitting work-out bottoms and a stretched-out grey jersey sweater that hung nearly to his knees.  His hair was a mess, his face pink from the alcohol, and behind him trailed a frazzled Ben.
“Evening you two.  Are we interrupting any sort of sexual activity?” Greg asked, and took a long pull from the wine bottle.
Mark frowned at Ben, who was standing behind Greg, arms crossed, head shaking.  “Er, no, we were just talking.”
“That’s a bit dull, don’t you think?  Huge hotel suite, copious amounts of sexual tension hanging in the air, the fuddy duddies out for the evening,” he said, waving the wine bottle between himself and Ben.  “No sex?  Not even a little?”
“Er… no,” Mark replied with a deep frown.  “What’s going on?”  Mark looked at Ben, and then again back at Greg.  It took him a moment, but eventually he noticed it, the light, shining out that no human would be able to see, but Mark could.  “Ah,” he eventually said.
“Well done, Saint Mark.  My name is Asclepius.”  He walked over, dropping the cookie on the counter and extended a crumb-covered hand at Mark.
“I’m not Saint Mark,” Mark replied, flustered, but taking the extended hand anyway.  “And it’s nice to meet you, Asclepius.”
Asclepius threw a little wink Abby’s way, while she stood at the window, looking a mixture of horrified and curious.  He dropped onto the plush hotel room sofa and set the nearly empty bottle of wine on the floor.  “You can call me Greg, if that makes things easier, though believe me, I’m not him.  I never really bothered to come up with a nickname.  Never really seemed a point, seeing as I was never really in this body to socialize.  I mean, a quick one-night stand, one doesn’t really need to exchange names, do they?  Besides, I’ve always preferred my name.  Humans gave it to me, we have no need for names when we’re not attached to Earth, but it grew on me.”
Mark stared down at the god-occupied doctor with a curious frown.  It was interesting to see the transformation, the utter and complete shift in consciousness between man and god.  Greg was reserved, quiet, and reasoned.  This thing inside him was desperate, bored, and clinging to corporeal form with a sort of reckless abandon.
“Asclepius is fine with me,” Mark said.  He took the chair near the sofa and smiled.  “How long are you staying with us?”
“Not long,” Asclepius said, checking the watch on his wrist.  “The drug Greg took isn’t going to last much longer.  The moment the body starts to become conscious, his consciousness starts to fight me off.  It’s quite involuntary, believe me.  Greg has allowed me to occupy his body while he was awake, and although we can accomplish it to some degree, it’s a challenge.  This is easier.”
“That’s why he drank that liquid,” Ben muttered from his place beside the door.
“Have a seat, Benny-boy,” Asclepius said, sitting up and patting the cushion beside him.  “Room here for you too, sweets,” he nodded at Abby, giving his lap a pat.
“If I kill Greg, you won’t have a body, and that will be fine with me,” Ben hissed as he crossed the room.
“I’m kidding,” Asclepius said with a short laugh.  “That one is definitely off limits.  Too open.”
Ben’s face got a bit red, so Mark quickly cut in.  “That must be why others focus their attentions on comatose patients.”
“Indeed,” Asclepius said.  He fished into the pocket of his work-out pants, pulled out a thin cigar and lit the end of it with a silver lighter.  “If there isn’t a consciousness fighting us off, we’re free.”
“How long can they stay in?  Indefinitely, I’d imagine.”
“Two weeks,” Ben muttered from his spot next to the smoking god.  “Two weeks and then the person dies.”
Asclepius touched his nose with one finger, and used the hand holding his cigar at Ben.  “Right in one, kiddo.  The human body can only sustain the consciousness of a god for so long until they break down.  You see, in basic scientific terms, the human soul exists at a particular frequency, as does ours.  We’re all souls, you see, on a particular evolutionary level.  The god soul is more evolved in our lifespan, and the humans are on their way.  The vessels we inhabit naturally are built to sustain the particular frequency in which our souls exist, so when you cram a god soul into a human body, the human body can’t keep up.  Takes about two weeks and the human body just sort of gives out.  So while it’s a convenient vessel, per se, it doesn’t last long.”
Mark sat back, his eyebrows raised.  It made sense, it really did, and the pieces were all fitting together nicely.  “So I take it they’re trying to find a way to inhabit human bodies for longer periods of time?”
Asclepius threw his head back.  “Oh no, no my friend, not at all.  You see, we used to be corporeal, eons ago.  We had form and we could manipulate matter and energy at our will.  As we aged, a lot of us moved on to a higher realm, our purpose on Earth long past.  However, some of us, myself included, decided that the humans were nice.  It was nice being worshiped, and the pleasures of the flesh are very tempting.  However, it wasn’t the natural order, and eventually our corporeal forms broke down, leaving us just a bit of consciousness, attached to the world, yet not part of it.  Limbo, as the term is so widely used now.
“While a human body can mimic our previous corporeal form, it’s not our natural form.  Humans exist in a constant state of pain and anguish, mortality looming over their heads.  Anything, and I literally mean anything, can kill them.  It’s stressful, really, and not at all what we desire.  I can tell you for certain they are not looking for a way to sustain human form.”
“They took Yehuda though, didn’t they?” Mark asked, his voice low and concerned.
“They did,” Asclepius agreed with a nod.  “I’m not sure which ones, and I’m completely confused as to why, but they did.”
“We’re immortal,” Mark said slowly.  “Do you think they’re going to try and find a way to inhabit our bodies?”
Asclepius scratched his chin and frowned.  “Possible, but unlikely.  The thing is, there are only two of you in all existence.  You both are humans infused with god-powers, and not the powers of our kind, but something much older, a being so old they were nameless and ancient even by our standards.  You have their powers, and because of that, there isn’t a way we can take over your bodies.  Even in a state of unconsciousness, your bodies are inaccessible to us.”
“So what could they want with him?”
“Obviously it’s something to do with the nature of his powers,” Asclepius said through a lungful of smoke.  He blew it out in a great cloud and yawned.  “My time is almost up, lady and gents.  I can tell you this before I go, however.  There are humans behind this.  If you want a lead, check the records of the employees who had a lot of contact with Judas.”
Mark opened his mouth to ask if Asclepius had seen anyone in particular, but suddenly, the god’s head hung limp and the cigar tumbled to the ground.  Ben dove to retrieve it before it burned a hole in the carpet, and by the time Ben sat up, Greg was awake, groggy but rubbing his eyes.
“Jesus,” Greg moaned, looking around.  “I should have warned you he wouldn’t want to stay in the office.  Did he at least lock up?”
“Honestly I don’t remember, I was busy trying to keep him from going into strip clubs,” Ben snapped at Greg as he crushed the cigar out in the nearby ashtray.
Greg blushed a little and rubbed his face.  “I’m sorry, I wish I had warned you better.  He can get a little over the top sometimes, especially when it’s been a while.”
Ben tossed the ashtray onto the table with a loud clang and crossed his arms.  “So what?  Your schizophrenic?  Is that what this is?  Or what’s that other one?  Split personality?”
Greg gave Ben a sad smile, but didn’t respond to his questions.  “Did he offer any helpful information?”
“No,” Ben said.  “Unless you call drinking, smoking, and hitting on my sister helpful information.”
“Actually,” Abby said, speaking up for the first time, “he did say he was pretty sure that someone who works at the hospital, someone who had close contact with Yehuda, might be helping whomever took him.”
Sitting back, Greg frowned in thought.  “I had considered that option.  In fact, I’d been looking into it before.”
“It might be worth looking in to further,” Mark suggested.
“Have the hospital run a check for anyone who worked with John Doe, who stopped working there around the time of his disappearance,” Ben piped up.  “Have them focus mostly on the jobs with high turnover.  Housekeepers, people who deliver meals, things like that.  If we can get a list, we can narrow down our suspects.  I’ll call detective Horvath once we have a list of names and have her do a database check.”
“Detective Horvath?” Mark asked.
Greg glanced over at Ben and then said, “She’s the new detective assigned to the case.  Good news for you two, you’re no longer suspects.  The bad news is that she’s a host.”
“Host?” Mark asked.
“Vessel.  She’s someone with the god gene.  Not sure if she’s a willing host or if she’s a potential host, but she reeks of their powers.”
“You’re effing paranoid,” Ben said, his voice raw and irritated.  “Either way, she’s been able to get this circus back on track, and now I can focus on my homicide case and hopefully this missing persons case can get solved before your little unconscious, crazy friend gets killed.”
“He’s not…” Mark started, but realized there was no point and stopped.  “I think we should call it a night and figure out where to go from there.”
Greg stood and stretched.  “I will call you in the morning and discuss what time to meet.”
“You’re not staying?” Abby asked.
“I think it’s time for me to take my leave of you,” Greg said with a slight smile.  “I apologize if Asclepius offended anyone, but I assure you, he’s relatively harmless, and didn’t mean to be cruel.”
“He was fine,” Mark said as he rose to show Greg to the door.  The two men shook hands, and before long, Greg was on his way, and Mark was seated on the sofa next to Abby.
“So did he have any powers?” Abby asked Ben, who had taken residence by the open window. 
“No,” Ben said, but his abrupt answer and anxious eyes betrayed the lie.  “I’m going to shower and get some sleep.  I haven’t had a proper night’s rest since this whole thing started, and I’d like to get back on track.”  He didn’t want for Mark or Abby to respond before disappearing into the bathroom and shutting the door with a loud click.
Abby sighed and shifted so her back was against the arm of the sofa and her legs were crooked up so her toes brushed the side of Mark’s leg.  “He was lying.”
“I know,” Mark replied softly.
“Do you think he’s ever going to admit it?”
“I think it would take a lot for him to admit it, and frankly having someone with that mentality might be a good thing.  There are a lot of things we can’t explain the world, and having someone hyper rational around will help keep everyone grounded.”
“I never thought of it that way,” Abby said and yawned.  “Sleep sounds like a good plan, though.”
“I’ll take the sofa, if you want the bed,” Mark said and stood up to grab something to sleep in.
“We can take the bed together.  I promise to keep my hands to myself.  Mostly.”
Mark smiled and shook his head.  Had it been any other life, any other time in his many years on Earth, he probably wouldn’t have been able to resist her.  However right now just wasn’t it, and while she ducked into the wash area to change, Mark took a pillow and spare sheet to the sofa.
What they all really needed was a good sleep, and hopefully with the morning, they would finally get some information and start on the path to finding his lost friend.
 



 
 
 
 
Thirty
 
Ben found himself pacing in front of the hospital doors.  It was sunny out, but the wind was chilly and he was waiting for the recipient of his phone call to answer.  By the fifth ring, Ben expected voicemail, so he was surprised to hear the voice on the other end pick up.
“Go for Horvath,” was the sharp answer.
“Detective Horvath, it’s Ben Stanford.”
“Ah, I didn’t expect to hear from you so soon,” she said.  “Is there something I can do for you?”
“I need a warrant, actually,” Ben said, cutting right to the chase.  “I have reason to believe that someone involved with the John Doe kidnapping may have been an employee who worked for the hospital around the time of the disappearance.  I need access to those records, and I need someone who works in this county to get them for me.”
There was a long pause before Stella answered again.  “I have a favor I can call in.  You’ll need to give me a few hours, but I can get the records for you by the end of the day.  Unless,” she added, “you were heading back up north before then?”
That had been Ben’s original plan, and he hesitated.  “I can postpone my trip back another day, however I have to get back to the office by tomorrow.  I’m really behind on this case.  I haven’t had a single moment to go through each victim’s file individually and right now I feel like I’m chasing a ghost.”
“No problem.  Look, why don’t we meet for lunch and we can put together a game plan.  I’m going to officially bring you on to this John Doe case, to give you free access to all of the information, so I have a few files to give you and I just need you to sign the paperwork agreeing to work out of your district.”
“Look I’m not sure that’s a good idea,” Ben said slowly.
“I’m not going to call you in on anything; I’m perfectly capable of handling a missing persons case on my own.  Frankly, it’s not top priority, and the only reason I’m suggesting it at all is because you were on to something when you suggested the cases may be related.”
Ben frowned, trying to remember if he had suggested it, or if Stella had.  Either way, she was right and he could use all the information available to him.  “I’m going to give you a tentative yes, and we can meet for lunch.  Unfortunately I have Mark Roman and my sister along with me, so any sensitive information will have to be discussed at a later time.”
“Over dinner, then,” she said, and in the moment Ben thought he heard something a little unprofessional in her tone. 
He cleared his throat and said, “Let’s meet at the little Italian place across from Asclepius’s hospital around noon.”
“I will be there,” she promised and with that, the line went dead.
Confused, Ben slipped his phone into his pocket and sighed.  Stella was different, and from what Ben remembered about her, she was cold and intense, frosty even.  The thread of warmth he thought he’d heard in her voice intrigued him.
Either way, it was his only chance at the records, since he had no conclusive evidence that the John Doe case was related to his homicide cases and no judge he knew would issue him the records warrant.
Fighting off the urge to pull out a cigarette, Ben plopped down on a bench under a tree and hung his head.  It wasn’t until someone sat next to him that he looked up.  It was Mark, glasses on, white cane in hand.
“What are you doing?” Ben asked, irritated to see the disguise again.
“Trying not to rouse suspicion,” Mark replied with a shrug.  His heavy accent was back in full force.  “I’ve been at this hospital many times, it would not look right if I suddenly could see, would it?”
“Right, whatever.  So did you guys find anything?”
“Not without the warrant,” Mark replied with a shrug.  “Any luck with your detective friend?”
“She’s meeting us for lunch,” Ben said and rubbed his eyes with the heels of his palms.  “She said she can help me with the warrant, but we won’t be able to get the records until tomorrow.  The best thing you can do is take my sister back to San Francisco.  There’s no sense in sitting around here, and I can almost guarantee you that whoever took your friend didn’t stick around to get caught.”
Mark sighed and turned his face up to the sun.  “You’re right, I’m certain he’s not here.”
“I’ll see what I can find, and hopefully our search will turn up something.  You and Abby need to head home and wait for me to figure this out.  I appreciate the PI stuff you’ve been doing,” Ben lied, “but if we’re going to have any shot at finding your friend, you need to let me do this the correct way.”
Mark laughed and shook his head.  “It’s okay to hate me, and hate the way I’ve handled it.  I appreciate that you’re being so cordial about it, but we both know you don’t appreciate me all-but kidnapping your sister, breaking into a hospital, and introducing you to a man who thinks he’s an ancient Greek god.”
That took Ben by surprise, and after a second, he laughed.  “All true.”
Mark extended his hand and Ben took it.  “Thank you for helping me, even if this ends up nowhere.”
Ben squeezed Mark’s hand, not painfully, but hard enough to make his point.  “I know you think you’re immortal.  Hell, maybe you are, and I’m never going to try and understand that.  I’m only asking that you get my sister home and you let me do my job.”
Mark gave Ben a sad smile and pulled his hand away.  “Fair enough, Ben.  I promise to take her home and go back to my job long enough to give you time.  Just remember that while Yehuda and I may be able to live forever, time isn’t on our side.”
With that, Ben watched Mark stand up and make his way back into the hospital, his white cane swishing back and forth, his head turned up slightly.  Ben was frustrated, and more than that, he was tired.  He was tired of this entire situation, and he was tired of sitting around waiting.
He decided that a cup of coffee would probably help, since they wouldn’t be able to get anywhere with the hospital, and Greg, for all his influence, was tied up with patients for the day.  The little cafeteria was nearby on the first floor, and Ben walked in to order something.
“French roast,” he ordered, and out of the corner of his eye, he saw his sister.  She was sitting in a booth near the cashier, a cup of coffee untouched on the table, and her face in her hands.
Ben paid for the coffee quickly, grabbed a couple of sugar packets and slid into the seat across from Abby.  “What’s up, kiddo?” he asked.
Abby’s head snapped up and Ben noticed his sister’s eyes were surrounded by dark circles, and her skin was a bit sallow.  “I just haven’t been feeling so hot,” she said and punctuated her sentence with a loud yawn.  “I swear, I’m sleeping but I feel even more tired when I wake up.”
“This entire situation is stressful,” Ben said, but he was worried about her.  Since his sister had found herself involved with all of this, she was looking more and more tired.  “You need to get home and get some actual rest.”
“I know,” she said and took a sip of her coffee.  She grimaced and set the cup down.  “Home where there’s drinkable coffee.”
Ben chuckled and nodded his agreement.  “I just want you to be careful, okay?  Whatever the hell is going on right now, it’s not safe.”
“I know you don’t believe in any of it,” Abby said slowly, keeping her tone even, “but it’s really important that we find Yehuda.”
Ben grimaced at the name, but at the sight of his sister’s exhausted face, he couldn’t bring himself to correct her.  “I’m doing everything I can, I swear.  Detective Horvath is bringing me on to the missing person’s case officially, so I can have full access to the files and witness statements.  We’re getting a warrant for the employment records, and the moment I have names, I’m going to be checking backgrounds and doing interviews.”
Abby let out a little sigh and smiled.  “Thanks, Ben.  This is asking a lot, I know.”
“This is also my job,” Ben replied with a shrug.  “Whomever took this guy, probably also had something to do with my murder cases, and I’m not about to let that go.”
“Greg said…” Abby started.
“Look, I’m willing to listen to some of what Greg says, but until I have some sort of conclusive evidence that Greek gods are possessing and killing comatose bodies, I’m going to treat this as a homicide case,” Ben said in a rush.  When Abby flinched, his face fell.  “I’m sorry to be harsh, but you know that I can’t just drop my case and say, oh well, they were Greek gods, so case closed.”
“I know,” Abby said and yawned again.  She rubbed one eye with her fist and shook her head.  “I just need some sleep.  I mean, some actual, honest to god rest.  I won’t be feeling dizzy or nauseous or exhausted once this case is solved.”
Ben frowned.  “Have you had sex lately, Abby?”
Abby’s cheeks pinked. “Excuse me?”
Ben threw up his hands and spoke quickly.  “I’m not trying to pry, but dizzy, tired and nauseous?”
“I’m not pregnant,” Abby said, her voice low and angry.  “I may not have followed all the commandments in the Bible all of the time, but I do try and control my libido.  Besides, I haven’t had a boyfriend in about a year, and Mark isn’t exactly interested in dating right now.”
“Okay, I’m sorry.  I just worry,” Ben said slowly.  “Is there anything else weird?  Any other odd symptoms or things going on?  I just want to make sure you’re healthy, Abbs.”
Abby rolled her eyes, but her expression gave her away, and after a moment of Ben staring her in the eye, she sighed and rolled up her sleeve.  “Just weird bruises.”
Sure enough, Ben spotted three round bruises on the inside of her forearm.  They were dark, and clearly new, and he felt a little bit of panic flare to life in his stomach.  “I need you to call your doctor and get checked, okay.”
Abby ripped her sleeve down and crossed her arms.  “I already said I’m not pregnant.”
“I’m not implying that you are.  Dizzy, nauseous, unexplained bruises, fatigue.  Look, those symptoms are really similar to… something else.”
The siblings shared a look and Abby licked her lips nervously.  “Okay.  Okay I’ll call when I get home.”
“I just want you to be healthy and safe, and we can’t count on some random homeless Jesus to heal one of us every time something serious comes up,” Ben said.  He stood up from the table, needing to get away from his sister before he really panicked.  “I have to stay here another day or so, okay?  Mark’s going to drive you home tonight, and I’ll probably just catch a flight back.”
Abby looked up at him with her sleepy eyes.  “Fine.”
Ben grabbed his coffee and walked out of the hospital, unable to look back at that booth with his ailing sister.  The last thing he needed in his life was another cancer scare, be it in himself or someone he loved.  With everything else, Ben was pretty sure if something like that came up, he was going to crack.
With a heavy sigh, Ben found a sunny spot near the smoking area, and gave cancer a big thumbs up as he lit a cigarette and sat there until it was time to meet Stella.
 



 
 
 
 
Thirty-one
 
Mark tried to convince Abby to join them for lunch, but she declined.  Truth be told, she looked exhausted, and Mark was worried about her.  They had shared hotel room the night before, and as was habit, Mark woke in the early morning hours to find the bed she slept in empty.
Careful not to wake anyone, Mark had wandered the halls of the hotel until he found Abby sitting outside on a small bench, wearing nothing but her pajama bottoms and a rather thin t-shirt.  She was shivering, but when he offered her a jacket, she had declined.
“I just can’t sleep,” she muttered to him, her voice low, her head tilted downwards.
“Well I’m up, if you need anything,” he told her and went back inside.  Abby didn’t come up until hours later, just before Ben woke, and though she did lay down, Mark knew her eyes never closed.
Before the lunch, Greg offered her a small back room on the patient floor as a place to get some rest, and Abby happily accepted.  Mark stood there in the hall with Greg after Abby had gone inside, his glasses on his face, but his eyes were locked on Greg.
“I’m worried about her,” Mark said.  “She’s not sleeping, and she’s not herself.”
Greg scratched his chin and peered in the small window where they could see Abby climbing onto the hospital issued bed.  “I wouldn’t worry just yet.  This is an unfamiliar, and extremely stressful situation.  I’d tell you if something was off about her, but she seems fine.  Untouched,” Greg finished with a knowing nod.
Mark caught his drift and let out a sigh.  “Just let me know if you notice anything, please.”
“I will,” Greg vowed, and he took his leave of Mark to finish up his day.
Mark headed down the elevator and crossed the street carefully, heading to the café where he and Ben had a lunch date with Stella.  Ben was standing in front of the restaurant, staring down at his cell phone with a slight frown.  He looked up when the tip of Mark’s cane caught his shoe.
“Apologies,” Mark said quietly.
“She’s already inside.  I told her I was waiting for you.  This whole disguise thing is getting old,” Ben said as Mark took his arm.
“Again, my apologies.  If it’s any comfort, as soon as Yehuda is in my possession, we’ll be leaving.”
“Considering all the suspicion surrounding the two of you, it’s not much comfort,” Ben said as he led the way into the restaurant, to the back booth where Stella sat.
Mark could see, even through the dim glasses, that Stella was very pretty.  She looked of Middle Eastern descent, dark hair and dark skin, her brown eyes very wide and framed by rich lashes.  She wore very little make-up and was dressed in a women’s pantsuit, crisply pressed and flattering.
She stood as Mark and Ben approached, and gave Ben a nod as the two men sat.  “Mark, this is Detective Stella Horvath,” Ben said in a monotone voice.
“Pleasure,” Mark said, extending his hand in Stella’s direction.
She looked mildly uncomfortable as she shook his hand, and she snatched hers away rather quickly.  Mark couldn’t tell if she was uncomfortable with disability or with the fact that she might know who he was, if Asclepius had been right about her.
“Nice to meet you, Mark,” she said, her voice tense.
Ben let out a small sigh and held up his menu.  “Shall we order first?”
Mark and Stella both agreed and before long, the trio had placed their order, and while they waited, Stella pulled out a rather large briefcase with several folders which she carefully spread out on the table.
“I’ve only been able to get a couple of interviews done with hospital staff,” Stella said as she opened one of the folders.  She glanced at Mark, who was doing his best to sit with his face pointed away from them.  He had spent years perfecting this particular disguise, and he wasn’t sure how much this Stella person really knew about him.
“That’s fine, I can see what help I can be from San Fran,” Ben said, taking the folder and flipping through a few pages.  “I take it no one saw anything, like my cases.”
“It’s all quite strange, really,” Stella said with a frown.  “I took a look at your case files and they’re all so similar.  I’m surprised no one red-flagged the cases before this John Doe went missing.”
Ben was reading over the pages, his lips moving over the words, and he sighed.  “Same thing in every case.  Power went out, security cameras glitched, despite being attached to a separate power source.  The nurses were all called off to a different floor minutes before the power outage, and then the patients were just gone.”
“I thought we had a break in the case last week, when we found blood on the hospital sheets, but it turned out to be the blood of John Doe from the IV removal,” Stella said with a small sigh.  “Right now, all we have to go on is the potential list of ex-employees.”
“Depending on what we find, that might be all the information we need,” Ben said.
Stella gave him a small smile and reached into her case for the last file.  “Alright, here are the terms of your consulting position with our department.  It gives you access to all the case files and any potential lead information.  It also gives you access to anything in the evidence room here at our precinct, should you need it, though right now we have a bed-sheet and a hospital gown.”
“Hospital gown?” Ben asked.
Stella shrugged.  “Yeah, when John Doe went missing, he left behind his hospital gown and bed sheet.”
“Odd.  In the other cases, the patients were reported having left in the hospital gown.  In the one video I have where the patient was caught on a parking lot camera, they were in the hospital gown.”
“Definitely something to note,” Stella said.
The server arrived with their food, and Mark tucked in, keeping a tight ear on the conversation.  There was something Stella wasn’t telling Ben, that was certain, and she also seemed very desperate to have him on the case.  Still, Mark couldn’t put his finger on what was different about her, and while Asclepius had insisted she was one of the others, Mark couldn’t see it.  She didn’t seem any different from any other human in that restaurant right there.
By the time the meal was finished, Ben had signed all of the necessary paperwork, and had excused himself outside to make his hotel reservation and to secure himself a car.  Mark was left at the table with Stella, who was staring at him openly.
“Can blind people tell when people are staring at them?” she asked suddenly, her voice cold but curious.
Mark smiled.  “When we’re told, though not all blind people see nothing.”
“What do you see?”
“The difference between light and no light,” Mark replied with a shrug.
Stella sat back and crossed her arms.  “Are you keeping anything about this case from me?”
“I believe your detectives wrote down all of my information,” Mark said.
“My detectives were idiots,” Stella snapped.  “They came at one of the state’s best homicide detectives like he was a suspect and nearly destroyed this case.”
“It’s one missing person, why is it so important to you?” Mark asked pointedly.
Stella laughed.  “I should ask the same of you, Father.  Why would you care so much about some crazed homeless man in a church?”
“Because he can heal the sick and raise the dead,” Mark said simply.  “He healed Detective Stanford and probably others at the hospital that came into contact with him.  His stigmata wounds were reported.”
“Last time I checked, the Catholic church took claims of healings and stigmata with a grain of salt,” Stella retorted.  “You seem to have a personal interest in this case.”
“As you say, it’s personal.  I went through the proper, legal channels to obtain power of attorney of this man, but unfortunately, before anything could be processed, he disappeared.”
“Shame,” Stella said.  She shoved the folders back into her briefcase.  “I know about the hospital break in.”
“Are you going to arrest me?” Mark asked, leaning across the table and dropping his voice.  “Is that what this is about?”
“What?  This lunch?” Stella asked and she laughed.  “Don’t be ridiculous.  If I wanted you arrested, I’d send a beat cop to do that.  No, Father, I don’t think you’re a suspect.  You wouldn’t be here dragging poor Detective Stanford so far out of his comfort zone he’s nearly shitting himself, if you were behind the disappearance.  I simply wanted to get your advice on something.”
“Ask me anything,” Mark replied with a genial shrug.
“Jesus’s powers, in the bible, were transferrable to his followers.  Not all, but some.  Twelve, if I recall correctly.”
“So says the bible, yes,” Mark said in a tense voice.
“So this man, this stigmata man who can heal brain tumors and bleed from his wrists, would he be able to do the same?  Give his powers away?”
“What are you getting at?” Mark demanded, forgetting his disguise, and through the glasses, meeting her eyes.
“I’d just imagine that if this John Doe had the power to heal, and that power could be passed on to some passerby and that passerby could then suddenly heal the sick and disabled, one might want to share that gift.”
“It doesn’t last long,” Mark said, letting out a long breath and sitting back.  “The gift bestowed onto others doesn’t last but an hour or so.”
“Unless they get recharged,” Stella suggested.
Mark felt his face heat up as what she was suggesting suddenly made absolute sense.  “Oh god.”
“I’m more of an Atheist, but I echo the sentiment,” she said.  “Humoring this ridiculous theory, one might want to check into any new cults springing up claiming to have the power to heal.  Don’t you think?”
Mark’s hands were trembling as he reached for his cane.  “Right.  That might be a good place to start.”
He started to push himself up from the booth when Stella stopped him.  “Can he heal you, Father Roman?”
Mark gave her a soft, sad smile and extended out his cane.  “No.  Unfortunately, he’s never been able to heal my particular wounds.  Have a good afternoon, detective.  Hopefully we will meet again soon.”
 



 
 
 
 
 
Thirty-two
 
Ben had walked the block twice before he was able to secure a rental car reservation and a hotel in the city.  By the time he got back to the front of the restaurant, Mark was gone, and Stella was standing there looking impatient.
“Sorry,” Ben said.  “I take it Mark left?”
“I’d imagine so, since he’s not standing here,” she replied in a harsh manner, her consonants sharply clipped.  “Are we done?”
Ben blinked in confusion.  “I suppose so, unless you had something else I need?”
“No,” she snapped.  She then sighed and rolled her eyes.  “Oh right, I was doing you that favor of getting the warrant.  I’m going to take time out of my huge case-load to help you now,” she said, her voice dripping with sarcasm.  “I guess we can meet later.”
“Have I done something to offend you?” Ben asked suddenly. 
She pursed her lips and glared at him for several, long seconds.  “No.  I’ll call you when the warrant is ready.  You can find a ride from here, I take it?”  She didn’t wait for him to answer, and instead turned on her heel and marched across the street to her car.
Absolutely perplexed, Ben walked to the next street over and grabbed a cab.  The rental car place wasn’t far, and really there wasn’t much he had left to do besides check in to the hotel and wait for Stella to phone him with the warrant information, if she decided to go through with it.
He was extremely confused by her behavior, and by the time Ben had obtained the rental car and reached the hotel front desk, he was a little uncertain he should even stay.  Her switch in personality was a little more than he could handle right then, with everything else going on.
Checking into the room, Ben flopped down on the somewhat uncomfortable bed, pulled out his phone and dialed Stella’s number.  It rang several times before going to her voicemail.  “Detective Horvath, it’s Ben.  I just wanted to check in with you, and let you know that if you don’t have time for the warrant, let me know and I’ll try and obtain one myself.  I don’t want you to put anything on hold for a favor.  I’ll be in touch soon.”
Ben hung up and put his hand over his face, letting out a groan.  It wasn’t often that Ben was stuck in a place with a job, but unable to move forward due to legal reasons.  He heard the claim again, in his head, that Stella was one of them, like Greg, and the thought made Ben extremely uneasy.
There was obviously something wrong with Greg.  Whatever Ben had seen that night, it wasn’t normal.  It wasn’t that he thought Greg turned into an ancient Greek god; likely nothing could convince him of that, but there was definitely something going on.
“Maybe they’re being drugged or something,” Ben muttered aloud as he wandered to the mini fridge.  He grimaced when he found only a half-drunk bottle of water inside, and he slammed it shut.  “Something in the water, maybe?  Some sort of experiment.  That would explain coma patients suddenly wandering out of their beds.”
He let out a small laugh when he realized he was talking to himself and considering ideas that were only fit for poorly directed movie plots.  Picking up his phone, he dialed Greg’s number, and after a moment was pleased to hear an actual voice on the other end.
“Doctor Asclepius.”
“It’s Ben,” the detective said.  He flopped down into a chair and kicked his feet up on the window sill.  “Mark and my sister have headed back up north, and I’ve finished lunch with Stella.  Looks like I’ll be staying in town a little longer.”
“You don’t sound thrilled,” Greg said.
“Things got a little weird with Stella,” Ben confessed, embarrassed that he was doing so, and knowing that Greg was just going to push his god theory anyway.
“Weird personality shift right in the middle of a conversation?” Greg asked.
“No, and no I still don’t think she’s possessed by some ancient god.”  Ben hesitated and then said, “I went out to make a phone call and when I got back she was different.  Angry, and really short with me.”
“I’m not going to tell you something you don’t want to hear,” Greg said.  “Just be wary, okay?  We don’t know who’s on our side, and she could be working against you.”
“I don’t really believe in law enforcement conspiracy theories,” Ben said shortly.
“Well I have access to a few of the employee logs if you want to come and check those,” Greg said, quickly changing the subject.  “That might help narrow the search when you have the employee records.”
That was the kind of distraction Ben needed, and within minutes, he was in the car, speeding towards the hospital.  When Ben arrived at the front doors, Greg was outside, sitting on a bench smoking a cigarette.
“You know, every time I try and quit, he starts me up again,” Greg said as he took a long drag.  “As the effing god of medicine, you’d think he’d know better.”
“What’s he got to worry about, he’s not going to be the one dying of cancer, is he?”
Greg gave a small smile and crushed the cigarette out with the tip of his shoe.  “I know you meant that in jest, but it’s true, he’s not.”  He stood up and stuck his hand out to Ben.  “Good to see you.  I hope you were able to get some rest last night.”
“Some,” Ben acquiesced as they went inside the building.  The heaters were now on, priming the building for the costal winter weather, which never got freezing, but the chilly sea wind was enough to make the rush of heavy, warm air feel soothing.
“Mark phoned earlier from the road, said they’d be back in San Francisco in a few hours.  I expect they’ll call you as soon as they get in.”
“I expect they won’t,” Ben said, jabbing the elevator button on the wall with more force than necessary.  “I don’t expect Mark to go back to his job and his… affliction… quietly.  My sister isn’t feeling well, either.  I’m concerned, to be honest, and I’d like to get back home as quickly as I can.”
“What happened?” Greg asked as the elevator rushed to Greg’s office floor.
“I’ve noticed some troubling symptoms since we’ve been here.  She’s been sleeping a lot, but her fatigue is extreme.  She’s pale, nauseated, and she has all these bruises on her arm that she can’t remember getting.”
Greg stared at Ben as they marched down the hall towards his office.  Being that it was later in the afternoon, the receptionist was in, but there were no patients around.  They went back to Greg’s office and he shut the door.
“You’re thinking it’s cancer, but it’s not,” Greg said swiftly.  He shook his head and let out a small groan.  “I should have gotten in touch with Mark before he showed up here.  This was a mistake.”
“What are you talking about?” Ben demanded.
“I think your sister…”
“You know what,” Ben said, holding up a hand, “don’t.  Just don’t.  I don’t want to hear anymore shit about my sister being at risk for some demon possession or whatever, okay?  She’s exhausted and frankly there’s probably a medical explanation for it.  I just had brain cancer, Greg, and it’s not unthinkable that my sister might be at risk herself.  A lot of cancers are genetic.”
“A lot are,” Greg said slowly, “and a lot of symptoms that seem like cancer aren’t.”
Ben rolled his eyes and crossed his arms.  “This is not what I need.”
“Get her checked,” Greg eventually said as he reached into his desk to pull out an extremely thick file folder.  “There’s no harm, and you know what, if her health checks out, call me and I’ll see what I can do.”
“Yeah, okay,” Ben said, taking the folder out of Greg’s hands.  “You’re not going to go all split personality on me right now, are you?  I mean, can you feel the whole… change… coming on?”
“It’s an invited change, and no, he’s not making an appearance tonight,” Greg said with a small smile.
Ben settled down at the small table in the corner of Greg’s office and pulled out the first, stapled sheet of pages.  “A heads up would be nice, just in case,” Ben muttered.
Greg said nothing as Ben dove into sheet upon sheet of signatures, times and dates.  As Ben highlighted and circled names and dates associated with the John Doe’s room, he began to see a pattern.  “These names aren’t nurses or doctors, are they?” Ben asked after a few minutes.
Greg looked up from his computer with a frown.  “Doctors and nurses?  Oh, no, those would be just housekeeping and cafeteria staff.  Food delivery, tray pick-up, things like that.  The medical assistants, nurses and physicians are logged into a computer.  I suspect with that warrant, you’ll be able to obtain those records as well.”
“If she can get it,” Ben said.  “Still, I’m noticing a trend that started just after John Doe was admitted, and it looks like it stops right around the time he disappeared.  In fact, the last signature was two days after he was reported missing, but between then and the night he was gone, the person assigned to clean the room was only signed in once, and it was after midnight.”
“The hour isn’t entirely uncommon, but definitely something to look in to.”
“Do you recall someone in housekeeping going by the name of Shawn Thompson?” Ben asked.
Greg sat back, crossed his arms and frowned.  “Possibly.  As terrible as it sounds, I don’t find myself conversing with housekeeping very often, and I don’t usually retain their names.  I would be better off with a description.”
Ben looked down at the sheet.  “Well according to the logs, this Shawn Thompson was assigned to John Doe’s room for nearly two weeks straight.  It looks like he was signed in nearly every night at seven PM and signed out around one AM.  At one point, he worked what looks like a morning shift from six to noon, and then was signed back in at seven PM, and that went on for eight days in a row.”
Greg frowned, but his eyes lit up as he looked at Ben.  “I think I know who you’re talking about.  He was a tall fellow, a little slow, had that sort of sallow, nerdy look from a kid who spent most of his life in their parents’ basement.  He was French-Canadian, if I recall correctly, bit of an accent, mostly kept to himself.”
“I’m going to go out on a limb here and assume he doesn’t work here anymore,” Ben asked.
“I haven’t seen him in a while,” Greg agreed.
Ben shut the file folder and crossed his arms.  “I’m going to need a room to question some staff members.  I think we might have our first official suspect.”
 
~*~
 
The problem with his impromptu investigation happened to be that most of the employees on the list who might have had contact with Shawn Thompson were either not on shift, or, like Shawn, had stopped working.
The few who bothered to take time out of their shift to talk with Ben either knew nothing, or were absolutely petrified that he was going to find out about their copious marijuana smoking habits and report them to human resources where they would be promptly fired.
It wasn’t until a short, middle-aged woman who worked in the kitchens stopped by, that Ben got any sort of lead in the case.  She had heard a rumor that anyone who had seen or spoken to Shawn in the last two weeks needed to head up to the fourth floor where Ben was holding investigation interviews.
Ben was standing by the window, his hand on his forehead when she walked in.  He turned quickly and sized her up.  Kitchen scrubs, a smear of red marinara sauce on her arm, hair frizzy and unkempt from the hairnet and paper hat the cooks had to wear.
Ben immediately pinned her to her late forties, the grey streaks giving it away more than the few wrinkles she had near her eyes and mouth.  Her smile was tense as she walked in, and she seemed a little unsure of herself.
“Are you the er… detective?” she asked.  Her voice was rough, but quiet and her accent somewhere Midwest.
“Benjamin Stanford, but please, call me Ben,” he said, taking a couple of long strides towards her with an extended hand.
She took it briefly and then clasped her hands behind her back.  “I was um, I was told that you needed to talk to someone about Shawn?”
Ben pulled a chair out and gestured for her to sit.  “I’m looking for anyone who might have had contact with him in the last two weeks.”
She nodded, still looking fairly nervous, and perched on the very edge of the chair.  “Well I saw him right before he uh, before he quit,” she said softly.
“He quit?” Ben asked.
The woman gave a nod.  “My name is Nancy, by the way.  Nancy Wilson.  I’m the nighttime kitchen manager here.”
Ben quickly took down her name, and asked for her info and permission for the interview before he let her continue.  “So, Nancy,” he said after she requested that he call her by her first name, “would you consider yourself Mr. Thompson’s friend?”
Nancy let out a little laugh and shook her head.  “Oh no, detective.  I don’t know that Shawn had a lot of friends.  He worked here a long time, but he wasn’t exactly a social fellow, if you know what I mean.  He was always a little awkward with people.”
“But you talked to him?” Ben pressed.
“From time to time.  He liked to come down and grab a plate of left-overs after we finished delivering the patient meals.  He was always polite, though, a good guy.”
“So you never suspected him of being a criminal?” Ben pushed.
Nancy laughed.  “I don’t think he had it in him.  He was young, probably late twenties.  I don’t think he ever had a girlfriend, but he was always very respectful with all the nurses and with all of my staff.”
“So if we run his background, we’re not likely to find anything?”
Nancy smiled and shook her head.  “I doubt it, detective.  This is a hospital, after all, the background checks for even the simplest jobs are fairly extensive.  Random drug testing, and the moment something goes on your record, the human resources department is notified.  That’s why there’s a lot of turn-over here, you see.  A lot of the positions, medical assistants, housekeeping, once they have to do a random drug test, they usually leave.”
“And you think that’s why Shawn left?”
Nancy’s eyes went wide.  “I figured he left because he was found dead.”
Ben nearly choked on a swallow of coffee, and he cleared his throat.  “Found dead?”
“Isn’t that what this is about?” Nancy asked.
“I’m afraid I have no confirmation on Mr. Thompson’s whereabouts,” Ben said swiftly.  “Do you know something that I should know?”
“No,” Nancy said quickly.  “Look, I saw Shawn the last night he was here to um… say… to say thank you, for a favor he did for me.  He was really shaken up by something, and he said he was being followed.  I just assumed with you here asking questions about him, whoever had followed him had killed him.”
Ben stared at Nancy with narrowed eyes.  She was holding something important back, and whatever it was, it revolved around the favor.  Her hands were trembling when she said it, and she was starting to look even more nervous.
“Tell me about the favor he did for you,” Ben said after a long, tense pause.
Nancy’s eyes went even wider and she looked around.  “Oh he just helped me with something, it’s not important,” she said, waving her hand.
Ben closed the notebook he’d been scribbling in and folded his arms, leaning towards her.  “Mrs. Wilson, if you’re holding anything back, and it turns out that Mr. Thompson is responsible for a crime, you can be charged with a felony.  You’d lose your job, and believe me, you’ll find it difficult to recover.  I don’t want to do that to you, and in order to do my job properly, I need all of the information.  So please, tell me what this particular favor is.”
Nancy wrung her hands and went even more tense than she was before.  “Look, detective, it’s nothing bad, or illegal, I swear.  If I tell you, you won’t believe me, and if anyone finds out they’ll probably send me to a psychiatric hospital.”
Ben felt his stomach sink and he had a dark feeling this was going to be related to John Doe’s supposed powers of healing.  He sighed and leaned back.  “I include the information in my reports that I find pertinent to the case.  I’m not writing anything down right now, and unless it’s criminal, you won’t be sent anywhere.  I’ve seen some really strange things from the moment I started investigating this case, Mrs. Wilson, so please, just tell me what happened.”
Nancy looked around, as though to ensure no one was listening in, and when she spoke, her voice was low and rapid.  “A few nights before Shawn disappeared, he was on duty.  There was a patient here that no one liked to deal with, a comatose guy who had been in an accident or something.  No one had been able to identify him, and everyone called him the Sleeping Jesus, because he kind of had that look, you know, with the long hair and beard.”
Ben nodded, though part of him wanted to stop the interview right there.  “Go on,” he eventually said.
“I wasn’t there when Shawn was cleaning the room.  He came down to the kitchens, as usual, but that night he looked really shaken up.  His face was all pale and his hands were trembling.  I asked him what was wrong but he just sort of mumbled something and then left.
“The next night I was out collecting trays because one of my girls had called in sick, and he was standing in the hallway just sort of staring into space.  I said his name a few times but it was like he couldn’t hear me.  When I walked up, he suddenly turned around and grabbed the sides of my face.” 
Nancy trailed off and shook her head.  Ben could see her eyes welling with tears, and when she spoke again, her voice was thick and heavy.  “I don’t really know what happened.  There was this sort of noise, like a buzzing, and my vision went white, and my head was spinning.  I felt like I was going to fall, and when I finally came to, I was on my knees and Shawn was standing against the far wall just staring at me.
“I felt really tired after that,” Nancy went on, wiping her eyes quickly with the back of her hand.  “Eventually my relief came in and I went home and slept for almost eighteen hours straight.  The next day…” Nancy trailed off and shrugged.  “I never told anyone, detective Stanford, but I was sick.  I was in stage three kidney failure and the doctor was getting ready to start dialysis.  He told me that unless I could get a donor, I was probably going to die.  The list for kidney donors is really long, and you know, I’m just some middle-aged woman with no money.  I don’t know anyone, and my only remaining family member wasn’t a match.”
“I’m sorry,” Ben said softly.
Nancy laughed and didn’t bother to wipe the tears that were spilling freely from her eyes.  “You see, that’s just it.  The next day I felt… better.  I felt like I hadn’t felt in years.  I was worried, you know, so I called my doctor and they started to run tests and… and… somehow I was cured.  No one could explain it, but they ran test after test and eventually the doctor said that somehow I was fine.  I had the kidney function of a teenager.”  Nancy laughed and swiped her hand along her wet cheeks.
“I know it’s crazy,” she continued.  “It’s crazy, but it’s true.  Whatever happened, it was Shawn.  He cured me, just by touching me.  I took a few days off from work to deal with what had happened, and I went out and I bought him some flowers and a card, just to say thank you, you know.  I even put in a gift card from the electronics store because I figured a kid like him could find some use for it.”
“Did you confront him?” Ben asked.
“Well the night I went back to work, he had called out sick.  In fact, he called out the next three nights.  Just when I thought I wasn’t going to see him again, he showed up, but he looked awful.  His face was pale, he had dark rings around his eyes, and he had all these bruises on his arms that he said he didn’t remember getting.  He was just sort of standing in the hall, a few feet away from the Sleeping Jesus’s room when I found him.  I asked him if he was okay, and he started muttering like a crazy person.  He said he’d lost his memory of the last few days, said that there were invisible people talking to him, and that someone was after him.
“I offered to help, but he just sort of laughed and walked away, and that was the last time I saw him.  He didn’t come back to work after that, and Helen from HR said that he was a no-call no-show so they fired him.  They sent a welfare check to his house a few days later, but it didn’t turn anything up.  I figured… I figured he was dead.”
Ben licked his lips, his hands pressed together, the tips of his fingers pressed to the underside of his chin.  “And no one heard from him after that?”
“I figured that’s why you were here.  Shawn wasn’t the kind of guy to just abandon a job.  He was a weird kid, but he was a good employee.  Dependable.  Obviously he was capable of amazing things, and I can only assume that someone wanted to get their hands on those things.”
Ben gave a little hum to show he was listening, but inside his head was reeling.  For the briefest moment, he entertained the idea that Mark, Greg and Abby were right.  That this man was Judas Iscariot, and he had powers, and as in the Bible, was able to transfer those powers to others.
If, somehow, Shawn had suddenly been gifted with the powers, it was likely that the things Greg was warning them all about would use the kid to take Judas out of the hospital and take him somewhere.  The only real question was, where?
“Thank you, Mrs. Wilson,” Ben said after several long moments.
“Is that it?”
Ben nodded and stood up, offering her a hand up.  “I don’t feel it’s necessary to include the sensitive information in my report.”
“Oh, thank you,” she breathed, looking like she might suddenly be sick.  “Look I know it sounds crazy, but…”
“Like I said, over the last several weeks, I’ve seen a lot of crazy,” Ben replied to her, touching her shoulder lightly.  “The only advice I can offer is that you move on with your life and appreciate this second chance.”
“Oh believe me, I will,” Nancy said.  “This is a gift from God, I’m convinced, and I’m not going to squander it.”
Grimacing, he showed Nancy to the door and assured her that if he heard anything about the missing employee, she’d be the first to know.
That was a lie, of course.  Ben had no intention of ever speaking to Nancy again.  The similarity between her story and his was too much for Ben to handle right then, and he decided to head back to Greg’s office to find something distracting.
Greg was with a patient when Ben got in, so the detective waited patiently in the back room until Greg had finished up.  “Done for the day, it looks like,” Greg said as he walked in.  “Did you have any luck?”
“Possibly,” Ben said with a shrug.  “I think this Shawn character is our guy, I just need to track him down.”
“Any luck with the warrant?” Greg asked as he shrugged off his lab coat and sat behind his desk.
Ben shook his head and checked his phone for good measure.  “Not a word.  I’m afraid she might not be helping me after all, but I might not need her help.”
Just as the sun started to set and Ben was on the road back to his hotel room, his phone rang.  As he was driving, he couldn’t look down to see who it was.  “Stanford.”
“Are you busy?” came a somewhat unfamiliar female voice.
It took Ben several seconds to realize who was on the line.  “Ah, detective Horvath, I wasn’t sure you’d be calling,” he said, pulling over into a grocery store parking lot.  He put the car into park and put his free arm behind his head.
“What gave you that idea?” she asked, sounding a little confused.
“Your parting words to me were something along the lines of, ‘I’m forced to take time out of my busy case load to help you, go die in a fire.’  Or something like that.”
There was a moment of silence on the other end.  “Did I really tell you to die in a fire?”
Ben laughed.  “Okay maybe not those exact words.”
“I’m so sorry,” she said in a rush.  “It’s been a really difficult week, and while you were outside, my boss called and I got chewed out, so I may not have been in the best mood when we parted ways.”
“It’s fine,” Ben said.  “In fact, I think I have a lead on the case and might not need the hospital records.”
“Want to meet for dinner and talk it over?” she asked, and he could almost hear a wink in her voice.  “My treat.”
Ben hesitated.  “I don’t know if dinner is a good idea.”
“Don’t get any ideas,” she said playfully.  “Strictly business.”
“Fine,” Ben acquiesced.  “As long as you promise not to go all split personality on me again.”
“Deal,” she said.  She then gave him directions to a small Indian restaurant she said was right around the corner from her apartment.  “If you like curry, you’ll love it.  Scout’s honor.”
Ben agreed and promised to meet her there.  He hung up and found himself confused by her behavior, but not really hesitant to meet her.  Stella was the first person in all of that madness to offer solid, logical explanations for everything that happened.
Greg said Stella’s personality shift was due to her being possessed by some ancient Greek god.  Stella said it was because her boss had screamed at her, and being that Ben knew exactly what that felt like, and exactly what kind of mood that usually put him in, he was more inclined to believe Stella’s answer.
The drive to the restaurant only took a few minutes and he soon pulled in to a rather crowded parking lot.  The restaurant was in an upscale looking shopping center with several designer stores around it.  There was a small crowd of people eating on the patio, and the inside was fairly busy as well.
Through the large, floor to ceiling windows, Ben spotted the other detective seated at a table already, and she was waving him inside.  Ben smiled at the hostess and quickly hurried over, taking a seat in the opposite side of the booth.
“How are you?” she asked as he got settled.
“Fair to middling,” he answered honestly.  He looked at her and was surprised to see her dressed casually, in a long, black skirt and loose fitting sweater.  Her hair was down, curly from the bun she’d kept it in all day, and her work make-up had been washed off.  She looked very nice, Ben realized, and quickly tried to stamp his attraction down.  Regardless of how flirty she seemed to be, there was no way Ben could cross that line.
“Fair to middling calls for a couple of martinis,” she replied while he shrugged off his jacket and threw it to the side.  A server came over and Stella quickly ordered.  “Two gin martinis, dirty, two olives, and we’ll start with the samosas.”
Ben didn’t mind her taking control of the order, and perused the menu while she rattled on her favorite dishes.  Eventually he settled on some extra spicy lamb curry and before long, they were picking away at their appetizers and making small talk.
“It’s not so bad here, though a lot of my detectives can be a huge pain in the ass,” Stella said as she spun her speared olive around her drink.  “It’s difficult being a woman in power with this job.  It requires them to respect someone they feel is naturally inferior and I get a lot of push back.”
“Is that why you took over the case?” Ben asked as he nibbled on the edge of his samosa.
Stella snorted a laugh and shook her head.  “I took over the case because those two were a couple of bumbling idiots with the maturity level of middle-schoolers.  They were screwing up left and right, and I was about to lose control of the case.  I realize it’s just one missing person, but that missing person may help unlock something in a rather large homicide case, and they didn’t seem to want to listen to that reason.”
“They were looking for notoriety by taking down a seasoned detective, or proving he had a hand in some crime,” Ben said with a shrug.  “I see it all the time.  It’s a first for me, personally, but I had a guy working under me who went after our chief.  Needless to say, it didn’t end well.”
Stella let out a small laugh.  “I can imagine not.  Anyway, I do love the job, and I love San Diego.  I grew up in Arizona, so being costal, and on the edge of a rather pleasant beach is a nice change.”
Ben quirked an eyebrow.  “Arizona, interesting.  Never pinned you as a Zonie.”
Stella rolled her eyes and pushed the empty appetizer plate away.  “I haven’t heard that term in ages.  I’ve lived here twelve years, I think I’ve earned my California badge.”
“I guess,” Ben said with a smile.  They ordered a couple more drinks as the food arrived, and for the first time in weeks, Ben found himself actually enjoying a meal and a conversation with someone.
“Married?” Stella asked as the server took away their entrée plates and set down two small bowls of the restaurant’s famous almond kulfi.
Ben took a small taste of the ice cream and gave her a wry smile.  “No, never been.  Engaged once, but it didn’t work out well.”
“Let me guess, she cheated?”
“Luckily she left before that, but I think if I’d pushed her to hang on any longer she would have,” Ben said.  “We met in college, you know, couple of stupid kids thinking we were so grown up.  As time went by, we both did grow up, but we also grew into people who didn’t fit together anymore.”
“So, not bitter,” she said with a small smile.
“Not often, but I have my moments.  I’m a homicide detective, after all,” he finished with a laugh.  “You?”
“Married twice.”
“Cheaters,” Ben said.  “I’m clever,” he replied when she looked mildly surprised.
“Married right out of high school, lasted two years.  Married the second time when I was twenty-five, and he was a serial cheater.”
“Bitter?”
“Not after I had him arrested for credit card fraud,” she said with a laugh.
“Wow,” Ben replied.  “You’re scary.”
“I can be,” she said with a shrug.  “You caught a small glimpse of my ugly side.  Which I’m sorry about, by the way.”
“No apology necessary.  I can’t tell you what a hell week I’ve had, so you getting a little bitchy didn’t bother me at all.”
Stella nodded and stared at him for a moment.  “Want to talk about it?”
“Not particularly, no,” Ben said, and when Stella looked a little hurt, he continued.  “It’s nothing against you.  In fact, if I actually felt like sharing this insane week with anyone, I’d probably tell you.  You’re the first person to approach me with any sense of reason in a long time.  There’s just a lot I’m trying to sort out.”
She raised her hands in gentle surrender.  “I get it, no worries.”
“This ice cream is fantastic by the way,” Ben said as he scooped the last of it onto his spoon.  “I may have to drive down here simply to eat here.”
Stella laughed.  “I know.  I’m an absolute addict.”
The pair of them locked eyes long enough to make Ben uncomfortable and he quickly cleared his throat and changed the subject.  “So, this professional dinner…”
“We failed, I know,” she said with a half-smile.  “I think we both needed the break.”
“I do have to get back home with some sort of possible lead, though,” Ben said.  “Mind giving me a hand with it?”
“I’m happy to,” Stella said.  “What do you have?”
Ben reached into his inside jacket pocket and passed his small notebook over to Stella.  “There’s a guy who used to work at the hospital in housekeeping.  I have a witness who says he was acting strangely the night before he just stopped showing up to work.  Human resources fired him as a no-call no-show, and had a cop sent over for welfare check, but he wasn’t home.  I’d like to get some sort of address and possible family members on this guy.”
“Shawn Thompson,” Stella said, reading over the notes.  “And your witness was this Nancy Wilson?”
“Yes,” Ben said with a shrug.  “She said the last time she saw him happened to be right outside of John Doe’s room, and at that time, Wilson was acting really strangely.  Staring off into space, claiming that there were people after him.  He’s the person who had the most consistent contact with John Doe aside from the doctor and nursing staff.”
Stella nodded and closed the notebook.  “Mind if I keep this?  I’ll run his name first thing in the morning, and if you want, you can meet me down at the station in case we get a positive hit.”
“Sounds good,” Ben said.  He stifled a huge yawn, and realized that what he really wanted was a good, long night’s sleep.
Stella seemed to be thinking along the same lines, and as promised, paid the bill for the two of them and then led the way outside.
“Is it a feminist thing?” Ben asked as the pair stood in the parking lot.
“What?” she asked, her dark brows knotted into a deep frown.
“Paying for dinner.  Is it the whole, I can do anything a man can do, thing?”
She laughed and wobbled her hand a few times.  “Maybe a little.  I just don’t think there’s anything wrong with a woman treating every now and again.”
“Hey, you’re not hearing me complain,” Ben said and shoved his hands into his pockets.  “But next time, dinner’s on me.”
“How about an obscenely expensive cup of coffee in the morning, and an everything bagel with cream cheese?” she counter-offered.
Ben smiled and stuck out his hand.  “Deal.”
She grabbed it and squeezed lightly, their fingers touching for longer than necessary.  When she pulled away, she pulled away slowly and smiled very softly.  “Thanks for the great convo.”
“Thanks for the awesome logic,” Ben said.
There was a pregnant pause, the moment of hesitation where Ben knew that if it had been a date, this is where he’d kiss her.  They weren’t on a date, however.  They were colleagues, both heads of their respective departments, and he was on official business.
Eventually, awkwardly, Ben gave a little nod and then started towards his car.  He walked backwards a few steps, as did Stella, and they exchanged one last, awkward wave before he got into his car and turned it on.
The heater was on full blast, which felt great as he quickly sped down the road, and he found himself actually smiling.  Despite the situation, and everything going on, Ben had a feeling that he could actually like that girl.
 



 
 
 
 
Thirty-Three
 
As unfamiliar as Ben was with the city, he managed to find the place reputed to have San Diego’s best tasting espresso drinks, and ordered two of their house specials; espresso with soy milk, caramel and cinnamon.  He threw in a couple dozen of their bakery’s fresh bagels and headed off to the San Diego station where Stella had already clocked in for the day.
Ben had been at the San Diego station several times, and was familiar enough with the officers inside to receive a sort of stilted greeting from a few who found him cold and a little hard to converse with.  Ben wasn’t in a hurry to change that first impression, and only met the officers with a terse hello, and head nod as he made his way back to Stella’s office.
Through her tall windows, he saw her sitting behind her desk, her corded phone pressed to her ear and she was chatting away.  She saw him through the open blinds and waved him inside as he wiggled the cup of coffee in the air.
“Look, I don’t really have time to do this with you right now, but I’ll be in touch if I hear anything.  I’m an officer, not a magician, and as sympathetic as I am to your case, this isn’t some televised crime show.  I’m an actual detective with the actual police, and not every crime is solved by a drop of blood or semen at the crime scene.”
Ben snorted and Stella rolled her eyes as he took a seat and let her finish up the call.  The smell of the fresh baked bagels soon filled the room and as Stella listened to the ranting voice on the other end of the phone, her eyes snapped to the large paper bags Ben had brought in.
“I don’t care who you report me to, the point is, I can’t magic evidence out of thin air.  We’ve followed up on every single one of your leads, and several others that were brought to us, and he’s still missing.  You might want to consider the fact that you’re very unpleasant and maybe he just packed up and left no trace because he didn’t want you to find him.  I’ll be in touch,” she finished and slammed the phone down.
Ben chuckled as Stella groaned and dropped her face into her hands.  “Already that kind of morning?”
“About to get better if those bagels are as fresh as they smell,” she said, her voice muffled by her hands.
“Haven’t tried them but they looked fantastic,” Ben said.  He fished one of the everything bagels out of the bag and shoved it towards her with one of the tubs of cream cheese.
With a happy sigh, Stella began dressing her bagel liberally.  “This more than makes up for dinner.”
“So you owe me?  I’ll remember that,” Ben said with a wink.
Stella rolled her eyes and took a long drink of her coffee.  “Not bad, Stanford.  Not bad at all.”
“So any luck with my guy?” Ben asked after the two of them munched on a little bit of the breakfast.
“Mmm,” Stella replied, her mouth full.  She pushed a piece of paper across the desk and washed down her bite with her drink.  “Not much, just a couple of speeding tickets several years ago.  His address is listed as owned by one Diana Thompson, his mother, who still lives there.  We called but there was only a machine.  Probably worth it to stop by and check, though.  He wasn’t reported missing at any point, so it’s possible she knows where he is.”
“Excellent,” Ben said.  “I really think I’m going with my gut on this one, since all of the other leads I have are a little...” Ben trailed off and shook his head, not wanting to even approach that subject with the other detective.  “Let’s just say they’re pointless.”
“Bit like my entire day,” Stella said as she finished off her breakfast.  “I have a massive caseload that I’m falling behind on, so I’m not going to be able to stick on this case all day, but I’ll head out with you to the mother’s house if you like.”
“We should probably look up a place of employment for her, in case she’s not home,” Ben said.
“Way ahead of you,” she replied and shoved another sheet of paper at him.  “She was at one point on probation for aggravated DUI.  She was working for this insurance agency at the time and though they attempted to terminate her employment with them, her probation officer filed an appeal since part of her probation terms were to maintain a regular job.  When I called there this morning, she wasn’t in, but they did confirm she was still employed.  If she’s not home, it’s worth a look at her office.”
“I’ll drive,” Ben said and grabbed his coffee.  Within minutes, the pair were out the door and seated in the sporty rental car, Ben at the wheel.
“Not bad, Stanford.  You get to pick it?”
Ben smirked and shook his head.  “No, but I didn’t complain.”  With that, he fired up the engine, and following Stella’s directions, pulled in front of a split level, house about thirty minutes later.
It was older property near Mission Blvd, the wood on the outside cracked and worn from the constant moisture in the air and the heavy salt that came with living so close to the ocean.  It was at one time a vibrant yellow, though now only patches of the paint remained on the front walls.
The door was large and encased by a heavy, black iron screen, and the front yard was decorated with cheap, wicker patio furniture and palms slowly dying in big, clay pots.
Ben was the first at the door, and he hit the doorbell, listening to the incredibly loud chiming sounding through the house.  Several moments passed before Ben hit the button again.
“How long do you usually wait?” Stella asked, tapping her foot impatiently.
“Long enough to be annoying, in case anyone is home,” Ben said.  “Then again, I’m usually after murder suspects, or their spouses, so it’s in my favor to be patient.”
Still, after several minutes, Ben was ready to call it.  It was then, however, that a short, older woman with very blonde hair approached walking a very small, very fluffy white dog on a bright pink leash.
“Can I help you?” she asked in heavily accented English, as she opened the small gate to her walkway.  She approached, the wind ruffling her light scarf she wore over her white capri pants and blue and white striped sweater.  She had the look of a woman well off, but a woman who didn’t deal with it well.  The red on her nose and cheeks told Ben that she definitely liked her wine, and the slight tremble of her hands told Ben she probably liked it with breakfast, lunch, and dinner.
“Mrs. Thompson?” Ben asked, reaching for his badge.
“Yes?”
“My name is Detective Stanford, and this is my associate, Detective Horvath.  We’re here on behalf of both the San Diego police department and the San Francisco police department.”
The woman frowned and clutched the leash on her dog tighter.  “What is this regarding?”
“We were wondering if your son was home?” Stella cut in.
“Which son?” Diana asked with a deep frown.  “Is this about Michael again?  I assure you, he’s had trouble in the past, but he’s been home at seven PM sharp every night for the last six months.”
Stella exchanged a frown with Ben and then shook her head.  “Not Michael, Mrs. Thompson.  We’re here about Shawn.”
The woman’s face then fell and she took a step back.  “Shawn?  Oh mon Dieu, he’s not… no.  He’s not um…”
Being familiar with a person’s face who suddenly thought they’d lost a loved one, Ben quickly cut in.  “No, Mrs. Thompson, he’s not dead.  We were hoping that he was home.  You see, we’re investigating a case from Edgington Behavioral Health hospital and he may have witnessed something.”
Relief rushed into the old woman’s eyes and she let out a breath.  “I’m sorry, you really frightened me.  I haven’t seen or heard from Shawn in a while.  Not since his road trip, and I was starting to get worried.”
“Road trip?” Stella asked.
The puppy at Diana’s feet began to whine, and she reached down to pick it up.  “Can we move this inside?  Coco just hates the cold.”
“By all means,” Stella said, gesturing at the door.
A moment later, both detectives were inside the warm foyer, and the dog was running back and forth between their feet, sniffing their pant legs and looking suspiciously like it might attempt to mark one of them.
Ben looked around at the house and noticed several pictures of two young boys on the walls.  They appeared to be several years apart, but Ben had a feeling in their adulthood they could probably pass for twins.  They were tall, strawberry blonde hair kept short in nearly every picture.  They were thin, faces long, eyes small and beady, and they had the look of kids who were a little too into things like dragons and wizards to be considered cool by their peers.
The house itself was typical, furniture older but nice, and knick knacks spread out on every possible surface.  She led the detectives into the sitting room where a small fire was going, and she took a seat on the chair nearest to the flames.
“My son had built up quite a bit of vacation time at the hospital, so he decided to go on a road trip up the coast,” she said after the detectives got settled on the sofa.
“That’s what he told you?” Stella asked.
“That’s what he did.  He called me from San Francisco about a week ago and said he was going to head up towards Washington and then he’d start back down.  Shawn doesn’t do a lot outside of the house, so I figured this would be good for him.  He was taking along some friend he met at work.”
Ben frowned and pulled out his small notepad and pen.  “Do you have the name of this friend?”
“Shawn’s a grown man, I have no place sticking my nose in his business,” Diana snapped.
“Is that what he told you when you asked for this friend’s name?” Ben questioned.  Diana looked mildly horrified, so Ben clarified.  “Your son is obviously a loner, Mrs. Thompson, and I don’t say that to be rude.  It’s just, according to his colleagues, Shawn didn’t have a lot of friends, so taking a sudden road trip with some unnamed friend had to strike you as a little odd.”
Diana let out a small breath and then shrugged.  “Well yes, it was a little strange.  Shawn never mentioned any friend before, so I asked.  He got defensive, so I thought it might be a girlfriend or something.  If it was, I wasn’t about to say anything to change his mind.  He’s a good boy, you know, and he’s never really had a way with the ladies.”
“Understandable,” Ben said with a nod.
“Did you notice anything odd about his behavior before he left?” Stella added.  “Lack of sleep, muttering to himself?  Anything you’d consider bizarre?”
“Yes,” Diana said, sounding surprised that Stella seemed to know.  “He wasn’t sleeping at all, and he was so pale and wasn’t eating.  When I asked him about it, he said it was work stress.  I started encouraging him to take some of his vacation time, and I was pretty pleased when he did.”
“I’m sorry to tell you this, Mrs. Thompson, but Shawn didn’t use any vacation time at his job,” Ben said after a moment.  “He was fired as a no-call, no-show.  In fact, a couple of officers were sent over to do a welfare check on him, but no one was home.”
“That’s not possible,” Diana said, putting her hand to her mouth.  “Shawn’s always been the responsible one.  He’s never had a single sick day, was never late, and worked so hard.”
“We have reason to believe your son might be in some possible danger,” Stella said.  “A patient went missing at the hospital, a patient your son had close contact with on a near daily basis.  We’re still looking into the case, but if you have any idea where he might be, or how we can get in touch with him, we’d really appreciate it.”
“All I have is his cell phone number,” she said, sounding shaken and terrified.
“Do you know if he carries a credit card?” Ben asked, trying to sound soothing and calm.
“Um yes,” Diana said, rubbing her cheek with her hand.  She was shaking worse now, and her face had gone from ruddy to very peaked.  “He has a debit card from his bank, and a credit card he carries for emergencies.”
“Good, that’s good, we can track that if he’s using it,” Ben said.
“You don’t think something happened to him, do you?” she asked quickly, leaning forward towards the detectives.  “I don’t know what I’d do if anything happened to my son.”
“It’s far too early to speculate,” Ben said, holding up a hand, “but I can promise that the moment we hear something, I’ll personally let you know.  Believe me, the quicker we can find him, the quicker we can bring him home safely.”
“Okay,” she said, taking a slow breath.  “Thank you both for coming by.”
Stella quickly slipped her card onto the table and reached out to take her hand, patting it soothingly.  “Listen, Mrs. Thompson, nine times out of ten, things like this turn out to be nothing.  Coincidence, if you will.  Just think of what we’re doing as being better safe than sorry.”
“Yeah, that makes sense,” Diana said, suddenly sounding calm and relaxed.  “Thank you.”
“You’ll call if you hear from him?” Ben asked, putting his card with Stella’s.
“Absolutely,” Diana said with a smile.  “Thank you both for coming by,” she repeated in that same, soothed, quiet tone.
Ben frowned, finding that bizarre, but nevertheless let her walk them to the door.  He gave her a little wave as they walked down the path, and when the door shut, he shuddered.  “That was creepy.”
“Just a bit,” Stella said.  “And also helpful.”
“How so?” Ben asked as they got into his car.
“Because if I didn’t before, I’m almost positive her creepy loner son is involved, if not completely behind our John Doe going missing.”
 



 
 
 
 
Thirty-Four
 
To say being back at work was difficult for Mark was an understatement.  To don the contacts, the white cane, and the heavy accent without having yet made any real progress was tough.  Knowing Yehuda was out there, probably close enough to reach out and touch, was the only thing on his mind, and having to step back and allow Ben to do the leg work was something Mark wasn’t entirely comfortable with.
Mark briefly considered just abandoning his post, renting a small apartment nearby and laying low until he heard from Ben, however Ben and the other detective had gone out of their way to ensure Mark’s job remained intact.  They provided the school with documentation proving he was aiding in a police investigation, and though they were none too happy with Mark and Abby taking off the way they had, they were welcomed back to their classes.
He was impossibly stressed, however, in his many centuries of walking the Earth, he had never been so alone; unable to reach out and feel his companion’s presence.  Mark hadn’t encountered a single being able to perform such a feat, and he had no way of knowing how to combat it.
The other problem Mark was facing was Abby. She’d slept most of the ride home and didn’t quite seem herself.  She hadn’t gone through a personality shift the way Greg had warned him to look for, so Mark figured it had to be something psychological.  Likely it was stress, he reasoned as he dropped her off at her apartment.  He watched her stumble in, half-awake, face pale and fingers on the door handle trembling.
He advised her to call in sick the next day, but Abby refused, saying she’d get a good night’s sleep and feel better in the morning.  Mark wasn’t so sure, but seeing as he was back to his old routine and disguise, he didn’t have a lot of time to catch up with her.
The next day, Mark grudgingly forced himself through every one of his morning classes.  By the time lunch rolled around, he was happy to lock himself away in his office, setting up his do not disturb sign in the window and drawing back the shades.
He sat there, staring through the milky white film of the contacts, feeling the rough wood of his old desk under his fingers, listening to the soft clock ticking away in the corner.  He wondered briefly how long it would be before he had a moment of real peace.
A knock interrupted his musings, and he groaned.  Reaching out, he felt for the knob and twisted it, allowing the door to open just a crack.  “Forgive, but I’m very busy…”
“It’s me,” came Abby’s voice, sounding strained and rushed.  She pushed the door against his arm, stepped in, and shut it.  He heard the lock click and then heard her slide into the chair nearest to his desk.  “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to interrupt, but I just needed a break.  All those children just yammering away, like they’re the only beings in existence and I’m here solely to serve them.”
Mark gave a little laugh and ran his fingers back through his hair.  “I know what you mean.  It’s difficult to come back to the job knowing what we know.”
“What do we know really, though?” Abby asked.
Mark felt her warm fingers close over his wrist, a desperate attempt for comfort.  “Still not much, unless your brother has called you with new information?”
“My phone hasn’t made a peep,” she said, pulling her chair even closer to his.  “Yours?”
“Just a very brief conversation this morning.  He said he may have a lock on some guy named Shawn… I don’t remember the last name.  They had spoken to his mother earlier and now they’re trying to track him down.”
“Hmm, well good luck with that one,” Abby muttered.
Mark frowned, turning his gaze towards the sound of her voice.  “What do you mean?”
“I just mean, with every dead end we’ve met, it’s hard to have faith,” she said in a hurried tone.
Mark sat back, pulling his hand away from her.  Something was off about her, but he wasn’t sure what, and he didn’t quite like it.  “Look, Abby, maybe we should wait for your brother to call before we go on speculating anything.”
“Sure yeah,” she said and Mark heard her chair scoot even closer.  “I don’t mean to be so negative, I’m just so stressed out.  I haven’t slept in days, and these kids are just… I don’t know how people deal with having these little creatures living in their homes all the time.  They just never stop needing things.  And then dealing with this will-we-won’t-we find this supposed suspect.  It’s just a lot.”
“Yes, it is,” Mark said slowly, pushing his chair back slightly.  He moved to stand up, but Abby’s hands were suddenly on his arms, holding him in place with surprising strength.  He tried to pull away but he found his arms pinned.
“I’m just really stressed, and really lonely,” Abby breathed, her mouth close to his ear.  “Can you just hold me?  Just for a minute?”
Part of Mark wanted to tell her no.  She was acting oddly, but part of him suddenly understood where she was coming from.  He’d been running for so long, and just when he thought he could stop and catch his breath, something else happened and he was on the go.  He was lonely, he was stressed, and the warmth of her arms was so inviting.
Very slowly, Mark slid his hands up her sides wrapping around her back.  The front of her body pressed against his, slightly awkward from the position of the chairs, but her head fell on his shoulder, her mouth close to his neck, and he could feel the heat radiating off of her.
“Thank you,” she breathed.
Mark gave a nod as he held her closely, feeling her knees shifting between his gently, but persistently.  Her hand began to draw a lazy circle on his side, her head shifting so her mouth was touching the skin on his neck.
“I can’t remember how long it’s been since I’ve been held.  I imagine it’s been a long time for you, too,” she whispered.
He shivered at the feel of her mouth moving against his neck, and he cleared his throat.  “Quite some time, yes.”  He swallowed again as she shifted from her chair onto his lap, keeping her face firmly in the crook of his neck.
He felt her lips shift, pressing a gentle, but firm kiss to his skin.  “And how long since you’ve been intimate with someone?”
Mark shifted, trying to pull away from her, but he didn’t try very hard.  “Look Abby, this isn’t a good idea,” he said.
“Nothing we’ve done the last several days has been a good idea,” she said, her voice going from husky and low to demanding and firm.  “Everything we’ve done has either been a mistake or illegal.  Why not do something else that might be stupid, but might be so good?”
Mark opened his mouth to argue with her, but he found that his lips were suddenly occupied by hers.  She kissed him, fierce and demanding, her hands twisting into his shirt, her legs shifting so she was straddling him in the chair.
Any thought of protest at that moment was gone as she moved against him, making his entire body feel like it was about to catch fire.  One hand ran into his hair, her fingers moving gently, giving it the barest tug.  He groaned and didn’t protest as she quickly reached between them to undo his belt, buttons and zipper.
It had been a long time for Mark, a very long time, and as she moved her skirt aside and took him, any thought of protest or bad ideas had flown out the window and he gave in.  It was over before Mark really realized it, and when he came to his senses, her head was on his shoulder, both of them gasping for air.
He immediately felt guilty, but there was more to it.  As Abby shifted off of him and he adjusted himself back into his trousers, he saw something through his blurry contacts.  It was a light, like a flame, sparking up in the room for only a second before going out.
“Oh God,” Mark gasped, pressing his hand to his mouth.
Abby, who was standing by the edge of the desk, let out a small peal of laughter.  “Look, my little immortal meat-puppet, there’s no need to feel guilty.  I can tell you with absolute certainty that this little girl wanted it more than I did.  I actually kind of feel bad for taking that from her.  She’s been dreaming about your cock since the day she met you.”
Mark felt a violent wave of nausea.  He grasped at his eyes, pinching the contacts and throwing them onto the desk.  He blinked against the sudden, fuzzy world flaring to life before him, and stared as the figure of Abby swam into focus.
She was there, looking ragged and tired, her hair a mess, her skirt still crooked and the hem torn slightly from an exposed bolt on the side of the chair.  She was smiling though, and her eyes were bright.  “In my defense,” she said, throwing up her hands, “I kind of thought you’d figured it out.”
“Who are you?” Mark asked, fighting down the wave of bile rising in his throat.
“Ah, I’ve seen enough spy movies to know you don’t give away your secret identity or your plans, even if you think you’ve won,” she said with a wink.  “I’m going to bring Abby back now, but thanks for the ride.  It was exactly what I needed to get me through the next couple of days.  See you soon, Tiger,” and with that, Abby winked, and then collapsed on the floor.
Mark dove to catch her before her head hit the side of the desk, and a moment later, Abby’s eyes flickered open.  “Mark?” she asked, her voice groggy.  “Where am I?”
“In my office,” Mark said and tried to ignore the violent rush of guilt flooding through him as he helped her sit up.  He stared at her as she rubbed her eyes, trying to get her bearings, and he shook his head.  “Abby, my love, I’m afraid we have a problem.”
 
~*~
 
As desperate as he was to make the phone call, before Mark could dial anyone, he got Abby settled down on the sofa with a boiling hot cup of chamomile tea.  She was trembling slightly, her face a bit grey in color, and her eyes were half-lidded and watery.
Mark sat down next to her, staring at her intently, eyes searching her face and body language for any hint of change.  She shifted uncomfortably under his stare and she set her tea cup down.  “What?” she asked after a few moments under his intense gaze.
“How are you feeling?”
“Groggy,” she said with a shrug.  “Pretty out of it, like I took a bunch of cold medicine or something.  Also, I’m pretty freaked out.  One minute I’m drinking tea at my desk before my classes started, and the next minute I’m lying on your office floor.”  She gave a little shudder and looked up into his eyes, though her gaze was very apprehensive.  “Mark, I’m also… you know… sore.”
Mark gulped and felt heat flare into his cheeks.  “Look, Abby, I didn’t realize…” he trailed off, his guilt taking over for the moment.  Clearing his throat, he pushed himself away from her almost absently and clasped his hands between his knees.  “I’m sorry.”
“I wasn’t unconscious when we uh, you know… was I?” she asked in a very small voice.
“No!” Mark said loudly, making her jump.  “I’m sorry.  No, you were perfectly awake and rather coherent.  The most coherent I’ve seen you in a few days.  I had no idea you were under the influence.”
Abby frowned, licking her dry lips and she stared down at her hands.  “Influence.  Do you mean drugs?  Or are we talking about all that other stuff, that Greg stuff?”
Mark felt his stomach fall.  He wanted to do anything but answer that question.  “I’m not entirely sure, Abby, but if you want the truth, and the truth is awful… then yeah, I think it was a Greg thing.  I think one of them, whoever they are, had your body.”
“Oh God,” Abby said, dropping herself forward, her forehead nearly touching her bent knees.  “Oh God.”
“Abby, I’m sorry!  I swear I didn’t know!”
Abby’s head snapped up, and though Mark expected her to look angry, hateful, even disgusted, she just looked scared.  “I’m not mad about that, okay!  They’re screwing with all of us, not just you and not just me.”  Abby trailed off and rubbed her face with one hand.  “I’m scared.  I want to call my brother.”
Mark reached into his pocket and pulled out his cell phone.  “Just remember, if you tell your brother that you were possessed by a Greek god who tricked me into sleeping with you, he’s not going to believe you, and he’s probably going to come home and try to kill me.  It won’t end well.”
Abby let out a shaking breath.  “Okay.  Um… so who do we call?”
“Greg,” Mark said and scrolled through his contacts for the doctor’s personal number.  “If anyone has any idea how to prevent this from happening, it’s going to be him.”
Abby nodded and sat back.  “Right, okay.  But… Mark, what if Greg’s behind it?  What if he’s been lying to us this entire time and he’s actually part of this?”
“The thought has crossed my mind,” Mark said slowly.  “The unfortunate thing is, we don’t have any other choice, and with your brother still out of town, we’re fairly defenseless.”  With that, Mark pushed send on his phone and waited as the phone rang and rang.
He thought for sure it would go to voicemail when a rather tired voice picked up.  “Hello?”
“Greg, it’s Mark.”
“Hello,” Greg said.  “How are you?”
“Do you have a moment to chat?  We’re having some problems here, I’m afraid, and we could really use your help,” Mark said in a hurried tone, trying to keep his confusion and terror to a minimum.
“Uh sure, just give me a moment,” Greg said, his voice going instantly from cheerful to serious.  Mark heard some muffled noises, and after a minute, Greg came back on the line.  “What’s going on?”
“Abby’s having some incidents, as it were,” Mark said.  “She came into my office this afternoon, and she wasn’t quite herself.”
“Go on,” Greg urged.
Mark took a deep breath, unsure if he was going to be able to tell Greg the full story.  He knew, however, that if he wasn’t totally honest, Greg might not be able to help.  “She was more awake, more coherent than she’s been in a while,” Mark said slowly.  “She and I talked for a bit, and then she started er…”
“Hitting on you?” Greg offered.
“Yes,” Mark said in a breathy tone.  “Unfortunately I didn’t realize something was different until after.  She talked to me, and it clearly wasn’t her.  I couldn’t get a name, and before I could get any sort of answers, Abby’s body collapsed and she woke up a few minutes later.”
“Does she remember any of it?” Greg asked in a somber tone.
“She says the last thing she remembers is sitting at her desk before classes drinking tea.  Then she woke up on my office floor,” Mark said, still blushing from shame.
“Is she with you now?”
“Yes, she’s right here,” Mark said, looking over at Abby who was staring at the wall.
“Ask her if these blackouts happened any time before this morning.”
Mark pulled the phone from his ear and looked at Abby.  “Greg would like to know if you’d had any blackouts before this.”
Abby gave a little sigh and a shrug.  “I guess so.  I mean, there were times when we were in San Diego, in the hotel, that I was feeling really out of it.  I just figured it was the stress.”
“Did you catch that?” Mark asked.
“I did.  I hate to say it, but it sounds like she’s become a vessel.  I’m not entirely sure how they’re using her, seeing as it can get a bit complicated with a conscious body.”  Greg fell silent a moment and Mark could hear shuffling papers in the background.  “I’m going to transfer the rest of my appointments to my on-call colleague and see if I can catch a flight up there tonight.  I may have something to help her from being taken over, but first I need to find out how they’re taking her, and how often.  Can you keep her with you at all times?”
“I’ll do what I can,” Mark promised.  “What about her brother?”
“I haven’t heard from Ben in a while.  He’s busy with that detective, which makes me a little nervous considering she’s one of them.”
“Are you sure about that?” Mark asked in a skeptical voice.
“There’s no doubt in my mind.  As far as I can tell, this Stella person is a willing vessel, just as I am.  I’m not entirely sure what side to place her on, and what her sudden interested in Ben’s case is, if it’s not to keep Yehuda away from us.  Either way, I’ll give him a call and see if he plans on returning any time soon.  I’ll send you a message with my flight time, and as I said before, keep her in your sights at all times.”
“And if somehow she shifts?” Mark asked.
Greg gave a small sigh and hesitated before answering.  “Don’t try and stop her.  That could get dangerous.  Just follow her and try and not to get hurt.”
“I’m not afraid of getting hurt,” Mark said in a steely tone.
“As an immortal wouldn’t be,” Greg acquiesced, “but you can’t risk being slowed down if she decides to take off.  Still, I don’t think that’s what they’re using her for, so just try and lay low until I arrive.”
“Okay,” Mark said.  “We’ll see you soon.”
With that, Mark disconnected and set the phone on the table.  Abby stared down at the little device and then up at Mark’s face.  “So he’s coming here?”
“He’s going to try,” Mark said.
“Can he help me?”
Mark winced at how small and terrified she sounded.  He wanted to hold her, just to offer some small measure of comfort, but after what he did, he couldn’t bring himself to move any closer.  “I think so.  I’m not sure, though, but I think he’s got some sort of plan.”
Abby groaned and rested the side of her face against the arm of the sofa.  “It’s feels like it’s never going to end.  I’m just so damn tired, and when I sleep I have these terrible dreams.  I can’t remember them when I wake up, except that I’m scared, and lost, and my heart is racing, and it feels like I haven’t slept in weeks.”
Mark’s hand twitched in her direction before he dropped it into his lap.  “I’m sorry, Abby.  We’ll get through this, I promise.”
She looked over at him and smiled a heart-breakingly sad smile, her head shaking just slightly.  “That’s the worst lie, Mark.  You told me yourself that you can’t promise I’d be okay.  I mean, I kind of knew I was in danger, but I just didn’t realize how bad it was going to get.”
Mark wanted to argue with her, but the point was, she was right.  He couldn’t promise that she’d be okay.  He couldn’t vow to protect her because frankly, he didn’t know how.  He had no idea what these creatures were, what they wanted, and how they could be stopped.  He couldn’t imagine her fear, knowing they could take her the moment her eyes were shut.
“I’m sorry Abby,” was all he could muster.
She put her face back down on the sofa and sighed.  “I know.  We’re all really damn sorry now, aren’t we?”
 



 
 
 
 
Thirty-five
 
Being an official consult on the John Doe case, Ben was given access to an empty office, and though it wasn’t as comfortable or familiar as his office back home, it suited.  Being head detective, Stella’s workload was rather intense, and as much as she seemed to want to help Ben, other pressing matters took her attention away from him.  By two in the afternoon, she was off on a call and he was stuck at the desk pouring over the John Doe case file.
A few hours had gone by since Ben had heard from anyone, and just as he started to realize he was nearly starving for lunch, he also realized he’d left his phone on silent and hadn’t checked it in quite some time.
He pulled out the device and saw four missed calls from Greg and one voice message.  “Detective Stanford, this is Dr. Asclepius.  I’m sorry to keep bothering you, but it seems like we may have a situation with your sister back in San Francisco.  I hope the case for the missing John Doe is going well, but if you get the chance, please phone me back.  I’m getting on a plane at two, and heading up there to meet with your sister and Mark, so I do hope to hear from you before long.  Thanks.”
Ben’s face went white.  A problem with his sister?  His mind went instantly to illness.  Maybe she had a seizure, like he’d suffered with the tumor before he went to the doctor.  Maybe she’d been in an accident, or maybe Mark had finally lost his mind and hurt her.
His fingers were trembling as he dialed Greg, but after a second, the call went straight to voicemail.  Ben’s eyes darted to the clock on the computer which read two-fifteen.  “Shit,” he cursed, slamming the phone onto the desk.
He dialed Abby, but her phone, too, was off, though it was usually like that during the school day.  As a last resort, and as terrified as he was to do it, Ben decided to phone Mark.  It rang a few times, and then the tired voice of Mark picked up.
“Ben?”
“I just got Greg’s message,” Ben said hurriedly.  “What happened?  What’s going on?”
“Greg left you a message?” Mark asked.
“Yes,” Ben snapped, feeling completely panicked now.  “Are you with Abby now?  Greg said something happened to her.  What is going on?”
“She’s with me now,” Mark said, his voice still low and tired.  “She’s asleep, which is good, and she’s not hurt, if that’s what you’re worried about.”
“I’m worried about a lot of things,” Ben said, though he felt better now that he was talking to Mark, and the strange man sounded at least sane and put together.  “Why is Greg flying up there to meet with you?”
“He didn’t tell you on the message?” Mark asked, and then sighed.  “Of course not.  Look Ben, your sister is okay, but there’s something going on with her.”
“I know,” Ben said.  “I noticed when we were at the hospital.  She’s really out of it, has these strange bruises on her arms.”
“Bruises?” Mark asked.  “What kind of bruises?  Where on her arms?”
“Just on her forearms,” Ben said.  “What does it matter?”
“Because I think someone is… or was… drugging your sister,” Mark snapped.
“That’s ridiculous,” Ben stammered.  “Who the hell would do that?  Who would have access to her to do that?”
“Any one of us, to be honest,” Mark said.  “Obviously it’s not me since they can’t get to me, but it could have been Greg.  It could have been you.”
“Excuse me?” Ben roared.  “You think I’d drug my sister?  What kind of sick person…”
“Not you,” Mark retorted, sounding exasperated.  “Them, the Greek whatevers.  The gods.”
“Jesus,” Ben sighed.
“I realize you don’t believe me, but you know what, you don’t have to believe it to accept it.  Your sister is being drugged and possessed, Ben.  She came into my office today and was all over me.  I didn’t realize anything was wrong until she passed out and when she woke up, she didn’t remember any of it.  She said she’s been having blackouts since we got to San Diego.”
Ben put a hand over his face.  “Where is she exactly?”
“She’s sleeping on my couch.  Greg told me to keep an eye on her, and if she wakes up and leaves, I have to follow her.”
Ben checked his watch and then stood up.  “I’m coming home.  Obviously the three of you are going to turn this into a three-ring circus with your weird altars and immortal theories and whatever.  If there’s something wrong with my sister, she needs to be seen by a proper medical doctor.  Neither one of you had better lay a hand on her until I get there.  Am I understood?”
“You’d better hurry, I’m not sure how long she’ll be able to resist whatever’s taking over her body,” Mark said.
Ben snapped his phone shut out of anger and threw it down on the desk.  Something was wrong with Abby, and whatever it was, Ben couldn’t fix it until he was home.  He looked at the clock again and wondered if he could catch a flight before the evening.
Grabbing his phone and his coat, he marched out of the office and dialed Stella as he walked to his rental car.  She answered after a few rings.  “Stella,” he said in a hurried tone.  “I’ve gotta go.”
“What do you mean go?” she asked.  He could hear a rushing sound in the background and guessed she was on the freeway.
“Something’s wrong with my sister,” Ben said.  “I’ve have to get back to San Fran.”
“What’s wrong?  Is she in the hospital?” Stella asked in a worried tone.
“No, nothing like that.  It’s just… I’m not even sure what’s going on.  I talked to Mark and he seemed pretty worried.  It’s best if I get back there and see what I can do.”
“Alright,” Stella said slowly.   “I think I have a break in the case, though.  Any chance you can stick around until I get back to the office.  I’ll give you the info, and even drive you to the airport if you like.”
Ben hesitated.  He knew that Abby wasn’t dying, so if he waited a little while longer, he may be able to kill two birds with one stone.  On the other hand, Greg was on his way to San Francisco right then, and Ben just didn’t trust the doctor after what he’d seen.
“How long until you can get here?” Ben finally asked.
“Give me twenty-five minutes,” Stella vowed.
“Fine.  I’m going to call the airlines right now and see how soon I can get on a plane.  I’ll wait here, but I’m not going to wait longer than a half hour.”
“Deal,” Stella said.
Ben hung up without saying goodbye and quickly pulled up the internet on his phone.  He grabbed the first airline that came up and after going through the seemingly endless loop of the automated system, he was on with a live person who was able to book him a flight that left at six pm.  It wasn’t ideal, but it was going to get him to San Francisco that night, and that would have to be good enough.
True to her word, Stella showed up just as Ben had confirmed his flight, and she got out of the car, her heels clicking on the pavement as she hurried over.  She looked a little frazzled, her hair having fallen out of her neat bun, and fell in waves around her shoulders and back.
Her cheeks were somewhat pink from rushing across the busy parking lot and when she reached Ben, she was slightly out of breath.  “I got the credit card reports back,” she said, pulling out her cell phone.  “They were uploaded to my email address, and we found the cards were last used this morning in a small town in Washington called Kelton.  It’s also the place where we have the latest documented information of cult activity.”
Ben frowned and took a step back.  “What do you mean cult activity?  Like devil worshipers?”
Stella let out a small laugh.  “Sometimes, but usually it’s a bunch of hippies preaching free love and energy healing.  Sometimes it’s polygamists, sometimes it’s the more dangerous drink-my-special-juice types of cults.  There are a couple of government agencies who keep tabs on those sorts of things, and occasionally we get red flags if things start to look like they’re going to go south.”
“Why didn’t I know about this?” Ben asked.
“Because it tends to be associated with missing persons, not dead bodies.  It’s only the really insane ones, where everyone lights themselves on fire, or drinks poison that you’d hear about it, and it’s the agency’s job to stop that before it gets there,” Stella answered with a shrug.
Ben sighed and scratched the back of his head.  “So what?  This Shawn kid started a cult?”
“No idea,” Stella said, “but I spoke with the Kelton County Sheriff Department and they were able to confirm a young man matching his description traveling with one other person who also fit the description of a man who went missing a few days ago from a hospital in San Francisco,” Stella said.  “I don’t remember his name, but it’s in the email somewhere.  Anyway, it’s at least worth checking out.  Cults are responsible for a lot of missing people, and if we get to them in time, we’ll have a few less homicide cases in your inbox.”
Ben let out a breath.  “Okay, let’s go inside and see what we can find.  My flight leaves at six, so I have a few hours before I need to jet over to the airport.”
Stella smiled and led the way inside.  Back at her desk, Ben took a seat off to the side and Stella fired up the computer.  “I’m going to print out the emails I have available with all of the information on them and you can take them back to your office.  I’m not sure that I can go any further on this case with you, but I’ll back you if you want to get a team together to check this place out.”
“I might,” Ben said as he thought about his sister, and what might possibly be going on.  “These cults, they’re all into that brainwashing stuff, aren’t they?”
“Some are,” Stella said with a shrug.  “Why?”
“Well,” Ben said and he hesitated.  “Things have been a little weird since I got on this case.  This Mark character who works with my sister has some ridiculous ideas about what is going on with the John Doe, the doctor, Asclepius, is a little off, and I got this phone call telling me something’s happened to my sister.  I’m getting a little nervous that if this is cult activity, these two clowns may be involved and dragging my sister along with them.”
Stella let out a breath, her chin on her hand, elbow resting on the desk, and she was looking at Ben with half-lidded eyes.  “I wish I had more experience with cult activity and cult members to give you some sort of warning signs, but anything I know, I’ve learned from internet browsing.”
Ben smiled a half-smile and nodded.  “I know what you mean.  Either way, I’m going to check this out and I’ll be in touch if I need help with a team.  You’re right about needing to move quickly on it, if I can get this John Doe out of there as quickly as possible, we may be able to close up my homicide cases as well.”
“Oh,” Stella said, holding up her hand.  She threw open her desk drawer and pulled out a piece of paper with a state seal stamped on the bottom.  “This is for Mark, by the way.”
Ben grabbed it and squinted at the writing.  It looked like some sort of custody order.  “What is this?”
“Mark petitioned for the release of John Doe into his custody once John Doe was given a medical release.  He was denied twice, so I called in a favor.”
Ben felt his face grow hot.  “Why?  Why would you do that?”
Stella folded her arms and leaned back in her chair.  “I realize he seems a little off to you, but he checked out.”
“You don’t think it’s weird that he wants custody of some comatose homeless guy?”
“The guy was suffering stigmata wounds, Ben,” she said with a shrug.  “If you look into the legal history of the Catholic Church, you’ll see that this isn’t the first time they’ve done this.  They probably think the guy’s a saint or something.  Either way, they’re able to financially care for the guy, and it takes responsibility off of the state for the medical bills.  It’s hard to say no, and unless you can give me a reason why Mark shouldn’t have custody of this guy, I’m for it.”
“What if he’s mixed up in the cult?” Ben countered, feeling frustrated and helpless in the situation.  He wasn’t quite sure why he was so determined to keep John Doe away from Mark, but something about it made him uneasy.
“Look, I really doubt it.  The guy’s a total fob, without any sort of criminal history, and a long history with the church.”
You have no idea how long he claims, Ben thought, but he kept that to himself.  “What’s a fob?” he asked instead.
“Fresh off the boat,” Stella said with a little laugh.  “It’s something us first generation immigrants use to describe people new to America.  He’s probably a good guy, and you’re probably just being a little over protective.”
Ben let out a small sigh.  There was no way he was going to be able to tell her about Mark’s claim, or about Greg’s slip into multiple personality disorder, or about the claim that his sister was now being possessed by ancient Greek gods who were still roaming the earth in a form of incorporeal consciousness.
“Well if I find anything suspicious I’m going to file charges against him and have this power of attorney revoked,” Ben vowed.
“If you do find something suspicious I should hope you would,” Stella said.  She got up, walked to her printer and picked up the stack of papers.  “Take these with you and make sure you don’t skip anything.  We don’t know what information will be most prevalent, especially when dealing with a possible cult scenario.  I’ve put a red flag on Thompson’s credit card, so it won’t be declined, but it will immediately notify both myself and your department of usage.”
“Good,” Ben said as he slipped the papers into an empty file that was lying on Stella’s desk.  He checked his watch and saw he still had a couple of hours before he had to be on a plane.  “Got time to grab a cup of coffee with me before I have to take off?”
Stella smiled at him and crossed her arms.  “Only if it’s a date.”
“Wouldn’t that be unprofessional?”
“Wouldn’t that be interesting if that mattered?”  It was her sleepy wink that won Ben over in that moment.
 
~*~
 
Ben didn’t enjoy flying much, nor did he enjoy any version of airport food and drink.  The liquor was overpriced, the food was stale and fried, and the company was dreary and a little depressing.  Still, having a glass of wine in the airport bar with Stella before he was set for take-off wasn’t the worst thing.
The pair had stopped by his hotel so he could grab his bags before taking off, and Stella spent a few minutes poking around the small room.  “Not bad for one of the cheap-o places.”
Ben shrugged as he shoved his discarded sleep shirt into his bag.  “No roaches, no bedbug bites, so it was good enough for me.”
“Bed comfortable?” she asked, pressing down on the mattress.
“Why do you ask?” 
Stella gave him a little wink and a shrug.  “Oh just wondering.  Pity we don’t have more time.”
Ben blushed and did his best to keep his libido in check.  It had been a very long time since he’d been even remotely intimate with a woman, and he was really starting to like Stella.  “Uh yeah,” was all he could manage.
She let out a peal of laughter and shook her head.  “More incentive to travel up your way.”
It was one of those moments where Ben knew if he kissed her that would be it.  End game.  They would end up in bed, he would miss his flight, and while it was all overly appealing, the thought of his sister in danger was enough to keep his desires in check.
Stella seemed to pout a little as Ben checked out of the room, but she didn’t press the issue much.  By the time they got to the bar, the tension between the two of them had faded enough to be considered tolerable, and though Stella made it a point to touch his arm and hand every so often, the mood between them was relaxed.
“So did you mean what you said?” Ben asked after his second glass of wine.  “You really ever plan to visit?”
“Depends on if your place has enough space for one more,” Stella said with a sly wink.  “Think you can handle a house guest?”
“Well, I’ll have to hide my extensive porn collection, but other than that, I think we’d be okay,” Ben joked. 
Stella let out a little giggle, her cheeks a bit pink from the wine, and she reached, her warm fingers lying across the back of his hand.  “You know, I heard you were a real douche, Detective Stanford, but I’m starting to think people have a really poor judge of character.”
“Most do,” Ben said, “but they’re right sometimes.  I can be a real douche.  I just… I don’t know, I seem to like you, I guess.”
“I’ll take that as a compliment,” she said slowly.
“Do,” Ben replied in the same, low voice.
Stella licked her lips and stared at him, her eyes almost seeming to glow.  She blinked a few times and then broke their stare.  “So did you mean the invite?”
“Look, I don’t say things I don’t mean,” Ben said in a serious tone.  “That’s why everyone thinks I’m such an ass most of the time.  I don’t like to play games, and I get tired of people who do.  I’m not very tactful, so if you wake up in the morning and ask me if you look like a goddess, I’m probably going to say no.”
Stella seemed a little surprised at his honesty, but smiled.  “I gotcha.”
“If that scares you off, better to do it now,” Ben said, feeling like he may have crossed a line with her.  Stella may have been a detective, but she was also a woman, and Ben knew damn well women liked to be complimented no matter what they looked like.  One of the reasons he failed so often at being a “good” boyfriend.
“It doesn’t,” Stella said.  “I’m just not used to being talked to that way.  But it’s okay,” she added, waving her hand, “I kind of like it.”
“Sadist,” he said playfully.
“I can be,” she answered in a tone Ben couldn’t decipher as honest or joking.   “Keep in touch, won’t you?”
Ben looked at his watch and realized that he’d either missed the first boarding call, or he was about to hear it.  Luckily the line for security was very small, so he slapped some cash onto the table and hopped down from the bar stool.
Stella followed him to the short line where only an elderly couple stood ahead of him.  He set his bag down at his feet and turned to look at her.  She looked pretty right then, her hair a little bit of a mess, and her lips pale and dry, but it meant her outside beauty was natural, and Ben rather liked that about her.
“See you round,” she said and took a step back.
Out of the blue, unsure where he found the courage to do so, Ben reached out, grabbed her arm and pulled her to him.  He put his hands on her shoulder and as her face turned up to see his, he bent forward and kissed her.
It seemed to take her by surprise, but only for a moment.  She threw her arms around his back, her fingers grabbing onto the back of his jacket, and she kissed back, firmly, demanding and strong, just like her personality.
Ben broke apart from the sound of the guard clearing his throat and his face was a little read as he looked over at the man waiting on him to move through.  “Definitely see you soon,” he said.
She stood there with a small smile on her face, watching him push his bag onto the belt, stroll through the security gates and pass his paperwork to the officers showing them his detective status and right to bear arms on a plane.  He was through before long, and several steps away before he was brave enough to turn and see if she was still there.
She was, watching him, a lock of hair tucked behind one ear, her arms folded under her chest.  He raised his hand to wave, and as she waved back, he saw something that made him startle.  Her eyes, just for a moment, caught the light brightly and Ben wondered if she was crying.
Ben shook his head, and when he looked at her again, she looked normal, save for a small frown.  “Probably just the sun,” he muttered, rubbing his face with one hand
Feeling better about the entire situation, Ben made it to his gate just in time to board, and by the time the plane was in the air, Ben had all-but forgotten about the light in her eyes, and found his mind occupied with what the two of them might get up to the moment she set foot in his city.
 



 
 
 
 
Thirty-Six
 
Abby was fast asleep on the sofa when the knock sounded through the small apartment.  Mark jumped, having forgotten he was expecting someone, and he looked at Abby for a long moment to make sure she hadn’t been disturbed.
He grabbed the dark glasses from the small table near the door, shoved them on his face and then opened the door.  “Yes?”
“Er, hi.”  It was Greg, standing there with a small suitcase resting against his shin, his hair a bit disheveled and his face drawn from the flight.
Mark stepped aside and let him in, locking the door with a heavy click once Greg had set his case down by the wall.  He pulled off his glasses and rubbed his eyes, feeling as tired as the doctor looked.
“How is she?” Greg asked, glancing over at Abby’s sleeping form.
“No major changes,” Mark said with a shrug, keeping his voice at a near whisper.  “She fell asleep a few hours ago and has barely shifted.”
“It’s exhausting, letting them in, and I can’t imagine how it would feel with one of them forcing their way inside of my mind.  Did she indicate any idea of how this is happening?”
Mark shook his head and gestured towards the kitchen.  “Let’s go sit and I’ll make some tea.”
Greg followed, taking a seat at one of the scrubbed wooden chairs while Mark put the kettle on.  He grabbed a couple of mugs and then sat across from Greg while the water started to heat up.
“I’m deeply concerned,” Greg said, his arms folded on top of the table.  He glanced around the wall at Abby once more.  “I’m not entirely sure one of them is forcing its way inside of her.  From all of my research, I’ve found that to be nearly impossible.”
“What do you mean?” Mark asked.  He jumped a bit when the kettle began to whistle sooner than expected, and he got up to fetch the water.
“When I was younger, at the University, I didn’t have access to the drugs I use now whenever Asclepius is going to take over.  I freely admit that I used him to pass a lot of my medical exams, and he did a lot of the work during my internship at the hospital.  It was difficult, though, because aside from over the counter sleep-aids and antihistamines, a lot of the time he had to possess my body with my mind still conscious.  Even willing to allow him in, my consciousness was fighting to keep control and it almost never went smoothly.  There wasn’t a time when I completely blacked out, or I wasn’t aware that someone was trying to take me over.”
Mark poured the water and set the kettle down on the edge of the table.  Absently, he chose a packet of tea and began to dunk the bag, his eyes staring off to the corner of the room.  “So you think she’s willingly letting whoever this is inside of her?”
Greg gave a small shrug.  “I can’t be sure.  It’s unlikely.  You’d see much more of a struggle, and I doubt she’d be so completely unaware of it.  Unless, of course, she’s lying.”
“She’s not,” Mark said, and it was true.  Living as long as he had, he’d not yet met a person who could successfully lie to him.  It was a trick he had picked up after two thousand years, and he relied on it.  A lot.  “I can say with absolute certainty she’s not lying.  She has no idea what’s going on.”
“Then we may need to explore other options,” Greg said.  “Her brother said she had bruises on her arms.”
“Yes,” Mark said.
“It’s possible, then, somehow, she’s being drugged,” Greg replied.  “I’m not sure how, or who would have access to those kind of drugs, or to her for that matter, but it’s something we need to consider.”
“Okay,” Mark said.  “But what about today?  Today she was simply sitting at her desk drinking tea and the next thing she knew she was waking up in my office.”
Greg scratched his chin in thought.  “Maybe her tea?  It’s possible that was drugged.”
“But who could have done that?  Her brother is still in California, as were you, and we haven’t seen anyone suspect at this school.” 
Greg gave a helpless shrug as he wrapped his hands around his mug.  He skipped the tea altogether and sipped on the plain, hot water.  “I’m just throwing out ideas here.  I honestly don’t know what’s happening to her and I wish I had some other answers for you.”
“Do you er,” Mark said, hesitating a little, “ever talk to your um…”
“Asclepius?” Greg offered.
“Can you two communicate?”
Greg gave a little shrug.  “It’s complicated, but yes.  That room in my office, that’s a sort of…” he trailed off and shrugged.  “I guess you could call it a portal to the other side, to where the spirits in higher form exist.  From what Asclepius has told me, the portals on Earth used to be a lot stronger, allowing gods of all size and power through.  However, as the gods all started leaving, the portal’s power began to shrink, and now it allows just whispers through, images of the gods’ former glory, but nothing else.  When I’m in the portal room, Asclepius can appear to me and talk to me.  He’s incorporeal but I can see him and hear him.”
“So you can’t talk to him now?” Mark questioned.
“Not exactly.  He has the ability to come through if I allow him to, to take over my body for a while if I take my little drug cocktail.  Otherwise the gods left have the ability to influence humans who possess a very specific gene, but it’s sort of like having a random thought pop into your head.  They manipulate your thought pattern, but they can’t do it for long, and it’s easy to overcome.”
Mark scratched his chin and sat back in his chair, ignoring his tea completely.  “So if whatever is possessing Abby can’t get through without some sort of drug, and it can’t influence her any more than a couple of suggested thoughts, we really do have only two possible scenarios.”
“Someone is drugging her, or she’s doing it willingly,” Greg concluded.
Mark sighed and rubbed his face with one hand.  “Okay, so how powerful can she be in god form?”
“It depends,” Greg answered honestly.  “Asclepius was never a particularly powerful god, so his ability to manipulate matter is fairly insignificant.  His abilities resemble something along the lines of telekinesis.  There are others, though, who’ve retained a little firmer grasp on their former abilities.  I know that a couple of the old Norse gods are still roaming around and are able to produce an inhuman amount of strength from a human body.  Mind you, it drains them and they can’t do it for long, but they can do a decent amount of damage in a short period of time.”
“The Norse gods?” Mark asked, his eyes wide.
Greg gave him a half-smile.  “Oh the Greeks weren’t the only people influenced by gods.  Believe me, almost any theology, ancient or modern, is real in some capacity.”
“Not every theology,” Mark muttered.
Greg folded his arms across his chest and stared at Mark for a while before speaking again.  “Someday you’ll have to tell me your story, Mark.”
“Doubtful,” Mark said.  “Telling my story is the source of my power, but I can tell you right now my power brings nothing but war and bloodshed.”
Greg’s face was a mask of curiosity, but he didn’t push the topic.  “I’m going to try and examine Abby right now,” he said after a moment.  “Just be prepared if she wakes and she’s not Abby.”
Mark sighed.  “Is there a way to sedate her if she’s not herself?”
“Sedate, no, but force the god out, yes.  It doesn’t work for a long period of time, but I discovered it during a period of my life where I was afraid Asclepius might start taking over permanently.  The funny thing is, it’s a drug used widely by humans all over the planet.”  Greg rose and fetched his bag from its place by the door.
Pulling out a small, black cloth bag, he had a pouch with several hypodermic needles, bottles of clear liquid and one pill bottle filled with tiny blue pills.  “This is an anti-depressant,” Greg said, holding up the pill bottle.  “These right here are time-release capsules.  You swallow them in the morning and about two or three hours later, they start to release the drug into your system.  To put it simply, it affects the chemicals in the brain in such a way that the god consciousness is forced out.”
“And that?” Mark asked, nodding at the syringes.
“A fail safe I invented.  This is a hefty dose that will take effect straight away.  Used in emergency situations only,” Greg said.
“Are there side effects?”
“There are always side effects,” Greg said with a laugh.  “Usually with long-term usage, and typical with any sort of anti-depressant.  It’s better that we try and free her from whatever consciousness is using her without resorting to drugs, but it’s always best to have a last resort.”
Mark let out a small sigh.  “Okay well, let’s go and wake her.”  He led the way to the living room where Abby was laying on the sofa, snoring lightly, her mouth slightly ajar.  Mark knelt down next to her and put his warm hand on her rather chilled arm.  “Abby?”
She gave a little start, her eyes flying open.  “Oh,” she said, sitting up and rubbing her eyes.  “Oh God, did it happen again?”
Mark let out a small breath of relief.  “No, you just took a long, and I’m assuming quite needed, nap.”
Abby groaned and rubbed her face.  “Is my brother here?”
“No, just Greg,” Mark said, nodding at the doctor who was standing off to the side.
Greg was staring down at Abby, his eyes narrowed in suspicion, and Mark figured Greg didn’t quite believe she was herself yet.  “Hey,” Abby offered, giving him a sleepy smile.  “Did you just get in?”
“A little while ago,” Greg said with a shrug.  He took a seat in the chair near the sofa and crossed one ankle over his knee.  “You feel a little more rested?”
Abby shrugged and failed to suppress a wide, loud yawn.  “I feel okay, still tired though, but better than I felt this morning.  Did um… did Mark tell you what happened?”
Greg nodded his head up and down once.  “He did.  Frightening, I’d imagine.”
“You have no idea,” she said and then her cheeks went a little pink.  “Or well, I guess you do have some idea.”  She gave a nervous laugh and crossed her arms defensively across her chest.  “No offense.”
“None taken,” Greg said.  “Do you mind if I have a look at your bruises?  Mark and I are trying to put together a theory here.”
“Oh, sure,” she said.  She hiked up the sleeve on her sweater all the way past her elbow on her right arm and extended it out.  Sure enough, from the crook of her arm and down over the inside of her forearm there were small, round bruises.
Greg leaned forward, taking her arm in his hand gingerly, and he pressed on the skin around the bruises with his thumb.  Abby let out a small hiss of pain and Greg looked up at her.  “I apologize.”  He peered down at the skin further, though Mark had no idea what Greg was looking for, and eventually the doctor released her.
“Would you both excuse me a moment?” Abby said and stood up.  When both men looked at her with concern in her eyes, she said, “Just the restroom, be out in a moment.  I feel okay right now, I promise.”
Mark took a seat in Abby’s vacated spot and looked at Greg.  “Well?  Is she lying?”
“No,” Greg said.  “Her eyes would have shifted when I caused her physical pain, so she’s herself at the moment.  Of course, we can’t be too careful, but I can for certain tell you the bruises on her arms are injection sites, and likely she’s being drugged.”
“Is she doing it herself?” Mark asked.
“Doubtful.  The injection sites are on her right arm, and she’s right handed.  It’s not impossible, but not likely.”
Mark let out a small breath.  “So now we just need to be concerned with who is doing this, since the gods are incorporeal and seeing as we have no idea who might be involved.”
Abby came out of the restroom looking somewhat refreshed.  There was a little more color to her cheeks and she looked like she’d gotten some actual sleep.  “Anyone talked to my brother yet?” she asked as she sat down a space away from Mark.
“I called him, but unfortunately I was only able to leave a voicemail.  I explained some of our concern so I’m hoping he’ll get back to us soon,” Greg said.
Mark looked down at his watch and realized it was starting to slip into the evening hours.  “Okay so, as of right now we have no motivation, no clue as to who might be possessing you, Abby, and no idea where or when your brother will be back.  I think what’s most important is making sure you stay safe.”
“Agreed, and the best way to do that is to stay together.  Strength in numbers,” Greg said.  “Normally I don’t abide by that reasoning, however in this case it makes sense.”
“I agree with you,” Abby said.  “Right now I don’t want to be alone.  I have no idea what’s happening to me and I’m getting really freaked out.”
“Try and remain as calm as you can,” Greg said in a soothing tone.  “Nothing good will come of panicking.  Right now I can’t give out too much detail, but I can promise that I have a way of protecting you should something happen to you again.”
Mark frowned, unsure why Greg wouldn’t want to tell her about the drug, but he reasoned it had to be in case someone, a god or somehow a person, was listening.  “Look, why don’t we get something to eat.  We can order delivery, Greg, you can call Ben once more, and we’ll try and form a game plan.”
“Sounds good,” Greg said and pulled out his phone.
Mark walked into the kitchen and found an old take out menu for Chinese, and ordered a variety of dishes to be delivered.  He stood in the kitchen long after the call was over, his mind racing with fear and confusion, feeling paralyzed without any information to go on.
Had this been centuries before, Mark would have just stormed the hospital walls and taken Yehuda by force, steeling away into a mountain cave or somewhere off the grid until people forgot about him and the man who could work miracles.
Even in centuries when churches with their armies had gotten ahold of Yehuda, Mark could just pick up a sword or a gun, and take charge.  This was different, this century.  Technology was doubling every year, it seemed.  People were becoming more aware, less fanatical as a whole, and yet strangely more paranoid.  There were cameras now, and cars, and guns and weapons Mark once could have never dreamed of.  The computers surpassed his understanding, and now that Yehuda could be hidden from him, Mark was feeling, for the first time since he’d been cursed, helpless.
He splashed a bit of water from the sink onto his face and patted himself dry with a dish towel.  He tried to go back into his short term memory and remember what it felt like to just be the blind teacher, the transfer priest from Russia, no real past, no real future.  Just a guy talking to high school students about classical literature and history.
He could barely remember what that felt like now.  But that was always his history, it seemed.  No matter what he was doing, what century he was in, no matter how long things had seemed calm, there was the ever looming threat that someone would discover Yehuda and try to start another religious war.
The Judas Curse, someone had called it from Mark’s past, one of the few Mark had ever let in on his secret.  Mark laughed to himself and shook his head, “Oh if I only had any idea then what a curse it would continue to be…”
Mark stood up straight and shook of the feeling of melancholy.  Sinking into the what-ifs of his past was not going to help their problem now.  Mark had to get to Yehuda before any real damage could be done.  It was clear these beings, these false gods were using Yehuda to further their own means, but Mark couldn’t be sure why.  Using Yehuda’s power was not going to bring them into physical form.  Yehuda could manipulate human matter, but that was it.
Mark walked back into the room where Greg and Abby sat, chatting quietly to each other.  Greg looked up at Mark when he walked in the room.  “I called, but all I got was voicemail again.  I’m hoping he got my message.”
“Well he said he was coming home,” Mark said, “when I spoke to him earlier.  I told him a little about what happened to Abby.  He, of course, is thinking something more along the lines of one of us hurting her, but either way, if that’ll bring him back home, it’s worth it.  He’s supposed to have more information on who might have taken Yehuda.”
Greg gave a small shrug.  “Let’s hope he’s on a plane then.”
 



 
 
 
 
Thirty-seven
 
Ben’s plane landed on time, which was likely a record for the San Francisco airport seeing as almost every flight was delayed by fog after nine in the morning.  It was a bumpy landing, but that was typical for the runway which sat right on the bay.
Trying to curb his anxiety, Ben fidgeted in his seat until he was finally able to stand up and shuffle out in a line with the rest of the passengers.  He had his bag over his shoulder, his body starting to sweat from the compressed heat created by all the bodies, and by the time he was inside the terminal, he had to physically keep himself from running outside to catch a cab.
Luckily, once Ben made it outside, there were plenty of taxis waiting.  Though the one thing he wanted more than anything was the familiar smell of his apartment, a hot shower, and a good long sleep in his bed, he gave the cab driver the address to Sacred Heart where he knew his sister would be.
Traffic seemed to be worse than ever, which frustrated him, but he kept his temper in check for the near half-hour it took to get to the school.  The gates were locked, so Ben had the driver drop him off near the entrance and he pushed the numbers on the keypad to dial into Mark’s apartment.
“It’s Ben,” he snapped at the little speaker when Mark’s voice called out over the intercom.
“Come in,” Mark said in a hurried tone.
The gate buzzed and the pedestrian side clicked open.  Ben threw the gate’s door wide open and walked as fast as he could to the side door.  He navigated the hallways with now-practiced ease and soon he was standing at Mark’s door.  Mark stood there, dark glasses on, and Ben wondered if Mark had the contacts on and couldn’t see him.
“I’m here,” Ben said in a clipped, short tone.
Mark’s face broke into a grin.  “Oh good, come in.  Just in time for dinner.”
Ben shoved past man and stormed into the living room where he saw his sister chatting happily away to Greg Asclepius.  Ben immediately sat down next to her and took her by the shoulders.  “Did you call your doctor?” was the first thing he blurted out.
Abby shrugged out of his grasp and scooted back away from him.  “Please don’t start this, Ben.  We both know I’m not sick.”
“I’m starting to think maybe you are,” Ben said.  “I mean, if there’s something wrong, something like I had, it would distort your ability to tell the difference between reality and fantasy.”
“You were right there with me,” Abby snapped.  “You saw everything, you saw more than I did, in fact.  Please don’t start with me.”  Her voice was tight, begging, and her eyes were watery.  “I’m so damn tired, Ben, and I can’t deal with you fighting me every step of the way.”
Ben let out a breath and turned to Greg who was now helping Mark pull out the small, white paper boxes full of food from a large, brown bag.  “Look, what we know right now is someone has been drugging her.  We’re not sure who, or why, but the bruises on her arm are coming from injection sites,” Greg said.
Ben’s face grew hot.  “If either of you two have been touching my sister…”
“We don’t know who it is,” Greg said.  “I can tell you for certain I don’t remember doing anything like that, and you can attest to Asclepius’s whereabouts since you were with him the entire time I was under his influence.”
Ben swallowed thickly.  “Yes, during your slip into your other personality, I was there.”
“And Abby insists that Mark hasn’t been touching her,” Greg said.
“There would be no sense in me drugging your sister,” Mark said as he pulled off his glasses.
“All we can really do is observe her,” Greg said.  “Eventually, the person doing it, is going to get caught, or at the very least, reveal their motivations for using Abby.”
Sitting back, Ben shook his head at the offered food and stared down at the floor.  “So what?  We just sit around waiting for my sister to lose her damn mind like the rest of you?”
Mark let out a little sigh and settled down at the low coffee table right near Ben’s feet.  “Do you have any news on our possible kidnapper?”
“Some,” Ben said sharply.  “When I get to the office tomorrow morning I’m going to be checking into a possible cult situation involving your little friend.”
Mark’s eyes widened.  “What do you mean cult situation?”
Ben hesitated, looking over from Greg to Abby before he decided to answer.  It was one thing to share facts with his sister, but it was quite another to give out sensitive information with a couple of men he believed might be involved somehow.  “We located the person who last had contact with John Doe,” Ben said slowly.  “Tracking him by credit card, we believe he may be involved in a cult up in Washington State.”
Mark let out a breath.  “That’s what I was afraid of.”
Ben glared suspiciously at Mark.  “Oh?  Is that so?”
Mark gave a little nod and a slightly helpless shrug.  “Ben, whether you truly believe in what you’ve seen over the last few weeks or not, you can’t deny what happened to you when you touched him.  You’d also be foolish to believe that the only one he ever healed was you.  Imagine what a layperson could do if they discovered that ability.”
“So you think they could have a cult involving a comatose man who can miraculously heal people?” Ben asked. 
“No,” Mark said slowly.  “The funny thing about his curse is that it can pass on to others.  Not for long periods of time, but long enough to change people’s lives.  Men are men, and they’re greedy, and if they believe they can market this ability, I have absolute belief they would lock Yehuda in a room and use him until the well of power dried up.”
“So his power has limits?” Ben asked.
“Yes,” Mark said.  “All power has limits, especially in mortal form.  He’ll drain eventually, but not for a long time.”
“Even without entertaining that idea, we need to recover our John Doe as quickly as possible,” Ben said.  He pulled out his briefcase and set his stack of papers on the table.  The first one on the table happened to be the power of attorney release signed by a judge for Mark.  Ben picked it up, staring at the state seal for a moment.  “This is for you, from Detective Horvath,” Ben said and handed the paper over to Mark.
Mark took it, staring down at the page, his eyes lingering on the seal for quite some time.  “What is this?”
“What you’ve been requesting,” Ben said tiredly.  “It’s the power of attorney over the John Doe.  She was able to call in a favor to a judge friend and have the process expedited.  If we recover him, he’s all yours, Father.”
Mark’s cheeks pinked.  “You know full well I’m not an actual priest.”
“But you play one well,” Ben said in a dark tone.  “You play a lot of things well, Mark.  I’m telling you right now, if I find out you were involved in this whole cult thing, I’m going to take you down.”
“There are no words to convey my innocence that you’d believe,” Mark said with a half shrug, “so I’m not going to try.  All I can do is offer my assistance to you in this situation.”
“That, I won’t need,” Ben said.  “Detective Horvath and I will be setting up a team to raid the cult just as soon as we can get enough information and a warrant.”
“That may be unwise,” Greg said, speaking for the first time in a long time. 
“Oh?” Ben asked.
“Look, you don’t seem to comprehend what you’re dealing with.  Yes, there are going to be regular, run of the mill people in there, but there are also going to be others who are not exactly themselves, and some of them have pretty dangerous abilities.”
“Is that a threat?” Ben asked, his eyebrows knitted downwards.
Greg let out a groan of frustration.  “No, damn it.  Not everything is a threat, detective!  It’s a warning, because despite your obvious disdain for everything we say and do, I actually don’t want you to get hurt, and you could.  Easily.  They could take you out if they wanted to, and with the trouble you’ve been causing, part of me is wondering why they haven’t already.”
Ben’s face fell into an expressionless mask, his eyes narrow, but soft.  “I don’t have time for this.”
“I realize that’s what you believe,” Greg said.  “However, you need to accept that you might require our help.”
“What help could you possibly offer?” Ben snapped.
There was a pregnant pause that filled the room, and Ben shifted under the weight of it.  Several moments passed before anyone spoke, and instead of Greg, it was Mark.  “Your friend Stella told me to look for cults when you went outside to use your phone at lunch the other day,” he said.
Ben’s eyes snapped over to Mark. At the very mention of Stella’s name, Ben felt a slight pang in his chest.  The fact was, he missed her.  He missed the feeling of being relaxed, feeling sane, surrounded by reason when she was around.  He didn’t enjoy being suspicious and angry all of the time, but he couldn’t seem to help himself when Mark, Greg and Abby were around.
“What are you saying?” Ben asked in a quiet voice.
“I’m saying that she told me to search for cults on my own, and then she set you on the same path,” Mark said.  “I know you don’t want to believe that she’s not everything she appears to be, and that’s fine, but I’m telling you right now she knows the only way we’re going to get to Yehuda is if you let Greg and me help.”
“What help could you possibly offer?” Ben repeated, his voice tight.  He wanted to call Stella right then and ask her if that was true, demand answers from her if she really thought these insane men could possibly help him.
Mark glanced over at Abby, who was staring down at her feet, and then back to Ben.  “Abby’s being used,” he said carefully.  “By them, whoever they are, and I haven’t said this to anyone before now but, I think we can use it to our advantage.”
At this point, Abby looked up, her eyes fixed on Mark.  “What?” she said.
Ben echoed the statement.  “What are you talking about?”
“I’m saying that Abby might be able to get us in,” Mark repeated.  “Look, one of them is using Abby, drugging her and taking over her body.  We don’t know which one is doing it, and we don’t know why, but we can use it to our advantage.”
“Explain,” Ben said.
“We let whatever it is, take over Abby.  Abby goes into the cult compound, as soon as we’re certain that’s the one, and then she lets us in,” Mark said with a shrug.
“What makes you think that whatever is using me is going to let you in?” Abby asked.  “I mean, it clearly it thinks you’re all one big joke.”
Mark’s cheeks flared red and he cleared his throat.  “Right, but we have something on our side.”
“And that would be?” Ben asked.
“This,” Greg said and displayed the bottle of the small, blue pills.  “This right here is a time release capsule.  This will allow whatever it is to take over Abby for a couple of hours.  It’ll buy her enough time to get in and get settled before the god is kicked out of her body, and once she’s coherent, she can allow us entrance.”
“Won’t they notice when she’s not possessed anymore?” Mark asked.
“Eventually, but I think if Abby can be clever enough, she can get us inside before anyone notices.  Remember, most of the people inside there are just plain, ordinary people.  There are only a handful of gods left, and that’s including all of the gods from other cultures.  If this cult is operating at a typical capacity, there are going to be upwards of two hundred regular mortal beings who won’t know the difference.”
“No,” Ben said firmly, crossing his arms.  “This is insane.  We’re going to follow the procedure according to the law to get inside this cult, retrieve our John Doe, and shut it down.”
“You’ll fail,” Greg warned, and then put up a defensive hand.  “I’m not doubting your ability as a detective, I’m just saying that they’re gods, Ben.  They’re always going to be ten steps ahead of you.  However, they’re arrogant and vain, and can be fooled if we play our cards right.”
“Absolutely not,” Ben said.  “At the very least, because I’m not putting my sister in that kind of danger.”
“I can do this, Ben.  I’m not a child, and I’m not an idiot,” Abby defended.
“You actually want to go along with this psychotic plan?” Ben asked, his eyes wide with disbelief.  “Abby, come on!”
“Yes, I do, okay!  I believe them, Ben.  I believe in the ancient gods, and I believe that Mark wrote the bible, and I believe the man who healed you is Judas Iscariot and he’s in danger.  I believe I’m being possessed by something more powerful than I am, and if I can help, I want to help.  I need to.”
Ben groaned and shook his head.  “Isn’t helping Judas Iscariot like helping the devil?”
Though Ben didn’t expect it, the question made Abby freeze.  Her eyes flickered over to Mark and her face went pale.  “Isn’t it, though?  He betrayed Jesus.”
Ben felt triumph flare in his chest.  Though it was a stupid statement, one he didn’t even believe, he was ready and willing to grasp onto anything that helped him get his sister away from these freaks.
“The issue is a little more complicated than that,” Mark said.
“I’m all ears,” Ben said.
Mark glared at Ben for a moment.  “Look, if it was safe to tell the entire story, I would, I swear it.  I can tell you in all honesty that Yehuda did not betray the man you know as Jesus Christ.  Yehuda was placed in a role, strategically, for reasons that Yehuda and I still don’t know to this day.  Believe me, I’ve searched and searched for answers, and have come up with nothing.  All I know is that Yeshua manipulated himself onto that cross and the outcome is not any outcome you’ve ever heard.”
“So he died?” Abby asked.
“No,” Mark said slowly, “he didn’t die, and he wasn’t resurrected either.  Yeshua was crucified, and after bribery and a rather elaborate rescue, Yeshua survived.  He lived a long life while Yehuda and I spend these endless days cursed, unchanging, and terrified.  So helping Yehuda is not like helping the Devil.  The Devil is a myth, a monster under the bed to keep little boys and girls from misbehaving.  Yehuda is a man suffering from something he can’t help, and I don’t care what I have to do, I’m going to get him out of there.”
The passion, the fire behind Mark’s words gave even Ben pause.  He stared at Mark, who was looking down at his trembling hands, and for just a second, just a moment in his life, he wanted to believe him.
“That’s enough for me,” Abby insisted.  “I’m in.”
Ben shook his head and stood up.  “You’re not in, any of you.  We’re going to do this by the law, by the damn book, and if I catch any of you going against that, I will have you arrested.  Now, I’m going home, and I suggest you all do the same.  I’ll be in touch when I have my information and warrant, and the moment I have this John Doe in my possession, Father Roman, you will be contacted.”
Ben didn’t wait for a response; he couldn’t.  He knew if he did, there was the slightest chance that they could and would change his mind, and right then, Ben couldn’t allow that.  Grabbing his papers and brief case, he walked to the door and let himself out without so much as a goodbye.
The hall was dark and quiet as he walked back to the gate.  He still didn’t have his car, so in the chilly evening, he phoned a cab and waited.  He glanced back at the building several times to see if one of them had decided to come after him with some reason why they should help, but the night stayed silent.
Ben got back to his apartment a short while later, and he went through his usual routine.  Small dinner, glass of scotch, a scalding hot shower.  As he sat there on his sofa, the news on in the background, he let his mind relax and eventually he started to doze off.  He didn’t notice it right then, but doubt had entered his mind from somewhere.  Doubt that he had never really experienced on the job before, and if Ben had noticed it right away, things might have been different.  But he didn’t and he fell asleep.
 



 
 
 
 
Thirty-Eight
 
Mark groaned in frustration as the door slammed and the sound of Ben’s footsteps disappeared down the hall.  It was aggravating to watch Ben stand so close to the answers, to have everything laid out in front of him, and refuse to see what was there.
It was something Mark had been dealing with in the centuries he’d been walking the earth.  Years he spent raving against Christianity, holding facts in his hands about the truth, and still the people turned a deaf ear to his cries.
He sat back down on the sofa a few spaces away from Abby and rubbed his palms together.  “Any thoughts?”
“We go without him,” Abby said.
“No,” Greg said, holding up a hand.  “If we go without him, it lays out a path for things to go very wrong.  Truth is, Ben’s right to some degree.  We need to consider legalities here.  We may somehow succeed in getting Yehuda out of camp cult, or whatever they’re called, but we need to realize the risks associated with that.”
“What do you mean?” Abby asked in a small voice.
Though Abby seemed confused, Mark immediately caught Greg’s drift.  “He means someone, many someones, may die.”
Abby sucked in her breath involuntarily and looked at Mark.  “Why?”
“Because that’s how these things work,” Mark said, a little more sharply than he had intended to.  “Frankly, we don’t know what we’re up against, and we need to remember those Greek gods are sitting in human hosts, and we may have to kill them to get to Yehuda.”
Abby shook her head, her face pale and horrified.  “I’m not killing anyone.”
“No one is saying you have to, but I can tell you right now if we storm the castle gates and people die and we don’t have the police on our side, it won’t matter if we get Yehuda out,” Greg said.  He shook his head and let out a stressed laugh.  “Truth be told, I’m just a doctor, and I keep forgetting that in all of this excitement.  I’ve never done anything more risky than when my best friend dragged me skydiving for his bachelor party.  Mark might be some sort of immortal warrior, but I’m just a guy who hosts a god from time to time and you, Abby, are just a school teacher.”
Mark let out a breath and sat back, laying his head against the cushion of the couch.  “Greg’s right, and this leaves us paralyzed.”
“We do have one thing on our side,” Abby said slowly, sitting forward just slightly.
Both men turned their gaze towards her and Mark said, “Go on.”
“My brother does not like being told no,” she said.
“That much is obvious.  I bet he’d pay a therapist’s kid’s way through college with all of his issues,” Greg said with a snort.
Abby rolled her eyes and continued.  “If he can’t get permission from a judge to, as you said, storm the gates, he’s going to try and take matters into his own hands.  I’ve seen him do it before.  I mean honestly, that’s how he made head detective in the first place.  So if there’s a way to make sure he’s told no…”
Mark stood up, holding up a hand.  “I think I know exactly who to call.”
The phone call took less than five minutes, and though Stella Horvath sounded rather annoyed to be taking a phone call while she was off duty, when Mark explained the situation, her tone perked up a bit.
“So he’s refusing to hear you out?” Stella asked.
“I’m not sure how much detective Stanford told you about our situation,” Mark said.
“He didn’t need to,” Stella said.  “Let me be clear here and tell you that I already know.”
Mark hesitated just a little at the tone in her voice.  “You’re not… I mean…”
“Part of it?” Stella offered.  “No.  We’re happy exactly where we are playing detective and solving crimes.  However, I realize the impact of this John Doe and what could come of a cult being built around his name.  I’d appreciate if you didn’t tell Ben about this little conversation, however I’ll see if I have another favor I can call in.”
“Any help would be appreciated,” Mark said.
“You probably won’t hear from me again, but if I’m successful, I’m sure you’ll hear from Ben.”
“And if you’re not?”
“Then you may need to sell all of your possessions and go join the happy-juice nuts in Washington,” she said.  “Have a good night.”
Mark ended the call and sat back down.  “I guess the only thing we can do now is prepare for when Ben comes knocking on my door.”
“Where do we start?” Abby asked.
Greg and Mark shared a momentary glance before Greg said, “I think we’re going to need to see your tea.”
Mark was somewhat hesitant to let Abby out of his sight, but he trusted Greg to get her to and from her office, where she kept her tea, in one piece.  If anyone could handle a switch from Abby to the unnamed god, it would have been Greg.
Still, Mark couldn’t keep himself from pacing the floor until his door opened and the pair walked in.  Abby looked somewhat flushed, but otherwise herself.  Greg walked slightly behind her, a large, green tin clutched in his hands.
“All went well?” Mark asked as they walked into the living room.
Abby gave a little sigh.  “I’m not falling apart at every turn.”
“I apologize,” Mark said, feeling a little bad that he assumed she would change the moment his back was turned.  He didn’t feel too bad, however, because he knew the moment he dropped his guard, things could and would fall apart.
“I have no way to test this tea,” Greg said, turning the tin over in his hands.  He pulled the lid off with an audible pop and shook the tea, peering at it in the light.  “I don’t see any sort of residue, but then again, I’m not really an expert on tainted teas.”
Mark snorted a laugh and shook his head.  “I don’t believe any of us are.  I think it’s best to just get rid of it, better to be safe than sorry.”
“That’s so cliché,” Abby said from her spot on the sofa.
Mark shrugged and took the tea from Greg.  “Maybe so, but it’s true.”
“So if I’m going to let this god thing waltz into my body, how am I going to get properly sedated if the only thing working was the tea?” Abby pointed out.
“I can get a sedative from the hospital,” Greg said.  “I’ll get something with similar timing to the time release drug so when it becomes active your body won’t remain sedated.”
Abby let out a small sigh and crossed her arms tightly over her chest.  “This kind of sucks, you guys.  I’m actually really scared.”
Mark and Greg exchanged a worried look, and Mark sat down next to her.  “You don’t have to do this.  This is purely voluntary.”
“I know,” she replied in a small voice.  “I mean, you’ve said the whole time I can walk away whenever I want, but you were right earlier when you said we don’t really have any other real options.  I mean, you guys can storm the gate and be forced to kill a bunch of innocent people whose bodies are being used just like mine is.  Why take that risk when I can suck it up and just do this.  I mean, all I’m doing is sneaking you guys in.  You’re not asking me to do anything else, right?”
“Right,” Mark assured her, taking a small liberty considering what happened between them, and he put his hand on her arm.  Her skin was cold, chilled from the stress most likely, and he gave her a little squeeze.  “We’re going to do everything we can to keep you and everyone else safe.”
Abby nodded and yawned again.  “I think I’m ready to turn in for the night.  I still feel like I could sleep for a week.”
“What is the plan?” Greg asked.
“For what?” Mark replied with a frown.
“Sleep.  Obviously Abby needs some level of supervision.  We can hope she doesn’t take off on us, but if she does, we need to be able to follow her.”
“We should just all stay here,” Abby said.  “It’s the safest place.”
“I agree,” Mark said.  “Abby can take my room, and Greg, the spare room is yours.  We can take shifts out here keeping an eye on the door.”
“I can take first watch,” Greg said as Abby rose without a word and walked into Mark’s bedroom.  The men watched her go, appreciating that she left the bedroom door open, and then Greg turned back to Mark.  “I’m sure you could use some sleep.”
“I need a lot less sleep than most,” Mark said quietly.  “Honestly I’m not sure I could sleep if I tried right now.”
Greg gave a small nod.  “Okay then.  I’m probably going to crash out.  The jet-lag and stress of the afternoon is taking a small toll on me, and I think a few hours could really benefit.”
“I’ll wake you if I see anything, or if I start to feel sleepy,” Mark said.  Greg gave him a nod and Mark sat silent on the sofa as his two impromptu house guests disappeared into their respective rooms to rest.
It was true, Mark was far too deep in a constant stream of adrenaline that began the moment he learned Abby was being used by those creatures.  Sleep was a far off idea, and all he could do was sit and wait for what was to come next.
 



 
 
 
 
Thirty-Nine
 
Ben was at his office extremely early the next morning, heavily caffeinated and waiting for a response from the warrant request he’d sent out.  He’d woken up sometime after midnight and spent the rest of the morning hours doing research on the cult Stella had located in Washington.
It had named itself The Way and The Light, mirrored after a bible verse Ben vaguely remembered, and claiming to heal with the power of the lord.  They were holed up in several bunkers in the middle of nowhere, and reports had seen several supply trucks leaving the compound after a massive delivery.
Ben had gained a count of over three hundred members so far, but that was speculation based on witnesses who had ranches and farms near the compound.  Either way, Ben was certain it was enough information to go on to get the warrant and search the place for the John Doe.
When he arrived at the office that morning, he was on his third espresso, and his fingers were shaking as he sent out the file to a judge he was on friendly terms with, a man named Josiah Howe.  Howe was a fair judge, and had worked with Ben in several cases regarding homicide.
Ben wasn’t sure if Howe was going to be able to process the warrant quickly, but he hoped he could get some movement in the department by the end of the day.
By seven, Ben hadn’t heard anything and he was starting to feel the caffeine crash hitting him harder than he’d anticipated.  He wondered briefly how his sister was holding up, but a larger part of him couldn’t bring himself to call until he was ready to move.
It was nine before his phone rang with Howe’s number displaying on the caller ID.  “Stanford,” Ben said sharply.
“Ben, how are you?”
“Doing well, Josiah.  I take it you got my request for the warrant?” Ben said, hoping that the judge’s friendly tone meant good news.
“I went over the entire evidence file and even did a little research on this Way and Light compound,” he said.  “In fact, I called over to their county and spoke with a judge I know up there for further inquiry.”
“I hope this means good news,” Ben said, wanting to rush the conversation along.
To Ben’s dismay, there was a very long pause before Howe spoke again.  “Look, I’d give you the warrant if I could, but it’s not in my hands.  This is something out of state, and when I spoke with Judge Burns in that county, he said that the compound filed all the required permits, everybody in the compound are consenting, legal adults, and there hasn’t been a hint of criminal activity.  I tried to pull your missing person’s card, but unfortunately there isn’t any real, significant evidence linking this Thompson character to your John Doe.  Also, this Thompson person hasn’t been seen in Washington for a few days, and he’s not one of the registered members in the compound.  I’m sorry, Ben.”
Ben was gripping the phone so hard his knuckles were white.  Anger was humming in his ears and he could barely hear the judge over it.  “You’re saying that there’s nothing you can do?”
“If you can get me more conclusive evidence linking Thompson to your John Doe, and your John Doe to this compound, I might be able to get the warrant, but for now, the answer is no.”
“Okay, thanks anyway,” Ben said, and without waiting for a response, he slammed the phone down.
The last thing he had expected was a no.  In his opinion, there was enough circumstantial evidence to get together a swat team and storm the place.  Sitting back, Ben rubbed his face and realized it was out of his hands.  He knew that Mark and his sister would expect him to turn to them and initiate plan B, but Ben simply couldn’t bring himself to do that.  For now, he had to just let things play out, and if the time came where he could link Thompson and John Doe to the compound, he’d move on it.
 
~*~
 
It was in Abby’s apartment when Mark got the call from Ben.  They’d been scouring her things to get rid of any potential items that may have contributed to her drugged state nearly all morning.  Greg had spent two hours at the hospital obtaining a few more bottles of the anti-depressant and a vial of a liquid opiate which he said would knock Abby out cold for at least three hours.
They continued to scour the apartment until well past ten when Mark’s phone finally rang, Ben’s cell phone number displayed on the caller ID. 
“What’s the good word, detective?”
There was a slight pause before Ben answered.  “My petition for a warrant was denied,” he said in a rather subdued voice.
“I’m sorry,” Mark said, trying desperately to convey the sound of sympathy.  “What now?”
“Don’t pretend to feel sorry when I know you’re not,” Ben said, sounding more defeated than anything.  “If I didn’t know better, I’d say you and your doctor friend were behind this.  However, as I have no evidence, I’m just calling to apologize that we can’t attempt to find your friend and we move on.”
Mark froze, his eyes darting to Greg and Abby who were waiting patiently for the word.  “You do realize we have another plan, don’t you?”
“I realize you do, yes,” Ben said, “but it’s a plan that’s not only illegal, but would also cost me my job if I went through with it.  I’m sorry but you’re out of luck.  I’m washing my hands of this whole situation and I’m getting back to work.  Tell my sister I’ll call her a little later and we can chat.”
Mark sat there, the phone pressed to the side of his head even after the line had gone dead.  Eventually he dropped his arm and let out a long breath.  “He’s not going to help us.”
“What?” Abby asked.  “What do you mean?”
“Well, our little plan worked, and his warrant was denied, but he’s decided that he’s not going to help,” Mark said with a helpless shrug.
“So we go without him,” Greg said.
“And do what?  Risk everything to get Yehuda out?” Abby asked.  “It’s all well and good for you and Yehuda,” she said, pointing at Mark, “but what about the rest of us?  Greg, are you okay risking your life, your career, for this?”
“Yes,” Greg said with a shrug.  “I’m sorry, Abby, but I thought you were as well.  When you consider the consequences…”
“No,” Abby said.  “We need my brother’s help.”  She got up and stormed to the table, rummaging around in Greg’s little black bag.  “This is the only way.”
It took Mark and Greg too long to realize what she was doing.  She had obviously paid attention when Greg was explaining how to administer the dosage of opiates, because before either of the men could rush to her side, she had jammed the hypodermic needle full of opiates into her arm and pushed the plunger down.
“Abby, don’t!” Greg cried, but it was in vain.
Abby wavered on the spot for a moment and then smiled at the pair.  “Just call him when it wakes up.”  And then, before their eyes, she hit the floor.
Mark looked over at Greg, his eyes wide with panic.  “What do we do?”
“She’s going to be out cold for hours,” Greg said.  He stepped over her lying body and grabbed his bag, plopping down in a chair next to where she lay.  Inside was the vial of liquid anti-depressant and he pulled out a second syringe.  “The only thing I can do is give her this and hope it has enough counter effect.”
Mark wrung his hands, feeling utterly helpless.  “And if it doesn’t?”
“I don’t know,” Greg said.  He began to measure out the proper dosage into the syringe.  Greg slipped from the chair to his knees next to her.  Picking up her arm, Greg began to search for a vein with his thumb.
Mark watched as he pressed the needle just under the skin, but to his absolute horror, before he could depress the plunger, Abby’s eyes flew open and her hand closed around Greg’s wrist, hard.  Mark heard a crackling noise as Greg’s fingers went limp and he let out a small cry of pain.
“I think not,” came a deeper, more gravelly sound from Abby’s mouth.  Her hand released Greg’s wrist and she tossed the syringe aside.  “I’m not entirely sure what you three apes have been planning, but whatever it is, consider your plans changed.”
Holding his wrist, Greg backed up as Abby’s body stood, shaking her hair out and grinning a little.  “Who are you?” Greg asked as he struggled to his feet.
“That, my pretty little meat-puppet, is none of your business.  What is your business is giving me that little black bag of tricks and the keys to your car.”  Her eyes flashed, mouth turned down into a terrifying frown.
Greg looked over at Mark and then handed the bag and his keys over.  “Look, if you try and keep her body for too long, you’re going to kill her.”
The thing walked over to Abby’s wall mirror and began smoothing down her hair, turning from side to side with a grin.  “Oh don’t you worry your pretty little head about that.  I have no plans to kill this one.  She’s going to be very useful in the future.”
Mark slowly closed the space between himself and Greg.  “Any idea who she is?”
Greg shook his head slightly.  “Not a clue.  I’m afraid my mortal consciousness isn’t very familiar with most of them.”
“With good reason,” the thing said as it turned to Mark and Greg.  “Your little friend Asclepius is a pain in our ass, so damn nosy, so damn unnecessary.  So damn addicted to the feeling of this mortal coil.”  The thing rubbed its hands up and down Abby’s front.  “Mmm but some of it is nice, isn’t it?”  It grinned at Mark and gave a small wink.  “We certainly had a good time, didn’t we?”
Mark felt bile rise into his throat and he couldn’t bring himself to answer that question.  “What are you going to do with her?”
“I’m afraid you already know about our little compound, so all I can really do is warn you to stay the hell away.  Believe me, if you don’t want everyone dead, and I mean everyone, you’ll mind your business and move on with your lives.”
The thing inside Abby tossed the keys to the car up in the air and caught them.  “Well boys, I’m on my way.  It’s been very nice, and maybe if I come around again, we can have a little bit of fun.  If you’re ever lucky enough to talk to Abby again, tell her I said thanks.”  With a smile and a nod, the front door flew open and the creature disappeared.
The moment the door shut, Mark began to panic.  “We can’t just let her go.”
“We don’t exactly have a choice,” Greg said in a very right voice as his hand held his wrist, his face grimacing in pain.
“Is it broken?” Mark asked quietly.
Greg gave a short nod.  “It’s definitely broken, in several places I’m guessing.  Whoever is inside of Abby is extremely strong.”
“That could be anyone or anything,” Mark said pacing the room a bit.  “My strength far surpasses that of natural human capacity.  I figured that wasn’t unique amongst the old ones.”
“I suppose it’s not,” Greg said.  He walked into Abby’s kitchen and Mark could hear him pulling ice into a dish towel.  When he came out, he was pressing the makeshift ice pack onto his arm.
“We have to go after her,” Mark said.  “There’s no telling what she’s going to do, and they obviously have some sort of plan beyond healing people.”
“I picked up on that as well,” Greg said.  “Look, if I’m going to be of any help, I’m going to have to let Asclepius take over for a bit.  Luckily for me, my god is the god of healing, and therefore can accelerate the healing process in my wrist.  It does, however, also mean that you’re going to have to put up with him and reign him in.  He has some idea of how dire this situation is, and how much worse it could get, so as long as you keep reminding him of that, he should stay in line.”
“And Ben?” Mark asked.
“Let’s call him before I bring Asclepius over,” Greg said and fished out his phone gingerly with his uninjured hand.  He pressed a key on the phone and then handed it over to Mark.
It rang several times before Ben’s tired voice picked up.  “What now?”
“We’re having a bit of a situation,” Mark said.
“Is that so?” Ben asked.  “Look, I’ve already explained to you that I’m washing my hands of this entire operation…”
“Abby’s gone,” Mark blurted out.
“Excuse me?” Ben asked, his voice dangerously quiet.
“Abby’s gone.  This god thing took her,” Mark said.
“How is that possible?” Ben demanded.
“She was a little flustered that you wouldn’t help so she got into Greg’s medicine bag, injected herself with a sedative and it took over,” Mark said.
“And where is she now?” 
Mark let out a little sigh and rubbed his hand down his face.  “She broke Greg’s wrist, stole the bag of sedative and the bag of the antidote and took Greg’s car.”
“Please tell me this is some sort of sick joke in order to get my cooperation,” Ben said, his tone almost begging.
“I wish it was,” Mark said in a rush.  “I promise you Ben, I’m not lying.  She’s heading out to that compound in Washington, and whatever their plans are, we’ve got to get inside there before they can begin to carry them out.”
Ben was silent for so long Mark thought for a moment Ben had hung up.  “Where are you now?”
“We’re at Abby’s place.  We were trying to rid her house of anything that might have been used to drug her,” Mark said.
“I’m on my way.”
The line went dead, and Mark set the phone down on the small table.  He turned to Greg, who was looking very pale and his hands were trembling with the pain.  “Are you going to be okay?”
“Is Ben coming?” Greg asked in response.
“He said he’s on his way,” Mark replied with a short shrug.
“I’m going to let Asclepius come through, then.  Ben’s pretty good at keeping him in check, and as long as you keep focused on the plan, you should be able to pull this off.  When Asclepius takes over, let him know that the serum is in my jacket pocket, and there’s enough to last for six days.  Tell him to pay special attention to my liver though.  The last time he had taken over for more than a few hours, my liver enzymes were elevated to a potentially dangerous level, and I’m not sure if it’s from the possession or from the drug cocktail I’m taking to let him in.”
“Okay,” Mark said.
Greg reached into his pocket and pulled out a small bottle of clear liquid.  He gave Mark a weak smile and said, “See you on the other side,” and with that, he took a sip and laid his head back, eyes fluttering closed.
Mark watched with bated breath as Greg lay there.  For quite some time, nothing happened.  Mark thought maybe something had gone wrong, but as he stood to shake Greg and make sure all was okay, Greg’s eyes flew open and he sat up.
“Jesus, what did he do?”  The voice coming out of Greg was not Greg’s, but the voice Mark had heard at the hotel a couple of nights before.  It was Asclepius.  Asclepius twitched the wrist and winced.  “It’s broken.”
“He, er, he said you could heal it,” Mark said.
Asclepius’s eyes darted over to Mark, looking almost surprised to see someone else there.  “You’re still here?  And no coma friend still, eh?”
“Not quite yet,” Mark said, feeling suddenly exhausted and overwhelmed.  “We’re in a bit of a tight spot, it seems.”
“Well from the tension in this body, I can tell,” Asclepius said, standing up and giving his back a stretch.
“Greg wanted me to tell you that there’s enough serum in the coat to last six days,” Mark said in his subdued tone, “and to keep an eye on the liver.  He said something about dangerously high liver enzymes… I think.”
“I was afraid of that,” the god said, pulling a face.  “Six days though, eh?  We going on an adventure?”
“We may be,” Mark said.  “We’re waiting for Ben to get here.”
“Oh wonderful.  Mr. Stick-up-his-ass is joining us?  Why, exactly, was he invited?” Asclepius asked as he wandered into the kitchen.  He returned with a can of cola and a bag of potato chips in his good hand.  The broken wrist was stretched outright, and though it was bright red and swollen, Mark could already see some of the swelling starting to reduce.
“Abby’s been taken over,” Mark said.
Asclepius opened the soft drink with a loud crack and took a long drink before he answered.  “Ah, well I warned you all that was coming,” he said with a shrug.  “They give out their name?”
“No,” Mark said.  “In fact, whoever it was seemed very keen on keeping their identity a secret.”
“They have been awfully hush-hush lately,” he replied and munched on a couple of chips.  “Oh well, let’s let this baby heal up while we wait for gramps, and then see what we can do about the sister.  You like porn?  I’m kind of in the mood for a little girl-on-girl.”
 



 
 
 
 
Forty
 
Ben stood outside Abby’s apartment, the key to her door in his hand, for a good ten minutes before he had the courage to open the door and walk inside.  His sister had gone, that much was obvious.  Ben had tried her cell phone no less than a dozen times, only to have the call sent to voicemail after one ring.
The idea that she was possessed was a little too much for Ben to process, and for the moment he was trying to wrap his mind around the idea that this was some sort of elaborate plan of Mark’s to get Ben to agree to head up to Washington.
He debated about smoking a cigarette, or five, but that wasn’t going to help and he really wanted to kick the habit anyway.  With a deep breath, Ben turned the key in the lock and walked in.  The one thing he didn’t expect to find was Greg on the sofa, foot up, cigar burning and some rather racy adult film on the television.
Mark, for his part, was sitting in the dining room, his head bowed over a book, his face rather red.  Mark looked up when Ben walked in and his smile was one of extreme relief.  “You’re here.”
Greg looked up at Ben from the couch, the cigar clenched between his teeth and he grinned.  “Hey there, detective.  Come to arrest me?”  The voice wasn’t Greg’s but it was familiar, as was the smell of the cigar and the presence of scotch in a glass on the table.
“Asclepius,” Ben said with a small sigh.
“In the flesh, so to speak,” he said.  He brandished his broken wrist, the bruise across the skin wide and the swelling reaching all the way down the fingers.  “Seems my little friend Greg had an accident courtesy of your sister, so I’m working my magic and getting him healed up.  As a bonus I’m watching porn and getting drunk.  Care to join me?”
“No, and I’d like you to turn that off,” Ben replied.  “I want to know where the hell my sister is.”
“I already explained that situation to you,” Mark said, walking into the room.  “Believe me or not, your sister’s body has been absconded by some creature and she’s on her way to Washington as we speak.”
For some reason, those words caused something in Ben to snap.  He just sort of lost it, rage flooding him, the pent up frustration from listening to these fairy tales was exploding.  Without even realizing he was doing it, Ben had drawn his gun and shoved it in Mark’s face.
“Enough,” he hissed.  “Where the hell is my sister?”
“I’m not lying to you,” Mark said, holding up his hands.  “That gun isn’t going to do much but slow me down, and that won’t be good for any of us, so why don’t you just put it away.”
Ben growled, taking a step toward Mark, who held fast in his spot.  “I refuse to believe anything you say.”
The room went quiet as the man on the sofa used the remote to switch off the TV.  He shifted up onto his knees so his front was pressing against the back of the couch, and he had a small smile on his face.  “Listen, Benny boy, he’s not lying.  If he was lying, I wouldn’t be able to do this.”
Asclepius held out his hand, and to Ben’s absolute surprise, his gun went flying across the room, landing almost daintily in Asclepius’s palm.  “What the hell?” Ben gasped.
“I don’t know what else to do to convince you, kid,” Asclepius said with a shrug as he set the gun down on the table.  “Going on a shooting spree isn’t going to get your sister here any quicker, and frankly, the god that’s got her body might find that amusing rather than terrifying.”
Ben’s hands were trembling as he dropped them to his side.  He felt suddenly naked, stripped of every sense of reason and defense, and for the first time in a long, long time, he was on the verge of tears.  Something in him gave, not much, but enough. “I can’t take this.  I’m going to get locked up in a mental hospital after all this is done.”
“Oh I wouldn’t say that,” Asclepius said with a grin.  “Just think of it as an elaborate game of pretend… or something.  I don’t know, whatever you humans do to deal with situations you can’t reason your way out of.  I mean honestly, it has to happen all the time.  The human brain’s capacity for understanding the beyond is terrifyingly small.  I’m not sure how you handle it.”
“We don’t,” Mark said quietly.  “That much should be obvious based on human behavior.”
“True,” Asclepius said with a sigh.  He settled back down on the couch and patted the cushion next to him.  “Pop a squat, Benny, and let’s game plan.”
Seemingly not of his own accord, Ben felt his feet propel him across the room to the edge of the sofa where he took a seat as far from Asclepius as he could manage.  He crossed his arms, feeling defensive, and eyed his gun.
“I could kill you before you could move,” Asclepius said casually.  “I don’t want to, believe me, but I’ll do what I have to do.  I have a good deal going on with this one, and I’m in no hurry to send this body rotting into the ground.”
Ben clenched his jaw.  “Who has my sister?”
“We’re not sure,” Mark said, taking a seat in the chair nearest to Ben.  He put his hands between his knees and leaned forward.  “I tried to find out, to get some clue, but whoever it was seemed pretty determined to keep its identity from us.”
“You both do realize I can’t get up to Washington legally, right?  I could report my sister missing, however she’s a consenting adult, and if she wants to go, she can go,” Ben said in a defeated tone.
“Perhaps we could report the car stolen, have highway patrol pick her up?” Mark offered.
Asclepius threw his head back and laughed.  “You really think that would end well for the officer?”
Ben cleared his throat.  “We’re going to have to try and get in without the help of law enforcement.  We can attempt to join the cult or something… see what we can do.”
Mark held up a hand.  “Wait a moment.  That might work.”
“Is that so, padre?” Asclepius said.  “You don’t think they’ll recognize the three of us instantly?”
“They might,” Mark said, clearly referring to the gods, “but what about the humans?  The gods are going to have to sleep at some point to keep their vessels from wearing out and dying on them too fast, right?”
“Possibly,” Asclepius said.
“Besides, whatever they’re doing, they’re likely not going to trouble themselves with menial jobs such as gate guarding,” Mark said.  “If there are really only a handful of them, they’re probably going to be too busy to play police guard.”
“He’s got a point,” Ben said in a quiet voice.  “Basic criminal psychology, the leaders would be too arrogant to take on such menial tasks themselves.  A basic disguise, a little show of power from you,” he said, nodding at the cigar smoking god, “and we could possibly waltz right in.”
Mark looked down at his wristwatch and then back up at Ben.  “Your sister left only about an hour and a half ago, so she doesn’t have much of a head start.”
“We could more than likely beat her there,” Ben said, “if I can get us a flight booked.”
“Hold your horses there, Benny,” Asclepius said.  “What do you plan to do if you beat her there?”
“Locate Yehuda, for one,” Mark cut in.
“If we can get her the hell out before she has a chance to get in…” Ben started, but Asclepius interrupted him.
“And how, exactly, are you going to do that?  She crushed Greg’s wrist without batting an eye. I’m certain whatever’s inside of her will have no trouble taking you out, with something a little more lethal than a couple of snapped bones.”
Ben sighed and ran a hand through his hair in frustration.  “So what do you suggest?”
“Let her get there first,” he replied with a shrug, as though it were the most obvious thing in the world.  “Let her get settled, comfortable, and then we go in.  We get a few supplies from the hospital since she took all of ours, and with a little shot of feel-good juice, we can pop the god out of her and make a run for it.”
“He’s making sense,” Mark said.
“None of this is making sense,” Ben corrected, “but I see the basic idea.  While I don’t want to sit on my ass and let my sister get comfortable with a bunch of nut jobs in a compound, that might actually be our only logical shot.”
“So we drive?” Asclepius asked.  “You boys have no idea how much I love a good road trip.”
Ben groaned.  “I suppose we don’t have another choice.  If we drive behind her, it’ll give her just enough time to feel comfortable that she’s beat us, and then we can get in.”
“I’ll see what supplies we have here,” Mark said, standing up.  “Ben, you take our friend here to the hospital for medication refills, and pick up whatever else we need at the market.  If we set out on the road in two hours, that’ll give her enough time to think we’re not coming.  She’ll expect us right away, and if enough time passes, she’ll get distracted and drop her guard.”
“And if she doesn’t?” Ben challenged.
“Isn’t it worth that risk?” Mark replied.
This was Abby, the only person in Ben’s life that he truly cared about, and he wasn’t going to sit back and let whatever was happening to her destroy her.  Ben didn’t care if it was a god, or if it was some sort of slip into psychosis, or if some insane cult leader was filling her head with crap.  None of it mattered, and it was all worth the risk.
 



 
 
 
 
Forty-One
 
A half hour later found Ben sitting in his car, which now reeked of cigar smoke, waiting on Asclepius to obtain more of the drug that he claimed would free Abby of whatever this affliction was.  He had a feeling Asclepius wasn’t going to make this a quick in and out trip, so Ben opened the door and pulled out his phone.
He hesitated, his finger hovering over Stella’s number on the screen, wanting to call her, but not sure what he was going to say.  He wanted to tell her, tell someone, what he was up to, what he was about to do.  He was risking his job and his freedom with this plan, and he wasn’t sure he wanted to head out without someone knowing about it first.
She answered on the first ring.  “Mmm, I was hoping I’d be hearing from you soon.”
Her voice washed over him, warm and comforting.  Something about her was warmly soothing, and Ben found himself aching to just turn the car on and drive south until he was with her again.  “Hey,” was what he ended up saying in response.
Stella let out a little laugh.  “How are you?”
“Truthfully, not very well,” he replied.  “My petition for the warrant to check out the cult was denied, and well…” he hesitated before the next part, “well… my sister sort of took it upon herself to go join this cult, or whatever, and now I kind of have to go against the judge’s orders and go after her.”
“You need to do what you need to do,” she said, which surprised Ben.  He had expected at least a little warning or discouragement.  Stella’s record was spotless, from what Ben had seen, and she’d been known for being very strict when it came to following orders and procedure.
Ben wasn’t exactly sure what to say now.  He had planned out his argument for her resistance to his plan, but she was so accepting it threw him off.  “I was expecting an argument from you, Horvath.”
“Why?” she asked, genuine curiosity coloring her tone.
“Probably because I’m about to break the damn law,” Ben said, a little more snappy than he intended.  He let out a sigh and added, “I’m just going against what’s natural to me.”
“Really,” Stella said, “because your record speaks differently.  I’ve looked you up, Stanford, and you sort of make a habit out of defying orders.  In fact, your chief made notes on your record when you got promoted talking about your risk level and how you don’t like to listen to authority.”
Ben rubbed his face.  “This is a little different.  This isn’t a typical defy orders and capture the bad guy type of situation.”
“Isn’t it, though?  Isn’t that exactly what you’re doing, and getting your sister out of some ridiculous decision in the process?”
“Look, there are a lot of facts I haven’t shared with you because frankly, I don’t even consider them facts.  But either way, I’ve seen some shit lately that honestly scares the crap out of me.  Half of this stuff is beyond my capacity for understanding and belief, but I’ve also seen how dangerous some of these people can be and I can’t let my sister just throw herself at these nut-jobs.”
“I’m not going to pretend to understand,” Stella said, “I think what you’re doing is the thing I’d do, if I had a sister I cared about.  If you’re worried I’m going to tattle-tale, you can rest assured I’m not.”  She let out a short peal of laughter and a little sigh.  “I’m guessing, though, that you’re not worried about me going to mommy about your bad behavior, though, since you probably wouldn’t have called if you didn’t trust me.”
“I think I just needed to hear whether or not I was making the right decision from someone with some sort of rational mind,” Ben confessed.
“I’m guessing Mark and the good doctor are going along on the trip?”
Ben groaned and sat back against the seat.  “Yes, they are.  I’m not exactly thrilled.”
“Just be safe, okay,” she said, sounding suddenly serious and concerned.  “Cults can be dangerous, and cults with any sort of money, influence or power are even more so. You owe me a date, and dessert, so you get back in one piece.”
Ben felt his face heat up at the memory of their last conversation.  Clearing his throat, he said, “Right, yes.  I’ll do the best I can, I promise.”
“That’s all I can ask,” she said.  “I have to go, I’m due in a meeting to get screamed at by my chief, so I’d better get a quick coffee in before that.  Call me if you need anything, okay?”
“I will.  Thanks Stella.  Seriously.”
“Talk soon,” she said and with that, she hung up.
Ben realized her distinct choice not to say ‘goodbye’ and he appreciated it.  She was a cop, she understood the inherent danger of these situations better than anyone, and had a better concept of human mortality than most people.  As detectives they were mostly desk workers, but they had both spent their fair share of time in the field, on the beat, and it was likely she’d had a gun in her face just as many times as Ben had.
Shoving his phone back into his pocket, Ben got back into the car and waited.  Another half hour went by, and as he found himself humming with regret at agreeing to take this joke to the hospital for a quick errand, he finally saw Asclepius strolling out the front door.
He had a small bag on his shoulder, and a splint on his wrist which Ben thought was a clever idea.  Asclepius’s face was also bright red, however, and his hair was a complete mess.  The dark spot on his neck was a dead giveaway, Ben noticed, as the man slid into the passenger seat.
“Thanks for waiting,” he said with a wink.
“You were supposed to get medicine, not have a quickie in the medicine supply closet,” Ben snapped.
“Oh can you blame a guy, really?” Asclepius said, his grin going wider.  “A friendly nurse offered to splint up my arm and one thing led to another.”
Ben checked his watch before he turned the key and slammed on the gas.  “An hour and fifteen minutes later, and yes, I can blame you.  We’re on a schedule.”
“Look, I got what we need, and you agreed that giving baby sis some time to get settled in godsville was a good idea.”
“A little bit of time, not an entire day ahead of us,” Ben hissed as he turned the corner, the tires squealing on the pavement.  He didn’t speak another word to Asclepius, who sat humming quietly to himself, until they reached the supermarket.
“Come on, I’m not leaving you alone anywhere,” Ben snapped.
Asclepius rolled his eyes but got out of the car.  “Yes dad, sorry dad.  Please don’t take away my Xbox.”
“Shut up,” Ben snapped.  They walked into the supermarket, assaulted by a rush of the heater which was blowing heavy by the automatic doors.  It was bright, and crowded which didn’t help Ben’s feeling of chaos.  He took a deep breath and tried to organize his thoughts.  They needed enough food to get them through the thirteen hour drive without stopping, and some basic medical supplies in case anything went wrong.
The trip only took a few minutes, and even with Asclepius distracted at every turn, they were in and out in twenty minutes.  Ben said relatively nothing on the drive back to Abby’s place, and they found Mark packed and ready to go. 
“I got what I could,” Mark said, tapping one of Abby’s old overnight bags.  “She didn’t have much, but I suspect we won’t need a lot.  I had expected you two a little sooner.”
Ben rolled his eyes as Asclepius fetched himself another glass of scotch and lit up another cigar.  “Well our little friend here decided a detour into a supply closet with a nurse was top priority.”
“Believe me, if you’d seen her, you would have done the exact same,” he said, puffing on the cigar.  “It was beautiful.”
Mark let out a sigh.  “We should get going.  We need to get on the road, and we need to focus on our plan.  Obviously it might be a little trickier than just strolling in the front gates.”
“Maybe, maybe not,” Asclepius said as he stood up and bounded towards the front door.  “We won’t know until we get there.”  He clapped his hands together loudly and rubbed them.  “Come on boys, I love a good road trip!”
 
~*~
 
Two hours into the trip, an email from Stella popped up on Ben’s phone.  It was new information on the cult location, the entrance and the link to the website the cult had put up.  While Mark drove and Asclepius complained in the back seat about not being able to stop at every rest stop, restaurant, and tourist attraction they passed, Ben perused the website.
It was laid out simply, not a lot of graphics or photographs, and some basic information about the founder.  The founder was listed simply as Gahan, described as a young man who discovered his gift of healing working in the medical industry.  He claimed to have had a revelation about his ability to heal and wanted to share his gifts with the true believers of the word and the Lord.
Besides the short biography, there was a membership form available for a nominal fee, an email account for any questions, and an FAQ set up with simple questions like, ‘Are we a cult,’ and ‘How do I tell my parents I want to join The Way and The Light?’ with simple answers written below.
“This sounds like him,” Ben said to Mark after reading out the short biography.  “Obviously the name is different, but a sudden revelation while working in the medical industry sounds like our guy.”
“I have no doubt that this is him,” Mark said, his voice tired and strained.  “The more important question is how many of the gods are with him, is he possessed by one of them, and if so, how strong is he.”
“He’s not,” came Asclepius from the back seat.  He leaned forward, drooping one arm over between Ben and Mark.  “I remember that kid, and believe me, he’s not a capable vessel.  He was just this little nerd, nothing special.”
“How do you have any idea who we’re talking about?” Ben asked.
“You’re talking about that little Shawn kid, right?” Asclepius said.  “He was the one who got all obsessive about Judas’s room.  Any time any of the other orderlies were assigned to his room, he’d take over.  I guess I could have mentioned that to Greg, but it never crossed my mind.”
Ben pinched the bridge of his nose.  “Well yes, that information might have been helpful earlier, but I guess it doesn’t matter now.  Okay, so he’s not a vessel,” Ben said, sneering the word, “but he’s probably surrounded by guards, and we need to remember we’re also there for your friend.”  Ben flat out refused to use the name Yehuda or Judas, and found ‘your friend’ a little more fitting for his own comfort level.
“Right,” Mark said, letting out a long breath.  “Yes, and we can assume that Yehuda is well guarded, so getting to him isn’t going to be easy.  While they might not send gods to guard the front gates, I’m definitely going to assume that they’ll have one or two guarding Yehuda.”
“Simple,” Asclepius said.  He rummaged in the little bag he’d brought and pulled out a couple of capped syringes.  “Just give them jabs of the miracle drug and it’ll pop them right out of the bodies.  Believe me, Greg and I tested it repeatedly and it works well.  It’s feels like a strong suction just ripping me out of the body and no matter how much force I used to stay inside, I wasn’t able to.  Rather unpleasant honestly.”
“Fine, good,” Ben said, waving his hand for Asclepius to put the needles away, “so we have our plan there.  We do need to consider the fact that some of the people there will be armed.”
“Not a problem for you, eh padre?” Asclepius said with a chuckle, giving Mark’s shoulder a pat.
“That’s beside the fact,” Mark said a little more snappish than normal.  “I’d rather you two not get killed in this process, especially since we’re trying to get Abby out of there as well.”
“We just need to move quickly, and don’t be afraid to run if things get ugly,” Ben said.  “You’ll be of no use to anyone dead.”  He directed that statement at Asclepius who had fallen back against the seat, his eyes closed, whistling very softly.
“Right yes, no use to anyone dead,” he repeated in a rush.  “Can we stop somewhere?  I’m starved.”
 



 
 
 
 
Forty-two
 
By midnight, both Mark and Asclepius were demanding they call it a night.  Mark, who had been driving, pulled over into a roadside motel parking lot.  “Enough is enough,” he told Ben, who was protesting loudly.  “If we get there at three o’clock in the morning, we’re going to look even more suspicious as we’re trying to waltz in.”
“I agree with Mr. Immortality,” Asclepius said.  “This body’s beat, and I’m pretty drained myself trying to heal up this wrist.  If we get there now, believe me, the little powers I do have aren’t going to be any more helpful than moving a stick of gum across a table.”
Ben shook his head, crossing his arms over his chest.  “No.  If anything happens to my sister while we’re snoozing away in some fleabag motel…”
“You realize she’s not in danger, right?” Mark pointed out.  “She’s currently occupied by some god who has quite enough drugs to keep her that way for a long while.  It’s not like they brought her over there to crucify her.”
“You don’t know that,” Ben snapped.
“But I do,” Asclepius said and yawned loudly.  “I know that gods don’t waste vessels like your sister ever, and even the weaker ones they try and be careful with if they can.  I realize they haven’t given the best impression with all those dead guys lying around, but believe me, she’s not expendable to them.”
Ben hesitated.  “I’m not comfortable with this.”
“Who cares what you’re comfortable with,” Asclepius snapped.  “It’s two against one.”
“Since when did this trip become a democracy?” Ben snapped.
“Since now,” Mark chimed in, holding the keys in his hands.  “I’m going to go pay for a room, you two wait here.”
Ignoring Ben’s shout of protest, Mark got out of the car and walked to the little window with a sign that read 24 Hour Service, Ring Bell.  Ben sullenly watched Mark ring the bell, lean into the window and eventually exchange a handful of cash for a small hotel key.
He waved his arm for Ben and Asclepius to get out of the car, which they both did after a moment, and with a growl, Ben followed Mark up the rickety wooden stairs to a room at the very end of the walk way.
Mark opened the door, and Ben’s nose was assaulted by the stale smell of old cigarettes and mildew.  The room was musty and cold, lit by a dim yellow lamp on a desk against the far wall.  There were two beds, a dresser where a TV dating back to 1970 sat, and an old rotary phone on a scrubbed wooden desk by the bathroom door.
Ben sat down on one of the hard beds and shrugged off his coat.  Asclepius, meanwhile, fiddled with the small air unit under the window, and a few moments later, molten hot air was blasting out of the vent, smelling a little like burning cotton.
“Better?” the god asked with a grin.
“I’m going to set my cell phone alarm for six AM.  If we get some coffee and breakfast, we can be back on the road by seven thirty, and from here, it’s only…” Mark paused, swiping his finger across his cell phone screen, “four hours until we reach the compound.  That should give us plenty of daylight, plus let whoever’s inside Abby to get settled into her role.”
Ben glared at Asclepius who was fiddling with the TV that wouldn’t turn on.  “And you’d better stay put tonight.  If I wake up to find you off on some idiotic errand, I will hunt you down without remorse.”
“Why would I go anywhere?” Asclepius said with a small laugh.  “I realize I can be a little bit of a pain but I’m here for a reason.”
“You’re here because Greg sent you here,” Mark said, siding with Ben.  “It would make me feel better if Greg came through for a bit.”
“No can do,” Asclepius said with a shrug.  “I took my dosage, I’m going to be playing around in this meat sack for a while.”  With that, Asclepius went into the bathroom and shut the door.
“Is there a window or something in there he can climb out of?” Ben asked.
“I don’t think so,” Mark said.  Mark went right to Asclepius’s medicine bag and pulled out a syringe and a bottle of the anti-depressant.  “I’m with you though, we could use Greg for a bit.”
Ben was a little nervous trying to pull one over on the self-described god, but Asclepius was also a lot like a child.  Mark sat on the chair, the syringe tucked into his sleeve and they waited for Asclepius to come out.
A while passed before he made an appearance, and when he swaggered out, he walked right past Mark and flopped down on the unoccupied bed.  He threw his arms under his head and closed his eyes.  “Don’t worry about me, boys, I’m drunk and tired.  I’m not going anywhere.”
“We trust you,” Mark said, and then with a speed Ben could barely track, Mark was across the room with the needle plunged directly into Asclepius’s arm.  He pushed down the plunger before the god could do anything.
Asclepius’s eyes flew open and Ben felt the floor beneath him tremble for a moment, like an earth tremor that happened after a major quake.  Ben felt panic rush through him, but before he could react, the man on the bed gave a little cough and the room stopped shaking.
“What did you guys do?” came the hoarse, rough voice of Greg.  He sat up, holding his wrist in his lap, looking around the room like he’d just woken up from a long, long sleep.
“We needed you back, I’m sorry,” Mark said, putting the syringe on the table.  “I understand why you’re doing what you’re doing, but we didn’t trust him.”
“Okay,” Greg said, wiping his forehead with his good hand.  “He’s not going to be very happy in the morning.”
“I don’t care,” Ben said.  “As long as we know you’re the one going to sleep in this room, we know we’ll wake up to find you here.”
Greg gave a sigh and winced.  “His healing’s going a lot slower than I’d hoped.”
“Well if he’d stop using his powers to have sex with random nurses and play parlor tricks at rest stops,” Ben snapped, “he’d probably have more energy to do you that favor.”
Greg rolled his eyes and shuffled back until he was lying against the pillow.  “I swear he’s normally more help.  I’ll see what I can do in getting him to help you a little better tomorrow.”
“We’re going to need it,” Mark said grabbing a pillow and one of the spare blankets from the motel closet.  He settled himself on the floor despite protests from both Ben and Greg.  “Tomorrow’s going to be tricky and we need all the rest we can get.  I suggest we go lights out and we can reform our plan tomorrow.”
 
 
~*~
 
Morning came before Mark was ready.  Though he could deal with less sleep than most normal humans, he reached his breaking point from time to time, and the night before had been it.  The moment the room went dark, Mark fell unconscious and only woke when the sound of the shower filled the room.
He sat up to find Greg sitting on the edge of the bed, cradling his wrist against his chest, rubbing his eyes with his good hand.  Mark was still groggy and feeling like he could sleep for another week.  He gave a loud yawn and stood up, stretching his aching back.
“You feeling okay?” Mark asked as he walked off the heavy feeling in his legs.
“I’ve been better,” Greg said.  “I wanted to take something for the pain, but if I’d done it, Asclepius could have come through and I didn’t need to cause a problem in the middle of the night.”
Mark winced, feeling bad they’d put Greg in that position.  “I’m sorry.  Did you get any rest?”
“A little.  I’m going to let him come over as soon as Ben gets out of the shower.  Ben seems to have a little authority over him, for some reason, so I think he’ll behave.  He might be a little sullen, but he’s a god.  Offer him food and drink and he’ll be putty in your hands.”
Mark snorted, remembering the old myths and sacrifices of food and wine.  “I think we can do that.  There’s a diner on the corner, and I think we could all use a little food and drink.”
Ben walked out of the shower, hair dripping slightly, but looking more refreshed than he had the day before.  He threw the musty motel towel on the floor and sat on the chair to tie his shoes.  “We ready or what?”
“I’m thinking breakfast at the diner,” Mark said.
“I’m thinking something more like drive-through,” Ben amended.
“With Asclepius’s impending mood, I’m thinking something big and sit down,” Mark warned.
Ben gave a shrug.  “Fine, whatever.  This trip is already a joke, why not play road trip and hit the diner.”
Mark felt a little irritated with Ben’s continued attitude, but packed up their stuff and left the key on the table as the three men filed out of the room.  They walked down the stairs and passed the car on the way to the small truck stop diner with the flashing open sign.
They found a booth in the corner of the place, right near the back, and Mark squeezed in with Greg near the window.  “Alright boys, you have a good trip, and you know how to reach me when you need me.”  With that, Greg took a swig from his little bottle and after a moment, his eyes closed and his head slumped forward.
“Shall we order?” Ben said, ignoring Greg’s posture.
“Might want to give him a moment,” Mark hissed to Ben, who was already signaling their waitress.
Just as the older woman with greying blonde hair arrived at the table, their sleepy companion’s head snapped up, and Mark caught the familiar flash of the god-eyes.  Asclepius was back, and from the scowl on his face he wasn’t pleased.
“Orders, gentlemen?” the woman asked in her cigarette scarred voice.
Though Asclepius had only been conscious a moment, he managed to order a near feast with a pot of coffee for the table, and a full pie to go.  Mark and Ben placed their considerably smaller orders, and though the waitress looked confused, she seemed a little perky at the thought of the large bill meaning large tip.
“Rotten trick, you two,” Asclepius hissed as he poured coffee for the two other men.
“Insurance,” Ben said without mercy.  “You’ve been a pain in the ass this entire time, and I wasn’t about to go chase you all over the damn city because you got bored.”
“Greg didn’t enjoy suffering all night, just so you know.  No sleep at all, the poor fool,” Asclepius said.
“Risk we had to take,” Ben muttered.
Mark turned to his booth companion and offered him an apology.  “We’ll consult you next time.”
“The hell we will,” Ben growled.
Mark ignored him and added liberal cream and sugar to his coffee.  “Either way, did you get a chance to roam around while you were out?”
Asclepius gave a shrug.  “I might have given the compound a fly-by.  I didn’t get too close or they would have sensed me, but they have some serious mojo going on over there.  There’s a portal there, and they’ve been invoking some sort of power through it, though I wasn’t able to get a good look.  I can tell you that the guards at the gate are plain old humans, and we’ll have no trouble getting in.  It’s the getting out part I’m worried about.”
“We’ll figure that out once we’re inside,” Ben said.
Their conversation was stilted by the delivery of food, the table groaning from the weight of everything Asclepius had ordered.  They all ate, quickly and quietly, and before long, even the veritable feast the god had ordered had been consumed.
Mark retrieved the bill and left a wad of cash to cover the bill and leave a generous tip for the poor waitress who he knew would have to clean up after their mess.  The three men groaned, bellies full and still exhausted from their poor night’s sleep, and they filed out to the car.
“I’d like to drive,” Asclepius said, holding his hand out for the keys.
“I’m sorry for last night, but I’m not that sorry,” Ben said, handed the keys off to Mark, and gestured for Asclepius to get into the backseat.  “Back in the hole you go.”
Asclepius rolled his eyes but squeezed into the rather roomy back seat of Ben’s car, and before long, they were back on the road.  Mark knew they needed some sort of plan, even if it was a bare-bones plan, to get them organized, but he wasn’t sure it was going to do any good.  He glanced back to see Asclepius snoozing, his head resting against the window, his mouth hanging ajar, and figured it was a good time to chat with Ben.
“I wish we had some idea of where they were keeping Yehuda, or at least where we could find your sister,” Mark said as he watched the scenery passing by.  It was a dreary morning, the clouds heavy, threatening rain as they navigated the Washington countryside.  “I appreciate that he was able to get a look at the gate last night, but the moment we’re recognized, all bets are off.”
“I know,” Ben said with a sigh.  He had his phone out and he was reading over a long page of text.  “The website doesn’t give any information about the structure of the compound, anyone’s jobs or even a basic daily schedule.  I’m assuming they don’t just heal people all day long, and I doubt anyone can just waltz in there.”
“Asclepius seems to think he can get us in the gate, but I’m not sure how,” Mark replied.
“He probably thinks he can charm his way in,” Ben muttered.
“Maybe he can,” Mark offered.  “He’s been enough help so far, so we can’t discount what might be able to offer when we get there.”
“This would be so much easier with a warrant and a team of men with snipers.”
“Easier for whom, exactly?” Mark questioned.  “You don’t think they’d just give your sister and Yehuda up after going through all this trouble to get them, do you?”
Ben sighed and sat back against the door of the car.  “Who knows?  This entire situation is so damn crazy I’m starting to think if we just walk in there with guns and demand their release they’ll let them go.”
“You don’t fight crazy with crazy,” Mark warned.
And that was that for the rest of the drive.  The GPS on Ben’s phone alerted the three men when they reached the five mile range.  Ben sat up, suddenly alert, and Asclepius leaned over, still a bit bleary-eyed from his nap, but looking somewhat refreshed.
At this point, Mark pulled the car over and switched the engine off.  “I realize we can’t make a very definitive plan, since we have no idea about the inside structure, no idea who might know we’re coming, and no clue what sort of defenses they’ve got.”
“We also don’t know where to find either one of your little friends,” Asclepius put in.
“Yes, thank you for that,” Mark said irritably.  “What we do have is a basic defense method against the gods, as long as we can keep enough on us ready to use without being obvious.”
“We also have a defense method against any moron who tries to get too uppity,” Ben said, touching the butt of his gun.
“I’d like to try and get out of this without committing murder,” Mark said with a small sigh.  “But, we do what we have to do.  Frankly I’m prepared to let the both of you go down as long as I get out with Yehuda.  It’s reached a critical point and as long as I get him away from whomever these people are, I’m calling it mission accomplished.”
“So you have your job, and I have mine,” Ben snapped at him, his face a bit red.
“And what do I do?” Asclepius asked.
“Try and get us in without getting us killed before we reach the front door,” Mark instructed.
Asclepius began to rummage around in the back for a few moments.  When he sat back up, he had two capped syringes, filled to the top of their plungers with a clear liquid.  “Just a little bit goes a long way,” he said, handing one to Mark and one to Ben.  “Right in the arm, just a little pressure, and they’ll get kicked out.  It’s likely that the humans they’re in are drugged, or brain-dead, so try and mind the bodies.”
Ben licked his lips nervously as he tucked the syringe into the inside pocket of his coat.  “I’ll try and get paramedics out there as soon as we get my sister and Mark’s friend out safely.”
“You realize you’re probably going to get fired for this?” Asclepius pointed out with a small, cheeky smile.
“I do,” Ben said.  “Obviously I’ve resigned myself to that fate.”
As Mark switched on the car, Asclepius and Mark switched seats, preparing to enter the compound with Asclepius’s influence.  Asclepius put the car in drive as Mark tried to shove down the bubbling panic in his gut, and they followed the soft sounds of the robotic GPS voice leading them to what could resemble a rather small war.
They made the five miles in less than three minutes.  Ahead on the long, winding dirt road was a small booth, similar to the toll booths of the bridges in California.  A field lay beyond, and several small buildings which looked a lot like the old fashioned log cabins.  A tall fence topped with barbed wire surrounded the land for acres and acres, and every so often, unmanned, tall towers stood, likely waiting for a person with a rifle.
The road ended at the entrance to the gate where a tall, rather bored looking, middle-aged man stood behind a window.  As the car pulled up, the man held a clipboard close to his face as he slid the window open with his other hand.
“Names,” he said, his monotone voice matching the bored look on his face.
Asclepius leaned over and looked the man in the eye.  “They’re not on the list.  They’re with me.”  Mark caught the flash of light in the god’s eyes, and the guard cleared his throat loudly.
“They’re supposed to be added to the list,” he said in a very hesitant voice.
“Special circumstances,” Asclepius said, his voice almost echoing through the car.  “Open the gate… or am I going to have to get out of the car?”
“Sorry, sir,” the guard said and pressed the button.
There was a loud clicking sound, and then the gate rolled back, squealing loudly into the distance as it did so.  Asclepius put the car in drive, kept eye contact with the guard, and they drove forward.
The road continued for several more miles before they reached what looked like a fruit orchard enclosing several large buildings made of wood and metal.  There were people all over, dressed in street clothes, smiling as they worked, picking fruit, pushing carts, chatting quietly under the canopy of the trees as the rain started to drizzle down.
Mark felt suddenly over-dressed, in his slacks and button up shirt, and Ben, wearing his detective suit, was definitely so.  Asclepius looked more the compound part, his yoga bottoms and t-shirt he’d obtained from Mark could only guess where, hung on him limply, and his hair, still a mess, was fitting for farm work.
There was an area, shaded by a large, wooden overhang, where cars were parked, and Asclepius, keeping his head down and face shielded, pulled in and around the back where no one was standing.  He switched the car off and let out a small sigh.
“Now what?” Ben asked.  “We’re in, but we still have no game plan.”
“Obviously these humans don’t know me, yet, and no one seems on particularly high alert, so I say we pretend I’m escorting you two for something…”
“Healing,” Mark interrupted.  “We’re here to be healed and you know, join, or whatever.”
“Fine yes, good,” Ben said, “but what happens when one of your friendly gods recognizes you?”
“Well let’s try and avoid them, shall we?  Mark can see them, can’t you?” Asclepius pointed out.
Mark gave a slow nod.  “Yes, I can.”
“And so can I,” Asclepius said.  “So when we sense them we just… walk the other way.  If we get cornered, we have our defenses.”
“What about me?” Ben demanded.  “I don’t exactly have any super powers here, and I’m pretty sure if Abby’s afraid we’re on her tail, she’s going to give people that matter my description.”
“Just stick with one of us,” Asclepius said with a shrug.  “You got any of your freaky Halloween contacts, Mark?  It would probably look a little better if you appeared more blind.”
Mark reached into his pocket and pulled out the pair of contacts he usually carried on him for emergencies.  “One pair.”
“Don’t you think he might be able to function a little better being able to see?” Ben pointed out.
“I’m perfectly capable blind or sighted.  “I’ve been in this disguise since before your parents were conceived,” Mark replied with a shrug.  He uncapped the lenses, and with deft practice, popped them in.
His world went instantly white and his eyes back to their useless state.  It took him less than a moment to adjust, and he held out his hand towards Ben.  “I shoved my cane into the little pocket in front of you.”
Ben grumbled and slid his hand into the seat pocket to retrieve Mark’s folded white cane.  He slapped it in Mark’s hand and said, “So what?  We just walk in?”
“You,” Mark said, addressing Asclepius, “need to act like you know the place.  Use every ounce of power you have to navigate properly.  They’ve cloaked Yehuda, so it’s going to take us some time to find him.”
Mark opened the door to the car and got out, feeling the crunch of gravel under his shoes.  He heard the familiar clicking of his cane snapping into place, and felt the cold metal of the damp car under his fingers as he shut the door.  This was it, and there was no turning back.  Human lives were precious, but Mark lived by the rule that the good of the world outweighed the good of the few who might have to perish in order to secure peace.  A warm hand touched his arm, Ben’s hand, and with a deep breath, they prepared to go inside.
 



 
 
 
 
Forty-Three
 
Asclepius walked ahead of Ben, who had Mark on his arm, and the detective was absolutely terrified.  He was a brave man in most circumstances, and he was the sort of man who never ran from something that he considered dangerous.  He’d faced his own mortality numerous times, and he’d always come out on top.  This time, however, he was barely armed, he was alone, and his sister’s life was at stake.
“Steps,” Ben muttered as they approached the concrete steps that lead to what looked like the main building.  The people around them stared curiously, but no hostility showed on their faces.  Ben half expected everyone to be slightly psychotic, addicted to some sort of drug, ready to eat their flesh.  Something a little closer to the movies.
His mind was racing as the heavy door opened and the warm air hit them.  Asclepius stepped aside for Mark and Ben to enter, and Ben looked around at the room.  It was furnished sparsely, a lot like a waiting room with a reception desk, chairs scattered, low tables covered in magazines, and a small television on the wall playing what looked like a self-help video narrated by a very blond woman with huge, white teeth.
Asclepius stood in front of them, his eyes closed, and he was humming a little something under his breath.  “Okay,” he said after a second.
“Why do you keep doing that?” Ben asked softly, unable to stop himself.  “You keep humming that same damn song.  What is that?”
“It’s a means of…” Asclepius hesitated with a shrug, “…think of it like a honing beacon,” he finished.  “Now, do you want to go, or should we stand around and wait for someone to start questioning us.”
“Where are we going?” Mark asked.
“Chapel,” came a soft, female voice from the hallway at the far end of the room.  The three men turned, startled, and were met with the smiling, big-mouthed blonde from the video.  “I’ll take them if you’d like?”
“They need a decent escort.  Their first time,” Asclepius said, his voice taking on that strange, echoing quality Ben had heard in the car.
“They’ll be safe with me, I promise.  The others are probably waiting for you.  I’m assuming you had to find new form, sir?”  Her voice was tinged slightly with a southern twang, just enough to tell Ben she’d grown up somewhere in the south, but had left a long time ago.
“Yes, fine,” Asclepius said.  “This is where I leave you, boys.”
“But my eyes,” Mark cried, grasping out at the air towards Asclepius.  “You promised my eyes!  They’d be healed.”
The woman raced forward, taking Mark’s hand gently and holding it in hers.  “They will be.  You need to be purified, but I promise you, if you’re pure of heart, if you truly believe, they will be healed.  Gahan heals so many each day, so many worthy believers.”
“What about the ones he can’t heal?” Ben asked darkly.  “What happens to them?”
The woman’s smile brightened.  “They work harder to believe and when they’re purified, they will be healed.  He’s promised us all.”
“What’s your story?” Ben questioned as this woman took Mark’s arm and led them down the hall.  He could hear the faint sound of singing coming from somewhere far off, and he knew he had a little time to probe her for information.
“I had a disease in my lungs,” she said, her voice still light and airy.  “I was told I wouldn’t live much longer, I was getting sicker.  My mother found this place and she told me about it.  I’d come to the coast to die, to spend my final years by the ocean, but I always knew that there was something more I was meant to do.  Gahan showed me that path.”
“Gahan,” Ben said.
“He’s the Light, and the Way,” she said, closing her eyes and clasping Mark’s hand to the center of her chest.
Mark flinched, so Ben spoke up.  “What’s your name?”
“Allison,” she said.
“Allison, I’m Ben, and I have a brain tumor,” he said.  “The doctors say they can’t operate on it, and I only have a few more months, if I’m lucky.  That man, we met him at the hospital and he promised us we’d have salvation, and life.”
“You will, I can feel it,” she said, her lips stretching over her large teeth.  “Gahan can do anything.  He’s healed the sick and dying.  He raised the dead.”
Ben felt his face grow cold.  “The dead?”
Allison nodded, her eyes all-but glowing with wonder and pride.  “He did.  There was a man, he came here so sick, but before we could get him to chapel, he collapsed and his heart stopped.  Gahan was told and he came running.  He placed his hands on him and suddenly, he breathed again!  He sat up and he cried and hugged Gahan.  You won’t believe the wonders you’ll find here.”
Ben felt his nerves grow more raw as they turned a corner and started walking towards great, wooden doors.  Beyond, the singing grew louder, hymns Ben recognized from his childhood, from places Abby dragged him over and over.
Allison pushed them forward, cracking the door open, peering inside to make sure they wouldn’t be interrupting.  Ben, a little panicked, peered around her and at the front of the stage, there was Shawn Thompson, white robes, hair flowing around his face, and beside him stood Ben’s sister.
She looked okay, if not a bit pale, wearing the same white robes, her eyes closed in what looked like prayer.  Ben felt panic surge up, and he took a step back, dragging Mark with him.  Allison let the door shut as she turned to the men, her brows knitted in confusion.
“What’s wrong?” she asked.
“I’m…” Ben said, scrambling for something to say.  Ben knew if they set foot in the chapel, Abby would sense him, and their cover would be blown.  “I’m scared,” Ben blurted.
Allison’s face softened.  “There’s no need to be frightened.  We’re all full of love and light.  I promise.”
“I just um… need some time.  Please?  All those people…” Ben stammered, using his panic to sound like he was absolutely terrified.
Allison let out a sigh.  “What about you, friend?”
“Why don’t I stay with him?” Mark answered, reaching out for Ben.  “As you said, we’ll all be healed in time.  Perhaps Gahan, or one of his members, can come and talk to my friend, bring him courage?”
Allison clasped her hands at her breast and nodded, her eyes fluttering closed.  “I’ll see what I can do.  Let me take you to a room and I’ll let them know you’re feeling a little nervous.”
Ben let out a breath and let Allison continue taking them down the second hall littered with closed doors.  They got to the end, where the hall curved a bit, and she opened a door for them.  Inside were small, brown plush chairs, a table, a coffee maker that looked dusty and unused, and a few magazines in racks on the wall.  The light was dim, but the temperature was comfortable and there was no lock on the door.
“What were your names?” Allison asked as she ushered them inside.
“Michael,” Mark said swiftly.  “This is my friend Alexander.  We should be on a list or something.”  Mark found a chair with his cane and lowered himself into it.
Ben remained standing and froze when Allison stopped directly in front of him and reached out with her hands to touch his face.  “All will be well, I promise you,” she whispered, and with that, she was gone.
Ben immediately ran his hands into his hair and tried not to be sick all over the waiting room floor.  “That was close.”
“Was it Abby?” Mark asked, fiddling with the top of his cane.
“Yes, and I suspect she would have spotted us instantly if we’d gone in that chapel.”
“Likely,” Mark said.  “There were at least six in the chapel, and about three more somewhere near us.  We may have underestimated their numbers.”
“My confidence is starting to wane,” Ben said, standing up and pacing the small room.  “I think I’d feel a little better if you took those contacts out.”
“Not yet,” Mark said.  “We don’t need to blow our cover before we get information.”
Ben reached into his pocket and touched the capped syringe that was pressing against his leg.  “I just want to get this over with.  I need to find a way to get-” His words were cut off by the door to the room flying open.
Ben took a step back as a white-robed Abby stepped in, her eyes glowing with light, her smile wide and frightening.  “Oh, oh you have no idea how happy I am to see you, my sweet brother.”
Stumbling back, Ben reached into his pocket for the syringe.  “Abby, what the hell are you doing?”
“What are you doing, darling?” she asked, her eyes following his hand.  She took a step forward, and before Ben could react, her hand closed around his wrist, pulling his arm up with impossible strength.  His fingers were still closed around the syringe and she gave a little ‘tisk’ with her tongue.  “Oh, silly boy,” she said and shook his hand so the needle fell to the floor.  “It wouldn’t work anyway.”
Ben struggled to pull his arm away, but her grasp was stronger than any person he’d ever come into contact with.  She reached into his coat and pulled out his gun as well, setting it on the low table near his leg.  “Abby, stop this,” he whispered.
“Abby’s not in right now,” she said with a little laugh.  “Abby’s gone off on holiday, and she’s let me come and play for a while.”
“Who are you?” Ben asked.
The thing looking out from Abby’s eyes ducked her head, a little and gave a little chuckle.  “Victory, darling Benny.  I am Victory.  I am triumph.  I’m winning.”
Ben felt bile rise into his throat as she kept close to him.  “Let my sister go.”
The thing bent close to Ben, nose touching his skin, and he could hear it take a deep, long breath.  “You’re afraid… but you also don’t believe me.”  She threw her head back, laughing almost maniacally.  “You still think I’m Abby.  You think Abby’s in here somewhere!”
“I don’t know,” Ben gasped as the grip on his wrist got tighter.  She pushed him against the wall, holding her forearm across his chest, and he couldn’t move.
“You’re faced with gods, with powers you can’t even fathom and your puny mortal brain still won’t believe what’s standing right in front of you.”  Her voice was filled with wonder and awe.  “It’s amazing, these humans.”  She turned her head back to look at Mark who hadn’t moved from the chair.  “Even you, with your life, your immortality, you still don’t understand.  You still don’t fully believe.  That’s what I love about this pathetic race,” she said.  She finally released her hold on Ben and took a step back while he attempted to catch his breath.  “You refuse to believe in what’s staring you right in the face, but when you’re presented with this pathetic, human idea of God, you fall down on your knees and worship.  You offer the very essence of your life for a myth, for a joke.  If Yahweh Himself came down to earth and threw open his arms, you fools would question his existence.”
“You underestimate a lot of us,” Ben said.
“Do I?” she asked with a chuckle.  “Do I?  You, who saw a man whose brains had turned into literal mush, get up and walk out of his bed on his own, you felt him hold you in place with his powers, and you still question it.  You still think you can stop me by giving me a jab full of anti-depressant and cure my mental illness!”  She kicked the syringe over to Ben and nodded.  “Go on, pick it up.”
Ben kept his eyes on her as he bent down and retrieved the syringe.  He looked over at Mark, and though Mark couldn’t see him, Mark was staring, giving the slightest nod his way.  Ben uncapped the syringe but still didn’t move.
“Oh don’t be such a baby,” she said, throwing out her arm.  “Give me the jab, see what happens!”
Ben licked his lips and touched the tip of the needle to her skin.  “I’ve seen this work.”
“You’ve seen it work on that moron, Asclepius.  A half-breed, a pathetic, powerless human-loving moron who would prefer to hang out inside that simpering, impotent man than reach for real power,” she hissed.  “Stick me, you coward!”
Ben jumped, and then jammed the needle into her arm, depressing the plunger, giving her three times the dosage than Asclepius had instructed him to do so.  He took a step back, letting the needle fall to the floor, his eyes never leaving her face.
She stood there, her eyes closed, and she gave a little shudder.  After a moment, they opened and her mouth dropped.  “Ben?  Oh God, Ben wh-what am I doing here?  What’s going on?”
“Abby,” Ben said, but as he rushed forward, he saw her mouth curve into a smile and he stopped.
She threw her head back and laughed again.  “Fool.  It works on the weak.  I am Victory, I’m not going to be stopped by some cocktail of human drugs.  You’re obviously here for your friend,” she said, and turned to Mark, “and I was counting on that.  The only way to get you to creep out of hiding was to threaten your precious human race.”
Mark jumped to his feet, letting his cane fall to the floor, and for the first time since Ben had met him, Mark actually looked frightening.  Even with his eyes clouded by the contacts, and his small stature, Ben could feel the power radiating off of the man.  It was in this moment alone, Ben could believe that Mark truly was centuries old.
“Where is he?” Mark asked, his voice low and dark.
The creature inside Abby smiled and spread her hands.  “Around.  You two will be reunited, believe me, we believe it’s necessary, and from the look on your face, you know it is.”
“You don’t realize what you’re asking to unleash,” Mark hissed.
“Oh,” she said with a wide grin, “we do.”  Clapping her hands together, she turned back to Ben.  “Well, you two make yourselves comfortable.  I’m probably going to kill you,” she said, reaching out to put a finger under Ben’s chin.  “But not yet.  You’re kind of cute.  Maybe we can break you enough to let someone else slip in there for a while.  Either way, I’ll be back.”  With a sly grin, she turned and walked out the door, shutting it with a firm click that echoed in the small room.
Ben didn’t realize he’d been holding his breath until it all came out in a rush.  His head was swimming, and he looked over at Mark who was pulling the contacts from his eyes.  “Who is she?”
“As far as I can guess, she’s Nike,” Mark said.
Ben frowned.  “Excuse me?”
“Nike,” Mark repeated.  “Greek goddess of victory.  The way she kept insisting she was victory, it makes sense.  I’m not as familiar with Greek and Roman mythos as I’d like to be, but I remember the basic ones.  She’s old, and she’s very strong.  We need to find Asclepius.”
“You realize they probably have him cornered, probably killed,” Ben said.  “None of these people are playing with a full deck.”
“Do you still have your phone?” Mark asked.
Ben frowned, but reached into his pocket and pulled it out.  “Yeah, and it still has signal.  Weird that they just let us stroll in without any sort of intake process or anything.”
“There’s likely a reason for it,” Mark said.  “These things are old, far older than I could possibly imagine, and they’re clever.”
“If that’s the case,” Ben said, ignoring his urging skepticism floating through his brain, “how are we going to get past them and get the hell out of here?”
“Because their biggest weakness is arrogance,” Mark said.  “You know that old belief that the Devil’s biggest weakness is his own reflection?  The story goes, the only way to defeat the Devil is to distract him with a mirror because his arrogance is so intense he can’t help but stare at himself.  I think that old myth had a basis.”
“So you want to show them a mirror?” Ben asked, absolutely confused.
Mark rolled his eyes.  “No, but we play on their arrogance.  I could be wrong, but I have a feeling that the medication you shot into that thing’s arm isn’t as useless as she wanted us to believe.  They may have powers from the beyond, but they’re bound to human form, and the human brain can be manipulated with chemicals, which is what you just shot her full of.”
Ben’s eyes widened.  “So what do we do?”
“We move,” Mark said, walking to the door.  He grabbed his syringe and uncapped it.  He turned the knob on the door ever so slightly and pushed.  It opened just a crack and he shrugged.  “Arrogance.  They won’t believe for a second that we could best them.  We don’t have a lot of this stuff, so get your gun and let’s move.”
“Why wouldn’t she have taken it?” Ben asked as he holstered it.
“Likely because she believes your human morality will prevent you from taking her life,” Mark suggested.  “And possibly because she thinks her other god friends would be able to stop you before you could fire it.”
“She obviously underestimates my ability to shoot,” Ben said, feeling a little less confident at the idea that Mark might expect him to shoot Abby.  “Where do we go?”
“Out,” Mark said.  He stepped into the hall, and his face conveyed the surprise Ben felt when they saw absolutely no one was watching the room.  “Arrogance.”
“Do you have any idea where they could be?” Ben asked as they crept into the main waiting room once more.
“No, but you might want to use your phone and see if Asclepius is available for a chat,” Mark replied.  He led the way out the front doors and into a rather bushy area near a cluster of trees.  There were people all around, but no one was paying them any mind.
Ben pulled out his phone and dialed Greg’s cell.  It rang several times before a voice picked up.  “Greg’s phone,” it said.
“Where the hell are you?” Ben hissed.
“Oh, got myself captured it seems,” Asclepius said.
There was a swooshing noise on the other end, and Ben glowered.  “Are you smoking?”
“Yes,” he said simply.  “They’ve captured me, but they’re being quite nice about it.  Going on and on about how when the big thing happens I’ll be punished blah blah blah.  Oh, I found Mark’s friend, by the way, and saw your sister being carried off somewhere.”
“What do you mean carried off?” Ben all-but shouted.
“She looked unconscious or something,” Asclepius said in a bored tone.
“Where the hell are you?” Ben snapped.
“Some big building to the east of that main building we went into.  It’s metal and pretty massive.  There’s something underground here, too, but that’s not where Big Bad Judas is being kept.  He’s on an IV drip in this main room covered with a mosquito net.  That Shawn guy you’ve been looking for is puttering around here, too.  He’s a bit more off than I remember.”
Ben ended the call and shoved his phone into his pocket.  “He’s that way,” he said, pointing to the looming, metal building to their left.  “He’s with your friend, and he said my sister was taken somewhere unconscious.”
“I knew it,” Mark said.  “Let’s go.”
Before Ben could argue tactics, or even a basic game plan, Mark was moving with a speed Ben couldn’t match.  The distance between the grove and the building was short, but before Ben was even half-way, Mark was inside the door.
Feeling alone and somewhat terrified for his life, Ben raced to the front door and walked in to see Mark jabbing someone in the arm with the syringe while another tall, dark-haired man was falling slowly to the ground.
“I’m not going to ask how the hell you were able to do that,” Ben gasped, trying to catch his breath, “but just let me know if there are any others around.”
“Hello boys,” came Asclepius’s voice.
Ben turned to see Asclepius sitting in a chair next to a bed surrounded by mosquito netting.  Beyond the netting, Ben could make out a prone body on a bed, an ancient looking IV stand, and a small monitor that was omitting the faintest beep.
Mark stood up from the fallen body, his hands trembling, and he dropped the syringe.  “Oh God, okay, we found him.”
“Now the trick is getting him out before they shoot your ass,” Asclepius said, puffing on his cigar.  “They wanted you here, you know.”
“So our friend said,” Mark replied as he crossed the room to the bed.  “Did you figure out who she is?”
“Nike,” Asclepius said with a shrug.  “I should have figured, she was always such a bitch.”
“She’s powerful,” Mark said, running his hands down the netting.
“She thinks she’s powerful,” Asclepius said with a shrug.  “Sure, she could kick your ass,” he added, nodding to Ben, “but she’s not as great as she used to be.”
“Where is she now?” Ben asked, stepping around the fallen gods.  “Where did they take my sister?”
“Downstairs, I think,” Asclepius said.  “They took my god-booting juice, so if we’re going to get out of here before they come back, you’d better have a plan.”
“I do,” Ben said, and with that, he took out his gun.  Footsteps were starting to echo down a hall, sounding louder than usual from the metal roof.  “How many are there?”
“Three,” Asclepius said.  “They’re going to kill you.”
“No, I’m going to kill them,” Ben said as he tiptoed over to a spot with a clear shot of the door.  “Can they read minds?”
“I don’t think so, but really, what do I know,” Asclepius said with a chuckle.  “Just don’t get this body killed, please?”
Ben ignored him, crouched with one knee touching the floor, and he aimed.  With one shot, the first man who walked in the room was down, bullet hitting him directly in the forehead.  The second person went down with two shots, one in the neck and one in the chest.  When Ben looked down, he saw the first man he’d taken out was the man from the hospital that he’d seen get up out of his bed.  He felt a pang of regret as he watched the blood pool out from the bullet wound.
“How long until they can find another body?” Ben asked in a hurry as he stood up, holstering his gun.
“Oh days,” Asclepius said with a wave of his hand.  “I wouldn’t worry about that.  I’d worry about the other ones with big fucking rifles coming to shoot you.  There’s at least ten more around here somewhere.”
Ben looked at Mark who was leaning over the comatose man, whispering quietly to him.  “We need to get my sister and get the hell out of here,” he all-but shouted, trying to get Mark’s attention.
“I don’t think you’re going anywhere,” came a voice from the door.  Ben whirled around and saw the person he knew as Shawn Thompson, clothed in white toga-like robes, step into the room.  Ben had his gun out, pointed at Shawn’s head, but he remembered the repeated claims that Shawn was not one of them.
“I need you to tell me where my sister is,” Ben said through gritted teeth.  “I don’t want to shoot you, but believe me, I will.”
Shawn held up a steady hand, his eyes fluttering closed.  “If your sister is here, it’s because she chose to be here.  She wants to become one with the light.”
Ben gripped his gun tighter and took a step towards Shawn.  “Enough,” he snapped.
Shawn opened his eyes and looked over at Mark, who was fiddling with a machine next to the bed and he began to look alarmed.  “Get away from him,” he said, his voice tight and far less serene than it had been.  “What do you think you’re doing?”
“We’re taking him and leaving.  You’ve kidnapped a man, started a cult, taken my sister against her will.  Those are felonies, my friend, and they’re going to earn you a very large stretch of prison time.”
Shawn’s face pinked at the cheeks and his eyes narrowed, growing hard and cold.  “You’re not taking this away from me.  I was chosen!” he shouted.
Ben shook his head.  “You weren’t chosen.  You’re just a foolish kid who is in way over your head.  I don’t want to hurt you, so do us all a favor and-”
But before Ben could finish, Shawn reached behind his robes.  Ben knew the gesture all too well, and before Shawn had a chance to aim the previously concealed gun, Ben fired, and Shawn dropped to the ground.  The bullet struck him in the chest, and with eyes open, Shawn’s body hit the floor with a loud thud.  He shuddered a little, as blood stained the white robes, and after a second, all motion stopped.
“Shit,” Ben muttered, rubbing his face.  “Shit.  Shit!  We need to get my sister and get the hell out of here.  This is a complete disaster!”
Before anyone could respond, every light in the room went dark.  Suddenly, a loud, wailing alarm went off.  Bright, white lights began to flash in the corners of the large room, and the piercing sound encompassed every thought in the room.
“Don’t think we have time for that,” Asclepius said and got up off his seat.  “I’m bailing.  You two had better figure your shit out.”
“I’m not going without Abby,” Ben shouted over the noise.
Mark stood up from his crouched position beside the bed, and hoisted the unconscious man over his shoulders, carrying him as though he weighed nothing.  “We need to get in the car.  Now.”
“Not without Abby,” Ben yelled.  “That was the absolute and only reason I am here right now.”  He would have continued, but the phone in his pocket began to buzz.  Against rational thought, Ben pulled out the phone and answered call from the number he didn’t recognize.  “Yes,” he yelled, pressing his other ear closed to attempt to hear the person over the alarms.
“It’s me,” came the groggy voice of his sister.  “Ben… are you there?”
“Abby?” he said, not quite believing it was her.
“Look, I’m sick, I can’t move, and you have to go,” Abby breathed.  “I’m… I can’t get out, okay.  Whatever you gave me… it’s not… I think I’m dying.”
“Where are you!?  I need to get you to a hospital,” Ben cried, rushing to the door where the dead men lay.  “Abby!”
“I don’t really know where I am.  I woke up in a room somewhere.  There are men here, they can’t get out.  They’re them, Ben, the gods.  You have to get Judas and Mark out of there now.”
“Abby, listen to me, I can take them.  I’ve already killed two, and I’ll take out as many as I need to, to get to you.”
Abby was silent for a long time.  “I started the bomb evacuation,” she said, her words more slurred than before.  “It’s going to blow up, this place.  Go Ben, okay.  I’m dead anyway.  She told me, when she took me, that I’m dead anyway.  Better to take her out, too.  Just run, okay.”
“Abby, this isn’t funny anymore!” Ben shouted.  Asclepius suddenly had Ben’s arm and Ben turned to him.  “I think there’s a bomb,” Ben gasped.  “We’ve got to get her out.”
“You’ve gotta run.  Looks like four minutes.  Not sure the range.  I’m fading pretty fast, Benny.  I’m sorry,” her voice wavered on the line, and then there was silence.
It suddenly felt like Ben was outside of his body.  Asclepius was carrying him out of the room, and he could see himself, screaming, fighting the impossibly strong man as he was dragged from the building, screaming his sister’s name.
There were people outside, running, shouting, cars pulling out at break-neck speeds, and the alarms were sounding, but Ben didn’t register any of it.  He was floating, confused.  He didn’t feel his head smack the side of the car as Asclepius shoved him in the seat and jumped behind the wheel.  He didn’t really notice being jostled around as Asclepius slammed on the gas, steering around people as they ran, desperate to get away from the threat.
Ben didn’t register much until they were well over a mile from the gate, and the whole place blew.  The car shook with the blast, and hot air surged through their open windows, searing Ben’s face, and the smell of smoke was suddenly overwhelming.
Asclepius slammed on the breaks, waiting out the blast, and when cool air replaced hot, Ben knew it was over.  He threw the door open and stepped outside, but no one stopped him.  He squinted up at the billowing smoke rising into the air and he knew then, it was over.  Everything left in that compound was dead.
In the distance there were cars all over, stopped, people staring at the place where they had been healed and saved.  Everything was flames, smoke and ash, and everyone was gone.  Abby was gone.  It took only a minute for Ben to realize it, but it felt like an eternity.  The wave of anger and fury hit him like a tsunami, knocking him down to his knees.  He hit the dirt, his hands landing on old, dead grass, and the cry that came from his mouth wasn’t human.  It was anguish and anger in its purest form.
Mark came around the car, though Ben hadn’t seen him, and he put his hand on Ben’s back.  Ben wanted to fight him, to turn and hit him, to hurt him, to cause him pain because he knew the moment he looked up, it was all going to be real, and she was dead, and he had failed her.
He didn’t realize he was crying through his anger until he saw the drops hitting the dust below his face.  They were pouring out like a river, turning the dirt to mud, splattering on his hands.  He was sobbing, but it didn’t sound like him, the aching sound as his body contorted with his grief.
“We need to go,” Mark said quietly.  “Ben I’m so sorry, but we have to go.  Please.”
Ben finally looked up at Mark, at the ancient face, even if he still didn’t quite believe it, and he smiled.  “This is what you meant, isn’t it?  This is what you meant when you said war and bloodshed.  This is what you bring.”
Mark bowed his head.  “There’s nothing I can say that can comfort you.”
Ben laughed, shaking his head as the tears poured out.  “She died for you, you realize.  To save your friend, to stop… to stop whatever this is, whatever it was.  She… god,” he breathed.  He wanted to say more, but his throat seized and the words wouldn’t come.  He knew he should get in the car, but it was over now.  She was gone, a war had been averted, and it was over. 
 



 
 
 
 
Forty-four
 
Ben hadn’t cried again after he stood up.  The tears were dry and he was composed by the time the authorities arrived, and although no one was pleased that Ben had gone off on his own, when they realized what happened, no one said anything.
The detective on scene brought Ben the news once the rescue team had finished on the site.  “A few people survived by ducking into bunkers, but they were pretty badly burned.  It looks like the entire compound was rigged with explosives, and they did manage to find a couple of fire proof lockers with hand-written plans by this Thompson guy explaining how they were going to take everyone out.”
Ben couldn’t remember the detective’s name, but he did appreciate the matter-of-fact tone he was using, because Ben couldn’t take comfort right then.  “Did they find bodies?”
“Not many remains,” the detective said.  He cleared his throat and offered a tense half-smile.  “Anyone at the center of the blast was nearly vaporized instantly.”
Ben gave a blank nod.  “Right.  Okay.”
“Look, I’m sorry, and if we find anything at all…”
Ben held up his hand.  “She’s um… she called me right before everything um…” he trailed off and cleared his throat.  “She’d been given some sort of drug, she said.  She was already on her way out.”
“I’m sorry,” the detective repeated.
“Can I email you my reports?” Ben asked, his voice growing painfully tight.  He needed to get out of there as quickly as possible.  Mark and Asclepius had already taken the unconscious man off scene, to a local hotel the police had set up for any of the survivors who didn’t need hospital treatment.  Ben had the keys to a patrol car and the directions to the hotel in his hands. 
“Yes,” the detective said quickly.  “I’ve already spoken to your chief, and he said you were acting under orders from another county, under the advice of a detective Stella Horvath.  I don’t believe there will be any reprimands, so that’s something.”
Ben let out a dead laugh.  “Yeah.  Something.”  Without giving a proper goodbye, Ben turned and walked to the stale smelling car and got in.  The officer who drove this car was a fast food junkie.  Old bags and cups were stuffed on the floor, and it reeked of old ketchup and tartar sauce.
Fighting down a gag, Ben stepped on the gas and mechanically followed the directions he’d been given.  The hotel wasn’t far, and it was nicer than the one they’d stopped at before reaching town.  He parked the car and stared up at the numbers on the door.  Beyond the door reading two-oh-six, he knew Mark and Asclepius, or possibly Greg, sat there with the man on the bed.  The man whose name Ben still couldn’t say.
His hands gripped the steering wheel so tightly his fingers went numb and his knuckles turned white.  He fought for a moment to remember the day before, the day when he was pissed because his sister was acting like a fool and going off on her own.  The day he thought this would be a simple task of walking into a place, chastising her for being a brat, and putting her in the back of his car.
He wasn’t sure what a future without her was going to be.  Ben had spent most of his life chasing her from place to place, cleaning up her messes, wiping her tears when people broke her heart.  Ben didn’t know who he was outside of being her big brother.  He was a cop, yes, a damn good detective, in fact, but mostly he was Abby’s brother, and nearly all of his decisions had been made with her in mind.
Ben sat there in the empty parking lot and let out a small laugh.  She was gone.  He knew he couldn’t face the pain but that didn’t matter yet.  The pain would be waiting for him whenever he was ready to let it in.  It wasn’t going anywhere, it was there to stay.
His phone buzzed, and Ben picked it up.  It was a text.  He was terrified to open it, to see the recipient.  His mind raced.  Maybe she’d gotten out.  Maybe there was a safety bunker, a bomb shelter.  Anything.  Asclepius had sworn up and down they wouldn’t waste her body, they needed her.
The number was a San Diego number.  It was Stella.  It read, I heard, I’m sorry.
Ben felt the pressure in his chest increase and he thought for a moment he would suffocate.  He got out of the car, his body moving slowly, stilted, like a machine, and he went to his own private room.  It was stale and quiet, but it was clean.  The bed was softer than before, and he collapsed on it.
His phone was ringing again, but this time he turned it on silent and closed his eyes.  The darkness surrounded him as he curled up in that cold, empty motel room, and while the grief waited, Ben slept.
 
~*~
 
An hour passed before Asclepius announced that it was time for him to go, and then Greg’s body dropped down on the second bed, lying still for so long Mark thought Greg would be unconscious for the rest of the night.
Yehuda hadn’t moved, aside from a few quiet groans in his slumber.  With the IV out of his arm, his color was coming back, and his breathing was even and steady.  He was clean, as he had been in the hospital, his hair long, curly and his chin dark with the growing beard.
Mark was tense, and frankly he was sad.  He knew something was going wrong the moment he heard the alarms, but even in the worst case, he hadn’t imagined that Abby would sacrifice everything to get Yehuda, Mark and Ben to safety.
His chest was tight, his eyes aching from tears that wouldn’t fall.  He did his best to remember that she’d done it for what she believed in, but every time someone died for his cause, every time blood was shed, Mark mourned.
“What’s going on?” came a groggy voice, and Mark turned to see Greg finally sitting up, rubbing the injured wrist with his other hand.
“It’s over,” Mark said with a small shrug.  He glanced over at Yehuda who had still not moved.
“What do you mean, it’s over?  Where are Ben and Abby?”
At the sound of her name, Mark felt his hands begin to tremble, and he couldn’t meet Greg’s eyes.  “Ben’s somewhere.  Possibly still at the scene, I’m not sure.  Abby um…” his throat tightened and for a moment, he couldn’t go on.  “Abby didn’t make it out.”
Greg’s eyes went wide and he stood up.  “What do you means she didn’t make it out?  Make it out of what?”
His voice heavy with grief, Mark told the entire story, sparing no detail.  When he finished, a few tears had fallen and he brushed them away with an impatient hand.  “By the time I had a real idea of what was happening it was too late.  We had moments to get out safely, and even then, we barely made it out unscathed.”
Greg put his hand over his face and dropped into one of the chairs near the window.  “How many were lost?”
“I’m not sure.  I don’t think the officers on scene got an accurate count, at least not by the time we were sent here.  I know the evacuation alarms started with about five minutes to get to safety, so I’d imagine not everyone made it out alive.”
Greg swallowed thickly and looked out at the darkening parking lot.  “I don’t know what to say.”
“I don’t think anyone does just yet,” Mark replied, sitting on the edge of the bed near Yehuda’s bare feet.  “You know, when he wakes up, I don’t know what I’m going to tell him.   I haven’t seen him in so long, and to have him wake up to this…” Mark trailed off and let out a frustrated chuckle.  “And Ben.  I can’t imagine what he’s going through right now.”
“I feel like I should go and find him,” Greg said.  “I mean, he probably shouldn’t be alone.”
“Don’t underestimate his ability to deal with his grief,” Mark warned.  “The one thing he probably needs right now is to be alone.”
Greg let out a little sigh.  “You do realize it’s not over, don’t you?”
Mark looked at him sharply.  “What do you mean?”
“They wanted you for a reason, and don’t for a minute think that just because their human vessels were destroyed that they’ve been stopped.  Slowed, maybe, but even then, they haven’t been slowed down much.  Whatever it is they want, it involves you, and I’m sure it isn’t a joy ride in an immortal human.”
“Yes,” came the cracked, aching whisper from the figure on the bed.
Mark jumped up, whipping around to face Yehuda, who had opened one eye.  His lips were cracked open, his breathing heavy, but he was conscious.  “Don’t talk,” Mark breathed.  “Not yet.”
Yehuda swallowed dryly and shifted slightly.  “Danger,” he whispered again.
“Get me some water,” Mark ordered Greg, who jumped up to obey.  A moment later, Mark knelt by Yehuda’s head and very gingerly, lifted the cup to his lips.
Yehuda sipped, just a little, coughed but managed to get down a few swallows before falling back, exhausted, against the pillow.  “They want…” Yehuda whispered, his voice sounding painful, “you.”
Mark felt his face flush and he set the cup down.  “We can talk about this when you’re well, Yehuda.”
Yehuda gave a tense smile and shook his head gently, once, from side to side.  “Well.”
Greg, at this point, stood up and walked to the door.  “Look, I’m going to go.  I’ll either get my own room, or see about getting a flight back.  You two have a lot to figure out, and he obviously has a lot of info that I don’t want.”
Mark realized what sort of danger Greg would be put in with even the smallest knowledge of the old ones’ plans.  He rose from Yehuda’s side and extended his hand to Greg.  “Thank you.  For everything.”
“I’ll be in touch when I can,” Greg said, squeezing Mark’s hand briefly and then he stepped away.
Mark watched as Greg took one last glance over at Yehuda, and then he was gone.  He could hear the clanging of the stairs as Greg hurried away from the hotel, away from any more danger, and Mark found himself somewhat envious that he couldn’t do the same right then.
Turning back to Yehuda, he watched as his companion began to gain more color, more strength.  Yehuda moved slightly, his hand reaching out slowly, pushing himself up on his elbow.  He was weak, that much was obvious, but he was getting stronger.
Mark stopped himself from moving to help Yehuda as he reached out for the water, and took down a few more swallows, grimacing as the liquid went down his throat.  “Do you want some food?”
Yehuda shook his head.  “No.  They fed me through that needle.”
Mark gave a little nod.  “Right.  Okay.  Um…”
“Let me be, please,” Yehuda said and fell back against the pillow again.  “I need sleep, true sleep.  Then we can talk.”
Mark nodded and switched out the lights in the room.  The sun was still up, but the heavy curtains blocked out most of the light, and before long, Yehuda’s breathing was even again as he rested.  Mark was terrified, but for the first time in a very long time, he didn’t feel completely alone.
 



 
 
 
 
Forty-five
 
Mark woke hours later to the sound of his phone vibrating against the cheap wood nightstand beside the bed.  With a groan, he reached over and answered without looking at the number on the caller ID.
“Hello?”
“Hello, Mark,” said a female voice Mark didn’t immediately recognize.  There was a pause and then she said, “It’s Stella.”
Mark sat up, keeping his voice hushed so as not to wake his companion.  “Hello.  Are you looking for Ben?”
“No,” she said.  “I don’t think Ben wants to talk to anyone right now.”
Mark let out a sigh, rubbing the sleep from his eyes.  “I’d say you’re right.  I haven’t seen or spoken to him since we left the scene.  I expect you know what happened.”
“I provided some information on the cult for the officers on scene,” she said.  “A small attempt to keep Ben out of trouble since I helped put him in this situation.  I had no idea his sister would…” Stella trailed off and Mark heard her clear her throat softly.  “It didn’t turn out as I’d hoped.”
“None of us thought it would end this way,” Mark said.
“Did you find your companion?” Stella asked.
“Yes.  He’s conscious, though right now sleeping.  I think they had him drugged, though that wasn’t really necessary since he wasn’t going to wake until I was nearby.”  Mark hesitated and then asked, “Stella, are you one of them?”
There was a long silence on the other end.  “What do you think?”
“I’m not as adept as Greg at seeing it, but I can see when people have been affected by these gods before.  I never knew exactly what I was seeing until I met Greg, but I’d say you’ve at least been touched by them.”
Stella let out a soft laugh.  “Touched.  That’s a good word for it.”  She let out a small sigh and then said, “I’m not aligned with them, if that’s what you’re asking.”
“Does Ben have any idea?”
“I think so,” Stella said.  “He’s gotten a taste of my other half, who isn’t really keen on men.  It was by accident, I was just a little weary that day and I slipped.  He doesn’t want to believe, though, and really, that’s okay.”
Mark sat back against the headboard and looked over.  He could see the silhouette of Yehuda’s chest rising and falling with his slumber.  He closed his eyes and smiled a little.  “True.  It’s all about perception, and if not believing makes him feel safe and happy, let him not believe.”
“I’m concerned he’s going to blame me, should he ever find out I was behind any of this,” Stella said, and she sounded genuinely concerned.
“I don’t think anyone intends on spilling that secret, and Abby’s taken that to her grave, hasn’t she?” Mark said, his voice still a little raw with her memory.
Stella gave a sad sigh.  “I suppose so.  If you see Ben, tell him to call me when he’s ready to talk.”
“I will,” Mark said.  He glanced over at Yehuda again and let the feeling of relief, comfort and safety wash over him, just for a moment.  “And Stella… thank you.  I couldn’t have gotten him out without your help.”
“Knowing what I know, I did what I felt was right,” Stella said.  “Take care, Mark, and keep him safe.”
The line went dead, and Mark set his phone on the desk.  Yehuda moved then, shifting to his side, and in the dim light from under the curtain, Mark saw Yehuda’s eyes open.  “I didn’t mean to wake you,” Mark said.
“You didn’t,” he replied, his voice still hoarse, but stronger than before.  “I was dreaming about Jerusalem.”
Mark sat up and wrapped his arms around his crooked knees.   “I haven’t thought about that in so many years.”
“I don’t make an effort to remember any of that,” Yehuda said.  He sat up and Mark heard several bones give small pops as his companion stretched his arms up.  “It just comes to me, against my will.”
“It wasn’t all bad, Yehuda,” Mark said.
“Why do you insist on calling me that, Makabi,” he spat a little bitterly.  “I ceased to be Yehuda eons ago.  It was a life that doesn’t belong to me anymore, a life perverted by legend and pain.”
Mark winced and reached for the light.  The room was instantly flooded in a sickly, yellow glow, making his companion look sicker than he should have.  “What do you go by now, then?”
“I wasn’t as fortunate to have a name Romanized into something so common.  Judas is a curse now, or so I’ve heard.”  He gave a rough laugh and shook his head, his long curls falling around his face.  He looked young again, for a moment.  Yes, he was trapped in the form of a man in his early thirties, but unlike Mark, he carried the weight of his centuries in his face, in his eyes.  He had always looked ancient.  “Jude,” he finally said.  “I tell people it was after a famous song.”
Mark laughed.  “Jude.  And you like this?”
The man called Jude gave a shrug.  He tugged at the hospital gown he was still wearing and glanced around the room.  “So this is it?  My grand rescue?”
“You didn’t make it easy for me this time,” Mark said.
“Your police officer friend took a lot out of me.  He took the rest of it,” Jude said, standing up and walking to the little mini fridge.  He pulled out a bottle of water, barely chilled from the poorly working appliance, and he drank half the bottle in one go.  “For a moment I thought I was finally going to be allowed to die.  I went back there, back to Galilee for a while.  I thought maybe I was dead, in purgatory.  But then they came.”
“Greg calls them the ancient ones.  Greek gods from the old myths, he says,” Mark replied, moving to the edge of the bed.  He studied his friend and fought back old, angry, bitter memories of their centuries together, trapped, cursed and full of hatred and confusion.
“They’re something powerful, and they’re not of this world,” Jude said.  He tossed the now-empty water bottle into the small bin and dropped into the chair near the window.  “Where did your doctor friend go?”
“He’s afraid of learning what you know.  He doesn’t want to die,” Mark said honestly.
“He’s one of them,” Jude said with a shrug, pushing back the curtain and looking down at the street below.  Beyond Jude’s head, Mark could see it had started to rain.  The pavement was black and glowing with the yellow of the parking lot lamps.  Jude turned back around and dropped his hands into his lap.  “They want both of us.  This isn’t over.”
“I know,” Mark said.  “We have to run.”
Jude gave a little laugh and shook his head.  “They’re everywhere, you realize.  They’re like him, like Yahweh, a being from the beyond, gods.  They’re not as strong, but they’ve got something with power just waiting to step into this world.”
Mark frowned and leaned forward.  “What are you talking about?”
“I don’t really know,” Jude said and let out a peal of laughter.  “I’m still a little crazy, you see, and honestly I was so drugged that the few times I reached consciousness I could barely understand what was going on.  I do know they need us, or they think they do.  They need our power, and they’re not going to stop until they get it.”
Mark let out a breath and rubbed his face with both hands.  “So what?  We fight them?”
“You’ve always been a bit of a fool, haven’t you?” Jude said a little meanly.  “Fairy tales and legends dance around your head, like you’re a warrior.  These are gods, Makabi.  These aren’t humans with swords or guns.  Do you think you could defeat Jehovah if he decided to rain down fiery wrath upon you?”
“Jehovah is long gone, if he was ever here,” Mark said bitterly.  “What do you suggest we do, oh powerful Judas Iscariot?”
Jude let a small laugh escape and he said simply, “We run.”
 



 
 
 
 
Epilogue
 
Consciousness teased her, cruelly, reminding her that beyond her dreams lay pain and anguish.  Her entire body felt burned, torn to pieces, aching and screaming.  She begged for death during those times, for simple relief, but death wouldn’t come.
They wouldn’t allow it.  She was caressed, whispers floating through her head.  She was special, she would be healed.  She was theirs, and she was important.  She needed to let go, because they had big plans.  Something was coming, something big, and it was up to her to bring it.
She cried, every now and again.  Cried for her friend, her brother, sometimes even her drunk, useless mother who probably didn’t remember her name anymore.  But no one was coming, no one, because they had her, and she was theirs now.
 
 
Fin
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