
        
            
                
            
        

    
  
    [image: The%20God%20Killers.png]

    

    BY

    DAVID SIMPSON

  


  
    


    

    

    
 THE GOD KILLERS


    

    Exitless and The God Killers are Copyright (c) 2011 David Simpson
Cover image by Miro Budiš

    Edited by Autumn J. Conley

    



    


    All rights reserved. No part of this book may be used or reproduced by any means, graphic, electronic, or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, taping or by any information storage retrieval system without the written permission of the author except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical articles and reviews.

    



    This is a work of fiction. All of the characters, names, incidents, organizations, and dialogue in this novel are either the products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously.


    Because of the dynamic nature of the Internet, any web addresses or links contained in this book may have changed since publication and may no longer be valid. The views expressed in this work are solely those of the author.


    

  


  
    

    

    A message for you from the author:




    





[image: author pic re]

    



    








    Hi! Thank you so much for reading my book! I hope you enjoy it. It is always an honor when someone takes the time to read one of my novels and I feel humbled and thankful. I owe you one! If you do enjoy the book, please remember to tell a friend or two (or two thousand) about it. Best of all is a positive review on Amazon.com. At this stage in my writing career, word of mouth is better than gold and is the best way for me to reach a large audience. It’s because of the amazing support of readers that I’ve recently been able to achieve my dream of writing full-time. There’s no way to do it without the readers! You guys are everything.


    I want to be available and interactive with my readers, so you can actually friend me on Facebook, “like” the Facebook page for Post-Human, follow me on Twitter, or check out my website. I’m also on goodreads.com and love to hear from readers and correspond with them about their experiences with my books.


    So, thanks again, and hopefully, this will be the beginning of a long, rewarding, and beautiful relationship between reader and author.

    



    Yours,


    



    David Simpson
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    The white light was no longer perfect. The welcoming orb fluttered slightly at first, a blackness interrupting the formerly perfect whiteness. The darkness began to grow as the fluttering gave way to a violent thrashing. Suddenly, a man dressed in black burst forth from the light and leapt forward into the seemingly implacable darkness of the tunnel.


    This was Cipher. Cipher had just stabbed God…and now Cipher was running like hell.


    Unfortunately, it was like running in quicksand. Something happened in the tunnel between Earth and Heaven, some sort of distortion in space and time that gave that tiny artery a quality usually reserved only for nightmares. Cipher pumped his legs as hard as he could, but was unable to move beyond slow motion. He tried to suck in quick breaths, but there was no air in that gateway between two planes of reality. The irony didn’t escape him: He was a dead man trying to breathe.


    “Han!” he shouted as loud as he could. He might as well have been yelling underwater. It didn’t really matter anyway, as Han couldn’t hear him here; his yelling was instinctual. What else could he do as he ran in slow motion into the blackness, dozens of incensed, avenging angels in pursuit? He refused to look over his shoulder at the spectacle unfolding so close behind: The white orb rippled angrily before violently giving birth to luminescent evil. The angels moved in slow motion as well, but they were more experienced at maneuvering through the tunnel; they knew how to twist and angle their bodies to counteract the distortions, and they ran with the ferociousness of starving Bengal tigers chasing down their next helpless meal.


    The angels resembled stuntmen on a movie set, set alight with fire and told to run a mad dash through the night in front of the cameras before the crew emerged with fire extinguishers to save them from a ghastly demise; only these stuntmen would never be doused. The flames floated around them rather than flickering, lightly intermingling with the black nothingness in the tunnel between Heaven and Earth. Their eyes were alight too, burning with a golden flame. They could appear beautiful when they wished, like mermaids on a black rock in the middle of a lonely sea, but if anyone got close enough to them, the light that seemed to welcome them suddenly became a fire that burned and branded, clawed, and clung, pulling them into the orb and out of anything resembling an individual existence. Cipher had seen them in both states—had escaped them in the past—but he knew one day he would be able to run no longer.


    Perhaps today was the day.


    There was still a chance, however. In his hand was a weapon. On this plane, it glowed with white light, tinged slightly with a blue aura. That was how the Spear of Destiny appeared in the tunnel between life and death, filled with energy so powerful that it could puncture God’s skin, just as it had once done on the mortal plane. Coating the handle of the Spear was a smoldering blackness that now also coated Cipher’s hand and wrist like a tar glove. On this plane, that was how God’s blood appeared.


    “Han!” Cipher tried to shout again. If Han didn’t get him out of there fast enough, he knew he would be caught from behind and would have to face the angels. The Spear gave him a chance—perhaps his only one. It could cut through them like they weren’t even there, but even with that advantage, they’d eventually outnumber him and overwhelm him. This was turning out to be a bad day.


    It wasn’t supposed to be like this. The war was supposed to be over. God was supposed to be dead. He stabbed Him just as he was instructed, slipping the blade into God’s side as it had slipped into His Son’s side 2,000 years ago in Jerusalem, atop Mt. Calvary. But this God didn’t die easily. He woke from His slumber and screamed so loudly that Cipher was blown backward for what seemed to be an eternity. After that, Cipher’s mind was made up; he had to escape, so he ran as fast as he could out of Heaven. Now, he was just buying time. Han would pull him out soon, but there was no way to send the message that he was in trouble, no way to tell him what was happening there in the gateway between life and death.


    A luminescent hand slowly appeared to his left, like a torch light in his peripheral vision. He was caught. The hand clamped down on his shoulder, and Cipher began the agonizing and terrifying turn toward his attackers; a slow-motion fight since there was nowhere left for flight. He swiped the Spear wildly at the angel who’d clasped onto him and managed to sever its left hand from its body, sending it sailing through space. The angel’s shriek was unlike anything any creature could emit on the mortal plane as it retreated in agony, steaming black blood oozing from the stump where its hand had been. Cipher held the Spear with a death grip, keeping it in front of him in a defensive posture, holding the seething monsters back temporarily. “There’s more where that came from,” he said to them, his voice rippling in the vortex of the tunnel.


    The angels continued to seethe and bare their glowing fangs as they stood only a meter away from their prey, looking for a weak moment to pounce. Suddenly, their rage turned to horror, and they withdrew quickly, hands clasped over their faces as they looked past Cipher and upward at something behind him. Cipher didn’t have to turn around to know it was God; the entity behind him seemed to suck the energy out of any space it inhabited. The creature glowed with a light more brilliant than any other, yet it somehow managed to emanate an almost tangible darkness at the very same time; Cipher could feel his life energy weakening just being close to it.


    There came a low rumble like the rolling of thunder before a prairie summer storm, the guttural sighing of a wounded God. Cipher turned slowly, waves of darkness washing over him, putrid breath singeing his skin, and laid eyes on the one true God.
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    “Who are you?” God thundered in a voice that rolled and echoed throughout the tunnel.


    Cipher didn’t respond. The putrid stench of God’s breath washed over him, and he suddenly realized that large black flies were being blown by the gust of otherworldly wind, pelting against his flesh. This wasn’t air God was expelling—it was something else—something evil, fueled by the death of souls. Cipher still had the Spear of Destiny in his hand; he still had one last, desperate chance. If he could strike a fatal blow, somehow kill this creature once and for all, the war would be over, humanity would be saved. If only…


    God seemed to be able to read his mind, for as Cipher began his desperate swipe at humanity’s jailer, God flashed out His powerful and gigantic hand and caught hold of Cipher’s wrist.


    Few mortals have ever been touched by the hand of God, and even fewer would want to. Cipher screamed out in agony as the incalculable energy of God’s life force streamed through him, searing his flesh. The Spear of Destiny dropped from his pain-paralyzed hand and floated toward God’s free one.


    “I have seen this before,” He thundered, a rage only a god could summon slowly brewing. “No mortal could ever attain the Spear of Destiny on his own,” He stated, His suspicions correct. “You have had help. You’re in contact with Satan.”


    “Satan who?” Cipher managed to mouth through teeth clenched in agony.


    God released His grip on Cipher and allowed him to fall to the blackness. Cipher gripped his wrist tightly as an ethereal smoke emanated from the burned flesh. He looked up again at the face of God. For the most part, the white light generated by the deity’s eyes and mouth made it impossible for Cipher to get a clear view of the face as a whole, but glimpses of a perfect jaw line were visible, as well as lips pulled back into an animalistic sneer.


    “Where is she?” God demanded, the voice rolling over Cipher with such force that it prevented him from being able to regain his footing.


    “Go fuck yourself!” Cipher replied.


    In an instant, God had pulled Cipher to his feet and then some, holding him by the front of his black biker jacket so they were eye to eye, Cipher’s feet dangling a full meter above the floor of the tunnel. God was an enormous figure. His body and face were similar to those of a human, only in impossible, freakish proportions. “I want to know where she is, human. There is no escape here—no death. You are mine for eternity. You will tell me; it is an absolute certainty, for I will tear your very soul apart until you do so.”


    There was nothing in God’s words to which Cipher could reply. The creature was right: Eventually, Cipher would talk.


    Suddenly, a seam tore open in the tunnel above them, and perfectly white light streamed in to banish the darkness. A whoosh of energy pulled at Cipher, as though he were a tiny bubble hovering above the open drain of a bathtub.


    “No!” God thundered, His grip on Cipher loosening; not even a god could hold on to a soul called back to Earth.


    Cipher smiled as he spat into God’s face, “Maybe next time.”

    



    The light increased until it was obvious that his eyes were now open. An oxygen mask was lifted temporarily off of his mouth, and his friend’s face suddenly came into view. It was Han.


    “You’re alive again,” said Han, with no trace of relief in his voice. He knew all too well that Cipher’s resuscitation meant little in the grand scheme of things unless the mission was successful. For this reason, only anticipation and trepidation registered on his face.


    They were back in Han’s apartment. Cipher was on the bed, the Spear of Destiny in its mortal form, wood and steel, ancient and simple, gripped by his hand. A defibrillator and an oxygen tank were nearby, as well as a glass of water. Han sat on a chair next to the bed, leaning over his friend’s revived body.


    “You have no idea how...how close that was,” Cipher said weakly, his voice hoarse after spending nearly three minutes dead.


    “Just tell me. Did you kill it? Yes or no?”


    Cipher’s lips pulled back in a disappointed grimace.


    “Fuck!” Han cursed before he put the oxygen mask back over Cipher’s face and bolted to his feet in frustration.


    Suddenly, the Spear erupted into flame. Cipher pulled his hand back instinctively to save it from burning as Han tossed the glass of water on it, dousing the flames. When the smoke cleared, the Spear was completely gone, lost to the mortal plane forever.


    “Fuck! This shit never ends!” Han spat, the frustration of certain damnation weighing on his soul.
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    “What happened in there?” Han asked.


    It had been ten minutes, and Cipher was now sitting upright on Han’s couch, an electric blanket over his shoulders and a mug of hot lemon tea clutched between his hands. Han hovered not far away, pacing back and forth as he smoked furiously on a cigarette.


    Cipher spoke hoarsely, “The Spear worked. I stabbed Him in the ribs, just like we were told to do. It hurt Him, but it didn’t kill Him.”


    “This was supposed to work. This should be over,” Han seethed as he sucked hard breaths of smoke, the smoke exhaling out of his nostrils like a cartoon raging bull’s.


    “Uh-I hate to be the one to have to tell you this but things are worse than you think,” Cipher said, staring blankly at the far wall of the room.


    Han froze for a moment before turning to Cipher. “Oh no. No. He didn’t.”


    “He did. He saw my face.”


    “Are you sure? Maybe He didn’t get a good look. Maybe you just—” Han stuttered as his long legs stepped over the back of the couch and he crouched next to Cipher.


    Cipher shook his head. “No. He looked me right in the eye for a long time—two inches from my face. He was holding me when you brought me back. He saw me, Han. God saw me.”


    “Oh…oh no. We’re fucked. We’re so fucking fucked!” Han said, crushing his half-smoked and still-lit cigarette in his palm before hurling it across the room. “This couldn’t have gone worse.”


    “At least I’m alive,” Cipher uttered, stating what he saw as the obvious silver lining.


    “Big deal! None of us are alive for long now. They’ll find you. And a little more digging and they’ll find me. The rest of our short lives are going to be agony...and that’s the good part.”


    “You’ll be safe as long as you stay away from me.”


    Han shook his head in defeat, the fatalism taking hold as he balled his fists and pressed them against his temples. “Running won’t do any good. I’ve been seen with you too many times. All they have to do is ask your neighbors and friends. And they won’t stop at just you. They’ll want to uncover the whole cell. They’ll find Father Hurley and me. We’re all fucked.” Han shut his eyes as tightly as he could as he tried to will himself to disappear; it didn’t work. “I can’t even jump off a bridge. God’s going to make the rest of our lives hell, but the afterlife? He’ll make that way fucking worse! There’s no escape, Cipher. No merciful death—ever.” He opened his eyes and stumbled to his feet as though he were drunk. “I’m gonna be sick,” he said suddenly as he moved toward the bathroom.


    Han looked awful. He was naturally a handsome man and still young in his mid-twenties, yet the ever-present terror under which he lived caused him to look much older. To cope with the miserable realities of the universe, he self-medicated with large quantities of alcohol, nicotine and pot; lately, he’d even returned to his old habit: chasing the dragon—better known as shooting heroin. Cipher didn’t begrudge him these things; in fact, he encouraged it. As a matter of fact, he’d been indulging in such escapes himself just a few short weeks ago, but ever since they’d uncovered the Spear of Destiny amidst the collection of a former Nazi in Argentina, he’d been in training. He’d sworn off all drugs and alcohol, especially cigarettes, and had begun eating a healthier diet of mostly fruits and vegetables. He’d even taken up running at least fifteen kilometers a day. This was all in an effort to make his heart as strong as possible to endure the trauma of having it stopped and starved of oxygen for nearly three minutes. Now, at thirty, he was in the best shape of his life.


    Cipher stood to his feet, his legs still wobbly but slowly regaining their strength, and walked to the open bathroom door. He found Han leaning over the sink, scooping cool water into his mouth with one hand while reaching for his mouthwash with the other. “How long do you think we have until they find us?” Cipher asked.


    “A few hours at most,” Han replied weakly between spits.


    Cipher exhaled deeply as he turned the predicament over in his head. “I’ll start packing up the essentials. We need to stay on the move and off the grid. We’ll need all the rainy-day cash we can dig up.”


    “Anything you have in your accounts too. Clear it out,” Han concurred before he turned around, leaning back on the sink, his face pallid.


    “You need a fix,” Cipher observed, point blank.


    “What I need is to help you pack,” Han replied in pathetic protest; as soon as the word ‘fix’ was spoken, the outcome was inevitable.


    “There’s enough time.” Cipher said, already digging through Han’s black medical bag for the paraphernalia as Han sank down into his couch. A rubber band was tossed across the room to the junkie and he quickly tied it around his arm just above the elbow; the process had been repeated so many times that it had become—robotic. Cipher emptied some of the heroin onto a spoon, added water, then held it above a lit candle on the mantelpiece to help it dissolve. In less than a minute, he’d filled the syringe and was flicking it to make sure the liquid would flow. “Okay,” Cipher said as he pulled Han’s arm into position. He stuck the needle into the flesh, neither man even wincing; this was routine now.


    “You know, it’s funny. When I first injected this stuff, I remember thinking that it must be what touching God felt like. What a joke. What a fucking joke,” Han uttered weakly.


    Cipher smiled. He understood the joke better than anyone now. He wouldn’t wish the touch of God on any mortal. “I’ll never feel as good as I did that first time,” Han said, his voice becoming as cold as the tomb that held his hopes and dreams.


    “Just chill out for a while. I’ll take care of everything,” Cipher said as Han seemed to drift away; the drug-induced stupor was as close as either of them could come to an escape. Part of him was envious, wishing that he could join his friend, but a larger part of him was glad to be free from the drugs. Physically, he’d never felt better; an unexpected consequence of his training regimen was that it had improved his mood dramatically. It was difficult to maintain a positive outlook on life when one knew the truth of existence as Cipher did, but having a purpose helped. Even now, after the failure of his sortie, he had hope. He had stabbed God; no one had ever wounded that creature before, and if it could be wounded, it could be killed.


    Cipher finished gathering his computer equipment, packing up his case, and filling a duffle bag with wires and sound equipment. When he had all he could carry, he awkwardly began to work his way to the elevator, pressed the button, and waited as he traveled down the twenty-three floors to the lobby. When he arrived, he gathered his equipment back up and made his way to the front of the building, where Han’s car was parked, and used Han’s key to pop open the trunk. It was a clear night, and the street was empty. The trees swayed slightly in the cool summer breeze; it would have been a lovely night, but it was moonless and dark and the emptiness of the street highlighted a feeling of alienation. Even though he had Han and Father Hurley, his was a lonely life. Humanity believed a lie and was imprisoned and doomed, and he was one of a very few who knew it.


    As soon as he was finished tossing his bags in the trunk, he slammed it shut. He then suddenly became rigid with fright as he saw a figure in the reflection of the back window of the vehicle. He whirled to confirm that he was no longer alone on the black, empty street. Cipher’s father had come to say hello.


    

    



    There was only one problem with that: His father had killed himself more than thirteen years earlier.
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    Caiaphas had elegant tastes. He didn’t just adorn himself in the best clothes, eat the best food, and drink the finest wines because he wanted to portray a certain image; Caiaphas couldn’t have cared less what mere mortals thought, assuming the humans could conjure a worthy thought at all. Caiaphas surrounded himself in the finest because he loved the indulgences of the mortal plane just as much as he despised the more oily, odorous corners of civilization—and this bar certainly qualified as the latter. He shuddered to think about what the alcohol-soaked, peanut-shelled floor of the establishment would do to the stretched baby calfskin leather of his new Salvatore Ferragamo shoes. Serving God on the mortal plane certainly provided the benefit of enormous wealth, but like most heavenly blessings, it had its drawbacks as well.


    He stepped lightly, careful to avoid the dampest areas of the floor, and pulled out his durable, double-ply, English-style handkerchief, making the regrettable but graceful decision to sacrifice it in the name of saving his sleek, flat-front Burberry cotton trousers. He placed it on the decaying, splintered bench of the booth where Officer Roche’s ample frame was docked. Roche barely looked up from the red sauce coating the chicken wings clutched between his meaty paws and blubberous opposable digits. Some of the sauce had made it into the several-days’ beard growth that forested Roche’s convex cheeks; Caiaphas briefly wondered how many days the sauce might remain there.


    “Thanks for meetin’ me here,” Roche began gruffly, breathing spicy sauce at Caiaphas, “I was starving. I needed food.”


    That is not food, Caiaphas thought as he surveyed the destruction of several chickens. Real food would’ve consisted of a mushroom risotto with shaved truffles, or beef tenderloin with pan-seared foie gras on cauliflower-horseradish purée. Real food was lobster ravioli with vanilla butter sauce. “Anything to accommodate our city’s finest,” he replied with a perfect smile, flashing perfectly straight, snowflake-white teeth. “Our organization could not exist without the help and protection of those guarding the status quo.”


    “Don’t mention it,” Roche replied, chicken fragments threatening to strangle his words. He freed one claw from his pre-killed prey just long enough to toss a thin manila folder on the table, complete with red, saucy claw-prints. “Like I said, we got a match on your perp.”


    “Wonderful,” replied Caiaphas, his smile shifting almost immediately into a grimace as he considered how he should handle the situation; his handkerchief was already under his bottom, so it would require a quick flick of his pinky finger to open the folder. It swung open to reveal a black and white photo of Andrew Marlow, aka Cipher.


    “Turned out he had a record. Not what I was expecting, considering you guys’ interest in him, I figured him to be a serial killer or something. He’s just a computer hacker. He’s stolen a lot of money that way, through the Internets.”


    “Indeed.”


    “They let him walk though. He was a good boy and his parole ended a little over a year ago.”


    “No, Officer Roche, I assure you that we’re dealing with a very, very bad boy.”


    “What did he do?”


    Roche’s question was met with a freon upward glance from Caiaphas.


    “I’m sorry. I was just curious. I didn’t mean any harm,” Roche muttered into his chicken, bowing his head like a dog caught traipsing over an antique couch.


    “Your ignorance is for your own protection, Officer Roche. If you and people like you knew of the intricacies governing the system in which you live, that system would no longer be able to function. Life as you know it would end.” Caiaphas leaned over the surface of the table, careful not to allow his silk Armani tie to make contact, and lowered his voice as he continued, “And so if I were to tell you, your life would be forfeited, and it would not be me that you would have to worry about, as I am just an intermediary. It would be…something much worse.” Caiaphas smiled again as the words finished slipping through his glossed lips.


    Officer Roche, on the other hand, took a moment before remembering to breathe, then exhaled hard and gasped immediately for more air as he stuttered to repeat his earlier apology. “I was just, uh...curious. I didn’t mean any—”


    “Not to worry, my good man,” Caiaphas said, waving away the clumsy attempt at speech. “Just remember, when dealing with us, ignorance is bliss. Ignorance is...safety.”


    “Would you like us to go get this guy? We’d be happy to do the usual to him. He could be all disappeared by the time the sun comes up,” Roche offered, eager to demonstrate his willingness to obey.


    “No, Officer Roche. This one is special. We will deal with him.”
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    It was one of those nights.


    Things had been bad for a long time—for years—and it seemed it would be that way forever. Andrew lived alone with his father (his mother had found a man with his own brokerage firm while sipping a latte one summer day two years earlier, then found the nearest exit from their lives), and now it was up to father and son to live with the father’s demons.


    Andrew’s father had never really been well, at least not as long as Andrew could remember. If the man had ever been mentally well, it was before his own father, Andrew’s grandfather, had been kidnapped from their home by British soldiers for being a member of the IRA and was summarily tortured to death in prison. From that moment on, Andrew’s father, Charles Marlow, was a dead man walking; the only question left to be answered was how many people he would take with him. The answer to that question: a lot.


    Charlie had been the leader of a terrorist cell in Belfast, an IRA battalion, and his cell had been extremely successful. Their young leader had a thirst for revenge and vengeance that could never be quenched, something his superiors exploited to its full potential. The young Charlie was an expert sniper, but even more impressive was his knife-wielding ability and his creatively horrific ways of making sure the British soldiers he murdered always made it into the national headlines. Their favorite of these sadistic deeds was the castration of four soldiers, each found the next morning with one of the other’s genitals stuffed into his mouth.


    However, as with all wars, no matter how brutal the resistance, the oppressor’s brutality always trumped. Even in his mid-twenties, Charlie lived at home, as did all poor Catholics, with his mother and five younger brothers and sisters as flatmates. His phone was tapped, and once the British were satisfied that they’d heard the names of every member of Charlie’s battalion, they stormed his home, tore it to the ground, blew up his car under the guise that is was suspected of being rigged with explosives, and dragged Charlie away to show him where his father had been killed. He was tortured for the next twenty-four hours, during which every member of his cell was arrested; only then was he summarily released. They had more than enough to book him, but that wasn’t the intention of the British. Their traditional powdered-wigged courts were slow; they knew Charlie might live for years, filing appeals, perhaps even drumming up sympathy in the court of public opinion. No, what was needed for Charlie was swift justice—the kind of justice they knew the IRA would gladly dole out to a traitor.


    Charlie walked out of the relative safety of a British prison and torture and into the world—a new, vast prison from which there was, seemingly, no escape. Within a half-hour, a gray van pulled up next to him. The doors opened, and four extraordinarily grim men set their gaze upon the next soul to be liberated from its body. Charlie didn’t hesitate to comply. He bowed his head and stepped into the van.


    He was driven to a house in the country, outside of Belfast, and tortured—far worse than what the British had done to him. These were his people. Charlie never described the events that took place inside of that house to anyone as long as he lived, though he did once tell Andrew while drinking a late-night pitcher of beer something about a car battery and a bathtub. What actually happened to him had been lost to the ages, but Andrew always thought it was odd that his father had a complete set of false teeth, even when Andrew was just a preschooler and Charlie was not yet thirty.


    At any rate, Charlie survived the ordeal. Somehow, he convinced the men who were using his body as a canvas for trauma that he had not given away the names of the members of his battalion. He was released on the condition that he would leave the country immediately; he did so with the help of a second cousin, who helped him land a job in the New World. Charlie, still only in his twenties at the time, was exiled and excommunicated, and his part in the war for his country was over.


    Nevertheless, the battles were not over for Charlie. Though he’d left one war, he’d enlisted in another: the battle to stop killing. He had always marveled at how easy it was to kill after he’d made the decision to do so; much more difficult was switching it off. He held on to his mask of sanity as long as he could. He even met a woman, married her, had a child, and moved up in the company, following the roadmap of modern human existence. Yet this was not fulfilling. When his wife’s body became too familiar and lost its ability to excite him, he began to see her as the bars of a new cage, and he rattled those bars as often as he could.


    Before long, the cage doors opened, but there was still a problem: that godforsaken child.


    Andrew reached his teenage years and Charlie saw the boy as spoiled. When Charlie was a lad, he had to fend for himself. This boy had shoes on his feet and clothes on his back. What else did he want? Why wouldn’t he just leave Charlie alone? Why did he have this constant reminder of that gold-digging bitch to drag around with him, draining him, manacled onto his ankle, creaking and scratching every time Charlie wanted some fun—a drink, a drug, a woman. Why couldn’t Andrew just disappear?


    One night, the answer came to Charlie: If the boy would not take a hint and disappear, he would make the boy disappear. After a few too many sniffs of a particularly potent cocaine and a late-night argument with another bitch on the phone, Charlie went upstairs, got his gun out of his bedroom closet, walked into his son’s bedroom, and opened fire into his sleeping son’s back.


    Only after the sound of the two shots snapped him partially back to reality did he realized the gravity of what he’d done. He had been a fool! He was high and wasn’t thinking clearly. He had forgotten to do anything to muzzle the sound. The neighbors would have heard the blasts for sure, and before long large men with guns and badges would be entering his home…again.


    No. Not this time. He moved the muzzle to his temple and squeezed the trigger, taking himself as his final victim.
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    Charlie opened his eyes, but it seemed he could barely see. It was oppressively dark. There were black, slow-moving shapes on the walls, and in the distance there was a faint, twinkling white light.


    “Dad?” his son’s distorted voice spoke, though it wasn’t clear where the voice was coming from.


    Charlie spun toward the beckoning and saw his son standing not far from him, still in his boxer shorts and socks, the outfit the kid always wore to bed. Charlie’s head was clear, as he was free from his body; there was no such thing as being high in the tunnel between Heaven and Earth. “I-I’ve killed us,” Charlie whispered.


    Andrew didn’t respond. As far as he knew, he was simply caught in a nightmare—an unusually vivid nightmare for sure, but a nightmare—it had to be a nightmare.


    “I’ve killed us, yet I still can’t get away from you,” Charlie whimpered. “I can’t live for an eternity with you. I wanted you to go away. Then I wanted to go away myself. But this? I can’t stand the sight of you anymore, you little puke.”


    Charlie’s voice was beginning to quiver, and Andrew knew the signs all too well: This was the beginning of a rage. He began to freeze, just as he’d always done, enclosing himself in an invisible bubble of protective disconnection from reality. It was better to stay perfectly still and just endure it; there was nothing that could be done when his father needed to abuse him.


    “Why…won’t…you…go…away?” his father bellowed at him in a voice that sounded more menacing, more shaky than usual, reaching a level of amplitude and a viciousness that could never be attained in the real world. Andrew felt that this was one of the worst nightmares he had ever endured. His father’s face was distorted and twisted into inhuman and unnatural contortions.


    Why can't I wake up? Why can't I just wake up?


    Charlie lunged with preternatural ferociousness and wrapped his hands around Andrew’s neck. He began to push hard against the boy’s throat, trying to suffocate him, but no matter how hard he pushed, Andrew seemed to be fine.


    “Stop please,” Andrew pleaded.


    Charlie’s eyes suddenly widened. “This is a nightmare! I-I can’t kill you,” he said, releasing his grip.


    Andrew’s eyes left his father’s when he realized that the white light in the distance had seemingly traveled toward them, down the tunnel; it was now very close and extraordinarily white. Its glow wasn’t physically warm, but somehow seemed warm nonetheless.


    Charlie felt the glow and saw the look in his son’s eyes, then turned to face the light. “Heh. So that is the white light, is it? Does death have to be so fucking cliché?” He stepped toward the light and examined the portal. “What now? Am I to pass through and start singing ‘Kumbaya’ and accept Jesus into my heart? Heh. That's not going to work on me.”


    Andrew’s eyes were wide as he watched the silhouetted frame of his father standing against the white orb. The light shone brightly, yet the whiteness was so perfect that one couldn’t help but notice the absence of anything else; it was empty—a big, white nothingness, a zero. “A cipher,” Andrew whispered to himself.


    Suddenly, the white void filled with something. With a screech that could not possibly be reproduced by any living thing or machine on Earth, the sound of the wall between dimensions being torn asunder, angels burning with the eternal flames of their caste, sprang from the white light and pounced on Charlie. He fell backward as two angels became three, then four. They clutched his clothing and pulled his hair, hoisting him quickly to his feet. Charlie screamed; oh, how Charlie screamed. It was a banshee’s wail that Cipher still awoke to at night, even thirteen years later.


    “Andrew! Andy! Save me! Save me!” Charlie wildly twisted his body and desperately looked back at his son, who was still on his back a couple of meters away.


    But the unwanted son couldn’t move. The sight before him was paralyzing.


    His father’s pointing and screaming had alerted the angels to Andrew’s presence; one of them had fixed its glowing eyes on new prey. It bounded toward Andrew and was upon him in moments. The angel grasped Andrew’s hair and yanked him roughly to his feet. An instant later, he was being pulled toward the light, following his father into oblivion.


    “Oh you useless bastard! I knew you couldn’t help me! We’re finished now because of you, you useless son-of-a-bitch!” Charlie continued to scream.


    Suddenly, a seam burst in the side of the tunnel. A gust of wind…


    Andrew was pulled from the angel’s grasp and toward the opening.


    “Where are you going? Where are you going? Don’t leave me, son! Don’t leave me! Don’t leave me!” Charlie screamed and screamed and screamed.


    An instant later, Andrew opened his eyes in a hospital room and saw a doctor and a nurse looking down on him.


    “You’re going to be okay, sweetie,” the nurse said, smiling; she was confident in her assurances yet completely ignorant of the truth.


    This was how Cipher was born.
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    Charlie Marlow stood in the stillness of the dark street, his mouth slightly open, blood running from the gaping exit wound at the back of his head. Cipher’s feet were nailed to the sidewalk as his heart pounded and blood rushed to his ears. He’d seen spirits on the Third Plane before, but one had never sought him out for a meeting. This could mean only one thing: God knew where he was.


    His only chance came from that fact that God couldn’t directly manipulate what happened on Earth. Father Hurley had explained the rules to Cipher years ago. Whatever God was, He was not omnipotent on the First Plane—aka the mortal plane. He had agents working for him and was more clever and connected than anyone realized, but He couldn’t send a thunderbolt down to Earth and fry anyone. Apparently, however, He had the ability to regurgitate spirits—a new trick.


    Charlie remained still, frozen in time, staring at his son for several seconds that felt like hours. Cipher desperately wanted to close his eyes but was afraid to make any movement. It was as if he was a teenager again, waiting for his father to unleash his rage upon him. Cipher always felt powerless in the presence of his father; he often thought if he could see his father again, he would abuse him as a feeble old man the way that his father had abused him as a boy, but this entity that stood before him had not aged, and it was equipped with all of the uncanny powers of the Third Plane at its disposal. It was just like old times. Charlie was the master.


    Cipher waited for Charlie to make the first move. He knew there was no point in provoking it. Spirits almost always got their way in the end, and Cipher had been caught completely off guard. The ghost’s face twisted in agony, but the gaping mouth never closed, and it made no attempt to speak. The blood continued to drip and ooze, and Cipher remained locked in an unwholesome staring contest with his dead father, the man who’d attempted to murder him, and the man who’d opened Cipher’s eyes to the nauseating realities of the universe.


    In an instant, it was upon him.


    Charlie sprang forward and flew the distance between them in less than a second, his hands outstretched and reaching for Cipher’s throat, his eyes and mouth locked in an expression of rage. Cipher closed his eyes and slammed his back against the trunk of Han’s car before crumbling to the ground. He held his hands up to protect himself from fingers that never reached his throat. His back throbbed as he quickly stood to his feet and realized that he was alone—at least for the moment. It was only the first salvo from Heaven.


    “I’m in Hell,” he whispered to himself as he grabbed the car keys from where they’d fallen out of his hand, and then he sprinted toward the front door of the apartment building. He fumbled with the keys, just as he knew he would, the adrenaline shaking him violently; in true B-horror-movie fashion, he missed several times before finally getting the key into the hole and turning it. As soon as he entered the lobby, he heard his father’s voice whispering next to his ear.


    “Andrew. Useless.” The whisper repeated and became louder as Cipher lifted his eyes and saw himself surrounded by his father. Charlie Marlows—multiple Charlie Marlows—stood in a circle surrounding their son, mouths open and unmoving, even while the whisper continued. “Andrew. Useless.”


    The blood from their exit wounds pooled on the tiles, then ran toward Cipher, so much of it that it slowly lapped against the sides of his shoes. He wanted to collapse on the ground again and hold his arms over his head, but he knew submission was not an escape. He bolted toward the entrance of the stairwell and knocked one of the Charlies aside. He entered the stairwell and began the long, arduous climb to the twenty-third floor.


    The first five floors disappeared in a blur, Cipher’s adrenaline carrying him. The next few floors, however, proved to be an insurmountable challenge. Cipher’s heart had been through a terrible trauma only an hour earlier, and he knew he could not possibly climb all the way to Han’s apartment.


    After accepting this terrifying fact, he exited the stairwell and stumbled to the elevator on the eighth floor, clutching his chest as his heart burned in protest. He hit the elevator button and waited for it to arrive, meanwhile drowning in the agony of terror. God knew where he was; He could strike at any moment, and Cipher wasn’t prepared to fight back.


    When the elevator arrived, he held his breath as the door groaned open. It was already occupied. Inside, his father stood, the exact same expression still painted across his face, his mouth open, his muscles twisting in agony.


    Cipher had no choice. He got in.
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    Charlie twisted his demonic head slightly, keeping his coal-black eyes locked on Cipher. Cipher lunged to hit the button for the twenty-third floor, and the door slid closed behind him; the elevator lurched, then began to rise. The air in the elevator was frigid, and as Cipher stepped back, his spine pressed against the furthest wall from Charlie, the cold burning through his coat and sending pain throughout his body.

    In an instant, Father Hurley’s explanation of the true workings of the world flashed before Cipher’s eyes: “The Third Plane is the way things really are, the world that the human mind refuses to see—that it would be driven mad by if it did see. To continue existing in a state that humanity considers sane, one must develop a willingness to be blind and cultivate it throughout his or her life. This talent isn’t something people develop consciously, but it is necessary for the unconscious mind to learn to block out those things that surround it and every other human mind—those things we find horrific. It takes time to develop this skill, and this is why children suffer the most from the uncanny elements of the Third Plane. Nightmares, imaginary friends, and the bogeyman are all real, my son. It is our built-in self-preservation mechanism—our imagination, that allows us to pretend they are not. Those who have had a near-death experience lose the ability to block out the Third Plane. Seeing the truth for one’s self overrides the abilities of both the conscious and subconscious minds to block out reality.” This explanation had been the key to Cipher’s life; without it, he would have been lost, doomed to spend his life in a mental institution. Indeed, Cipher had been seeing ghosts ever since he was revived at the hospital thirteen years earlier, as had Father Hurley and Han after their own experiences.


    It was important to ignore them; ghosts were used to being ignored and would leave one alone if they assumed one didn’t see them. However, Cipher was well aware that if one made the mistake of staring too long at one of the more ghastly ones and they noticed, or if her or she made the mistake of not recognizing that they are seeing a ghost and communicating with them, then the ghost would stick to that person like glue, staying with them forever. Of course, there were ways of getting rid of them, like exorcisms and spells, but that was always an unpleasant, nasty affair.


    This situation was like none other Cipher had ever encountered. Never before had a person from his past—let alone, the most important person from his past—deliberately sought him out. Making the situation even more unexpected was that Cipher’s father had been pulled into Heaven by the angels, and Cipher was not aware of any circumstance in which a person had died, been consumed by God, and was then sent back to the Third Plane.


    The Third Plane was usually reserved for spirits that were diseased in some way that made them unpalatable to God. Just like a fruit that spoils, it was possible for a spirit to change in the last moments of its Earthly life, rendering it a reject, of sorts. If a person, for instance, was being murdered by a loved one or executed by a corrupt government and their last thoughts were What sort of God would allow this injustice? God would be repulsed by their tainted spirit. Most of the souls who die each day travel to Heaven willingly, and their energy is more than enough to sustain God; it discards anything that isn’t purely ignorant. It was for that reason that Cipher often felt sympathetic toward those trapped on the Third Plane.


    His father, however, didn’t fit those criteria—he was not a regular inhabitant of this realm.


    “How can you be here?” Cipher asked his father. “You were consumed.”


    The ghost’s face continued to twist in agony. The mouth still did not move, but the whispery voice of his father replied nonetheless. “Consumed? Yes. I’ve been confined all these years. We don’t move, and we don’t think. We are in Heaven. It is eternal.”


    He had been consumed, and yet somehow he had returned. The Resistance had mistakenly presumed that a consumed soul would cease to exist as an individual. If the being before Cipher really was his father, however, it meant that souls continued to exist, even after they were consumed. Death was eternal torture. Reality was even worse than Cipher had thought it to be.


    “If it is eternal, then why are you here?”


    “I made a deal. You’ve been a very bad boy, Andrew, and your father is here to punish you.”


    Cipher’s heart continued to ram itself against his chest, beating at excessive speeds like a heavy metal drum solo behind his ribs as his father’s words sank in. “How?” he asked, though he wasn’t eager to hear the answer.


    For the first time, his father’s mouth closed. The corners slowly pulled back into an impossibly wide grin, revealing white teeth glistening with what appeared to be freshly drawn crimson blood. An instant later, the phantasm held a gun, trained on Cipher’s face; without another word, he pulled the trigger.


    Instinctively, Cipher jerked aside to protect his face as the shot blasted past him and through the metallic paneling of the elevator. He opened his eyes as soon as he realized that the shot had missed its mark; he also found himself alone in the elevator. The only sign that anyone had been with him was the smoking hole left in the wall. Though ghosts were often frustrated in their attempts to harm those who could only see on the First Plane, they were free to engage those on the First Plane who’s third eye was open and capable of seeing them. Cipher’s father carried a gun with him, likely an exact copy of the one he had used to kill himself thirteen years earlier, and he could use it to kill Cipher anytime he chose.


    “He’s fucking with me,” Cipher whispered as the elevator came to a halt and the doors groaned open once again.


    Shaking, sweating, and gasping for air, he tumbled out of the elevator, his eyes wild as he searched the hallway for his dead father. On legs of jelly, he sprang toward Han’s apartment and nearly pulled the door off its hinges before bursting forth into the front hall. A cursory glance of the premises did not reveal Han’s whereabouts. He’d expected to see him catatonic and clueless on the couch.


    “Han!” Cipher shouted.


    But there came no reply.


    “Oh no.”


    Cipher swept through the apartment, frantically looking for his friend. The bedroom was empty, as was the kitchen. Suddenly, he noticed a cool nighttime breeze wafting across his skin. The balcony doors were open, the drapes moved subtly. “What the hell?” Cipher bolted through the curtains and looked out over the city as it twinkled peacefully. Han was nowhere to be seen. He looked over the edge just to make sure.


    Then he noticed something.


    It hadn’t rained in nearly three weeks, yet the balcony was drenched. There seemed to be wet footprints. It was difficult to tell the size in the darkness, but they appeared too small to belong to Han.


    Cipher took off running through the apartment, this time toward the bathroom. The door was open, but the room was dark. He pushed the door open and immediately noticed the moisture in the air. “Shit!” The shower curtain was pulled, hiding the bathtub, but water vapor had condensed on the curtain and was running slowly down it, forming a small puddle on the floor. Cipher pulled back on the curtain and saw what he feared he might: his friend, lifeless under the water, his eyes and mouth wide open.
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    Han died during his birth.


    Twice.


    Miraculously, he was revived both times.


    There had never been a time in Han’s life when he didn’t see into the Third Plane of existence. As a child, he had a particularly acute sense of other dimensions; and the young Han’s third eye tormented his parents as much as it tormented the boy himself. Even as a toddler, Han would burst into tears, and moments later, the lights in the room would flicker, sometimes even bursting into a shower of sparks and glass. It didn’t take long for his parents to realize that spirits haunted their child.


    They did as most Hong Kong parents would in that situation and bought charms to protect their son and consulted priests and spiritual guides. As Han grew up, the spiritual encounters lessened in frequency, but they remained powerful nonetheless. One such encounter occurred when Han was only ten years old. He’d been having trouble sleeping for weeks, but he didn’t report it to his parents; he was old enough to realize the stress his curse put on them so, as much as possible, he tried to bear the burden alone. He was slowly learning the rules of engagement with the Third Plane. For one thing, he knew it was important to ignore ghosts as much as possible. He knew if he could convince them that he didn’t see them, they would leave without harming him. He had put that theory into practice, and it had served him well, but something was happening outside his bedroom window every night, and he found it impossible to ignore.


    He didn’t know it at the time, but eighty years earlier, the empty warehouse across the street had not yet been built. The grounds had served as a soccer stadium at that time, and there had been a fire. On that fateful, windy, cloudy day, the stadium was packed to capacity when someone tossed a simple lit cigar into a trashcan, and ten minutes later, the wooden frame of the stadium, dried out by the rays of the scorching sun, was burning like a pack of matches. The wind-fanned flames had created a perfect storm—a perfect inferno. Half the people had burned to death, while the other half had been crushed in the stampede to the exits, their corpses left to char. 17,000 spectators went into the stadium that day, and only a little more than half of them made it out alive.


    The several thousand souls who had been left behind walked out onto the field every night and lined up in orderly fashion. Then, one by one, they began to run a circle around the perimeter. Then, slowly, as they trotted joylessly and more souls joined the parade, they would ignite and begin to scream. Every night, burning bodies ran circles around the field. They ran so fast that they seemed to fly and formed a ring of burning agony. The sound of the crowd picked up and roared as more and more souls joined the flaming throng. Han watched that horrific spectacle for nights and nights on end, peeking an eye out of the blanket he held over his head. Then, one night, the ghosts saw him.


    There was no warning. The circle of flame and the screaming of the fans were at their apex when, suddenly, two shooting stars of light burst away from the ring, directly toward Han’s window. In an instant, they took the form of a young father and his son, both wearing white, and both expressionless. Han didn’t know how they managed to see him, as only his eye had been peeking out of the blanket. He could no longer breathe as the father and son stood outside his window and spoke to him.


    “Why don’t you come out and join us?” the ghostly voices from the past offered.


    Even if he’d wanted to, Han couldn’t have answered. He wet the bed, and every muscle in his body tensed up until his legs began to cramp.


    When a hand touched his shoulder gently, he screamed.


    “It’s me, Han,” said Katie, his fourteen-year-old sister. Han lashed his body around to see her, then jumped into her arms. Katie was staring out the window, and Han suddenly realized that it had not been his eye peeking out of the blanket that the phantoms had seen; rather, it had been his sister’s.


    “It’s time for us to go to bed,” she said calmly, before carrying her little brother out of the room and into the bathroom so she could help him clean up. The siblings did not speak to one another, but minutes later, Han was safe in Katie’s bed, delivered from evil.
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    Repulse Bay.


    Two years had passed since the night when Han first realized his sister could also see—or at least sense—the Third Plane. They’d never discussed that night with one another, but there existed a silent knowing between them. The knowledge that he was not completely alone was a comfort to Han, and he began to adjust to normal life. It was amazing, but the simple fact that someone else had validated his visions gave him the strength he needed to move forward in the world, confident that he was not crazy. He began to make friends at school, joined sports teams, and to have fun like a normal kid.


    Their child’s remarkable progress relieved Han’s parents of a massive burden. They could finally enjoy their family, and they planned healthy, normal activities as often as their busy work schedules allowed. One early July day, they took their teenage daughter and her little brother to enjoy a day at the beach at Repulse Bay.


    Han’s mother suffered from eczema, so she and Han’s father dropped the children off on the sandy beach for a day of fun in the sun, then headed to the gargantuan shopping mall nearby. Katie slathered herself in sunscreen, as Han’s eyes remained glued to the dark, blue water. “Remember to come back and reapply every twenty minutes,” she cautioned her younger brother. He nodded, breathlessly waiting for her word that he was free to leave her side and enter the endless ocean. “All right,” she smiled. “Go play. Just don’t drown or mom will kill me!”


    Han broke into a sprint and charged at the cool waves. He had recently learned to swim at his local pool, courtesy of lessons from his father, but this was his first time in the ocean; it made the pool seem so dull and artificial in comparison. The ocean was magnificent, huge, dark, and mysterious. When his feet first left the dry sand and touched the waves, he realized that the water would be much cooler than his heated pool; he found the chill exhilarating. He ran even faster, submerging his ankles, then his calves, and eventually his waist beneath the cool water. He splashed water on his chest and dipped his head into the waves—it felt as though he’d waited his whole life to do so.


    The day had been sunny and hot, but a large, dark cloud moved quickly across the sun. The water suddenly became a dark shade of gray.


    “Little boy, are you having fun?” an elderly woman asked him with a smile.


    Han turned and saw her head poking out from the dark waves. “Yes,” he shrieked excitedly.


    The elderly woman laughed and Han echoed her giggle.


    He then turned away from her and looked back at the beach. He’d run a long way out to reach the water, and his sister seemed little more than a dot in the distance. He turned back to the old woman, but she had disappeared. Han scanned the waves for her, but he saw nothing.


    Suddenly, as a dark wave built to a crest, the old woman’s head appeared once again, seemingly materializing out of the darkness of the wave’s shadow. “You could come out further and swim with me,” the elderly woman beckoned with a smile. “It’s fun out here when your feet can’t touch the bottom.”


    Han smiled and began to paddle toward the woman’s beaming face and grandmotherly coaxing.


    “That’s a good boy! Try to reach me,” the woman kindly encouraged as she held out her hand.


    Han’s feet left the sandy bottom, and he began floating freely in the cool water. He stretched out to grasp the old woman’s hand, but the closer he got, the farther away she seemed to float. Waves of saltwater washed over his face, and he intermittently closed his eyes, losing sight of the elderly woman’s smiling face. Each time he reopened them, she seemed to be a little farther away, bobbing up and down in the dark shadows of the waves.


    “That’s a good boy! Come a little farther!” she laughed.


    “I-I’m getting tired!” Han called to her. “I have to go back! My sister—”


    “No you don’t,” the elderly woman growled, her voice suddenly making the water feel colder than the snows of Kilimanjaro.


    Suddenly, but too late, Han realized he was following a water ghost into the open sea. He’d thought the daylight would protect him, as he’d never seen a ghost during the day, but this water ghost was clever, clinging to the intermittent shadows cast by the waves. The elderly woman had died, perhaps during the Cultural Revolution, attempting to float on a tire from mainland China to Hong Kong, or perhaps paddling from Vietnam in search of freedom and an escape from the war. It really did not matter. All that mattered was that she was a spirit lost on the Third Plane, and she needed Han’s soul to purify her own so she could move into the next world.


    Han twisted his body and began to swim desperately toward the beach. The waves were grinding him down; his young arms and legs pumped and kicked fruitlessly, till they were numb from exhaustion. Each time he looked back to see where the elderly woman was, she was closer. He peed himself again, a temporary jet of warmth on his leg as he thrashed in the icy darkness of the water. Again, he desperately looked back to see where the elderly woman was, but this time she was gone.


    He stopped his desperate swim then, and he let his arms and legs rest as he floated, gently kicking every so often to keep his head above water. His heart pounded, and he gasped, trying to take in as much air as possible into his lungs. When he felt he’d had enough, he screamed out, “Katie! Help me!” He knew it was impossible for her to hear his insignificant voice over the roar of the immutable and implacable sea, but he had to try.


    The boy continued to float in the abyss. Slowly, he paddled toward the shore. It took all of his strength to keep his arms and legs from seizing up from fear and fatigue, but he knew he couldn’t let his muscles become rigid, or he’d sink to the bottom like a stone, whether the water ghost got him or not. He continued to kick gently and turned his eyes to the beach, hopeful that he could catch a glimpse of his sister; Poseidon undulated, and the beach rose and fell in the blurry distance. If I could catch a glimpse of her, the boy thought, I could at least wave my arms and maybe she would look his way.


    She didn’t.


    The woman breached preternaturally from the waves and seemed to stand on the water itself. “Your soul for mine, little boy. You will save me from the eternal cold.”


    “No!” Han screamed as loudly as he possibly could. It was his death scream, and he knew it. The water ghost would never allow him to make a sound again.


    She fell upon him before he could fully gulp one last breath of air, then pulled him beneath, down into the salty, darkness. She wrapped her arms around his chest and squeezed the air out of him with a strength that should have been impossible for one who appeared so feeble.


    No matter how badly he wanted to hold on, his lips parted to let the air rush out, and the bubbles rushed past his lips; he kept his eyes closed, knowing he would be dead in seconds.


    He was dying.


    Then, a light appeared somewhere in the distance. Wait...are my eyes open? He saw flashes of the old woman, laughing as she ran to the light, leaving him behind. Suddenly, they were both ripped from the light, and after the briefest moment, they found themselves in the frigid waters once again.


    “You will not take him!” the old woman shouted as arms pushed Han up into the air.


    He gasped for breath, and he flashed his eyes open and saw his sister, delivering him from evil once again. This time, however, Katie would pay the ultimate price.


    The old woman pounced on her from behind and wrapped her arms around Katie’s young neck. “It will be you then! It will be you who goes to the cold!”


    “Swim, Han! Get to the beach!” Katie shrieked.


    Those were her last words before the darkness took her.


    Han swam hard to the beach and crawled onto the sand as a lifeguard bound past him and into the water. He already knew it would be too late. Katie had traded her life for his. She was one of them now.
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    More than a decade later, Han sat in his room at the sanitarium and watched out his window as the sun melted into a pool of fiery blood in the west. Ghosts were already coming out from their hiding places, crawling into the lengthening shadows and increasingly implacable and powerful darkness. He was careful not to make direct eye contact with any of them.


    “Han,” Father Hurley spoke in his crisp, grandfatherly voice from the doorway of Han’s room.


    Han continued to sit on the edge of his bed, his shoulders slumped, watching the uncanny figures—male and female, young and old—as they moved about the sanitarium lawn. There was no escape, no meaning in life, and Han didn’t waste any effort to affect any emotion. He took no pleasure or displeasure in Father Hurley’s presence. While Father Hurley was a nice man, a little rotund, as most sixty-year-old men are, pleasant and harmless in his demeanor, as far as Han was concerned, smiling, nodding, or shaking hands was a pretense for the sane—and pretense was insane.


    “Han, my dear boy, I’ve brought someone with me this time.”


    For Han, a visitor was unexpected and garnered a small portion of his attention. Han’s eyebrow arched ever so slightly. Father Hurley had been visiting him and chatting with him for over a year, visiting once a week and talking with Han about his troubles. There was no need for Han to lie, so he told the good father the truth, exactly as he saw it. Father Hurley listened politely, even earnestly, it seemed to Han, as the young man offered thorough and vivid descriptions of constant ghostly bombardment. The priest was a sounding board, Han’s opportunity to verbalize the horror that had become his life. Still, Han felt sure that Father Hurley—just like the multitude of psychiatrists he’d been seeing since his sister’s murder, to his present state of involuntary incarceration at a mental hospital—simply thought he was a paranoid schizophrenic; thus, there was no validation. Han had not experienced validation since his sister had been pulled into the abyss so long ago. Little did he know that validation was on the horizon.


    “This is…Han, meet Cipher,” Father Hurley announced in a gentle tone. “He’s here to talk to you.”


    “Cipher? That means ‘zero,’ doesn’t it? Did your parents not like you very much or something?” Han asked.


    “It’s his computer hacker name,” Father Hurley replied, giving away a little too much information and showing his discomfort in dealing with the terminology of technology. Father Hurley was much more comfortable dealing with metaphysics and epistemology texts than the ins and outs of the cybersphere, or whatever the heck they called it.


    “A computer hacker? Why would you bring a hacker to see me?” asked Han, mildly curious but still despondently watching as more and more ghosts rose and slithered into the increasing darkness.


    “Stop looking at them,” Cipher interjected.


    Han spun quickly, his eyes wide at the stranger’s words. “Them? You can see them too?!” he shouted.


    Cipher stood calmly at the door. He was much younger than the priest, yet he exuded an authority that could only come from having suffered more than his fair share of pain.


    Father Hurley stood to the side and allowed the meeting to take place naturally, without any further explanation from him.


    Han stood to his feet, his body rigid with shock. “You can see them!” he repeated, more to affirm the fact for himself than as a request for confirmation.


    Cipher confirmed it anyway. “Yes, and so can Father Hurley. You should know better by now. You shouldn’t be looking at them,” Cipher replied.


    Han’s world had changed in an instant. For years, he’d thought he was the only one who could see them—besides his sister, whom they’d taken. Now this man, with a countenance made of stone, and Father Hurley...they could see.


    “I wasn’t looking directly at them. I know not to.”


    “And yet, they know you can see them. That’s why they hang around places like this. Most of the people in this building can see them. That’s why they hover around you all night, even while you keep your eyes shut tight and try to block out their laughter and taunts.”


    “This means…I-I’m not crazy,” Han stammered.


    “That depends on your definition of crazy. To the world, yes, you’re bat-shit crazy, because you see the things that make it impossible to live a normal life. But if you’re crazy, then I’m crazy too. And to tell you the truth, I like being crazy.”


    “Why?”


    “Only the crazies have a chance to change things, and trust me when I say there’s a lot of changes that need to be made.”


    “I don’t understand.”


    “You will. For now, all you need to know is that, if you’re willing, Father Hurley can sign you out of here tonight.”


    “What?” Han said, suddenly feeling as though he were caught somewhere between the waking and sleeping world. His mouth was still hanging half-open, stuck between the words.


    “You’ve been undergoing a year-long job interview. Father Hurley was gathering information about you. We knew you could see, but we needed to know if we could use you.”


    “Use me for what?”


    “You were a paramedic once, right?”


    “Yes.”


    “So you know how to use a defibrillator?”


    “Yes. Of course.”


    “Perfect. Then you can help us fight back. Get your things. We’ve got a car waiting outside.”


    With that, Cipher and Father Hurley exited the room and left Han alone, and yet, he was not alone. He would never be alone again.


    

  


  
    12

    



    Cipher grasped Han’s soaked white t-shirt, pulled his limp body out of the bathtub, and dragged him to the center of the living room. He sprang to the bedroom and grabbed the defibrillator. Before he could return to Han’s side, however, Charlie was back, smiling, with his gun still in hand, blood dripping from his lips onto Han’s chest.


    “There’s a dead Chinaman on your floor,” the disembodied voice said, Charlie’s lips still not moving.


    “Get away from him!” Cipher commanded as he charged at the ghost. Charlie easily backhanded Cipher across the room and sent him flying over the back of the nearby couch; he followed this gesture by unloading his gun in Cipher’s general direction.


    “The Chinaman will die,” the voice said, as though it were whispering into Cipher’s ear, a familiar tone of pleasure brought forth from pain.


    “You don’t know who you’re fucking with, Charlie,” Cipher replied between hard-clenched teeth as he charged back into the bedroom and flung the closet open. Inside was a sawed-off shotgun, with an ultraviolet light mounted on top. As Charlie entered the room, Cipher shined the light on him, causing the spirit’s essence to burn with the imitation energy of day. In the next instant, Cipher opened fire, and Charlie was forced to dematerialize to avoid being cut in half. He reappeared almost instantly outside Han’s apartment, standing on the railing of his balcony, and seethed at Cipher before jumping from the railing and disappearing once again.


    “I’ll see you again soon,” the voice gurgled in Cipher’s ear.


    Cipher sprang back to his feet and to his friend’s side. He bent down over Han to check for any sign that he might be breathing, but there were none. He listened at his chest and heard something weak, perhaps a faint beat. He began to pound on his friend’s chest, trying to force the water from his lungs and to get him breathing again. Water gushed out of Han’s mouth like a geyser, and he, spluttering and choking, began to breathe.


    Cipher sat back against the wall of the apartment, clutching his gun, and trying to catch his breath, and wiping sweat away from his eyes, while Han continued to splutter. “You...did you see anything...on the other side?” Cipher asked between gasps.


    “Fucking...angels,” Han managed to utter through a cough. “They almost...almost had me. This is why we leave the dying to you.”


    “How’d you end up in that tub?”


    Han got to his hands and knees and caught his breath. As much-needed oxygen finally reached his brain, he remembered. “It was my sister. Katie came to see me and led me to a meadow…and then to a...a pond…and then she dragged me in,” he said, the last words quiet like the air on a clear arctic night.


    “Your sister? The one who was drowned by the water ghost?”


    “No. The other sister.” He shook his head. “Have I ever talked about another sister? Jack ass.”


    Cipher looked back across the room and out the window into the night sky where his father had disappeared. “My father just shot up the apartment. I think it’s a safe bet that God knows where we are. He’s fucking with us in the ways that hurt the most. We’ve gotta stay on the move.”


    “On the lam from God? Right.”
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    Han leaned on Cipher as the two men exited the apartment building, each with more gear slung over his shoulders. “I’m still pretty fucked up, dude,” Han mumbled as he tried desperately to keep up. His adrenaline was aiding him in their dire situation, but the heroin still coursed hot through his body, leaving him nearly defenseless.


    “Great,” Cipher gruffly replied.


    He guided Han into the passenger seat of the car, then threw the rest of the gear, computer equipment, microphones, mini-disc recorders, and a large duffle bag filled with a shotgun, ultraviolet lights, handguns, and ammunition into the back seat. Within a few seconds, Cipher had the car started, and it squealed out of its parking spot and onto the black, dry, haunted roads.


    “What are we doing?” Han asked, his eyes intermittently rolling into the back of his head as he struggled to keep his head from falling back.


    “We’re staying on the move until morning. God knew where we were, so we’ve got to get off the grid somehow.”


    “How did he find us so fast?”


    “We underestimated how extensive their organization is. He is God, after all. They must be able to gather information almost instant—” Cipher’s sentence halted as quickly as the car as he slammed on his brakes at the crest of a hill. At the bottom of the hill, nearly a dozen apparitions stood blocking the intersection, waiting for them. “Holy shit. Not that way,” Cipher exclaimed. He began to reverse the car and looked over his shoulder just in time to see a woman, her gnashing teeth bared in rage, charging; at such a preternatural speed, she was closing in rapidly. She leapt onto the roof of the car and quickly melted through like a hot knife through butter, landing in the back seat and spitting black bile at Han.


    “You fucking bitch!” Han screeched as he lunged into the back of the car, but he was too late to grapple with the spirit. The woman snatched the duffle bag filled with the ammunition and ultraviolet lights and phased through the side door, the duffle bag smashing the window as she left.


    “Get back here!” Han cried at the top of his lungs as he bolted out of the car.


    Cipher stretched to catch the sleeve of his friend’s coat before he could make it out of the car but missed and watched as Han, still out of his mind from the heroin high, disappeared after the ghost thief. “Han! No!” he yelled as he watched, helpless. He turned quickly to see the rest of the spirits making their way toward the car; some walked, some crawled, some slithered, and some hovered above the ground as they floated toward their prey. “We’re in deep, deep shit, Han,” Cipher said to no one. Things were getting quickly out of hand; he was being cornered, and every option he had seemed to lead to certain death. He made the decision to reverse the car away from the oncoming phantoms and to pursue Han into the night. If he could get to him quickly enough, maybe, just maybe, he could get them both out of the nightmare before it was too late. The tires squealed as he pressed the accelerator against the floorboard as hard as he could. “Hang on, buddy. Hang on.”


    Meanwhile, Han continued his desperate pursuit. The phantom stayed agonizingly out of Han’s reach; every few moments, her face would uncannily appear on the back of her head, smiling and sticking her snakelike tongue out at her pursuer. Han closed the gap and thought for a moment that he had her, as his fingers come within inches of the duffle bag, but the ghost suddenly launched the bag over her shoulder and over a nearby fence before she vanished into the darkness, only a hollow, echoing laugh remained to signify her presence. A moment later, there was a loud splash.


    “Fucking bitch!” Han spat as he doubled over and tried to catch his breath. It was difficult to avoid vomiting, as the initial adrenaline rush was starting to subside. He stood straight and lifted up on his tiptoes so that he could see over the wooden fence. The bag was floating, black against the turquoise blue of the backyard swimming pool in which it now resided, bobbing in the ripples its impact had caused. The air trapped in the bag was keeping it afloat, but, weighed down by flashlights and ammunition, it was quickly sinking. “Oh no.”


    Han had to think more quickly that his muddled brain wanted to. Clearly, his sister was lurking nearby; that was why the ghost had thrown the bag into the water. The trouble was, the contents of that bag were Han and Cipher’s only protection against the Third Plane. He scaled the fence but leapt onto a low hanging gnarled branch of a nearby oak tree, causing it to break with his weight. He tumbled to the ground awkwardly, but the long branch was in his hand now, and if he were quick enough, he just might save the gear. Desperately, Han sprinted across the lawn, the branch held outstretched toward the duffle bag like the appendage of a Halloween nightmare. If it could catch the loop of the handle as he ran, he could scoop it up in one fell swoop. The stick hit its mark, the tip of the branch like the fingers of a rotten skeleton, and the bag began to move, lifting out of the water. “Please, please,” Han repeated, breathless.


    Without even a ripple in the water to warn him, his sister shot out from the water, grasping the bag and the stick and dragging Han up into the air with her. She didn’t stop until she was high above the pool, dangling Han below her, three meters above the water’s surface.
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    Katie was still wearing the same blue bathing suit she’d died in, but her face had the ghastly, bloated appearance one would expect to see on a drowned victim. Her long black hair hung like a mop in front of her eyes. The eyes were perfectly black, absent of even a surface reflection.


    “It’s so cold, little brother,” said a tiny whisper, a shiver lurking behind the voice.


    “Katie? Is that you?”


    “It’s so cold, little brother.”


    “Katie, don’t do this! I love you!”


    “It’s so, so cold.”


    Just then, Cipher crashed Han’s car through the fence, causing the wooden fence to explode into slivers of shrapnel and the decibels to rain throughout the previously quiet night. The car came to a halt on the lawn, and Cipher burst out of the driver side and sprang toward the fantastic, macabre spectacle unfolding before him. “Let him go!”


    “His soul for mine,” the phantasm uttered, a river of unholy water following every word out of her mouth and cascading down her chin. Then, without warning, the apparition dropped the branch, and Han plummeted into the water below.


    “What the hell is going on here?” shouted a stout, middle-aged man, dressed in a Grateful Dead t-shirt and boxer shorts. He grasped a baseball bat as he stumbled down the stairs of his deck and toward Cipher, struggling to open his sleep-clogged eyes.


    Cipher’s mind instantly flashed back to one of his many conversations with Father Hurley, in which the old priest explained the uncanny and counterintuitive rules of the game. He had explained that the appearance of a bystander who could not see into the Third Plane would take away the majority of a ghost’s power. While the phantasms would remain visible to those few who could see the plane, an ignorant person’s presence would eliminate the ghost’s ability to physically interact with the First Plane. Katie had not vanished; she simply continued to hover above the pool. However, the duffle bag, branch, and Han, had all plunged to the water when her power was taken away.


    “Are you people drunk? How the hell did you go through my fence like that?” demanded the man.


    Cipher ignored him and helped Han out of the water.


    Han was grasping the duffle bag, now drenched with water, but they hoped at least some of the equipment within might be salvageable.


    The flummoxed man bent down to help Cipher as he dragged Han out of the water, one hand on Han’s arm and the other still grasping his Louisville Slugger. “And what the heck is he doing in my pool? There better be a good story!”


    The twosome continued to ignore the man as, on the Third Plane, the phantoms who had been blocking the intersection earlier were now arriving, slowly encroaching upon the scene; in moments, Han and Cipher would be surrounded. They hurriedly unzipped the duffle bag, and Cipher liberated the same sawed-off shotgun he’d used against Charlie only minutes earlier.


    Seeing the gun, the man immediately backed off, gasping as “Jesus Christ,” tumbled from his lips. The words sent a ripple of energy through all of the ghosts. The man quickly turned and began to run as he realized that the figures in his back yard were mixed up in something that was unlikely to be covered by his insurance.


    Cipher’s voice halted the man in his tracks. “Stop!” he called.


    The man turned around slowly, dropped his baseball bat, and held his hands out in front of him in surrender, then dropped to his knees at the mercy of his antagonists. “Please…please! I-I’m a good God-fearing man. I don’t want no trouble.”


    “We fear God too,” replied Cipher, “and that’s why we need your help.”


    “Okay. Okay. I’ll do whatever you ask.”


    “Get up and come with us,” Cipher commanded, his tone soft but firm.


    Next to him, Han had finished mounting ultraviolet lights on two handguns. The lights flicked on, and he smiled with glee, immediately turning them on the ghosts nearest to them. He singed one of them on the face, causing it to wail before it vanished; the others vanished before the same harm could be done to them. “That’s right you fuckers! Run!”


    The man watched Han’s wild, inexplicable gestures and looked at the void into which Han shined his light. “You boys must be high on something,” the man observed.


    “Heroin,” Han confirmed with a flat reply.


    Cipher shook his head, Han’s admission not helping the situation. “Just him, not me.” He forced an awkward smile that he quickly realized would seem creepy in the context and also wouldn’t help the situation. The smile melted and he got on with it. “Walk to the car. Stay close,” Cipher said.


    The man did as he was told and slowly began the trek to the vehicle.


    Meanwhile, Han looked up at his sister, still hovering above the water, the hatred on her face beyond anything any human could contort. “Katie, I love you,” he whispered as he backed away with Cipher and their new, ignorant hostage. In response, Katie vanished but reappeared instantly only inches from Han’s face, roaring like a lioness and reaching out with her claw-like hands toward Han’s throat. “Oh fuck!” Han cursed. The phantom’s limbs passed through Han harmlessly, and he immediately shined the ultraviolet light into the horrific figure. Her essence crinkled in the artificial light of day, and she vanished as she screamed a shriek that echoed in Han’s ears for several minutes afterward.


    The man watched the whole spectacle in utter confusion, and his perplexed features were not relieved by the further spectacle of watching Han and Cipher train their weapons on what, to him, appeared to be the empty night. If he could have seen into the Third Plane, he would have witnessed more than a dozen ghouls, both horribly dilapidated and disturbingly normal in appearance, surrounding the trio, staying at a far enough distance so as to be safe from the worst effects of the ultraviolet flashlights. “What are you boys looking at?” the man asked, despite himself. “I don’t see a thing.”


    “You don’t want to know, friend,” Cipher replied.


    “Ya know, I think you’re right,” the man replied, then dashed away from Cipher and Han, away from the car and down the dark street, disappearing into the nothingness.
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    “No!” Cipher yelled after him.


    The man, despite his age and rotund body, was surprisingly stealthy and fleet of foot, able to spring several meters away before his escape was noticed. He was already too far away to be caught in time.


    Han trained one of his guns in the direction of the fleeing man, but Cipher knocked his arm down. “What good would it do to kill the guy? We’ve got more than enough ghosts to deal with here! Snap out of it, Han!”


    “I have snapped out of it! That fat fucker’s gonna get us killed! The least we could do is return the favor!”


    “We’re not dead yet. We’ve still got the UV lights. That seems to be keeping them back. We just need to get into the car and—”


    Suddenly, as Cipher spoke, the car engine came to life, courtesy of the dead woman sitting in the front seat. She slammed on the gas pedal and reversed the car away from the two men as they stood there helplessly, their mouths agape.


    “What the...? Tell me you didn’t leave the keys in the ignition,” Han said in disbelief.


    “I didn’t know they could drive cars,” Cipher whispered as he began stepping toward the car.


    “That’s the same bitch who stole the duffle bag. We’re fucked without a car, Cipher.”


    “It’s not gone yet,” Cipher replied, and he was right.


    The phantom thief had pulled away from them, backing down the street, but she seemed dissatisfied with the cleanliness of her escape. The car was stopped, the headlights shining on Han and Cipher as they stood like deer in the middle of the road.


    Han split his attention between the car and the pod of poltergeists that circled the duo, waiting for their chance to strike.


    Cipher kept his eyes trained on the darkness behind the wheels of the car.


    “I think she’s going to try to ram us.”


    “How do you know?”


    “Just a hunch. Get ready.”


    “Get ready? Ready for what?”


    “To get the car back.”


    “What are you going to do? Are you going to jump on the car and try ride it like Indiana Jones?” scoffed Han.


    Cipher didn’t reply.


    “Oh no. You are going to jump on the car like Indiana Jones! Great plan! Nice knowing you!”


    “Aren’t you coming with me?” Cipher asked.


    The phantom thief revved the engine, daring them to do something about it.


    “No. I’m not.”


    “You’ll be killed if you stay here.”


    “Maybe, but not as quickly as you will.”


    “Don’t be an idiot, Han. Just hold them off until I get back with the car.”


    “How?”


    “You’ve got the lights, you’ve got the guns, and you’ve got the kung fu.”


    “Kung fu? How did you know that I know martial arts?”


    “You’re Chinese, aren’t you?”


    “Fucking racist.”


    Their goodbye was cut short when the phantom thief slammed on the gas and released the brake. The rear wheels of the car spun for a moment, burning against the dry pavement and sending the fumes of fetid rubber into the night air. Finally, she threw it into gear and the car jumped forward with a violent thrust, like a lion bursting forth toward a lame zebra.


    “Good luck, you stereotyping bastard!” Han shouted over the squealing of the tires and the sound of the engine.


    Cipher braced himself for the impact of the car as it picked up speed. He gambled that the car wouldn’t be able to pick up enough speed in the short distance between it and himself to kill him on impact as long as he rolled onto the hood and against the windshield. As the car careened toward him, however, his gamble seemed less like a winner. “Oh shit,” he whispered as he leapt into the air, lifting his hip above the lethal front grill of the car and rolling against the windshield, smashing it before rolling up onto the roof of the car and back down onto the trunk. Amazingly, he managed to grab hold of the one-inch space between the trunk and the back window while still holding his shotgun with the other hand.


    “Holy shit,” Han exclaimed. “I can’t believe he fuckin’ did it.”


    The car plowed into the space that had been occupied by several spirits only a moment earlier, forcing them to dematerialize as the car picked up speed and roared into the blackness, leaving only the fading red points of tail lights in the distance and the dissipating noise of the engine behind. Even the ghosts watched the spectacle in awe before they slowly turned to regard Han, alone in the middle of the street.


    “Okay. A couple guns, a couple flashlights, some kung fu, and twelve ghosts surrounding me. I’m so fucked.”
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     Cipher gulped in a breath of warm summer air as his lungs finally started to function again after having the wind knocked out of them by the windshield of the careening vehicle. He maneuvered himself onto one knee and used his one and only handgrip on the back of the car to pull himself up onto the roof. He plunged his left arm into the smashed back window of the car to get a relatively solid hold on the speeding and swerving monolith. His better grip came just in time, as the ghost thief violently spun the wheel of the car, taking a sharp left down a larger, longer, empty avenue, causing Cipher’s body to slide heavily to the right side of the roof and nearly knocking him off. He was now directly facing the left side of the car, and he used the opportunity to reach toward the driver seat and blindly grab hold of the ghost. He managed to clutch her hair for a moment, then lost his grip and felt sharp teeth gouging painfully into his flesh as the car violently swerved to the right and across the width of the road. This motion tossed Cipher right off the roof and left him dangling on the side of the car, one arm held by the teeth of the ghost, the other still holding his weapon as his legs dragged dangerously on the pavement.


    Somehow, he managed to pull himself up onto the side of the car, then stuck his head through the window. The ghost’s face was on the back of its head, and she was still biting down hard on his left hand like a pit bull, thrashing her neck hard and preternaturally in an attempt to take his hand off at the wrist. He tried desperately to shine his light on her, but the car’s violent movements and the confined space of the back seat prevented him from angling the shotgun so the light could do its magic. Instead, he settled on using the butt end of the gun to smash her hard, forcing her to free up his hand; she momentarily dematerialized before rematerializing again, her face back where it belonged, and she resumed swerving the car violently back and forth. Cipher’s head and upper body were thrown back out of the car, but he held on tight—literally for dear life—to the inside door handle. The ghost laughed in rapid fire, and it became clear to Cipher that getting inside the vehicle was going to be much harder than getting on top of it had been. The ghost had nothing to lose; it couldn’t die, and that meant it could literally do anything it wanted to make sure that Cipher was killed in as grisly a manner as possible. The only reason he was still alive was because this spirit was a thrill-seeker. It knew it had the upper hand and, like a lion keeps a wounded animal alive for the sake of play, it was enjoying the sport of watching its victim cling to the side of a death machine that was entirely under its control.


    Unbelievably, things went from bad to worse for Cipher. Oncoming headlights began to shine painfully in Cipher’s eyes. He looked up, squinting through the warm wind and the bright lights as tears streamed out of his eyes and toward his ears and he saw a bus heading toward him. It honked its horn in what appeared to be blasts of panic, and then the phantom thief positioned the car for a head-on collision.


    “Oh fuck,” Cipher whispered to himself as he saw his oncoming fate. To leap from the car at that speed was almost sure to be fatal, yet with only seconds left before the ghost collided with a bus, staying with the vehicle appeared to be as terminal an option.


    As the car steadied itself in the path of the oncoming behemoth, Cipher pulled himself up and attempted, once again, to gain entry to the vehicle. The phantom yanked hard on the wheel and Cipher was nearly thrown free of the car, his precarious grasp becoming more so by the second. He pulled the arm that was holding his shotgun out of the car and tried to aim for the ghost’s head, but it became clear as he twisted the gun in his hand that he’d run out of time. The light singed the ghost’s skin and hair, but the back of the driver seat shielded most of her frame, so she didn’t even dematerialize. Even if he could have caused her to evaporate, it would prove too late. The car’s momentum was going to cause him to collide with the bus, ghost driver or no ghost driver.
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    Han knew he wasn’t supposed to panic; Cipher and Father Hurley had trained him to deal with phantoms, but no one had ever said a damn thing about what to do when surrounded by a dozen of the things. Therefore, panic seemed to be his only option. “I should have jumped onto the speeding car with that lunatic.”


    He sprinted away, off the street and into a back alley behind a row of small shops and restaurants. It was impossible to evade ghosts on foot; they could always travel faster or teleport to wherever they chose. For the most part, he was running just to give himself something to do. At least then, if he died, he could say he didn’t stand there and just let it happen.


    Within seconds, a phantom, in what appeared to be turn-of-the-nineteenth-century garb, materialized before him. His face had been caved in by something, and Han could only speculate on what it had been that could have caused that amount of damage. The remnants of a tongue flicked pathetically against teeth that pointed inward and jailed the fleshy pink tongue that squirmed like a worm behind it; it occurred to Han that the phantom might have been trying, hopelessly, to speak to him. At any rate, it revolted him, and he jerked his body awkwardly to get away, veering sharply to his right and entering an extraordinarily narrow passage between two stores. “Oh shit,” he said to himself, realizing immediately that he was trapped. The end of the passageway was still open, and the street gleamed in the streetlights as if to taunt him with freedom; still, he knew that no matter how hard he sprinted, a poltergeist would soon appear to block his escape. He craned his neck to peer up at the starry sky. The dry brick walls of the alley were about three stories high, and there was no fire escape, nor any doors to put his shoulder into to facilitate another temporary reprieve.


    “This is why we aren’t supposed to panic,” Han panted to himself, “so we don’t run down an alley that’s as tight as a coffin.” As he had predicted, multiple phantoms began appearing at the mouth of the narrow alley. He turned back to see that the entrance was now populated by even more phantoms, squeezing in an unholy traffic jam as they moved toward him. “Okay. Shit.” He looked upward and saw an empty night sky high above. “I guess I’m going up.”


    Han placed his back against one of the alley walls, and then propped his feet, one at a time, against the other wall. He started walking upward as quickly as possible, displaying impressive agility. “Gotta concentrate. Come on, you son-of-a-bitch!”


    The ghosts watched the display with curiosity at first, craning their necks to glimpse the human travelling upward, making a desperate bid for escape. As Han moved rapidly toward the open fissure, however, they quickly began to pursue him. An elderly man began to crawl up the wall on all fours in an ascent that would have made Spider-Man envious, while two other phantoms began to float upward as though they’d suddenly been filled with helium.


    As he watched the old man close in, Han cursed. “Damn. I need to work out more,” he puffed to himself as the sweat began to run down his forehead and into his eyes.


    The old man reached him first, grabbing his right leg and tugging it hard so that Han nearly tumbled all the way to the hard pavement below. He caught himself with his left hand, using it to stabilize himself between the two walls as he executed an unexpected but extremely powerful kick that knocked the phantom backward and into the two other ghouls who’d been floating upward. They dematerialized before they hit the ground, and Han couldn’t help but smile at the memory of the solid impact his boot had made on the old man’s face. “That felt good.”


    Han readjusted himself and began climbing once again toward the open fissure, now only a meter and a half out of his grasp. “Almost there. Focus.” It was then, of course, that the old man reappeared, rubbing his severely broken jaw with one foot on each of the rooftops. He looked down at Han, who froze when he saw him, with black fury in his eyes. “Ah shit,” Han whispered.


    The old man didn’t say anything. He simply jumped up and curled into a cannonball position, hurling his bodyweight toward Han, who had only a precarious grip three stories above the pavement.
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    Cipher kept his eyes open as he watched the school bus speed, headlong, into Han’s car. The headlights seared as the bus’s front grill neared until it was close enough that he could see the dead bugs. Instead of a massive collision, however, there were a series of thuds on the hood, roof, and trunk of the sedan. Cipher watched as the bus passed right through the car, temporarily dematerializing while its riders leapt onto the car. Half a dozen young schoolboys, still dressed in their school uniforms, landed on the car and hooted with glee as they watched the bus rematerialize and roar away in the opposite direction. “Fuck,” Cipher cursed as he saw the numbers turn against him. Cipher pulled himself, along with his gun, onto the roof of the car and kept his back against the cool steel.


    The boys turned on him quickly and smiled. “You’re gonna die today, mister!” yelled the tallest boy, and his smaller counterparts hooted in gleeful agreement.


    “Kid, it wouldn’t be anything new,” Cipher replied before he flashed the UV light and scorched the cherubic face of the leader.


    The boy screamed and fell backward into one of the other boys, and they tumbled off the car and onto the ground, their bodies rolling along the pavement, bones snapping in a sickening staccato rhythm.


    Cipher smiled. “Who’s next?”


    There were still four boys left on the roof with Cipher. They were pale, with dark eyes and lips so blue that they were nearly black. They smelled like maggots, as ghosts so often did, and their white skin became opaque when they were angry, revealing the crisscross pattern of blue veins underneath. Two boys jumped onto each of Cipher’s arms, pinning him down. Their weight and strength made it impossible for him to aim his rifle or the UV light at them. The car continued to speed along the dark, empty streets, and Cipher looked straight up at the black sky, catching a glimpse of oak tree branches every so often. He grunted as ghost teeth bit through his jacket and into the flesh of his arms.


    The boys were impossibly strong, but they were still just boys, and that meant they were stupid and didn’t know how to fight. They weighed down on his arms, but his legs were still free, and Cipher waited for the right moment to pull his legs up and catch all of the boys underneath their chins, two boys to each leg, and put them into a chokehold. The ghosts struggled in the leg locks, trying uselessly to scream, and Cipher took his time as he pulled the rifle and UV light into position. “It’s been too long since I’ve roasted marshmallows,” Cipher said as he burned the boys. They quickly dematerialized before they were completely destroyed.


    “That was...satisfying,” Cipher said to himself as he rolled onto his stomach and eyed the right front corner of the roof. Underneath, that stupid bitch was speeding along, probably sure that Cipher was being horribly devoured by cherubic demons and blissfully unaware of what was about to come. I’m going to enjoy this, he thought.


    He Army-crawled on his belly and elbows until he was secure right above her, being careful not to appear in her side mirror or to give her any hint that he was about to strike. When he was set, he lunged out, sliding down the front window and catching her by surprise. The UV light blasted her, frying her face and eyes in an instant. She emitted a searing scream of agony, then disappeared. The car continued moving forward, but slowed rapidly in the absence of the ghost’s foot. It veered to the right and into the slight decline of a grassy ditch on the side of the road.


    When it finally came to a full halt, Cipher tumbled off in the grass. He sat up quickly and looked at the empty car, the engine still running and the damage negligible, and dared a hint of a smile. “That was really fucking satisfying.”
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    The old man drove his weight into Han’s sternum, and all was lost. The air was knocked out of Han’s chest, and there was no way that he could keep his body wedged between the two walls of the alley. He began to tumble, painfully ricocheting from one wall to the next, the back of his head and then his face alternating in their unpleasant rapid meetings with the rough bricks. It was as though Han were being hit with an alternating succession of sandpaper and hammers, and he simply went limp as he rolled and tumbled downward.


    As painful as the wall had been, it was nothing compared to the hurt of landing hard upon the paved floor of the alley. Han’s eyes opened wide as the pain of the impact shot through his body. A second later, his UV flashlight hit the ground and exploded on impact like a flash grenade.


    The light scorched all the ghosts at once, and in unison they let out a heinous scream; the phantoms dematerialized and left Han alone, broken but alive on the cold pavement. Ghosts could not exist in the daylight, as the sun’s energy was antithetical to their existence; the UV light damages their essence, and it never heals. The phantoms would not return and risk another dose of the light.


    Han wanted to stand up and run away before more phantoms arrived, but he couldn’t. It was several moments before he caught his first breath, a breath he hadn’t been sure would ever come. He rolled to his side, moving into a fetal position, and closed his eyes as he gave himself a few moments before trying to slowly crawl away. He was able to get to his knees and had made it only a few strides before he heard his cell phone ring. With great difficulty, he was able to pull it from his pocket and see that Cipher was calling him. He hit the talk button.


    “Han, are you okay?” Cipher’s voice asked.


    Han thought about the absurdity of the question, which was just as absurd as the answer he was about to give. “Yes,” he replied.


    “Good. This will be our last phone call. They’re tracking our phones. Go to the place where it all started. We’ll meet there. As soon as I hang up, throw your phone away.”


    “I can’t do that, Cipher, I have the phone numbers of many hot women in my phone, so—”


    “Throw it away.”


    Click.


    Han looked at his phone and grimaced. “As if it couldn’t get any worse, now I have to lose my little black book. I hate you, God.” Han tossed his phone as far down the alley as he could before he slowly drew himself up and began to limp away in the opposite direction. “Where it all began,” Han whispered to himself as he moved out of the narrow alley and into the night.
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    Cipher waited impatiently in the darkness. He sat in the car, parked outside the gates of the sanitarium where he’d first met Han, and stared down the endless black street. He couldn’t turn on the radio to amuse himself; he needed to remain completely aware of all that was around him. With no cell phone, he felt reasonably safe that God and His Earthly authorities wouldn’t be able to locate him, but there was no way to know for sure. Forty minutes after he’d made the call to Han, he watched his friend step out of a late-night bus and hobble toward the car. Cipher started the engine and drove over to pick him up.


    “That’s why you don’t go running after a ghost,” Cipher said as Han fell limply into the passenger seat of the car.


    Han’s face was bloodied and bruised, and he didn’t have the strength to turn to regard Cipher. “Go to Hell.”


    “If only I could be that lucky,” Cipher replied as he pulled away from the curb and began driving into the black night.


    “What’s the plan?” Han uttered in a weak voice.


    “We need to hole up someplace friendly. Any ideas?”


    “One. There’s a whorehouse I know. Nice people there…if we give them a few bucks.”


    “Beats any of the ideas I’ve had. Then we call Father Hurley and warn him. Hopefully they haven’t connected us to him yet.”

    



    Meanwhile, Caiaphas stood a meter away from the obliterated wooden fence, dabbing his bottom lip with chai lip gloss before placing the stick into the back pocket of his sleek, flat-front trousers; he’d selected them for their versatility, thanks to their light cotton; he would need that versatility tonight by the looks of things.


    “My guys haven’t found much. Nobody but the owner of the house saw the perps, and he says they were whacked out of their minds on heroin and were seeing things before they tried to take him hostage. Are you sure these are the guys you’re after?” asked Officer Roche. The scent of Caiaphas’s lip gloss made him think of vanilla ice cream with chocolate shavings on top, and his already-full stomach growled.


    “Most definitely. These men are...delusional,” Caiaphas replied. “Hallucinations are to be expected.” He watched the red and blue alternating lights atop Officer Roche’s car. Several police officers milled about the scene, most of them doing nothing in particular other than catching up on gossip with their co-workers.


    “Two of ‘em, huh? So your guy picked up a partner?”


    “Yes. Han Lee, an ex-medical student turned paramedic turned…nothing. Apparently he’s been living off the generosity of his computer-hacker accomplice.”


    “Hmm. Well, one thing’s for sure.”


    Caiaphas’s eyebrow cocked in readiness for Officer Roche’s pronouncement. “What’s that?”


    “If yer boys are whacked out enough to be driving through fences and attempting to take hostages, then they shouldn’t be too hard to find tonight,” asserted Roche.


    Caiaphas looked at the empty street and deftly removed a Cuban cigar from the front quarter-top pocket of his pants and began to unfurl the plastic. “Do you really think so, Officer Roche?” asked Caiaphas as he regarded two officers in particular who sported flaming angel wings on the Third Plane. One of them nodded to him surreptitiously as he jawed with another officer.


    Roche paused for a moment, unsure of what to do; Caiaphas had never been asked for his opinion before. “Uh...yeah. Seems pretty obvious, actually.”


    “Elementary, you might say.”


    “Uh...sure. Elementary.”


    “Congratulations, by the way.”


    “For...?”


    “Your promotion. You’ve been promoted to Detective now, haven’t you?”


    “Um, no. No, I haven’t.”


    “Oh, you haven’t been promoted?” Caiaphas replied in mock astonishment, not even turning to acknowledge Roche, a creature too far beneath him to deserve such a gesture. He inhaled the first breath of his delicious Cuban stogy.


    “No,” Roche answered, bowing his head in embarrassment.


    “Then, in that case, Officer Roche, do me a tremendous service and shut up.”
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    “Rex says it’s $1,000 for the room for the night or $2,000 for the room and two girls,” Essence informed Han and Cipher.


    “Just the room,” Cipher replied, looking past the hooker and at the impressive downtown view from the three-bedroom condo/whorehouse Han had brought them to.


    “Whoa! Wait. Let’s think about this for a second, Cipher—”


    “Is he gay or something?” Essence asked, wrinkling her overly-tanned nineteen-year-old nose up in disgust at Cipher.


    “Sometimes I wonder,” Han replied, suddenly energized.


    “You’ve got a problem with gay people?” Cipher turned to Essence, challengingly.


    “I love gay men. My hairdresser is gay. I have a problem with straight guys who act gay.”


    Cipher grimaced, ready to unload a vitriolic salvo on a young woman he’d just met, but decided it wasn’t worth it. They needed a place to hole up and there was no sense rocking the boat. “Just the room,” Cipher repeated.


    Han sighed and slumped his shoulders. He turned to Essence and smiled. “Just the room for now, baby, but I’ll be seeing you tonight, okay?”


    “Okay, baby,” she replied, smiling at Han with that look of satisfaction that only a woman who has gotten what she wants can muster. “Follow me, baby.” She turned and waddled on her high-heeled platform shoes into the condo and took Cipher and Han toward the bedroom in the far left corner. The condo smelled strongly of marijuana, and there were candles burning in the vacant living room.


    Cipher’s arm brushed against something in the darkness, startling him as he jumped away. An elderly man with long, black dreadlocks and dark sunglasses stood against the wall, his mouth opening into a wide circle.


    “It’s just Rex,” Han informed Cipher. Rex’s mouth continued to open into a wide gape.


    “Oh. I thought he was one of them for a second,” Cipher responded as he and Han turned and continued to follow Essence into the dark bowels of the whorehouse.


    “This is it,” Essence announced in her nasal, teenage voice. She held her hand out, gesturing toward a room that would’ve been nice if it had been furnished at all. It was almost completely bare, other than an old, twin-sized mattress in one corner and a mirror on the floor opposite.


    Cipher absorbed the sights of the room and then looked at Han, who kissed the big, sparkly lips of the teenage prostitute. She sashayed away from them, and Han watched her hungrily, his eyes resting on the fake tan of her back and the sparkle of her glittery, sweet-smelling skin lotion. “You’re disgusting, Han.”


    “Your judgment means nothing to me, Cipher,” Han replied.


    “I CAN SEE!”


    “What the fuck?” Cipher reacted to the shriek from the darkness.


    “I CAN SEE!” the shriek came again.


    Han and Cipher went to the source but were beaten there by Essence and another girl, who was naked except for a cheap, see-through nightie that she held to her chest. “What’s the matter, Rex?” asked Essence.


    “Nothing’s the matter! Didn’t you hear me? I can fucking see!” The old man was holding his sunglasses in his hand, regarding the majestic downtown view with his wide, wild eyes.


    “You can see, Rex? That’s wonderful!” exclaimed the naked hooker, who promptly dropped the nightie and any pretense of modesty and embraced Rex.


    Essence quickly joined their embrace and both of the young women bounced with the enthusiasm of teenage girls on a shoe-shopping expedition. “It’s a miracle!” Essence shouted with excitement.


    Rex paused, his mouth opening once again as he made a realization. He turned slowly, and his eyes locked on Cipher. He pointed the handles of his sunglasses at Cipher and shouted, “It was you!”


    “You sure this guy’s cool?” Cipher urgently whispered under his breath to Han as he slipped a hand into his jacket to grip the handle of his gun.


    “Pretty sure. I think,” Han replied, astonished.


    “You touched me, and I could see. I’ve been legally blind for thirty-three years…and now, you come along, and I can see…perfectly. You have the gift of God!” Rex exclaimed.


    “The gay guy did it?” Essence asked, her voice carrying the same confused tone that she’d used ages ago in math class.


    “Okay, enough with the gay stuff,” Cipher replied sternly, glaring at Essence.


    “Cipher, did you just cure that guy’s blindness?” Han asked.


    “What? Are you serious?” Cipher responded, shocked that Han would even consider the possibility.


    “You can cure the sick? Like Jesus?” asked the naked hooker.


    “Think about, it man. He just said you have the touch of God. You actually touched God a couple of hours ago,” Han whispered to Cipher.


    “This man actually touched God?” Rex said, astonished. He kept his wild eyes locked on Cipher, stepping quickly toward him and placing his wrinkled, worn hand on Cipher’s shoulder.


    “How did you hear that from way over there?” Han asked.


    “I guess I kept my good hearing,” Rex replied.


    Cipher gently removed the old man’s weathered hand from his shoulder and attempted to muster a smile, something he was no longer very good at. “Listen, friend, I’m sure it was a coincidence.”


    “No, he might be on to something here,” Han said. “We should test this out,” he suggested, his mind poring over the possible implications and applications of having such a power.


    “If you’re gonna test that out on somebody, I got a little herpes outbreak!” the naked hooker exclaimed, putting her hand up in the air to volunteer.


    “Ew!” Essence responded, her nose wrinkling again. “That’s so gross, Brandy.”


    “Whatever, Essence! At least I don’t have HIV and keep fucking guys anyway!” Brandy responded bitterly.


    “What?” Han uttered, stunned.


    Essence turned to him, wearing the shameful, pitiful look of a child who’d wrecked her parent’s car, then smiled and shrugged. “We always wrap it up, right baby?”


    “Oh my God. You...I...I’ve got AIDS!” Han exhaled as though he’d been hit in the stomach with a sledgehammer. He held his hands to his head and sank against the wall of the condo, then slid down it until he was sitting in a shocked trance.


    Cipher watched his friend collapse slowly, then turned to Brandy. He strode over to her, grasped her wrist, and pulled her into his room. “Let’s see, shall we?” Cipher said.


    “Hey! Gentle, mister!” Brandy protested. “I’m not into the rough shit!”


    “Hey, man! What the hell’s going on?” asked a naked man, holding his trousers over his private area as he leaned out of the room in which Brandy had been keeping him company.


    “I’ll be right back, baby, better than ever!” Brandy called back.


    Rex followed closely behind Cipher, with a hesitant Essence in tow. They all stepped around Han as though he were a land mine.


    Cipher put Brandy on the mattress. “Where’s the outbreak?” he demanded.


    “Just right there,” she pointed to a few small red spots near her vaginal lips.


    Cipher grimaced as he looked at it. “I can’t believe I’m about to do this.” He inhaled deeply, then placed his right hand—the one that had held the Spear of Destiny and that had been coated in the blood of God on the Second Plane—gently over the red, inflamed skin. He left it there for a moment, trying to feel something, some sort of magic, but he couldn’t tell for sure. A second later, he lifted his hand away, and his eyes became wide.


    Essence shrieked and the old man jumped in the air and pointed, releasing a hoot of joy. The prostitute’s flesh was completely healed and fresh, as if Brandy were still a virgin.


    “You...got rid of it?” Brandy shouted.


    The festive reaction to Cipher’s healing powers shook Han out of his trance and he entered the room on his hands and knees. “You got rid of it?” Han asked, stunned, as he knelt next to the proceedings.


    Cipher turned to his friend and nodded.


    “Holy shit,” Han replied.
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    Florence loved Jesus. Florence loved the Holy Spirit. Florence loved the Lord most of all. The one Florence did not love—or even like—was her priest. As far as Florence was concerned, Father Hurley was justifiably headed toward Hell and damnation. How dare he question His omnipotence! How dare he suggest that the Bible’s stories could possibly be meteors…or metamusils, or whatever that sacrilegious word was that he was using to question Him? How dare he? Florence sincerely hoped that the father would suffer another heart attack and die, so Satan could take him once and for all and straighten him out.


    She arrived at home and kicked off the high-heeled shoes that had been torturing her poor, swollen feet all morning as she stood through the eight, nine, ten, and eleven a.m. Masses. She went to all four of the morning Masses every weekday and all weekend services so she could spend as much time as she could afford with the Lord. But, she hated it when Father Hurley, that old fool, that cantankerous crackpot, tried to inject doubt into her soul. She had complained about him on multiple occasions to the bishop, yet Father Hurley remained unpunished and continued spouting heresy. On this particular day, Father Hurley had given the nine and eleven a.m. Masses so she had to listen to his New Age, hippie filth for two hours—two hours where she should have remained undisturbed in her blissful, perfectly right relationship with the Lord, whom she loved very much.


    “Natalie!” Florence shouted as she entered the living room, which was adjacent to the kitchen, and noticed an absence of the aroma of food. She immediately knew her niece hadn’t made lunch. Florence was starving, and all she asked of her niece—her bookish, will-be-a-student-forever niece—was that she have lunch ready for her when she arrived home, voracious after a morning spent hard at prayer. Oh Lord, why have you burdened me so with the responsibility of raising this child? And when will this child finally finish her studies and enter the real world? It’s so shameful to see her hiding in her books, away from the hard realities of life.


    “Natalie!” Florence called again, this time with much more frustration in her voice. Where is that child? She bustled past the kitchen and down the main hallway to Natalie’s bedroom, expecting to find her still slumbering in her bed. What she saw startled her. Natalie wasn’t there, the bed wasn’t made, and her nightstand was knocked over. “Natalie?” Florence called again, this time a little more gently—the sort of gentleness that comes from guilt—the sort of guilt that comes from worry. “Natalie? Where are you?” She checked the bathroom, and then her own bedroom, just in case, then looked outside in the backyard, but there was no sign of her. There was only one place left to look: the basement.


    Florence opened the door to the basement and looked down into the dark, dank, fetid, ancient room. She hated going down there. The house was old—nearly as old as the city itself—and the basement remained virtually unchanged since its construction, other than the addition of a single light hanging from the ceiling at the bottom of the stairs. She hated walking down the old, stone steps into the stagnant, stale air, nearly blind until she reached out with her trembling hand to click the light switch. It was always such a terrifying process for her, particularly since Florence believed in ghosts. She believed in the Holy Ghost, after all, and she believed in Satan—and that meant she believed in evil.


    The basement was saturated in evil.


    This was why Florence only stepped foot in her basement once or twice a year at most. She made sure only to store things in the basement that she was confident she wouldn’t need to bring upstairs ever again. It housed only knickknacks, old memories, useless family heirlooms, and the like. When she did have to make that horrifying descent, she never went alone, but Natalie was missing. Natalie would always tell Florence beforehand if she had to go out to the library or to the university. If she had to leave unexpectedly, there would be a note left on the fridge. Her niece’s inexplicable absence unnerved her so much that she had to check the basement. What if she’s slipped on the slippery stone of the stairs? What if she’s bleeding at the bottom of the stairs with only moments to live? Florence had no choice: She had to go down there.


    She gulped one last breath of reasonably fresh air before she began working her way down the stairs. The hairs on the back of her neck stood like soldiers at attention as she peered into the almost perfect blackness. She tried hard to see, but she couldn’t make out any images. It was like walking into nothingness.


    “Natalie?” she called out again.


    Suddenly, there was a sound.


    What was that? Something had moved and she knew it couldn’t have been the house settling. Do I have a rat problem? That idea, in and of itself, should have been frightening, but something about the current situation—something Florence couldn’t quite put her finger on—made her hope that she did have a rat infestation; it seemed so much better than the alternatives. “Hello?” she called into the blackness.


    There was no response.


    Again, Florence stepped down the stairs slowly, her legs shaking from fear as she moved farther and farther into the evil. Nearly at the bottom of the stairs, it was time to reach her left hand out into the dark to feel for the string hanging from the light switch. She purposely used her left hand; since she was right-handed, she felt she could afford to lose the left one if some monster were to lunge through the blackness and bite it off.


    Finally! Her wrist felt the string against it, and she quickly curled her fingers around it, yanking it hard to switch the light on.


    But there was nothing.


    She pulled on the string again, but again, no light came.


    Rather than the illumination that she expected, there came a hot sensation, as though there was a long exhale of breath on her face.


    Suddenly the light switched on, but it wasn’t by Florence’s hand. She hadn’t been holding onto the string at all; she had hold of her niece’s hair as it hung down from the ceiling, the ceiling Natalie was crawling on, supernaturally, like a human spider. Natalie held the string in her hand and smiled, her black eyes peeking out on either side of the glaring light bulb.


    Florence screamed.
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    Cipher awoke with Essence’s far-from innocent teenage face looking down at him. She was holding her cell phone in one hand while rubbing her eyes with the other. “Your friend, Father What’s-his-name, is on the phone,” she uttered.


    Cipher snatched the phone out of her hand and leapt to his feet. “Father! Where have you been? I called you half a dozen times last night!”


    “I’m sorry, my boy. I’m an old man now, and I don’t always stir when the phone rings in the middle of the night. I just heard your message a moment ago.”


    “Well we need to get you out of there right now, Father. Our cover is blown, and yours will be soon, if it hasn’t already,” Cipher responded emphatically.


    “I’m aware. I take it things didn’t go well with the Spear of Destiny,” Father Hurley replied calmly.


    “You could say that. And what do you mean, you’re ‘aware’?”


    “I’m aware because I just received a rather frantic phone call from one of my parishioners. Apparently, her niece is crawling on the ceiling, and babbling in an unknown language.”


    “A new message,” Cipher said, immediately understanding the significance.


    “Clearly, Satan wouldn’t be sending us a new message if your mission had been successful. I need you to meet up with me...in a hurry. This particular parishioner isn’t a big fan of yours truly. I asked her not to call the police and said I’d be right over to help, but there’s no telling if she’ll listen. She might try to involve the police, and if she does—”


    “The cops will call the Vatican. I get it, Father. What’s the address?” Cipher replied.


    “Heh. That’s the best part. 2323, 23rd Avenue,” Father Hurley said, amused.


    “Two times three equals six. Six-six-six. She couldn’t be making herself much more obvious.”


    “Get here soon, Cipher. I won’t be able to keep the girl’s aunt from calling the police for much longer.”


    “I’m on it, Father,” Cipher responded before pressing the hang up button and turning to leave the room. He stopped when he found Essence blocking the doorway.


    “Who the hell are you, man?” Essence asked, a mixed expression of awe and suspicion on her face.


    “I’m no one. Got it?”


    “That’s bullshit! You’re like...you’re an angel or something.” Essence was suddenly more engaged with what was happening around her than she had ever been in her life. She’d always refused to take life seriously, to listen to her parents, to do the things much wiser people advised. In her opinion, life was short and meant to be enjoyed, and the things she enjoyed most were sex and money. Nothing else had ever been important—until now. Suddenly, her fake tan, the sparkles in her body lotion, the pink lip gloss, the hair extensions, and her pink, frilly thong all lost their luster. Everything about her seemed so fake, so insignificant, so out of place.


    Cipher scoffed. “I’m no angel, kid.” He pushed past her in search of Han. “Han! Wake up!”


    Essence followed him out of the room, the conversation unfinished, in her view. “Yes you are! You cured Rex and Brandy!”


    “Han! We gotta roll right now!” Cipher called again, entering the room where Han was beginning to stir.


    The sun streamed in through the bare windows, heating the room. Han was soaked with sweat.


    “What? You’re just leaving? But you can’t just...you can’t leave!” Essence exclaimed, clutching Cipher’s forearm.


    “Why not?” Cipher replied, turning on her quickly and backing her against the wall. “Because you want me to cure your disease? Why should I? I don’t owe you shit.”


    “What? You cured that skank Brandy last night! What the hell’s the difference?”


    “I did that for me, just to see if it would work. Why the hell would I do it for you?”


    “Fine! Fuck! I’ll give you a freebie right after if that’s what you want!”


    “Really? Wow. A freebie. Sex is a commodity to you? Something you barter with?”


    “What’s a barter?”


    “Fuck you. You’re gonna die.” Cipher turned away in disgust and grabbed Han by the arm, pulling him up before slapping him hard across the face. “Wake the fuck up!” he raged.


    “What the fuck, man?” Han yelled as he stood to his feet and took up a defensive posture.


    “Yeah! What the fuck? What’s the matter with you, man?” Essence screeched.


    “A whore asks me what’s the matter with me? Funny. A whore thinks I should cure her. Why? So she’ll be free to go out and get it again right afterward?”


    “Because I don’t want to die, man!” Essence yelled back, tears beginning to form in her eyes. “You can help me, but you...God, you can’t just let me die!” She covered her face and slowly began to sob.


    Cipher let her cry for a little while.


    “I don’t want to die either,” Han said quietly.


    Cipher grabbed Essence and pushed her down onto the thin mattress that was lying in the corner of the room. “Swear to me that you’ll never have sex for money again.”


    “Man, I-I can’t. Don’t make me do that. Don’t make me do that,” Essence cried. “I can’t make money doing anything else.”


    “Why not?” Cipher demanded, Han watching, dumbfounded, in the corner.


    “I-I don’t know. I just...I don’t know!”


    “Then fuck you,” Cipher replied as he stood to his feet and turned to leave.


    “Because I’m too fucking stupid, okay?” she cried out after him. Cipher turned to her and watched as her face fell into her hands and she began to sob more heavily.


    “What the fuck are you doing?” Han whispered to Cipher.


    Cipher didn’t respond. Instead, he knelt beside Essence and commanded once again, “Swear to me that you’ll never have sex for money again, or the healing won’t work.”


    Essence looked up, pained. She was boxed in, being forced to give up the one thing that had allowed her to avoid real life. She looked at Han for a lifeline, but he stayed silent and sympathetically watched her cry. With no alternative, she looked into Cipher’s eyes and whispered through gasps, “I...swear. Never again.”


    Cipher didn’t say another word. He took his hand and placed it on the girl’s forehead and left it there for a moment, until he was sure the healing would take place. Then he stood up and turned to leave.


    “Is that it? Am I cured?” Essence called to him, desperately seeking confirmation.


    “That’s up to you,” Cipher replied as he exited the room.


    Han took one last look at Essence before he, too, left the room and trotted to catch up to Cipher.


    “Why did you do that?” Han demanded as the two men picked up their gear and left the condo.


    “I don’t like whores.”


    “So now you’re some kind of moral judge? I thought we were against doing things just because someone tells us it’s bad. You made her believe she wouldn’t be healed unless she promised! Isn’t belief in things that aren’t true exactly what we’re trying to fight?”


    Cipher hit the button for the elevator. “Sometimes belief comes in handy.”
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    Cipher and Han came to a halt outside of 2323, 23rd Avenue and quickly jumped out of the car as Father Hurley immediately stepped out of the front door and began making his way down the path toward them. The house was a beautiful old colonial, with a magnificent oak tree in the front yard that sheltered the dwelling from the brilliant sunlight; hedges on both sides stood higher than the roof. Cipher went to the back of the car and grabbed the gear while Han lit up a cigarette. Father Hurley knocked it out of his hand and stepped on it while Han grimaced.


    “Stop it!” he harshly whispered to Han as Cipher joined them. “I’ve told this woman you’re important religious advisers on the subject of the paranormal. Try to behave with some professionalism. You have no idea how tightly wound this woman is.”


    “And she has no idea how tightly wound I am,” Han replied.


    “What’s the situation?” Cipher asked Father Hurley as the trio began making their way up the front path.


    “Her name is Natalie. I had to pry her off of the basement ceiling with a broomstick. I have her strapped to her bed, waiting to be debugged.”


    “Tied to her bed? You dirty old bastard.” Han smiled.


    Father Hurley glared at him but kept silent.


    “Good work, Father,” Cipher replied. “We’ll get the message and be out of here before the aunt has time to get suspicious.


    “Who are these people?” Florence shrilly shrieked as soon as she opened the front door. “They’re supposed to be experts? They look like homeless people!”


    “Experts always look that way, Florence. They’re students,” Father Hurley explained, reassuringly.


    Students? Florence understood that part.


    “Where is she?” Cipher asked.


    “She’s through here,” Florence replied, turning and walking quickly into her home and into a side hallway that led to a modest-sized bedroom.


    Natalie was on her back on her bed, wearing the long t-shirt and boxing shorts that comprised her usual sleepwear. Just as Father Hurley had described, she was strapped to her bed, each limb tied with rope to the nearest bedpost. Her pupils were dilated to the point that her irises were almost invisible, and she glared at the people entering the room.


    Father Hurley guided Florence out of the room immediately. “They need their space to do their work, Florence.”


    “But I—” Florence began to protest.


    “Give them their space, and your niece will be back to normal before you know it.”


    The door was shut, and the three men were left alone with the demon who was squirming on the bed. Cipher began to set up his recording equipment while Han and Father Hurley watched Natalie’s eyes glow orange on the Third Plane—a sure sign of a demon.


    “Gotta give my compliments to Satan this time. She picked a hot bottle for the message,” Han commented as he began to take out another cigarette. He stopped when he saw Father Hurley shooting him a wicked stink eye. “Fine. I’ll wait.”


    “Okay. We’re ready to record,” Cipher announced. “Get her talking, Father.”


    “The power of Satan commands thee,” Father Hurley immediately said to the demon. “Deliver your message and leave.”


    The demon obeyed and began babbling in a language so complex that no human could possibly discern it with the ear alone. The vowels and consonants and other unholy, guttural sounds came in a rapid-fire succession that was impossible for any normal human to speak; the complex message finished unfurling in less than a minute.


    “We got it,” Cipher declared, then started to pack up his equipment. Cipher and Father Hurley had been through the routine dozens of times together in the past. Possession was how Satan sent messages to the resistance on Earth. Demons would take control of an unsuspecting human; the victims were referred to as “bottles,” as they contained messages from a parallel dimension. A mole inside the Church, like Father Hurley, would have to get to the victim first and record the strange speech before representatives from the Vatican appeared on the scene and quashed it.


    Everything appeared to be going according to plan, just as it always had in the past, until suddenly, Natalie died.


    Father Hurley noticed it first: The orange glow of the demon’s eyes faded completely, and Natalie was completely still. “Boys,” Father Hurley began, “did she just die?”


    Cipher and Han both looked up at the girl and saw the same, horrifying sight.


    “Holy shit,” Han whispered.


    Cipher moved to the girl quickly and put his ear close to her mouth to listen for a breath; there was none. He put his hand on her heart to feel for a beat; again, there was nothing. He stood up straight, as though he’d just had iron injected into his spine. “She’s dead,” Cipher said.


    “We can’t let this happen,” Father Hurley responded.


    “Why not? Let’s get out of here before her mother finds out and we get the blame,” Han replied in an urgent whisper.


    “Florence is her aunt, not her mother,” Father Hurley corrected, “and she’ll call the police before we even make it out the door if we don’t do something.”


    “Father Hurley’s right, we can’t let her die. If we do, they’ll come after all three of us for murder,” Cipher replied.


    “They’re coming after all three of us anyway! The longer we stand around talking about it, the less of a head start we get!” Han responded in a half-yell, half-whisper.


    Cipher stood silent for a moment before nodding. “We better get out of here.”


    “What’s the matter with you boys?” Father Hurley nearly yelled, clearly angry. “Have you forgotten why we’re fighting? What is the point of saving humanity if humanity acts in its own interests? Have you forgotten the goodness in the souls you’re trying to save?”


    “Who gives a fuck about goodness?” Han snarled. “I’m just trying to survive.”


    Father Hurley’s shoulders slumped in dismay. “Have you forgotten your own goodness?”


    Cipher stopped once again and regarded the desperate look on his old friend’s face. The war had been so long and difficult. Every man in the room had lost so much, and they’d seen the worst the universe had to offer. Nevertheless, Father Hurley was right. What was the point of saving humanity if there is nothing humane left in it?


    “I’m sorry, Father,” Cipher replied. “You’re right. We’ll save her.”


    “What? How?” Han replied, disbelieving.


    “Pull the paddles out,” Cipher said.


    “You’re wasting time,” Han whispered harshly.


    “Pull the goddamn paddles out!” Father Hurley shouted. “I’ll deal with her aunt.” Father Hurley slammed the door behind him after leaving the room.


    Han reluctantly pulled the defibrillator out of his bag and began uncoiling the wires, and Cipher untied Natalie’s wrists. “Can you start CPR?” Han asked Cipher.


    “Of course,” Cipher answered as he positioned Natalie’s head so her airways would be open. He then pinched her nose and began to blow hard into her mouth.


    “Don’t bother with that,” Han said. “It doesn’t work. Just push on her chest. Breaths don’t work.”


    Cipher began repeatedly pushing down on her sternum.


    Han attached a wire from the defibrillator to Natalie so he could measure her vitals. Cipher watched him impatiently. “You know this is a waste of time, right?” Han said.


    “We have to try. How long till those paddles are charged?”


    “You watch too many movies. They don’t charge. Why would equipment that is used in an emergency need to charge?”


    “Then why aren’t you fucking shocking her?” Cipher demanded, shooting Han the coldest look he could muster as he continued to pump down on her chest.


    “With my magical defibrillator? Because it would kill her for sure. She’s already in asystole. You need to keep doing CPR, and I need to give her a shot of epinephrine,” Han said, already filling a syringe.


    “Will that bring her back?” Cipher asked, panting as he continued to push down hard on Natalie’s torso.


    Han administered the epinephrine and shook his head. “No. Nothing’s gonna save this chick. I’m just trying to make you happy.”


    “This is serious, Han! We have to save her!”


    “I’m doing everything I can, but she’s in an asystole state.”


    “What the fuck does that mean?”


    “In layman’s terms? She’s fucked. Her heart has completely stopped.”


    “So was mine, and you brought me back, didn’t you?”


    Han rolled his eyes. “When we stopped your heart, I’d lowered your body temperature and taken every possible precaution to increase the chances of bringing you back. Her chances of survival are less than 2 percent, Cipher. We’re wasting time.”


    Cipher continued panting and pushing down on Natalie’s sternum. “Han, we have to get her back.”


    “Why? Because Father Hurley tugged on your heart strings?”


    “Because we’re the fucking good guys, you fuck!” Cipher replied in a harsh whisper, cognizant that Father Hurley was still dealing with the girl’s aunt outside.


    “Trying to be swell guys in white hats won’t help us get her back, Cipher,” Han said coldly. “We know that better than anyone. And, by the way, the epinephrine didn’t work. She’s dead...completely gone.”


    Cipher stopped pushing down.


    “I’m sorry, man. I told you it wasn’t gonna work.”


    Cipher panted heavily as he stood and regarded Natalie. Her body was no longer functioning, but Natalie still existed. He knew she was caught in the tunnel between Earth and Heaven, just as he, Han, and Father Hurley had been before her, walking slowly toward the white light. “We can’t let this happen.”


    “There’s nothing we can do. We can’t circumvent the laws of science,” Han replied.


    Suddenly Cipher’s eyes lit up. “Yes we can!”


    “What in the hell are you talking about?”


    Cipher was already removing his shirt. “I’ll go get her.”


    “Cipher, it’s over. Let’s go. She’s dead.”


    “We don’t have time to argue about this,” Cipher replied as he pushed Natalie to the side and lay down on the bed. “Kill me.”


    “What? No way! You were under just twelve hours ago. There’s no way your heart can take that much trauma so quickly after last time. I won’t be able to bring you back again, man.”


    “Han, she’s dead because of us. It’s our job to save her.”


    “You’ll die trying. I guarantee it.”


    “My father came back. Your sister came back. That means whatever that sick fuck does to them up there, it’s not the end. They continue to exist for eternity in agony. Good people like your sister come back twisted and evil. We can’t let that happen to this girl. For fuck’s sake, Han, give me the paddles before He gets her.”


    Han, shaking his head and muttering protests under his breath, pulled the gel from his bag and began coating the paddles. “This is suicide. It’s been great knowing you, you idiot.”


    “As soon as I’m under, bring us back. I’ll have her with me.”


    “I can’t believe I’m killing my best friend—again.”


    “Don’t be a fucking drama queen. Just give me the paddles again the second you know I’m under, you pussy.”


    “Thank you. You just made this easier.” Han put the paddles onto Cipher, shocking him and knocking him unconscious almost instantly. Han then rushed out of the room and found Father Hurley and Florence sitting together in the living room, Father Hurley’s hands clasped sympathetically and reassuringly over hers. “I need anything you have that’s frozen,” Han said urgently.


    “Oh...okay,” Father Hurley said, smiling an extraordinarily awkward and insincere smile. He turned to the girl’s lunatic of an aunt. “Don’t worry, Florence. This is all completely normal—just a part of the process. I shall be right back.” He stood and walked briskly to the kitchen where Han had emptied out several bags of frozen peas and corn into his arms. “What the hell is going on?” he whispered to Han.


    “It’s not my fault,” Han replied.


    “Oh no. I hate it when you say that.” Father Hurley followed Han into the bedroom and found Natalie and Cipher lying motionless. “This looks very bad.”


    “It was Cipher’s call. I told him she was long gone, but the idiot insisted on going in after her.” He rushed to Cipher’s side while Father Hurley discreetly shut the bedroom door. Han dropped the bags and hooked Cipher up to the defibrillator sensors to measure his vitals. “He’s almost gone,” Han said. “Help me pack these bags around both of their bodies. We’ll have a better chance if we keep him as cold as possible.” Father Hurley joined Han in packing the bags of frozen vegetables around the torsos of Cipher and Natalie.


    “Okay. He’s definitely in.”
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    Cipher opened his eyes in the tunnel between Earth and Heaven and saw the white light far off in the distance. He began to move toward it as quickly as he could, knowing that time was of the essence and that Natalie had a major head start. Déjà vu, he thought as he felt the familiar sensation of walking through water or quicksand; his movements were slow and awkward in the distortions of the tunnel.


    Quickly, however, the white light began to move toward him, and it became brighter and brighter as he desperately struggled toward it. It wasn’t long before he saw Natalie, transfixed by the orb, walking slowly in its direction, uncertain but also drawn to its warm welcome, like a moth to a flame.


    “Natalie!” Cipher yelled out as loud as he could. Even though he seemed to be very close to her, there was no telling how sound would travel in the gateway. The distortions were so unpredictable that it could be carried directly to her and sound as though he were right in her ear, or it might be carried away, as if in a wave, and she wouldn’t hear a sound at all.


    Natalie’s reaction suggested that it was something in between. She stopped moving briefly and seemed confused.


    Cipher screamed out her name again. “Natalie! Stop!”


    This time Natalie turned slowly and saw Cipher moving toward her. This frightened her, but she didn’t run. She held her arms up to protect herself as he neared her and crouched slightly into a defensive posture. “Who are you?” she asked.


    “My name is Cipher. I’m here to take you back!”


    “Back where?”


    “Back to life!” he shouted as he grabbed her hand and began to lead her away from the white light.


    “No!” she shouted, yanking her hand away from him. “I want to be with my parents! I can hear their voices and I want to see them again. I want to be with them again!”


    Cipher made a decision on the spot. “Natalie, I’m so sorry. You seem like a really nice person, but we don’t have time for me to persuade you.” With that, he head-butted her as hard as he could, stunning her. He knew he couldn’t physically knock her unconscious on that plane, as it wasn’t really her body before him, and the laws of the physical universe didn’t apply. Still, he was able to confuse her long enough to hoist her onto his shoulder and begin putting as much distance between himself and the white light as possible.


    “What are you doing, you psycho?” Natalie shouted as Cipher ran from the light. Before he could respond, she watched in awe as angels, their faces twisted into revenge-starved expressions, blasted majestically out of the white light; she instantly knew it was a good thing that she was headed in the opposite direction. “What the fuck are those things?”


    Cipher froze and lowered Natalie to the blackness of the tunnel floor.


    Natalie turned from the horror of a dozen incensed angels to see an even more frightening sight: God, glowing, magnificent, and pissed was blocking their path.
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    “Andrew Marlow...again?” God’s voice boomed, rolling through the tunnel, “You may be the stupidest example of an extraordinarily stupid species.”


    “Is that…is He…” Natalie was not able to finish speaking, as she was too dazzled by the extraordinary light and size of the being before her.


    “Natalie. Meet God,” Cipher replied, contempt dripping from his lips.


    “I was sure that I would have a very long time to torture you on the mortal plane before I would have the pleasure of tearing your very essence apart in Heaven. How ever did you manage to get yourself killed without giving me the pleasure of being the cause of it?”


    “This is the most vivid nightmare I’ve ever—” Natalie began to say, rubbing her eyes as though she could make it all go away.


    “It’s not a nightmare,” Cipher replied tersely. “Hold on to my arm,” he commanded. “Whatever you do, don’t let go.”


    God waved to His angels to stop as they made it within striking distance of the human duo. “Leave them be,” He said to them, studying His prey. “Who is this woman?”


    “Don’t speak to him,” Cipher whispered to Natalie.


    “Obviously, she must be extremely important if you were willing to die trying to save her. Is she your mate? Pathetic.”


    “This isn’t real. This is a nightmare. God cannot be like this,” Natalie told herself as she shut her eyes tightly.


    “I will tear her apart in front of you before I kill you. I will devour her soul slowly and make you watch as I suck down every last drop of her.” God reached out to grasp Natalie, but Cipher moved in front of him and used his left hand—the hand that he had used to stab God with the Spear of Destiny and that had been coated in divine blood—and punched God across the chin. The blow had an enormous impact, as the giant, monolithic figure recoiled, His jaw rocking back as he stumbled backward and fell onto His back. A shower of millions of bright sparks illuminated the black wormhole as the angels looked on in confused awe.


    Cipher looked on in awe as well, his mouth hanging open as he gazed at his black, smoldering fist. “I just punched God in the face,” he whispered to himself. Before he had time to process the enormity of what had happened, he noticed his form was beginning to warp. “Grab on to me!” he called back to Natalie.


    She wrapped her arms around his as a seam opened in the side of the tunnel, just as before.


    God was already standing again and began to rage when He saw that Cipher was about to escape His clutches on that plane yet again. “No! You will not get away this time!” He was upon Cipher in an instant, brutally attacking his soul, burning him with His touch at the same time that He ripped and shredded the rippled form as it slipped through His fingers and away from Him.


    Cipher screamed out in pain before all went black.

    



    When he opened his eyes, he called out in agony. He wasn’t sure if it was the physical pain of just having had his heart restarted that was causing such agony, or the spiritual pain of just having had his soul mutilated by God. His chest was still smoking, his skin burnt beneath the paddles. “What the fuck?”


    “Sorry, man,” Han said, relief in his voice. “That was the twenty-first time I gave you the paddles. I burned right through the gel and didn’t have any more. Father Hurley wouldn’t let me stop though, even when I thought you were dead for sure.”


    “Oh my,” Father Hurley uttered in astonishment.


    Cipher turned his head slightly to see the priest looking down at Natalie, his face filled with both shock and awe. Then, he saw why the priest was so amazed: Natalie was waking up.


    “Holy shit,” Han said. “It actually worked. You brought her back.”


    “What is that unholy sound?” Florence demanded as she burst into the room, her face filled with torment over the fate of her niece. “Oh my God!” she shouted, crossing herself as she regarded the spectacle before her.


    Natalie was dazed but stirring, while Cipher remained almost unmoving, his chest burnt and smoking as he lay, shirtless, next to Florence’s niece. Han stood there with the paddles in his hands, still slightly stunned, while Father Hurley straddled Natalie, trying to rouse her awake. Florence was speechless as she balled her hands into fists and launched toward her niece, knocking Father Hurley aside.


    “Monsters!” Florence finally screeched.


    “She’s okay now,” Father Hurley informed her gently.


    “Who are you people? What in Heaven’s name is going on here?” Florence shrilled.


    “We brought her back...the demon is gone,” Father Hurley said.


    “Auntie?” Natalie asked, confused and just barely beginning to open her eyes.


    Han draped Cipher’s jacket over Cipher’s shoulders and helped him to his feet. “We gotta get the hell out of here, buddy.”


    “Agreed,” Cipher replied, barely able to get the words out as he carefully let out a long, painful sigh. Han grabbed his duffle bag with one hand, his equipment hastily tossed in, and braced Cipher with the other as they clumsily began to make their way out of the room, Father Hurley following close behind.


    “Wait!” Natalie called out to them as they made it to the door. Han stopped for a moment and turned as Natalie asked, “Who are you guys?”


    “La Resistance.”
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    Caiaphas awoke on his super-king-sized Bakker Magnetics floating bed to a gentle nudge from supple, soft fingertips and steadied himself against the urge to grasp them, yank them out of joint, and break them apart. Usually, that was how he’d respond to being awakened before he had enjoyed a satisfactory ten hours of sleep, but he remembered quickly that he’d given the girls strict orders to awaken him if he received a high-priority message. “Master, you have an important message,” said a feminine voice so sweet, young, and obedient that it tamed even Caiaphas’s sociopathic heart—at least momentarily.


    “Thank you, Mary,” he said as he opened his eyes and Mary handed him his iPhone 6 in a 22K solid gold casing with 136 diamonds in the front bezel and 53 flawless diamonds making up the rear logo. He immediately scowled when he took notice of her see-through negligee. “I told you, no clothes in the penthouse. Ever.”


    “I’m sorry, Master. I was just slightly cold when I got up to get the phone,” Mary responded. She removed the robe, revealing a perfect twenty-four-year-old nude female body.


    “Well that’s not a shock. I keep it slightly cold so you’ll have to touch me for warmth while I sleep. It makes your nipples look better as well. Don’t make me tell you again.” The last sentence was spoken with a black, threatening hatred that made Mary squirm under the microfiber suede bedspread and clasp on Caiaphas’s warm torso. She knew the consequences of defying Caiaphas; she would never risk it.


    Caiaphas opened his message and saw a pixilated student ID photo of Natalie’s face staring back at him. Along with the photo was the text of a phone call from a woman who claimed that her niece had been possessed and was molested by a priest and two young men. “Mary, call the concierge immediately and arrange to have the Reventon out front of the building in five minutes. Tell him if it’s not there, I will cut off his balls and make his family watch him bleed to death.”


    “Yes, Master!” Mary responded as she sprang out from the cover of the microfiber suede and toward the wall phone on the far side of the 2,800 square foot penthouse. Caiaphas also sprang out of the bed and onto the silk Isfahan carpeting of his bedroom. The commotion awoke Mag.


    “What’s going on?” she asked sleepily.


    “Don’t question me. Get up and get yourself ready. I expect you to look perfect when I return.”


    Mag, another beautiful young girl in her early twenties, climbed out from under the comforter and exited the bedroom. Caiaphas, focused on his mission, did not even watch her exquisite female form as she left; he had seen it before, and he would see it again—anytime he wanted to.


    “Master,” whimpered Jezzie, the last of Caiaphas’s current crop of concubines, “will you untie me before you leave? My arms are numb.”


    Caiaphas stopped putting on his Christian Dior silk shirt for a moment and almost smiled as he regarded Jezzie’s naked body, spread-eagle and strapped to the four bedposts so she looked like a beautiful female Christ, her mascara-stained tears running down her face and falling onto her pure torso. That sight almost turned him on. “I’m sorry, my dear. I’m not yet convinced that you’ve learned your lesson. Never again do I want to hear that you’ve skipped the gym. That posterior of yours won’t stay like that on its own, and if it ever gets soft, you know what will happen.”


    “I’m so sorry, Master,” Jezzie whimpered.


    The more she whimpered, the more Caiaphas liked it. He decided he’d have some fun with her when he returned home after killing Cipher and ending it once and for all. “Remember, my dear, if you fuck with God, God fucks with you—or at least, His number one man on Earth will.”
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    Only a few minutes later, Han smoked a cigarette while he watched Father Hurley hurriedly pack his belongings into an old suitcase and a single backpack. “How long will it take to decode the message?” Han asked Cipher, who was busy on his laptop.


    “The program does it automatically. As soon as this piece of shit computer opens the program, we should be able to listen.”


    “How are you feeling?” Han asked, more fascinated than concerned.


    Cipher’s chest was not seriously burned, but a first-degree burn was a first-degree burn, and he knew it must have been excruciating. “Fucked up,” Cipher answered.


    “That’s what I figured,” Han replied as he put his cigarette out on the surface of the wooden desk on which the laptop sat.


    Father Hurley paused his packing for a moment, sensing the disrespectful gesture, but he bit his tongue as he regarded Han’s smiling face.


    “Hey, you don’t live here anymore. Might as well break the place up a little.”


    “Please don’t procreate,” Father Hurley responded gruffly.


    “What? Why?” Han’s sinister smile grew wider when he saw that he’d gotten under the priest’s skin. It had become his hobby to torment the kindly, wise old man. “I’d make a great dad.”


    “Then I apologize,” Father Hurley said, not at all meaning it but drawing on his hard-won wisdom to avoid being sucked down to Han’s level.


    “Finally, we’re set,” Cipher announced.


    Both Han and Father Hurley snapped to attention and sat next to Cipher.


    “Let’s hear it then,” Father Hurley said.


    Cipher nodded and hit the play button on the descrambled message from Satan. The voice that came through was unsettling. The messages were so scrambled that even after decoding, they still sounded disjointed. The voice was electronic and ghostly, the intonation often uneven, and there was a cold hiss in the background that captured the essence of the otherworldly place from which it came. “Your mission to kill the creature that calls itself God with the Spear of Destiny failed. This is unfortunate, but it was not an unexpected outcome.”


    “Now she tells us,” Han scoffed.


    “It was hoped that the Spear that had punctured the boundary between the mortal plane and the Second Plane would still harbor enough of the Second Plane’s energy to be an effective weapon against our shared adversary. It was not. There is, however, a failsafe—a back-up plan.”


    “We’re not finished yet,” Cipher said, hopefulness beneath the words.


    “There is a new contact that you must extract as soon as possible, for she is now in danger. You have already encountered her. Her name is Natalie Nietsien.”


    “Holy shit,” Han said with a gasp.


    “Natalie…” Father Hurley uttered.


    “I instructed the demon who carried this message to stop Natalie’s heart as it left her body. I gambled that you would go after her to save her from her near death experience.”


    “On purpose?” Han whispered, astonished.


    Cipher grimaced as he placed his hand lightly on his seared chest. He didn’t like having his life gambled with.


    “The only way to attain her help was to make her one of you. She had to have her third eye opened. Father Hurley, Han, Cipher...you must extract Natalie immediately. God’s agents will quickly discover who she is and why I have selected her. She is the key to killing God once and for all, and only she knows how. Extract her and tell her what you know. She will do the rest.”


    “This is fucked up,” said Han, standing and nervously pulling out another cigarette.


    “Now,” the electronic voice of Satan began, “go now. Go now. GO NOW!” The words repeated, the volume and shrillness, increasing each time. The words eventually became so loud that the three men had to cover their ears to protect them from the searing pain, until eventually the laptop speakers were overwhelmed and went silent.


    “Boys,” Father Hurley began after a stunned silence, “I think we better go get her...now.”
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    “Here’s a fresh towel, my dear,” Florence said to her niece as she handed it through the bathroom door.


    Natalie had the hot water running for her shower, and the room was already filled with steam. “Thank you, Auntie,” she replied weakly.


    “I called the bishop this time. The police will be here in less than five minutes, they said, but just take your time in the shower,” Florence said sympathetically.


    “I won’t be too long. Thanks again, Auntie.”


    “My poor, sweet child,” Florence replied, her heart filled with sympathy. It was the first time that Florence had ever spoken with sympathy. Florence had to admit, however, that what she was really feeling was satisfaction and joy. Finally, finally, Father Hurley will get what he deserves. Not only would Florence singlehandedly have him removed from their parish, but also she would have him thrown into jail—hopefully for a long, long time.


    Natalie closed the door and looked at her face in the mirror. She still looked pale, and there were dark circles around her eyes that made her appear like a raccoon. What happened to me? Demonic possession? It couldn’t be. What were those visions that I had while I was unconscious? How could I have dreamt of a man I’ve never met, only to wake up next to him? She felt as though she was still in a nightmare from which she could not awaken.

    



    Meanwhile, Caiaphas rolled to a stop in his Lamborghini Reventon and parked across the street from 2323 23rd Avenue. He popped the door open and sighed as he prepared to get up from the heat pad built for the lower lumbar of the luxury leather seats; the real world was simply not as pleasurable as the world of Lamborghini. Still, time was a factor, so he refocused himself, stood to his feet, and watched as Officer Roche’s police cruiser screeched around the corner, sirens blaring and lights flashing. “Imbecile,” Caiaphas said to himself.


    Roche pulled to a stop and sprang his rotund carcass out of his car, breathing heavily and sweating an unseemly film. “I just got the word!” Roche called to Caiaphas as he quickly waddled toward his master.


    Caiaphas flashed out his hand in a gesture that seemed impossibly fast and slapped Roche across the face, knocking the fat man back against a nearby van. “You’re going to scare them away, idiot! Get that car away from here and wait until you see them enter the house. Give me five minutes with them and don’t come in a second sooner than that. Understand, fool?”


    “Yes. I-I’m sorry.” Roche stumbled away, still holding the part of his enormous jowl that smarted from the impact, his eyes beginning to water as he held back tears of shame.


    Caiaphas watched the wretched, flabby form of Roche as it retreated to its squad car and quickly pulled away. He took one last look up and down the street to make sure there was still no sign of Cipher and his crew. Once he was satisfied that his cover had not been blown, he adjusted his Calvin Klein charcoal suit jacket with its hand-finished wool and made his way toward the front door of the house. He put his index finger out and pressed the front doorbell, noticing as he did so that slapping Roche had damaged the shine on his manicure. “Imbecile,” he whispered again as Florence’s footsteps grew louder and quickly collected near the door. When she opened it and saw Caiaphas’s angelic smile and masculine and competent features, she immediately trusted him.


    “Hello,” she began, stunned by the captivating beauty of the man in front of her. “Are you with the police?”


    Caiaphas smiled. This was the part where he let his perfectly white teeth and perfectly symmetrical features do the work for him. He took an extra moment; it was barely more than a second, but the pause increased the impact of his hypnotic impression on her, and he knew it. Then he followed up the impression of his perfect face with the impression of his impeccable grammar and grace and the sultry smoothness of his FM radio voice. “I am indeed, but I’m not one of them. I work for the Vatican,” he said, just as he pulled out his Bally leather wallet and flashed his Vatican ID before gracefully returning it to the inside pocket of his jacket.


    “Oh my,” Florence replied, lightly placing her hand on her cheek in a move that many of the woman of her day had perfected in their youths when they wanted to display that they were impressed with a male; she simply couldn’t help herself. “I didn’t expect someone so...well connected.”


    “The Vatican cannot turn a blind eye to demonic possession, now can it? This isn’t something we take lightly. May I come in, my dear?”


    “Of course,” Florence said, stepping aside immediately and eagerly waving Caiaphas inside.


    “Thank you, darling,” Caiaphas replied as he stepped deftly into the old house and made his way briskly and efficiently into the living room.


    “Your name,” Florence began, “Caiaphas. It’s biblical, is it not?”


    Caiaphas smiled; most people didn’t notice that he still used his biblical name. His first name was actually Joseph, but that sounded far too common and pedestrian. Caiaphas, on the other hand, carried weight in the circles that mattered. Florence read the Bible, so she’d heard of him—at least in a manner.


    “That’s right, my dear.”


    “It’s a strange name for a parent to choose,” Florence commented.


    “Indeed.” Caiaphas quickly changed the subject. “My good woman, may I inquire as to where your niece Natalie is at the moment?”


    “Oh yes, of course! She’s in the shower right now. I told her to take her time. The poor dear has been through...well, please pardon my language, but through hell today. It was so awful. Just horrid.”


    “Indeed. I read the reports about the priest and his two accomplices. That must have added insult to injury,” replied Caiaphas, affecting as much sympathy as he could generate. It was difficult to feign emotion; in reality, he had none.


    “Father Hurley! I always knew he was a degenerate. I’m so glad he finally revealed himself as the agent of Satan he truly is!” Florence exclaimed.


    Caiaphas smiled at her comment; this Cretin had no idea how truly right she was. He turned from Florence and looked down the hallway toward the bathroom where Natalie was showering.


    A little boy, who appeared to be half-Asian and half white, was standing there and locked eyes with Caiaphas. Caiaphas recognized immediately that it was a ghost. God was clearly doing His part to torment Natalie on the Third Plane. The little boy looked confused, however, as though he didn’t know whether Caiaphas was a regular human or not.


    Caiaphas glowered at the boy, revealing the hellish redness of his eyes that only those with their third eyes open could see.


    The boy was startled, stepped backward, then phased through the bathroom door.


    Caiaphas smiled an almost imperceptible sadistic smile as he imagined the fright Natalie would have momentarily.


    “Um, Mr. Caiaphas,” Florence began in a pleasant but inquisitive manner, “may I ask you something more about your name?”


    Caiaphas turned on his heels a little too quickly and momentarily frightened Florence. He adjusted his smile, softening it to undo the damage. “Of course.” After all, everything seemed in order; there was no reason that Caiaphas could see not to let the mayhem begin.


    “Well it’s just that…well, it’s a very unusual name, isn’t it?”


    “It’s rare,” replied Caiaphas, trying to hold back the animalistic, sadistic grin that was waiting to reemerge, “but is it so unusual to have a biblical name? After all, how many Matthew, Mark, Luke and Johns do we have running around the world? Not to mention Michaels, Davids, Pauls—”


    “That’s very true,” Florence replied, “but, with all due respect, all of those names are people in the Bible who are…well, uh—”


    “Yes, Florence?” Caiaphas prompted her to continue, enjoying the game thoroughly.


    “Well,” she said, smiling, slightly embarrassed, “they are good people, in the Bible at least.”


    Caiaphas opened his mouth in mock astonishment. “Milady, are you suggesting that the Caiaphas from the Bible is not good?”


    Florence smiled in response and shook her head as though the answer were obvious. “Caiaphas allowed Jesus to be murdered instead of saving Him when he had the power to do so. I hardly think he was a good person, and certainly not a good Christian. Is there some reason your parents chose that name? Were they trying to remind you of something? A lesson about man’s fallibility?”


    Caiaphas laughed. It was a long, cold, cruel laugh; Florence knew she was being mocked, though she didn’t understand why. He turned to her, his eyes suddenly as dead and glazed over as that of a corpse, and replied, “My parents did not give me this name. He gave me this name.”


    “Oh,” Florence replied, slightly frightened. “I-I understand. I’m sorry if I insulted you.”


    Caiaphas laughed once again, and it felt good to let it out. Oh, these humans are pathetic. “My dear, you have as much chance of insulting me as would an ant or an inchworm. You’re nothing.”


    “Pardon me?” Florence replied, her heart skipping a beat as adrenaline began to flow.


    “Oh, I’m sorry! Are you beginning to think me a bad man? Like Caiaphas from the Bible? The Christian Bible?”


    “I didn’t mean any disrespect, Mr. Caiaphas. I’m sorry if I offended you, but that is no reason to hurl insults at a lady.”


    Caiaphas grasped Florence’s shoulder and pushed her down hard onto her couch.


    She responded with horror to the treatment, but was unable to assemble a verbal response, other than a small cry of protest.


    “Caiaphas was not a bad man at all, Florence. You’ve been grossly misinformed. Shall I tell you the truth of the matter, my dear?” Caiaphas smiled and pulled his Luger, complete with silencer, out of his jacket pocket. Florence pressed back against the back of the couch, but she was now paralyzed with fear. “I shall take your silence as a yes. Caiaphas was a very good man indeed. He was God’s agent, and he did God’s will. How well do you really know the Bible, Florence? How often do you actually read it?”


    “I study it every day,” Florence replied, her voice choked into a tiny cry for the first time in many years.


    “Well, you have to study it harder. You have to learn how to read between the lines! Think about it. Do you really think a god—a true god—would ever allow Himself to be killed by creatures as pathetic and small as human beings?”


    Florence didn’t know how to reply. It was all too horrific.


    “Come on now, Florence. This is any easy one. Think! The answer is…NO! Of course he wouldn’t! Jesus wasn’t a god! He was nothing but a spoiled, ungrateful brat!”


    “Blasphemy!” Florence suddenly found the strength to shout.


    Caiaphas responded by shooting Florence in her kneecap, causing her to cry out in pain before sucking in an extremely long breath and clutching the wound.


    “I will tell you what is and what is not blasphemy, you bitch! Think about it!” Caiaphas said, pointing to his temple. “You consider Jesus to be a god? Your God? How can there be two gods? Oh wait...I know! The Christian story of God coming in three parts, right? How stupid can you be? That’s impossible!”


    Florence was now curled up on the couch, holding her knee, crying, and bleeding profusely. She wouldn’t be able to survive much longer with rapid blood loss like that.


    “Jesus came down from the heavens. That part is most certainly true. He was the offspring of the true God—that part is true too. But he didn’t like his place in the heavens. He watched his Father loved by the people of Earth, watched their souls nourish Him, and he became jealous. So Jesus thought to himself, I know! Since I’m an ungrateful asshole, I’ll send myself down into a human woman while my Father isn’t watching and I’ll become a man! I’ll make the people believe that I’m a god too and I’ll take their love away from my Father and feed myself on the souls of the people! And his plan worked, Florence, because humans are so stupid that they believed it. And when it started to happen, that’s when God took notice!” Caiaphas noticed that Florence didn’t seem to be moving any longer. He knew she couldn’t be dead already; it had to be shock. He shot her in her brittle hip to get her attention. “Are you listening to me, Florence? I’m getting to the important part here—the part about me! So anyway, God noticed that His souls were being siphoned away from Him and He realized that one of His ungrateful children was missing and He saw what was going on down on Earth. And He told his faithful agents—guys like Judas and me—that we need to do something about this...so we did.”


    Florence suddenly looked up. As much pain as she was in from her two gunshot wounds, Caiaphas’s claim to be the same man from the Bible was able to cut through the haze of pain and stun her. Could it be true?


    “Our Father told us to put a stop to Jesus’ nonsense once and for all, so that’s exactly what we did. We played everything out perfectly. Judas was the set-up man, and I hit it right out of the park. Pow! Crucifixion! You can’t do much better than that!” Caiaphas paused for a moment, as though he were enjoying a warm memory. “But then, those damn apostles, and Jesus’ mother, and his wife…they put their little spin on it. They made up the epic bullshit story about Jesus allowing himself to die and even coming back from the dead. The only part that was real about that whole pile of excrement was when he asked, ‘Father, why have you forsaken me?’ He screamed it over and over again while we watched him die.” Caiaphas looked down at Florence, who was looking up at him, despite the pain and despite the horror, in absolute awe. That made him smile all the more. “When he died and God got His hands on him in the afterlife, oh was Jesus sorry. Yet he had become more powerful, and, over the years, more and more people believed in him. It made him stronger, and stronger. Eventually, God worked out a compromise with him. That’s how they settled on this whole deal about them both being gods. I’m still amazed that you Christians bought it. How infinitely stupid is your species? Therein lies the answer.”


    “Why are you killing me?” Florence asked weakly.


    “Oh, my dear, don’t think of it like that.” He knelt beside her but made sure to keep his trousers away from the blood puddle that was forming on the carpet, running from the couch onto the floor. “I’m liberating you. You were told lies, and with your very small human mind, you believed them. Now your soul will be free. You can be one with the true God. Your soul will go to the right place.” Caiaphas smiled. It was important that Florence believed before he killed her. He wanted to send her big, juicy, stupid soul up to God as a gift, but that meant that it couldn’t be spoiled. “Do you believe in God, Florence?”


    “Yes!” she cried out with the pathetically small amount of strength that she had left.


    Caiaphas smiled. “Perfect!” he said as he stood to his feet and gleefully put a bullet through Florence’s skull.
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    Moments earlier, Natalie was pretty sure she could hear a man’s voice in the living room, speaking to her aunt. She supposed the police had arrived. She closed her eyes and put her head directly under the shower spray, letting the hot water soak her hair and rain down over her face; her goal was sensory deprivation. What was the use of remembering what was outside of the bathroom? It was better to be in there, in the little pocket of sanity, away from her aunt and away from the police and whatever it was that was happening to her.


    Suddenly, she thought she heard another noise. She pulled her head out from the shower spray and listened carefully. It sounded as if her aunt was upset and calling out in protest. She rolled her eyes. What else is new? Aunt Florence can’t even get along with the police. Why is she always so high strung? Why can’t she relax a little and be more like...me?


    At any rate, there was nothing she could do to escape the current situation. She was going to have to suck it up and head out and meet whatever it was head on. She told herself there was no real reason to worry. After all, she’d done nothing wrong. I’ll let them ask their questions, and I’ll tell them the truth. I don’t care whether they believe me or not.


    She turned off the shower and swept her long brown hair back so that it was out of her face, then gulped a long breath of air. When she wiped the water from her eyes, she thought she saw some silhouetted movement on the shower curtain. Had her aunt entered the room? I locked the door...didn’t I? She poked her head out of the curtain to see, and a little boy, no older than six, was looking back at her. Natalie’s first thought was to scream, and her heart jumped, but the boy looked up at her innocently with his brown eyes and appeared to mean her no harm. He was too young to be a pervert, but she couldn’t understand how he’d gotten into the bathroom? “Uh...hello. What are you doing here?” Natalie asked the boy.


    “I was sent here to visit,” the boy responded.


    “Sent? Who sent you? Does my auntie know you’re here?”


    “You’re auntie is going to die,” the boy replied, his tone perfectly innocent.


    Natalie froze as she absorbed his grim pronouncement. After a day filled with things that didn’t make sense, things that were macabre—that should have remained hidden in the dark, she suddenly realized that no matter what happened, she would not like the little intruder’s answers. “Wh-what are you?” Natalie asked, suddenly shivering behind the shower curtain, even though the room was still hot with steam.


    “I was sent here to visit you. You are my mother. You didn’t want me. Remember?”


    Natalie wished she didn’t know what the boy was referring to, but the truth was that she was instantly aware. She’d had an abortion when she was twenty years old, terminated the child that her lab partner had impregnated her with. He’d been there on a student visa and had to fly back home at the end of the semester, and the last thing she’d wanted was for him to stick around over some familial obligation to her or their baby. She hadn’t even liked the guy that much—she slept with him for fun. Florence was so rigid and religious—any chance Natalie could get to break out of that… “You’re...my baby.”


    “May I have a name, Mother?” the boy asked.


    Natalie didn’t know how to respond. The boy’s eyes remained sweet, but she knew something malevolent was at work behind them, and so she was on her guard. “Would you please pass me a towel, while I think it over? I want it to be just right.”


    “Yes, Mother.” The boy took the towel from the countertop and handed it to Natalie, who quickly began to dry herself.


    As she dried her face, the room suddenly went dark and became impossibly cold.


    “Mommy? The lights went out! I’m scared!” the boy called to her.


    “I doubt that,” Natalie replied, “but this is bad.”


    The room began to groan, as if the walls and floor were suddenly being compressed on all sides.


    “I’m scared, Mommy!” the boy screamed. Suddenly he reached through the shower curtain and took his mother’s hand. “Mommy, a bad lady is here!”


    The shower curtain was ripped away in an instant, and the lights came back on. Katie stood in front of the counter, soaking wet as always, her hair tangled in front of her jet-black eyes.


    Natalie screamed and ran to the door in a panic. She fumbled with the handle but eventually got it open. She was too afraid to look behind herself. She sprang into the hallway and toward the living room, where Caiaphas, Charlie, and the corpse of Florence were waiting for her.


    The little boy took her hand as she screamed, and Katie followed them into the living room, leaving wet footprints in her wake.


    “Ah, we’re all here now,” a smiling Caiaphas said to her. “What a great surprise we’re going to make for your friends.”
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    Cipher pulled the car to the curb outside of Natalie’s home and opened the door, but Han quickly reached over to stop him, clutching his jacket. “Wait!”


    “What?” Cipher asked, grimacing from the pain in his chest as Han’s maneuver raked the t-shirt across his burnt skin.


    “Look,” Han said as he pointed toward the platinum-colored Lamborghini that was parked opposite them.


    “We don’t have time to admire automobiles,” said Father Hurley from the back seat as he began to make his way out of the car.


    “No! Wait!” Han shouted. “That’s a Lamborghini Reventon.”


    “Oh shit,” Cipher responded when he realized Han was right.


    “What does that mean?” Father Hurley asked.


    “They only built twenty of those things. It’s the most expensive sports car in existence,” Cipher said in awe.


    “Well, that’s all very impressive boys, but we have more important matters to attend to at the moment then being impressed by some rich person’s toy!”


    “Don’t you get it?” Han said, grasping the priest now to keep him from exiting the car. “There are only twenty of those cars on the entire planet! Do you know how connected somebody’d have to be to get their hands on one of them?”


    Father Hurley suddenly understood. “Oh no. You’re saying—”


    “I’m saying someone is waiting for us in there, someone who’s as connected as it gets. He beat us here. It’s a trap,” Han asserted.


    There was a moment of silence as the realization sank in. Father Hurley was the first to speak. “There are no police cars, so they’re trying to keep this quiet, but it’s a sure bet that we’re being watched. What are we going to do?”


    “We should split up,” Han suggested.


    “What? Why? That sounds like a very bad idea,” Father Hurley replied.


    Han turned in his seat to face the old man, “Father, you may be the spiritual expert in this group, but kicking the shit out of ghosts and demons is our specialty. Trust us.”


    “You should take the car, Father,” began Cipher, looking at the frightened, yet kindly old eyes of the priest through the rearview mirror. “We need somebody to drive our getaway car. Drive around the block to the alleyway behind the house and make sure you don’t get blocked in by any cops or anyone else. You might be followed, so take this.” Cipher handed the priest his handgun.


    The father took the weapon and started at in his hands, as though it were the horrific black abyss itself. “If I have your gun, how will you protect yourself?”


    Han smiled. “We’ve got a lot more artillery in the trunk.”


    “So...what’s your plan then?” Father Hurley asked.


    “What do you think, Cipher?” Han asked.


    “I say we grab as many guns and ammo as we can carry and shoot the fuck outta the place.”


    “Fuck yeah,” Han assented.


    “Are you boys mad?” Father Hurley responded, aghast. “If you shoot up a house in broad daylight, even the police who aren’t controlled by God will be on top of you before you can get out!”


    “Not if we get out fast enough,” Han responded with a grin.


    “We don’t have much choice. We still have some daylight left, so any ghosts he has in there with him will be limited in their power and won’t be able to leave the house. It’s the only advantage we have.” Cipher said, trying to be reassuring.


    “Look, Father...” Han began; for once, his face actually displayed some semblance of sincerity. “We don’t know who’s in there. It could be Judas, it could be Caiaphas, it could be Pilate, for all we know. Whoever it is, the one thing we know for sure is that he’s going to be more powerful than any demon we’ve ever faced on Earth.”


    “We can’t just walk in there and try to keep it quiet. If we go in quietly, we come out even quieter—in a body bag. This is our only chance,” Cipher elaborated.


    “If you start shooting up the house, you might kill Natalie or her aunt—not that I’d mind terribly about the aunt,” the priest protested.


    “It’s a risk we have to take,” Han replied.


    “What? Boys, have you learned nothing about what it means to be good? You can’t just put people’s lives at risk!”


    “We’re out of options, Father. She better know how to duck,” said Han.


    “Let’s do this,” Cipher said as he began to exit the car. The other two men quickly joined him outside the vehicle. “As soon as we have the gear, get to the back of the house. If everything goes according to plan, we’ll see you in two minutes,” Cipher said to Father Hurley, who looked even paler than his collar. “And please don’t have another heart attack, Father. That’s the last thing we need. Just relax. All you’ve gotta do is drive.”


    “Yeah, Father. Have a little faith,” Han said with a mocking smile.


    The priest scowled in response as he got behind the wheel of the car.


    Han and Cipher each took a shotgun and put a handgun and ammo into each pocket. “How many rounds do you think we have?” Han asked his partner.


    Cipher quickly did some math in his head. “We’ve got twelve shells and half a dozen magazines with twelve rounds in each for the handguns.”


    “Let’s hope it’s enough.”


    Cipher grunted in agreement before closing the trunk and banging on it to signal that it was time for Father Hurley to go. Father Hurley looked at the two men one last time in his rearview mirror before pressing down on the accelerator and leaving them behind—leaving them in the hands of fate.
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    “Auntie!” Natalie screamed out in horror when she saw her aunt’s lifeless body, practically swimming in a lake of blood.


    “My dear,” Caiaphas began in his sultry voice, leaning debonairly against the wall while gesturing leisurely with his Luger, “we’re expecting guests. You aren’t going to greet them au naturel, are you?”


    Natalie was still dripping and naked, but she clutched her towel in front of her. She took the opportunity Caiaphas afforded her to begin wrapping the towel around herself, trying her best to hide her private areas from his view as her hands shook.


    “Please, darling, don’t flatter yourself,” Caiaphas said in a bored tone. “My taste is a few leagues more refined than what you have to offer.”


    Natalie didn’t respond as she finished securing the towel; her whole body trembled as she looked around herself at the horror that surrounded her. Charlie Marlow stood in the center of the living room, leering at Natalie as phantom blood ran continuously from the wound on his head. He held his gun in his hand, ready to train it on his son as soon as he entered the house.


    Katie moved into the room as well, nearly brushing past Natalie as she did so, causing Natalie to jerk half a step away and against the wall. Katie wasn’t walking so much as phasing forward in abrupt, jerking movements; the uncanny nature of the movements made the horror even worse for Natalie, who was starting to lose her grip on reality.


    “Mommy, are you okay?” asked the little phantom boy. He nestled up next to Natalie’s arm, his ghostly touch like ice, and wrapped his dead fingers around her wrist.


    “Mommy?” Caiaphas nearly guffawed when he realized who the little phantom boy was. “I’m telling you,” he began, shaking his head while a huge, sadistic grin painted itself across his lips, “that God is a genius. What panache! He has such a poetic sensibility when it comes to the art of torment. Just think about it for a moment. Imagine a being so great that He not only keeps track of the individual souls He consumes, but He also understands the nuances of each individual’s pain and the connection of that pain to other souls. The concept is outstanding, a great web of pain that stretches out even beyond this mortal life and reaches through all of the planes of reality, connecting living and dead, and binding us together in misery.” Caiaphas took a moment and sighed as he looked upward, visualizing the web of pain and admiring its beauty in his mind’s eye. After a moment, he realized no one else in the room was as impressed with the web of pain as was he. “I suppose this isn’t the appropriate audience with whom I can share my admiration.”


    A moment after he had finished speaking, a shotgun blast crashed through the glass of the front window, causing glass to rain down onto the floor. The shot missed Caiaphas by several feet, but he ducked behind Florence’s musty, antique furniture anyway. Though he was a demon, Caiaphas remained housed in a mortal body; therefore, he had a lot to lose if he were to be wounded or killed. For one thing, he’d have to be born again and endure childhood and adolescence. No. Anything but that. His face suddenly twisted with rage.


    Meanwhile, Natalie, now nearly catatonic, was too stunned to react to the gunfire. The phantom boy pulled her to the ground just in time to save her from being cut in half by a shot that crashed through the front door.


    Caiaphas saw this action and was astounded. “Boy! That is not your job!”


    More shots rained into the room. Charlie fired back, but his bullets vanished in the sunshine when they left the house, neutralized by the daylight. A shotgun blast quickly hit him with its full brunt in the chest, and he dematerialized into a smoky mist. Caiaphas met the ghoulish eyes of Katie, who dematerialized as well, realizing that there was no use for her in the daylight.


    “Cowards!” Caiaphas seethed. He turned back to Natalie and the phantom boy. Natalie looked at him, but her eyes were nearly vacant; he spoke to her regardless, calling over the sound of the gunfire. “This was unexpected! Your friends are clearly psychotic! They’ll likely kill you rather than save you!” More bullets sprayed the room, and Caiaphas knew retreat would likely be his best strategic move. He also knew that if he allowed Natalie to fall into the hands of Cipher, Han, and Father Hurley, he’d anger the most powerful being in the known universe and risk forfeiting his cushy, eternal existence. He was faced with a difficult decision. Despite the fact that he was risking his mortal death, his orders were to kill Cipher and his companions. He stood to his feet, bared his impeccably white, straight teeth in rage, and ran toward the gaping hole where the front window had previously been, then began to unload his firearm.


    “Holy shit!” Han called out as he watched Caiaphas leap out of the house and onto the front lawn, only a few meters in front of Cipher and him. Though Caiaphas appeared human, the leap was extraordinary and showcased his preternatural strength and agility.


    “Behind the oak!” Cipher called to Han, and the two men ducked for cover behind the gigantic tree that loomed in the front yard.


    Caiaphas continued to unload his gun but stopped when it became clear that the oak was too thick for his bullets to penetrate.


    Cipher quickly stuck the barrel of his gun out from behind the tree and fired, hitting the lawn, just centimeters in front of Caiaphas, who was on his stomach now.


    The demon quickly returned fire, barely missing Cipher and removing several centimeters of bark from the tree trunk.


    “Shit! That was close,” Cipher gasped.


    “It appears we have a standoff, gentleman!” Caiaphas called to Han and Cipher. He stood to his feet but continued crouching as he crossed the lawn and reached the line of cars parked in front of the house. He got behind an old Toyota Tercel for cover. “Dozens of old ladies are no doubt calling the police as we speak, thrilled to finally be reporting something worthy! The first police cars could be here in a minute or less! Perhaps you should consider leaving!”


    “He’s right,” Han said to Cipher. “Run for the front door. I’ll cover you. Grab Natalie and meet Father Hurley at the back.”


    “What about you?”


    “Let me take care of that motherfucker. You can swing around and pick me off his corpse afterward if you like.”


    Cipher smiled and nodded. “I love it when you get homicidal.”


    “Roche, where are you, you imbecile?” Caiaphas whispered to himself as he looked at his diamond-encrusted Rolex. He looked up when he saw Cipher running toward the front door. “Blast it!” he cursed as he trained his Luger on Cipher’s back. He wasn’t able to get a single shot off as Cipher turned and began to fire in his direction while Han simultaneously began unloading. The sudden spray of gunfire sent metallic dust and sparks into Caiaphas’s vision and he blindly began to fire his gun in the direction of the oak tree.


    Cipher reached the front door and crashed through it. He immediately saw Natalie, flat on her stomach in her towel, a little boy draping himself on her back to protect her. The little boy looked up at Cipher, but Natalie kept staring straight at the pool of blood that had leaked out of her aunt and onto the outdated, well-worn carpet.


    “Are you gonna help my Mommy?” the boy asked.


    “Your Mommy? Wonderful! Yes, I’ll help her all right. Get the fuck off of her, ghost boy,” Cipher replied as he grabbed Natalie roughly under the arm and hauled her to her feet with one arm.


    The phantom boy took offense to such rough treatment of his mother and expressed himself accordingly. His body instantly stretched until he stood taller than Cipher, and his face twisted into an inhuman, monstrous rage as he thrust Cipher back against the wall. “Don’t touch her like that! Be nice!”


    Cipher was terrified as the boy pinned his arm and gun to the wall with one supernaturally strong arm and seethed, panting and drooling heavily, his face only inches from Cipher’s. His breath reminded Cipher of his encounter with God. “Sorry, kiddo. No harm intended,” Cipher replied.


    The monstrous boy smiled, then shrank back down to size and looked up at Cipher with innocent eyes. “Save her,” he said, before he dematerialized.


    “Okay.”

    



    Meanwhile, Caiaphas ran out of bullets while Han continued to unload. The Toyota Tercel had been turned into a rusty pile of Swiss cheese. After a few moments, Han stopped firing. He hadn’t seen any return fire from Caiaphas and assumed his opponent was either out of ammunition, injured and out of commission, or dead. There was, however, a third possibility. He might have been trying to lure Han into believing that he was out of ammunition so that Han would come out from behind his cover. There was one way to know for sure.


    “That’s one hell of a nice car you’ve got there!” he shouted out to Caiaphas.


    “Oh no,” Caiaphas whispered to himself. Wonderful. Car aficionados. In a city where fabulous vehicles abounded, he now realized that parking the Reventon outside the house was what had tipped off Cipher and Han and precluded their entering the home and falling into his trap. Why didn’t I simply park around the corner and walk? He was instantly aware that he’d chided Roche for just such imbecility. He wouldn’t acknowledge to Roche that he’d made the very same error, however; that was one of the benefits of being a superior being—he never had to admit to a mistake. Where is that cretin anyway?


    “You know how badly I’d love to drive that car? You are one lucky son-of-a-bitch!”


    “If you surrender I’ll take you for a lovely spin up the coast!” Caiaphas shouted back, stalling for time.


    “I’d love to take it for a ride myself, but with all the antitheft shit they put on those things these days, I know I wouldn’t get far. They have GPSes hidden all throughout don’t they? That’s too bad!”


    “Well, you know what they say. Life’s a bitch!”


    “Couldn’t be truer, but you know what would be even more fun than driving a Reventon?”


    “Surrendering?”


    “Nope! What’s even better than driving a Reventon is shooting the fuck out of one that belongs to an asshole!”


    Caiaphas closed his eyes tightly and suddenly wished prayer were real, because he could use some divine intervention. “Roche, you better be dead,” he said to himself, acid dripping from his words.


    At the back of the house, Cipher emerged with Natalie, only to see that a corpulent police officer was training a gun on Father Hurley and had him bent over the hood of their car, his palms flat. He guided Natalie to the back fence and forced her to crouch down. “Stay here,” he whispered in her ear. “You’re safe now. Just don’t move.”


    He stood up and quietly unlatched the gate of the fence while Officer Roche continued to bark orders at Father Hurley. “Stay perfectly still, Priest! Yeah, I know you! I know exactly who you are, you sick freak! Molesting little girls! You’re just the kinda guy we like to have some fun with in lock up! Just the kinda guy!”


    Cipher stepped as quietly as he could toward the back of the fat man’s gigantic carcass. The lane wasn’t paved, and the earth crunched beneath his feet; he knew if he alerted the officer to his presence, the cop might turn and shoot. He just needed to make it a few more steps.


    “Maybe you’d like to get molested for a little while, huh? How would you like that, Priest? How would you like some pig sausage in your—”


    Cipher fired a single shot, point blank, into the back of Roche’s head, killing him instantly and spraying a bucket of blood onto Father Hurley’s back. The priest turned around in horror, just in time to see Roche’s faceless head before he tilted to his right and then fell like a downed redwood in the forest. Cipher was running toward the gate of the fence. He reached around and retrieved Natalie, and then returned to the car. “You just murdered a police officer!”


    “Get in the car, Father!” shouted Cipher.


    Father Hurley jumped into the car but slid over to the passenger side so Cipher could get behind the wheel after he haphazardly pushed Natalie into the back seat. Natalie still hadn’t spoken, but her horror-stricken countenance remained.


    “We’ve never killed a person before,” Father Hurley said, dumbfounded by Cipher’s actions. “It was a police officer, no less.”


    “He was one of them,” Cipher said as he hit the gas and sped down the alley.


    “No he wasn’t! I saw his eyes! He was a regular man!”


    “If he’s helping them, then he’s one of them! There’s no difference, Father. What’s the Scriptures say about serving two masters?”


    At the front of the house, Han exposed the barrel of his shotgun, aimed for the Reventon, and whispered to himself, “I’m sorry, baby, but any man with ammo would shoot to save you.”


    “Wait!” Caiaphas shouted before standing. “Okay! I surrender! I surrender! Let’s talk about this!”


    Han smiled before he pulled the trigger and sprayed a shotgun blast that hit the back of the car where the engine was housed and ignited the gas tank. The car caught fire, then quickly exploded into a raging inferno. “Yep. He’s out.” Han got up and aimed the barrel of his shotgun at Caiaphas.


    Caiaphas, though furious, didn’t have time to hurl insults or threats toward Han. He was an unarmed man facing an armed man, and that meant there was only one course of action while he still had time. He turned and sprinted down the street away from Han, looking behind him as he did so in case Han attempted a Hail Mary shot from a distance. Indeed, Han aimed at Caiaphas as he ran down the road, but knew he didn’t have a shot. “Next time,” he whispered as he heard Cipher and Father Hurley screech around the corner and speed toward him; police sirens were beginning to blare in the distance. The door was flung open as they approached and Han jumped in. When he looked back up, Caiaphas had vanished, having ducked into a hedge. “Cops are closing in,” he told the others. Suddenly, he noticed that Father Hurley was drenched in blood. “What the hell happened to you?”


    Father Hurley turned around and regarded Han with wild eyes, nearly in shock. “A policeman...” he began, speaking between breaths as he hyperventilated, “He...wanted to rape me.”

    Caiaphas emerged from behind the hedge into which he had launched himself and walked toward the flaming ball that used to be his pride and joy. Police sirens blared in the background, and he knew that they would be on the scene in a matter of moments, yet they’d arrive too late. The Reventon burned, and Caiaphas had failed for the first time in three millennia of service. He conjured an image of Han in his mind and clenched his teeth as he shook, squeezing the grip of his Luger. “You’ll pay. You will pay.”
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    The car rolled over the uneven, unpaved road toward Father Hurley’s cabin in the deep woods, about an hour north of the city. They’d been able to escape the city before the police could form their roadblocks and send photos of them to the media. They were safe now, thanks to the forward thinking of their eldest member.


    “How did you pull this off?” Han asked the priest.


    “Like you, I’ve benefited from Cipher’s skill at accruing money. I saved for a few years, then used forged documents to create a completely separate life for myself—one that couldn’t be connected to my real one.”


    “You’re telling me you have a secret identity?”


    “Yes.”


    “Shit,” Han responded, shaking his head, “for the first time ever, I am actually jealous of you. I wish I had a secret identity. What’s the name of your other self?”


    “John Angel,” the priest replied, matter-of-factly.


    “Ha-ha! Oh my God! That’s the gayest name I’ve ever heard!” Han laughed mockingly, nearly choking on his saliva.


    “Why would you name yourself Angel?’” Cipher asked, adding, “Wouldn’t Smith have been better?”


    “Do what they aren’t expecting,” Father Hurley replied. “The last thing they would expect is for me to name myself after one of those nasty creatures.”


    “Are we almost there?” Natalie asked weakly. She was still in her towel, but she now had Father Hurley’s overcoat on top of her shoulders. Her hair was tangled but dry, and her face was still extraordinarily pale.


    “We’re nearly there, my dear,” Father Hurley replied, turning to her and putting his hand gently over hers. His face was filled with sympathy.


    “And when we get there, you’re gonna tell us what the fuck it is you know about all of this!” Han asserted in a distinctly unsympathetic tone.


    “What?” Natalie responded, frazzled and confused.


    “Han! Stop it!” Father Hurley shouted.


    “No way. We just risked our necks to save this bitch. Satan says she knows what’s going on, and I want to know now.”


    “Satan? I-I don’t know anything. All I know is I’m seeing things,” Natalie protested before her shoulders began to shake and she began to cry.


    “Damn it, Han! Have you no decency?” Father Hurley scolded.


    “Me? We nearly got killed to save this bitch. Cipher’s chest was burned to shit to save her and then some demon shot at us and you almost got raped by a cop. I’m all out of decency and patience.”


    “I think you’re out of drugs! I think that’s what you’re out of and that you can’t live without them. You’re a miserable miscreant now, thanks to your drug use. I told you boys to stay away from them, but you wouldn’t listen,” Father Hurley retorted as he stretched his body around so he could reach Natalie’s shoulder with his hand in an attempt to provide her with some comfort.


    “Drugs? What? Are you gonna preach at me that they’re immoral now, Priest? Don’t let that collar go to your head. You’re supposed to know that’s all bullshit.” Han retorted with a scoff.


    “Even without a God, there would still be morals, Han! There still exists good and evil, and for your information, I still believe that there is a good and loving God!” Father Hurley replied defiantly.


    His words shocked Han and Cipher, and for a moment, only the steady sound of the tires working their way over the uneven earth and Natalie’s soft crying filled the inside of the car.


    “Run that by me again?” Cipher said at last.


    “I believe in God,” Father Hurley repeated.


    Han scoffed and shook his head. “You know, you’re right. I can’t live without my drugs, and I really need a hit of something right now.”


    Cipher chose his words carefully. “Father, how can you say that? We’re all doing everything we can to kill God.”


    “That thing that we are trying to kill is not the real God. It’s just a...monster. It’s an impostor and nothing more.”


    “You’re telling me that after everything we’ve all been through, dying, nearly being sucked into the light by homicidal angels, and being shot at by God’s agents, you still think there’s a real God out there somewhere?” Han asked, disbelieving.


    “Yes, and these experiences have only strengthened my faith.”


    “You’re the most fucked-up person I’ve ever—”


    “Shut up, Han!” Cipher shouted before quickly continuing, “Father Hurley, with all due respect, we’ve seen for ourselves what the reality is. We’ve actually seen it. How can someone who has seen the truth for themselves still believe in the lie?”


    “You’re right, Cipher. We have seen the truth, haven’t we? Unlike the vast majority of people, everyone in this car knows there truly is an afterlife.”


    “Some afterlife, having your soul eaten by a gigantic succubus,” Han added.


    “But it isn’t blackness. It isn’t nothingness. Everyone here knows that’s true. And when we kill this thing that calls itself God, what then? Where will our souls go then?” Father Hurley asked. Cipher and Han were silenced. “For years, you boys have been so consumed with the thought of killing God and saving the afterlife that you haven’t dared to let yourselves contemplate the mystery of what might happen if you’re successful. Where will our souls go when they are free?”


    “If you still think there’s another God out there, then why the fuck isn’t He doing anything to help us? Why is He letting all these people be consumed?” Han demanded, becoming steadily more incensed at the thought of having been abandoned.


    “Maybe He is helping us. Something calling itself Satan has brought us to Natalie and given us a course of action and hope. How do we know the true God isn’t behind all of these events?”


    “Whoa. Wait a minute. Now I’m just...astounded,” Han said, shaking his head as if he was trying to get water out of his ears. “I cannot believe this. For all of these years we’ve trusted you and thought you understood! But you sound exactly like all of those idiot sheep out there who believe in nothing—in absolutely nothing!”


    Cipher pulled the car to a halt outside of Father Hurley’s cabin and turned off the engine. Natalie had stopped crying, and there seemed to be nothing more that could be said. Cipher began to open the door but stopped when Han suddenly spoke to him, desperation in his voice.


    “Cipher, you have to back me up on this one. You don’t believe any of this shit the father’s spouting, do you?”


    Cipher didn’t hesitate. “I know what I believe,” he said as he got out of the car, “and that’s enough for me.”
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    Several hours passed and night fell. They were safe in Father Hurley’s cabin, but tensions always rose at nighttime, when they knew the ghosts were at their most powerful. Father Hurley had changed into civilian clothes and was lighting candles around the inside of the wooden cabin. A wood-burning stove was lit, burning brightly, and had taken most of the damp chill out of the room.


    Han, as usual, sucked hard on a cigarette. He hated that Father Hurley had been right about him. He knew he wasn’t himself. A couple of years of drug abuse had its effect and his most recent forced sobriety wasn’t agreeing with him; he felt permanently irritated.


    Cipher was in the kitchen, glad to see that Father Hurley had kept the cabin well stocked with food, albeit canned. He distracted himself by preparing dinner for the group. He was opening cans of corn and peas and boiling water so he could add dried potato flakes and make a reasonable facsimile of mashed potatoes. He had changed his clothes, as Father Hurley had stored plenty of warm, dry clothes, and he was feeling better. Still, there was something wrong, and it wasn’t just his burnt chest that was bothering him. God had done something to him. He felt as if his soul had been violated in some way. Even there, on the mortal plane, Cipher felt as though he’d been changed forever and that he would never—no matter how long he lived—ever be the same again. It was as though he had an invisible wound that would never heal, an injury he’d never be able to share with anyone else, as no one would ever be able to understand or empathize. It made his hatred for God even deeper.


    Even that had its inevitable silver lining. As painful as the violation had been, it had also taken away Cipher’s fear. Something changed in the moment when God stuck his enormous claws into Cipher’s soul and began to tear and shred. Perhaps God had simply removed his fear—that quality that prevents people from succeeding, that makes them question themselves ad nauseam and leaves them in a constant state of misery. Cipher felt he was no longer a man of fear—or maybe it was because in that moment, Cipher had seen oblivion. He’d looked right into the abyss, saw the end of himself as an individual being, and realized that it was nothing to fear. He had glimpsed the undiscovered country, and that glimpse had changed everything.


    As he worked, he looked across the room at Father Hurley and Han. The priest was scared, yet he was also their wisest member and very much a father to all of them. His fear would have to be neutralized.


    Han was scared as well, but his fear—like most of his emotions—manifested itself as anger and belligerence. Father Hurley was right: Neither Cipher nor Han should have been self-medicating with powerful drugs. Cipher was finally clean now, but Han was a mess. Yes, the fear would have to be neutralized.


    The last part of the puzzle was Natalie. She was absolutely terrified. It was unfortunate that she hadn’t had time to absorb the horror around her—to get used to it. The others had had time to come to terms with the cruelty of existence. Her fear couldn’t be neutralized in the short time that they had, but they’d have to make do.


    Natalie entered, fresh from another shower, and stepped cautiously into the living room. She had been able to comb and even blow-dry her hair, but there was nothing in the cabin that would allow her to clip or tie back her long brown hair. She was wearing a man’s oversized wool sweater and sweat pants that were almost comically baggy, with the waist string pulled extraordinarily tight.


    “Don’t be shy, my dear.” Father Hurley greeted her warmly, gesturing for her to enter the room and to take a seat next to the fireplace.


    “Thanks,” she managed to say, just barely able to get the words out, as her mouth had gone dry.


    “You’re safe here,” the priest said. “No one can hurt you.”


    “I’m shocked as hell that you’re still here,” Han began as he stabbed the last of his latest cigarette out on the ashtray he had balanced on the arm of the old sofa on which he sat, “I had ten-to-one odds that you’d jump out the bathroom window and run like your bra was on fire.”


    “Does everything you say have to be crude?” Father Hurley responded, trying not to lose his temper so as to avoid startling Natalie.


    “I prefer to think of it as colorful,” Han replied.


    Father Hurley ignored Han and turned back to Natalie. “My dear, can we get you some tea?” He called to Cipher in the kitchen, “Cipher, there’s some tea in the second cupboard over the sink. Could you make Natalie a cup?”


    “Of course,” Cipher replied.


    Father Hurley smiled and beamed the smile at Natalie in an attempt to reassure her; his expression was supposed to say, “See? We’re not psychos.”


    Natalie didn’t seem convinced; there was too much desperation in it.


    “Please tell me what’s going on,” she asked. “Who were those people who...who murdered my aunt?”


    The room was silent for a long moment.


    Father Hurley’s face was suddenly stricken with an anguished sympathy, and he tried to think of the right words with which to respond.


    Han didn’t feel very much sympathy at all; Natalie was more of an annoyance to him than anything else—a misery rookie. Everyone in the room had suffered terribly, and as far as Han was concerned, Natalie was simply going to have to learn to deal with it just like everyone else.


    Cipher handed Natalie a hot cup of steeping tea. “It’s chamomile. Should help calm your nerves.”


    “Who were those people?” Natalie asked him directly, becoming forceful in her desperation.


    Cipher sat down on the edge of the same couch on which Han was sitting, adjacent to Natalie. He rested his elbows on his knees and folded his hands patiently. “The man with the gun who jumped out of the window was a demon. We don’t know which one, but we know he was very powerful. The little boy…uh, he wasn’t a hallucination. It was a ghost, and it seems you know better than me who he was.”


    Natalie didn’t close her mouth, blink, or breathe. The tea mug began to shake in her hands, and Father Hurley alertly removed it before any damage could be done. “This can’t...it has to be impossible.”


    “Goddamn, this is boring,” Han suddenly interjected, standing up and pacing impatiently. “It’s all true, lady, and we don’t have time for you to be in shock and process the information, okay? We need to know what the fuck is going on and what to do about it, and you’re the only one who knows the answer, so I think it’s time you start answering some of our questions!”


    “Me?” Natalie responded defensively.


    “Han!” Father Hurley shouted.


    “Why do you keep attacking me? Who the hell are you, asshole?” Natalie suddenly screamed at Han.


    Cipher held his hand out, gesturing for both Han and Natalie to stop, his palms facing both of them. “You need to stay quiet for a few minutes and pour those dried potato flakes in the water before it all boils away,” Cipher directed Han in a calm tone.


    “Fuck you, Cipher. I don’t take orders from you,” Han replied angrily.


    “It wasn’t an order. Please,” Cipher said in the same calm tone.


    Han became angrier when he realized that he couldn’t goad Cipher into a confrontation. “You think you’re so fucking awesome right now, don’t you, Cipher? You’re the man, right? You can stay cool and lead us? What you really need to do is go fuck yourself.” With that, Han exited the room, only pausing for a brief moment to gather his cigarettes.


    “What’s his problem?” Natalie asked.


    “He’s a recovering drug addict,” Father Hurley replied. “He’s had a very, uh...difficult life.”


    “So have you, Father. So have I. And now, so have you, Natalie,” Cipher said, looking Natalie intently in the eye. “I know this isn’t going to be easy for you. It wasn’t easy for any of us, but we need your help.”


    “Me? How can I possibly help? I don’t even understand what’s going on!” Natalie replied, filled with desperate agitation as she closed her hands over her head, forlornly attempting to block out what seemed like the worst nightmare imaginable.


    Cipher turned his eyes to Father Hurley. “I gotta make those potatoes. I’m starving. Father Hurley, you have a knack for explaining crazy shit to people.” Cipher stood up, patting Father Hurley on the shoulder as he headed up to the boiling pot of water. “How about you fill her in?”


    Father Hurley watched Cipher and momentarily reflected on the calmness that the younger man was exhibiting; the calm was infectious, and, as he had done too often in the past, Father Hurley found the words to explain the nightmare to one of its new inhabitants. “Natalie, this will sound very strange and may shake everything you believe in and hold dear to its very core, but you have to understand the reality of the situation.”


    Natalie looked up at the priest and listened as intently as ever a person could.


    “The God that you believe in? He’s real, Natalie…and He hates you.”


    Natalie heard the words and had to remember to blink, but no matter how hard she tried, it simply wouldn’t sink in. “What?” she finally asked.


    “She’s seen Him for herself,” Cipher informed Father Hurley before regarding Natalie and adding, “That wasn’t a hallucination, Natalie. It wasn’t a nightmare. It was real. What you saw was God.”


    “God?” she finally managed to mutter before beginning to subconsciously shake her head from side to side, as if to reject the reality of the notion.


    “It’s true, Natalie. It’s God—or at least what we think of as God. He’s evil. The white light you saw when you died is a trap. Souls who enter that white light are consumed by God on the other side,” the priest explained. He paused for a minute, then turned to Cipher. “Bring her a glass of water, will you, son?”


    “But I-I’m an atheist,” Natalie managed to say.


    Father Hurley smiled understandingly. “Not anymore, I imagine.”


    “Religions, all of them—Christianity, Buddhism, Islam—well, none of them make sense. How could one of them be true if the others aren’t?” Natalie asked.


    “In a way, they’re all true, and in a way, they’re all lies,” Father Hurley explained.


    Cipher handed Natalie a cold glass of water that she gulped down quickly. He took the glass from her and headed back to the kitchen to refill it as Father Hurley continued his explanation.


    “Each of those religions has an afterlife story, and those stories are like primers for God. They, for lack of a better term, treat the soul of the individual so that it will be palatable for consumption.”


    “Huh? I’m sorry, Father, but I’m lost,” Natalie replied.


    “What he’s saying is that God’s demons on Earth have manipulated people throughout history into creating religions. The stories religions tell make people believe their souls are going somewhere. In every case, the soul is supposed to go to the Creator, whether it’s in Heaven or Nirvana or whatever,” Cipher elaborated as he handed Natalie a second glass of water.


    This time she only sipped at it and clasped it between her hands between drinks.


    “The stories are like roadmaps that guide souls into the trap. Sometimes those souls get lost somehow, for whatever reason, either because of some horrific experience or simply because the person doesn’t believe, and so the souls can’t be consumed by God. Those souls get stuck between the worlds of the living and the dead,” Father Hurley continued. “They are what we think of as ghosts.”


    “But we’ve recently learned that even souls who’ve been consumed by God can end up back on Earth as ghosts,” Cipher continued. “In fact, God has been sending dead people from our personal lives back to torture both Han and me, and I’m betting He sent the little boy to mess with you.”


    Natalie nodded, finally beginning to understand the picture. “Yes. That little boy is, uh…would’ve been my son. I had an abortion a few years back.”


    “My goodness,” Father Hurley whispered in reaction. “It even consumes the souls of unborn children.”


    “But I don’t understand. Who are you people? How do you know all these things? And what do you want with me?”


    “We’re part of The Resistance. We’re a small cell, and we work independently of any other cells that exist. We believe there are hundreds of cells all over the world, but we are ignorant of each other’s names or whereabouts so that if any of us is captured we won’t hurt the rest of the network,” Cipher further explained. “Father Hurley was the founding member of this particular chapter.”


    “Just as you have had now, Natalie, each of us has had a near death experience,” said Father Hurley, taking his turn in the explanation. “All of us have died, yet all of us have come back to life. When one comes back to life, however, he or she brings back the ability to see into what we call the Third Plane. This is why we see ghosts.”


    “You’ve died as well?” Natalie replied, astounded.


    “Back when he was only twenty-nine,” Cipher chimed in. “Care to explain the details, Father?” he asked with a smile.


    Father Hurley grimaced in embarrassment before obliging. “I used to have a certain preponderance for fattening foods. I was blessed with a high metabolism and cursed with an inability to properly break down cholesterol. As a result, by the time I was twenty-nine, the arteries leading to my heart were 99 percent blocked. I had a heart attack right before I was supposed to give a homily. I was revived by a parishioner who happened to be a doctor, but not before I saw the truth—the same truth you saw earlier today.”


    “Those flaming things?” Natalie confirmed.


    “Angels,” Cipher confirmed, nodding.


    “That’s right,” the priest continued. “I knew the truth. I didn’t tell anyone, but I could see ghosts from that moment on. I learned the rules fast enough.”


    “Rules?”


    “Yes. Very important. Never acknowledge a ghost and never let on to anyone living or dead that you can see the truth. Many years later, I met Cipher. He was just a young man then, living with foster parents. He had behavioral problems, but he also seemed quite bright.


    “Father Hurley talked to me, and I eventually trusted him enough to tell him I could see the dead,” Cipher explained.


    “Natalie, I cannot tell you what a relief it was, after all those years, to find someone who could see the same things,” Father Hurley emphasized. “I took Cipher under my wing and explained to him how to survive in a world where we can see the truth but where everyone else is blind. A few years after that, something truly extraordinary happened.”


    “What?” Natalie asked, fully engaged in the story.


    “You should explain this part, my dear boy,” Father Hurley said, ceding to Cipher.


    “I started picking up this crazy feedback on my computer. It didn’t take long for me to notice a pattern. It was something we call electronic voice phenomenon. I recorded the feedback and cleaned it up. When I did, I heard...words.”


    “That’s...just terrifying,” Natalie whispered.


    “Yeah. We’re pretty used to terrifying. I kept recording. We were only getting a word or two a day, but after a couple of months, we had a full message pieced together,” Cipher said.


    “Who was it from?” Natalie asked, transfixed.


    Father Hurley and Cipher exchanged glances as Cipher paused; there was simply no way to make the next word easier to hear.


    “Satan.”


    “What?” Natalie asked again, suddenly aware of how often that word was coming out of her mouth lately.


    “The message came from someone or something that called itself Satan,” Cipher explained. “It explained that it was a creature from the same realm as God, that it knew what was happening to us, and that it could help us. The problem was communication. Electronic voice phenomenon works, but just barely. It wasn’t practical for getting complex messages to us in a timely manner. So, it told us that it would start communicating to us through demonic possession. This is where you come into the story.”


    “As a priest, it isn’t unusual for me to receive a high volume of calls each year from parishioners or people in the community who think they know someone who’s possessed or who think they are possessed themselves,” said Father Hurley. “It’s quite extraordinary really. Most of the time, it was clear to me that the possessions were hoaxes. We say the right things, do a little ‘exorcism,’ then suggest psychological counseling. But all of the sudden, I started getting calls like the one I received from your aunt, telling me that loved ones were crawling on ceilings or levitating furniture. We began getting two or three of these types of calls each year.”


    “Father Hurley took me with him to the possessions, and I recorded the things the demons said,” continued Cipher. “It didn’t come out in English or any kind of language that would be understandable by any human ear, but I figured out that Satan was layering the messages. The demons were saying different parts of it simultaneously so it sounded almost like the voices in a crowded room, but I was able to write a program to decode it.”


    “Is that why they call you Cipher?” Natalie asked.


    “It’s part of the reason,” Cipher replied before steering the conversation back to the point of interest. “Our last message, the one we received from the demon who possessed you, was that Satan had caused your heart to fail on purpose. She needed you to die and for us to bring you back so you would be one of us and so that you’d be willing to help us.”


    “How can I help you? And did you just say ‘she’?” Natalie quickly reacted.


    “Yeah. It’s a female voice,” Cipher confirmed.


    “Typical,” Natalie said, annoyed. “Of course they’d make a woman out to be the bad one.”


    “She told us you’d know how to destroy God. She said if we explained all of this to you, you’d understand and have the key,” Father Hurley related to Natalie.


    Natalie’s eyes suddenly came to life as she processed this information and made a connection in her mind. “It can’t be,” she whispered. She thrust her back into her chair, as though she’d been pushed, and continued working through the problem in her mind until she finally said, “I do understand it...and I know how to kill God.”
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    Han stood alone in the darkness next to a massive, ancient redwood tree and smoked yet another cigarette. His irritability had reached such a level that inhaling the stimulants of a cigarette was the only way to keep from bashing his head against a rock until he was unconscious—not dead, though, as that would’ve been counterproductive.


    His thoughts were scattered. He thought of Cipher and Father Hurley; they were his only friends, and he feared losing them more than anything and yet he didn’t seem to be able to keep himself from clawing at them. He was drowning in guilt, practically choking on it.


    It wasn’t just the way he was treating his friends that was making him feel guilty. As he looked skyward into the clear, starry night, he thought of Katie. It was his fault that his sister was dead. I was stupid and gullible and I should’ve known better. He’d seen a kind, elderly face in the water and believed he would be safe. Belief? Aye, there’s the rub.


    Belief was what Han hated. Belief was absurd. Belief meant that a person didn’t know that something was true but because they wanted it to be true, they abandoned all logic. Belief was why billions of lemmings were going to happily walk into the white light and be consumed by that fucker, God. Belief was Han’s worst enemy.


    Han couldn’t shake the image of Katie’s eyes—they were completely black. What torment and anguish had that fucker put her through that could have destroyed the kindest and most selfless being I have ever known? What could have turned someone so good into something so twisted that it would help to destroy a person that she once loved? Whatever it was, it was beyond Han’s or any other person’s ability to conceptualize. God is pure evil.


    “Katie...” Han whispered to himself as he dared for a moment to let himself imagine the pain she must have been going through ever since she sacrificed herself to save him. “I love you so much, and I am so, so sorry. No matter what happens, no matter what you do to me, I will always love you more than anyone I have ever known.”


    Tears began to well in his eyes as his stomach began to knot with the pain. He was about to let some of the pain out. He could feel that his shoulders were about to start heaving as the crying took hold; it would be good to vent out there, alone, where no one could see his weakness.


    His knees became weak and began to buckle; he started to double over, and he reached his right hand out to brace himself against the ancient, soft bark of the redwood.


    The instant his flesh touched the tree, Katie’s face appeared to him, filled with a venomous hatred, and she opened her mouth preternaturally wide so she could take a bite out of his flesh.


    Han screamed out and jumped back, stumbling on one of the uncovered roots of the tree and falling against the soft, rich earth. “What the fuck?”


    “Holy shit,” Cipher said, surprising Han. He had come out to retrieve him.


    “Please tell me you saw that,” Han said as he quickly wiped away the tears, hoping Cipher hadn’t seen the emotional display that preceded the appearance of Katie.


    “Yeah,” Cipher nodded. “I saw it.”


    “They’re not supposed to know where we are.”


    “Do you have anything electronic on you?” Cipher asked.


    “Just my watch. It’s just a piece-of-shit digital Wal-Mart special. It’s not wireless. There’s nothing they can trace,” Han replied.


    Cipher approached cautiously, keeping his eye on the tree rather than Han. “That’s a big fucking tree,” he said.


    “Yeah. So?” Han replied, still sitting on the ground.


    “I’m going to try something. Be ready.”


    “Oh no. Ready for what? What are you going to do? Why do you always just do things without thinking them over first?”


    Cipher ignored Han’s protest and reached out with his right hand. Just as Han had done, he placed his flesh against the soft bark of the ancient monolith.


    Charlie Marlow burst forward from the tree, pulling his gun from his back pocket instantly and training it on Cipher. Cipher ducked, tumbling to the ground, and Charlie vanished as Cipher’s hand left the trunk.


    Both Han and Cipher were now sitting on the forest floor, looking up at the massive tree, gasping for air as their hearts pounded.


    “Okay. So...the tree is some sort of gateway?” Han suggested.


    “I don’t know. It’s something though,” Cipher replied. “Whatever it is, it doesn’t look like it can hurt us unless we physically touch it.” He stood to his feet. “We’ll figure out the tree later. Right now, we’ve got more important business.”


    “Like what?” Han asked.


    “Satan was right. Natalie knows how to kill God.”
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    “Repeat it,” Caiaphas said through gritted teeth.


    Mag’s face was directly facing the floor; she was still conscious but too exhausted and traumatized to do as she was ordered. Her auburn hair hung over her eyes, and tears fell and splashed onto the marble tiles of the luxurious bathroom. She was suspended by the taut ropes tied to both of her wrists, connected to hooks on either side of the bathroom’s walls so that she was, poetically, in the same position her husband had been 2000 years earlier.


    “Repeat it!” Caiaphas screamed as he lashed her once again on her bloody and shredded back with his Singapore cane.


    Mag screamed out in agony before crying out her message. “My Lord…” she began, sobbing with every word, “I-I am sorry to have failed you. Cipher’s woman escaped. Cipher had multiple assailants working with him, all heavily armed. I-I will not fail you again. We are hunting them down, and...”


    “Yes? Continue.”


    “They will be dead within forty-eight hours.”


    Caiaphas was silent for a moment. He was satisfied that she’d memorized the correct message, but he was unhappy about having to send it. It required the sacrifice of one of his favorite gifts from God, and he knew it might be many decades before he’d have Mag back in the prime of her young, succulent life. Finally, he spoke. “Good, my dear. Now you do believe, don’t you? You do believe in God?”


    “Yes,” she replied, still sobbing.


    “And you realize that God and I are giving you a tremendous gift, don’t you? God will be pleased by your service. He won’t consume you as He does other souls. You’ll be reincarnated and will return to me in another life. You do believe this, don’t you?”


    “I do, Master,” she began, her voice quivering with desperation, “but I don’t see why you have to kill me for this message. Please, Master! It is a…it’s a fucking status update! Don’t kill me for something so meaningless!” Mag protested, pouring all her remaining energy into her plea; it was her only chance, even if she knew deep inside that there was no chance at all.


    “Tsk-tsk,” Caiaphas replied. His face carried a genuinely sad expression—it turned out he could feel after all—but the sadness was not for Mag. Rather, he was sad for himself. He would miss that young, perfect body next to his whenever he wished. It was a sacrifice indeed. “Service to God is the only meaning there is in the universe. Everything else is meaningless.”


    “Please! Please don’t,” Mag quietly cried, shutting her eyes tightly.


    “Darling, it sounds as if you’re questioning your mission. You know what will happen if you question it, don’t you? You’ll be rejected by God and spend eternity trapped as a phantom, caught between two worlds. You don’t want that, do you?”


    “No…no,” she replied softly.


    “Good girl. You know, you’re really a very lucky soul. God was very angry with you when you married his offspring. Thank God Paul was working for us. When he murdered you and rewrote history, it corrected a very serious wrong. You were trying to direct souls away from Him, Mag. That was very naughty.”


    “I’m so sorry for that. I don’t even remember that. It was...another life,” Mag replied, tears still forming in her eyes and dripping down her face, onto her naked torso, and splashing on the ground.


    “God knows this. I think, although He would never say it, He has forgiven you,” Caiaphas said, imitating kindness as he coldly manipulated Mag.


    She looked up suddenly, surprised to hear talk of forgiveness toward her.


    Caiaphas smiled when he witnessed her pathetic gullibility. “Yes, it’s true. It’s supposed to be a punishment, being sent down to serve God’s agents on Earth, but when you compare it to the alternatives, it is actually the highest place in the universe you could ever expect to reach. After all, the other souls are consumed, they become twisted and warped until there is nothing recognizable remaining. However, you my dear, are immortal. You will live forever, as an assistant to great men like me, living in opulence and comfort. I think He has given you this gift of eternity because He cares for you. He just shows it in a…different way.”


    Mag remained silent, accepting that there was nothing she could do to save her life.


    “Good. Good. Your strength pleases me as well as Him. You believe in Him? You believe in your mission?” Caiaphas asked one last time as he lightly stroked her cheek and beamed kindness from his blue eyes to those of Mary Magdalene.


    “Yes,” she replied.


    Faster than any human could move, Caiaphas took the seven-inch blade that he’d been concealing in the tip of his Singapore cane and plunged it into the flesh under her chin and up into her brain. Her body shook for nearly a minute in the bloody aftermath, but she was dead the instant the blade punctured her brain.


    “Message sent.”
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    “Grab some potatoes. They’re good,” Cipher said to Han as they entered the dining room of Father Hurley’s cabin.


    Natalie was sitting at the head of the table, scribbling on several sheets of paper with a pencil, while Father Hurley sat next to her, setting up a laptop.


    Han paused for a moment and watched the action, considered apologizing, then decided to forgo it and sit quietly in front of an inviting pile of rehydrated potatoes.


    Cipher entered the kitchen and dished some food out for himself before returning and taking a seat on the opposite end of the table from Natalie. There was suddenly positive energy emanating from the group.


    “Are you ready?” Cipher asked Natalie, who hadn’t looked up from the paper on which she was writing feverishly for several minutes.


    “Ready as I can be,” she said. “Okay…I don’t know how to explain this exactly. I’ll try to make it as simple as I can, but you have to understand that we’re dealing with Einsteinian physics.”


    “Einsteinian?” Han responded, his mouth still half full of reconstituted potatoes. “I’ve never heard that word before.”


    “That’s exactly my point. Even though everyone knows who Einstein is, the word Einsteinian never caught on because, quite frankly, almost no one understands most of what Einstein did,” Natalie explained.


    “Whoa. Really?” asked Han. “What about all those scientists in the universities who are working on relativity and all that shit?”


    Natalie paused for a moment and sighed, realizing it was going to be even harder than she had thought. “Nearly no one living has a complete working knowledge of Einstein’s work. It’s beyond normal human comprehension. We like to believe there are thousands of scientists out there who get it, but they just don’t. Most can only hope to understand a small piece of it and move on from there. Einsteinian physics is nothing like Newtonian physics. Newton’s theories were simple. That’s why we teach them to children in school. They make sense, and they can be taught to high school science teachers. Einstein’s theories are…mystical.”


    “Do you understand the theories?” Cipher asked.


    “Yes,” Natalie replied, almost mesmerized by her own answer. “I didn’t know I was right until now. In fact, my thesis supervisor was a real asshole about it and wanted me to throw out a year’s worth of work, but I was right,” she finished triumphantly.


    “How do Einstein’s theories relate to God?” Father Hurley asked inquisitively.


    “Well,” Natalie began, “Einstein proved that the universe isn’t constant, the way Newton thought it was. Newton believed the shortest distance between two points is always a straight line. He also thought time was constant and that if you set your watch at a certain time on one side of the universe, it would be the same time on the opposite side of the universe. He was wrong. The theory of relativity shows that the universe is more like a fabric that can be stretched and warped.”


    Natalie looked up into three faces that were staring blankly back at her. Father Hurley and Cipher sat with their mouths slightly agape, while Han slowly chewed his mashed potatoes.


    She sighed again. “Okay. Take gravity, for instance. Newton didn’t really know what it was. We talk about the law of gravity, but it’s not really a law at all. He understood it in only its most simple terms.” She took the cloth placemat from in front of her and held it up as a demonstration, holding it taut between her hands. “Imagine this mat is space,” she said. “If we put something with a lot of weight on the mat, what will happen?”


    “It’ll sag in the middle?” Cipher suggested.


    Natalie smiled. “That’s right. Father Hurley, will you please put the saltshaker on the mat?”


    “Of course,” Father Hurley replied, then placed the saltshaker on the mat, causing the mat to sag.


    “Objects with a lot of mass actually stretch and bend space and time, just as this saltshaker bends the fabric of the mat. This explains gravity,” Natalie said.


    “How?” Han asked.


    “Father Hurley, will you place a pea from your plate on the mat?”


    Father Hurley did as he was instructed once again, and the pea immediately rolled from the edge of the mat toward the saltshaker.


    Natalie smiled again. “The pea goes right to the saltshaker, the same way meteors are attracted to the Earth. Earth’s mass bends the fabric of space and time, just as the saltshaker bends the placemat, and an object with a small mass gets sucked in by the bend. That’s why we have gravity.” Natalie paused for a moment, smiling and proud of herself for improvising an understandable explanation. The three men, however, still appeared confused.


    “So mass bends space, and that’s gravity?” Han replied. “That’s fascinating, but how in the hell is that gonna help us kill God?”


    Natalie sighed again. “I’m getting to that part. Okay, so you understand now that space and time are like fabric, right? Well, a large enough mass will not only bend space and time, but it can also actually puncture a hole through it.”


    “If that’s true then how come Father Hurley hasn’t punctured a hole through space and time with his ass yet? Haha!” Han asked gleefully, laughing at the old priest’s expense and holding his hand up to Cipher for a high-five.


    An almost imperceptible smile crossed Cipher’s lips but he shook his head and left Han hanging. “Cut it out.”


    Han looked across at Father Hurley, who was grimacing as he glared at Han. This made Han smile. “You gotta admit, Father, that was a good one.”


    “Please continue, Natalie,” Father Hurley said.


    “It’s possible that you can puncture a hole in the fabric of space and time,” Natalie continued. “Thus, we get black holes. When a sun dies, its matter becomes so massive that time and space can’t contain it, and everything in the vicinity is sucked in.”


    “It’s like the air escaping a punctured balloon,” Cipher commented.


    “That’s right,” Natalie replied, smiling. “You’re starting to get it.”


    “I’m not, I must confess,” Father Hurley interjected. “I understand what you’ve said so far, which is actually quite fascinating, but I am still not sure I understand how this applies to God. Are you saying we should cut a hole through the fabric of space and time and that this will somehow kill God?”


    “Actually, that’s pretty close,” Natalie said, becoming more encouraged. “The theory I’ve been working on has to do with the nature of what we would call reality. While there are many theories about what happens when something is sucked into a black hole, no one has ever been able to prove anything. Some people think everything is just destroyed. Other’s think it creates a portal to another time or another place.”


    “And what do you think?” Cipher asked.


    “I call it my crumpled paper theory of the universe.” Natalie picked up a sheet of paper this time and grabbed a pencil. She poked her pencil through the paper. “Think of it like this. If there’s so much mass that it actually bends the fabric of space and time to the point that it punctures it,” Natalie said, folding the paper and puncturing the other side as well, “then the puncture must lead to another point in the universe.” She removed the pencil from the paper and unfolded it, displaying the two separate holes. “In a Newtonian universe, the two points represented by these holes might be millions of light years apart, but in an Einsteinian universe, they could end up being right next to each other,” she said, folding the paper again so that the holes lined up, “and the distance could be traversable,” she finished, prying her pinky finger through the holes and wiggling it.


    “So you think the other side of a black hole is somewhere else in the universe?” Cipher asked.


    Natalie grimaced slightly as she continued to attempt a simplified explanation. “Yes and no. It depends what you think of as the universe. If you consider the place where God is—Heaven, for lack of a better term—as part of this universe, then the answer is yes. If you consider Heaven to be another dimension, the answer is no.”


    “You’re saying that God is from another dimension?” Han asked.


    “I think so,” Natalie affirmed. “I mean, if my theory is correct, that would mean there are endless dimensions of space and time that coexist. They occupy the same space, only in another dimension. So the universe would sort of look like this,” she said, crumpling the paper into a ball.


    “A big mess?” Han responded, narrowing his eyes.


    “That’s one way of looking at it,” Natalie replied, “or perhaps just too complex for human beings to fully comprehend.” She shook her head suddenly and sighed again. “Of course, I had absolutely no support for my theory. I was starting to doubt myself and—”


    “But it makes perfect sense,” Cipher interjected, as the eureka moment Natalie had experienced earlier had now spread to him.


    “It does? How?” Father Hurley asked.


    “Just think about it. We know ghosts exist, but very few people can see them. They must exist in one of the dimensions Natalie is talking about—in the same space, but in another dimension—the Third Plane. It explains Heaven too. It must be another one of the dimensions, folded over on top of us, yet we can’t reach it on the mortal plane.”


    “But why not?” Han asked.


    “Our bodies likely keep us here,” Natalie offered. “If our souls are pure energy, it’s possible that they can traverse between the dimensions, whereas something physical would require a hole to be punctured in space time.”


    “Is God a physical being?” Cipher asked Natalie.


    “There’s no way I can know for sure, but my guess is that He’s at least partially physical in His own dimension. Otherwise, He’d be able to come down to Earth and destroy us at His leisure.”


    “That explains a lot,” Father Hurley observed. “We know He can’t traverse the link between Heaven and Earth. That’s why He needs agents working for Him down here so He can know what’s going on.”


    “Yet He somehow feeds off the energy of our souls when we enter His dimension,” Cipher concluded, almost breathlessly.


    “He must have found Earth somehow,” Father Hurley speculated, “and been attracted to the energy that comes from it when people die and souls were freed.”


    “How did Satan know you’d figure all of this out?” Han asked Natalie.


    “I have no idea,” she replied, truly baffled. “I mean, I did post my theories on the Internet?” she offered.


    “That would explain it,” Cipher confirmed. “Satan has figured out how to monitor what’s happening online. That’s how she found me and Father Hurley originally.”


    “Okay,” Han began as he lit yet another cancer stick and spoke to Natalie, “so, if you’re right, God is from another dimension on top of Earth, and He’s sucking souls up like a vacuum cleaner. Don’t get me wrong, as it’s great to have a scientific explanation and everything, but we actually knew all this shit already—kind of. Satan said you’d know how to kill God. So, what I’m asking you is, how the fuck do we finally, once and for all, kill this motherfucker?”


    “Well…that’s the tricky part,” Natalie replied as she shrugged her shoulders, “I wrote about one possibility that would, in theory, accomplish that but…it’s impossible.”


    “What is it?” Cipher asked.


    Natalie sighed again as she prepared to deliver the answer to the three pairs of earnest eyes that were regarding her. “It would take the detonation of a 2,012-megaton thermonuclear device.”


    There was a long silence as the revelation sank in.


    “Natalie,” Cipher finally began, “a thermonuclear bomb that large is so powerful that one has never actually ever been detonated. It’s powerful enough to wipe out an entire hemisphere.”


    “Well, I don’t think so,” Natalie replied. “It’s ironic—Einstein’s letter to Roosevelt during World War II is the reason the American government even knew to start developing the bomb, and it couldn’t have been developed without his theories, yet scientists are still thinking like Newton when they conjecture about its explosive capability.”


    “Are you saying they’re wrong?” Father Hurley asked.


    “According to my theory, yes they’re wrong,” Natalie answered, beginning another explanation. “Conventional nuclear bombs weren’t big enough to tear a hole through the fabric of space, but according to the calculations I worked through, a thermonuclear device that is big enough wouldn’t have an explosive force in this reality. It would tear a hole right through our dimension, and its energy would radiate into God’s dimension.”


    Again, there was a moment of silence as the group imagined the force of such a weapon being trained on an enemy they’d once felt was invincible.


    “And would it have enough force to kill God?” Cipher asked.


    “I can’t know for sure,” Natalie replied. “I don’t know anything about God’s physical structure in His dimension, but I can tell you it is very unlikely that anything exposed to the kind of energy that a 2,012-megaton thermonuclear device would unleash could possibly maintain its structural integrity.”


    “So...can we take that as a yes?” Han asked.


    “More like a probably,” Natalie answered.


    “Probably? Fuck! I’ll take probably!” Han shouted as he stood to his feet and excitedly clapped his hands together. “We’re gonna light that motherfucker up! This beats the shit out of all the stupid plans we’ve had before! Let’s shove a thermonuclear bomb up His ass!”


    “I don’t know why you’re getting excited,” Natalie said in response to Han’s enthusiasm. “Satan told you I’d know how to kill God, and I suppose I do, but knowing how to do something and actually doing it are completely different things. As I said, you’d need a thermonuclear device. Where are you going to pick up one of those? The mall? eBay? Terrorists have been trying for decades to get their hands on one and they’re a heck of a lot better equipped for the task than the four of us!”


    Natalie’s cold dose of reality damped down on Han’s energy until Cipher interjected, “Don’t be so sure about that, Natalie. I know how to get us one.”
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    “You know how to procure a thermonuclear bomb?” Natalie asked, amazed.


    Cipher didn’t answer the question right away; rather, he snatched the laptop Father Hurley had sitting in front of him and did a quick search online. Within just a few seconds, he smiled and turned the laptop around so the group could see what was on the screen: a news story accompanied by a picture of the USS Dominance aircraft carrier. “The Dominance is coming into harbor tomorrow night. It’s supposed to arrive at one fifteen a.m. It’s perfect.”


    Han pumped his fist in the air and reached across the table to shake Cipher’s hand before he pointed in Natalie’s face and shouted, “See that? My boy’s got wicked skills! Take that right in your ass!”


    “Han, stop it!” Father Hurley shouted, red-faced.


    “Just because you know where to find a thermonuclear weapon doesn’t mean you have a hope in hell—uh, pardon the pun—of possibly getting your hands on it. It’s aboard an American aircraft carrier—a really big, militarily secured, modern warship! You have no chance,” Natalie protested.


    “How she underestimates us. We’ve done some pretty crazy shit before, lady,” Han replied with a smile as he lit another cigarette. “Where there’s a will, Cipher will find a way.”


    “Admittedly, this will be the most difficult security breach we’ve done yet, but it can be done,” Cipher answered, having turned the computer around and already begun more research. He typed furiously as he elaborated. “Thanks to the movies, we always assume the hyper-competence of the U.S. military. That’s part of why they agree to partially finance Hollywood films. Movies build up the myth of their invincibility. But remember 9/11? Nineteen hijackers took down four planes, the World Trade Center and the Pentagon.”


    “I’m not sure I believe the official story. Wasn’t that an inside job?” Natalie replied.


    “There are holes all over that story,” Cipher agreed, “but it wasn’t to hide the fact that it was an inside job. It was to hide the incompetence of the American government and military at almost every level. Think about it. Four planes were hijacked, two full hours of high-altitude drama, and not until the last plane was finally brought down in Pennsylvania were there finally any Air Force jets scrambled. No one knew what to do or who was in charge. The government wasn’t even prepared for that kind of attack. They’d simply never anticipated an attack from within.”


    “They must anticipate them now though,” Natalie retorted, “and I’m sure that’s what you’re suggesting.”


    “We’re not gonna attack them,” Cipher explained, “We’re gonna steal from them, and we’re going to do it in a way they’ve never anticipated before. We’re gonna board the ship and remove a thermonuclear warhead.”


    “Ha-ha! Nice! What you got to say about that?” Han taunted Natalie.


    She glared at him momentarily, then continued trying to reason with Cipher. “Even if you could somehow get into the ship and remove a warhead from a missile, it wouldn’t be big enough. The largest thermonuclear weapon ever detonated was a fifty-megaton bomb that was set off by the Russians. It temporarily blew a hole in the atmosphere. After that, countries were aware that they’d pushed the size of the bombs to the limit of their understanding and none were ever designed to be that big again.”


    “But theoretically, by chaining together numerous stages with increasing amounts of fusion fuel, thermonuclear weapons can be made to an almost arbitrary yield, right?” Cipher replied.


    Natalie was dumbfounded. “Yes, but how could you possibly know that?”


    “Wikipedia,” Cipher replied. “I just read it. So, if we manage to grab one of these warheads, we’ll need you to chain more stages together to increase its size.”


    “And how am I going to do that?” Natalie asked.


    “It says here that the warheads have this feature imbedded in them,” Cipher explained. “It’s some top-secret last resort, in case an enemy overwhelms the country. One of these warheads could be set to a doomsday size just by completing the chain so that America can pull down the temple’s walls, so to speak.”


    “It says that on Wikipedia?” Natalie responded, flabbergasted.


    “No, of course not,” Cipher said. “I’m hacking the Pentagon.”


    “I told you my boy’s got mad skills,” Han reiterated as he winked at Natalie and leaned back in his chair, taking another drag on his cigarette. “So Cipher, what’s the scoop then? Are we gonna board the ship in the morning after it docks? Are you gonna make up some fake IDs and put us on the list of the ship’s official complement?”


    “Sorry, buddy, but it’s gonna be a bit more complicated than that,” Cipher replied. “That’s the sort of approach they’re prepared for. I can make the IDs and put us on the ship’s list, but our photos would be recognized now by face recognition software.” Cipher grinned. “Don’t forget, we’re the most wanted men in the city.”


    “So...what are we going to do?” Han asked, a look of dubious concern creeping across his face. “Please don’t say more Indiana Jones shit.”


    Cipher smiled and turned the computer around once again, revealing a picture of thrill-seekers who were bungee jumping from a bridge.


    “You’re shittin’ me,” Han replied as his face went white.


    “It’s the only way to get onboard the ship without being seen,” Cipher revealed, “It’ll sail right under the bridge at twelve fifty a.m. on a midweek night. We’ll have the bridge to ourselves. We can set up in less than a minute, and then we can jump onto the ship.”


    “You people really are insane,” Natalie whispered.


    “Cipher, you need to think of another plan. There’s no way I’m doing that,” Han replied, now leaning forward and pleading as he pulled the cigarette out of his mouth and quickly stubbed it into the remnants of his last one.


    “I’m sorry, buddy. You’re a young male, just the right age for service. Father Hurley can’t do it because of his heart. Natalie is a woman, and even though there a few women on those ships, she’d be conspicuous. Besides that, we’re almost certainly going to have to fight. I need someone with me who has some hand-to-hand combat skills.”


    Han remained silent for a moment before grimacing, as though he’d been stabbed. He jerked to his feet in frustration. “I take it all back! This plan is fucked! I hate you, Dr. Jones!”


    “There’s another problem,” Natalie interrupted. “Just because we can set the explosive to be large enough, that doesn’t mean we know where to set it off. We can’t just randomly set it off anywhere and expect it to open a hole into God’s dimension. According to my theory, there are countless dimensions intersecting one another. The odds of us getting the right one and succeeding are almost...well, zero.”


    “Yeah,” Han said, pointing to Natalie but looking at Cipher. “Listen to her. She’s right. This plan won’t work. We’ve gotta come up with something else.”


    “We’d need a conduit,” Cipher said, agreeing with Natalie’s assessment.


    “Is there such a thing as a conduit to Heaven?” Natalie asked.


    Cipher’s eyes suddenly widened. “I’m not sure, but what do you think of this, Natalie? Something just happened to Han and me outside ten minutes ago. When we touched the old redwood behind the cabin, both Han’s sister and my Father came through.”


    “What?” Father Hurley exclaimed, astonished.


    “Yeah, it was fucked up,” Han replied. “When we touched the tree, the ghosts could get through, but as soon as we let go, they vanished.”


    “It was like the link was broken,” Cipher added.


    Natalie sat back in her chair and looked outside the window behind Han into the pitch-black forest. “It would be arrogant to assume that only humans have souls. Those trees are the largest, most ancient living creatures on Earth. It’s possible that they’re somehow of both dimensions.”


    “What if they function like antennas?” Cipher suggested. “They’re so tall and they point straight up, presumably toward Heaven. What if the trees channel living energy into God’s dimension?”


    “If that were the case, we’d just have to find the biggest, most ancient tree in the forest and set the device off there,” Natalie agreed.


    “Wait,” Father Hurley said, “I have a better idea. If the tree works because it points toward Heaven, perhaps a better conduit would be an arch.”


    “An arch? Like in a church?” Cipher asked.


    “Exactly,” Father Hurley replied. “Those old churches are built with everything arching upward. The architecture was literally constructed to channel prayers up to God. If the trees can act as channels because they point upward, then perhaps the architecture of a cathedral isn’t balderdash after all. Perhaps it’s just the conduit we’re looking for.”


    “So we set the bomb off in the cathedral downtown,” Cipher affirmed.


    “Holy shit,” Han reacted. “So, let me summarize this, just so we’re all clear on how crazy this plan is. We’re gonna steal a thermonuclear warhead tomorrow night and set it off at the biggest cathedral in the middle of the city?”


    “That’s about it,” Cipher confirmed, “and we’ve only got one day to prepare, so we’d better get our asses in gear and get ready.”


    

  


  
    7

    



    “Bless you, my sons,” Father Hurley said to himself as he hit the brakes of the old truck he’d been keeping at the cabin and pulled over to the side of the road. As soon as the truck halted, Cipher and Han, dressed in baggy jogging suits, jumped out of the back of the truck and began running through the darkness toward the bridge. Father Hurley sped away and waved as he did so, but neither Han nor Cipher saw it as they made their way through the darkness.


    “I hate many things about this plan, the running first and foremost. Why couldn’t he have just dropped us off on the bridge?” Han complained.


    “It’s illegal to stop on the bridge. It’s too narrow. The causeway is dark, and we have to be inconspicuous about this,” Cipher answered.


    “Well why couldn’t our cover be just two dudes walking then? Why do I have to be a midnight runner? You know I don’t have the lung capacity for this!” Han protested, already huffing and puffing as he did so.


    “We don’t want to be out in the open for long and risk getting the attention of the police. They’d recognize us right away,” Cipher explained. “Now stop complaining, man. You’re getting on my fucking nerves, and I need to know I can count on you.”


    “What? You’re mad at me? Why? I’m not the one making you go for a run, then bungee jump in the dark off of an extremely high bridge onto a battleship. Fuck you!”


    “Han, you’d better keep up. If you fuck this up, I promise I’ll kill you myself.”


    “Anytime you wanna go at it, just ask, white boy.”


    Cipher turned and met Han’s threatening gaze. “If we weren’t on an extremely tight timeline and every second didn’t count, I’d take you up on that. Next time. Now keep up,” he said as he slapped Han hard on the back, then accelerated, knowing Han wouldn’t be able to catch him.


    “I’m gonna get you for that, you fucker!” Han called out to Cipher, who was already several meters ahead of him.


    All was forgotten, though, as soon as they made it to the crest of the hill directly before the bridge and the massive, gothic structure came into view. It was not what either of them had been expecting.


    “Oh fuck,” Han whispered to himself when he saw the spectacle unfolding in front of him.


    Cipher had slowed almost to a halt, and Han caught up to him. For a moment, they both stopped and stared. The bridge was literally swarming with thousands of ghosts.


    “Did you know about this?” Han asked as he continued to pant.


    Cipher shook his head. “No. I’ve never been over this bridge at night. I’ve never seen this before. Then again, we shoulda fucking known.” He tapped Han lightly on the stomach and said, “Come on,” before continuing to trot.


    Han trotted along beside him.


    “The bridge was built back in the thirties sometime, 1937 I think. I heard a stat once that someone commits suicide here an average of almost once a week.”


    “You’re shittin’ me,” Han said, having completely forgotten his fatigue and focusing on the sheer spectacle of thousands of phantoms walking and floating around the bridge. Some of them had climbed the monolithic spires and were hanging from them, while others were jumping from the bridge again in macabre replays of their own self-induced deaths.


    “If you do the math, we’re looking at almost 4,000 phantoms haunting this bridge.”


    “Cipher, I’m not just complaining now,” Han said, breathlessly, “but we should rethink this. Jumping off this bridge was going to be hard enough, but now we’re talking about setting up for the jump with ghosts crawling all the fuck over us.”


    “Follow the plan and the rules,” Cipher replied in a determined tone. “Don’t look them in the eye. Don’t let them know you’re afraid of them. You’ve gotta make them think you’re afraid of the jump. They’ve got no reason to think you can see them.”


    “Oh, for fuck’s sake,” Han replied.
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    “Just focus,” Cipher harshly whispered to Han, who was shaking as he attached his bungee line to the iron railing of the bridge.


    Han wasn’t shaking because of the eighty-meter drop to the water below; rather, what had him trembling were the dozens of frenzied ghosts swarming all around him. “I’m doing my best, asshole,” he replied.


    “I should have thought of that,” one of the phantoms said as he floated in the air just in front of Han and tapped the bungee. The phantom laughed maniacally before it suddenly dropped into a freefall, plummeting down into the darkness below.


    “I’ll get you back for this,” Han whispered to Cipher.


    “Focus on what you’re doing,” Cipher replied, catching a glimpse of the aircraft carrier that loomed behind them, seconds from crossing under the bridge. “We’ve got about thirty seconds till jump time.”


    Cipher and Han slipped out of their track suits, revealing their naval uniforms.


    “A strip show!” one of the phantoms screeched.


    Another one crawled along the railing and over Han’s bungee attachment like a giant worm.


    “Focus!” Cipher said again. He pulled two pairs of night-vision goggles out of his well-equipped utility belt and passed one to Han. “You remember how to turn them on like I showed you?”


    “Yeah,” Han affirmed as he tried to control his breathing to prevent hyperventilating.


    “Are you hooked up?” Cipher asked as he did a final check on his own cord.


    “Yep...or at least I hope so.”


    “Are you ready?” Cipher asked.


    “No fucking way,” Han replied.


    “Just like we rehearsed—on the first bounce,” Cipher said as he began climbing up onto the railing. He looked below and saw the tip of the USS Dominance pass under them. Suddenly, his recent self-assuredness suffered its first major threat. “Maybe this wasn’t such a good idea.”


    Han stopped instantly when he heard Cipher’s noncommittal words; he was halfway over the railing. “Wait...what did you just say?”


    “You’re gonna die, asshole!” one of the phantoms shouted in Han’s face. Han reacted to the ghost’s sudden appearance, its gruesomeness, and the spit that the phantom’s close proximity allowed it to spray into his face. “Wait a second,” it said, noting Han’s reaction. “You can see me?”


    Han’s body went rigid, and he bowed his head, averting the gaze of the ghost. “Cipher, please tell me you didn’t just say this isn’t such a good idea.”


    “I didn’t. Just focus,” Cipher replied. “Five seconds to jump time. Remember to release as soon as you start to come back up. Don’t wait too long, or you’ll come up too high and—literally—miss the boat,” Cipher said rapidly.


    “You better have measured this right,” Han replied, terror gripping his voice.


    “Wait a second!” the ghost screamed out at Han. “You see me, don’t you?”


    “Now! Jump!” Cipher yelled as he let go of the railing.


    “Oh fuck no!” Han called out as he, too, let go of the railing and fell into the blackness.
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    Through his night-vision goggles, Cipher watched the unforgiving surface of the Dominance approaching at terminal velocity. As he fell, he realized that his math might not be perfect. He must have forgotten some variable. Maybe the tide was higher than he expected? Maybe he hadn’t properly calculated how much water the carrier displaced? Regardless, he was about to become pizza.


    The bungee cord began to tighten just in time and to slow his descent. He knew he had to time things perfectly. If he released too early, he’d slam onto the deck, and the mission would be over before it had begun. If he released too late, he’d be snapped back like a slingshot and miss the boat altogether, only to go hurtling into the sea.


    The bungee continued to tighten and seemed to reach its apex when Cipher was about two meters above the deck. He released the hook and fell freely to the deck, landing feet first. The impact of the deck against his boots sent a terrible pain through the soles of his feet, but it was a pain that was tolerable. Nothing was broken.


    An instant later, Han hit the deck as well. His descent wasn’t as smooth as Cipher’s. He somersaulted awkwardly and slid painfully for a couple meters before he finally came to a rest on his back.


    “Shit,” Cipher cursed. He ran to his partner’s side and knelt next to him. “Are you okay?”


    Han was gasping for air. “Sort of,” he eventually said as he tried to catch his breath.


    “Anything broken?” Cipher asked.


    Han continued breathing heavily and carefully sat up. “I don’t think so.”


    “Good,” Cipher said, pulling the other man to his feet. “They’ll start their docking procedure in less than thirteen minutes. We’ve gotta be off the boat by then.”


    The twosome began running under cover of darkness toward the island, where the navigational bridge and flight deck control center were located, as well as the entrance to the ship interior. They were disguised in American Naval uniforms, but each of them also had conspicuously large black backpacks and black utility belts; they were hoping not to be seen or stopped by any of the ship’s sailors or officers as they made their way toward their destination.


    Just as they were about to reach the entrance of the ship, a horrid voice screeched out words that sounded like the damaged scrawl from a late nineteenth-century record player: “You saw me!”


    “Oh shit,” Han said.


    “Just don’t look back,” Cipher whispered.


    “It’s following us,” Han replied.


    “Don’t look back,” Cipher repeated.


    Behind them, the phantom who’d startled Han on the bridge stood at the back of the giant, black deck of the Dominance and glared with wild eyes at Han and Cipher. It began to phase its way across the deck at super speed, until it was only meters from Han. “You saw me!” it called out again.


    “Focus and stick to the plan, man,” Cipher repeated as they entered the bowels of the ship.


    “Sure. No problem. Focus,” Han replied sardonically.


    Cipher pulled his unregistered iPhone out of his belt and pulled up the diagram of the inside of the carrier so he could guide them to the missile room, located in the heavily guarded and protected engine room.


    “They have an app for finding your way around aircraft carriers now?” Han asked.


    “No,” Cipher replied. “I downloaded it from the Pentagon. The engine room is below the waterline, so we have to make our way down nine decks.”


    “Nine decks? Oh, man! Why didn’t you tell me that?”


    “Because I didn’t want to hear you complaining, ‘Oh, man! Why is it that far down? I’m such a huge pussy.’”


    “How the hell are we gonna get that far without being seen?” Han whispered angrily.


    “Only the engine room is restricted and guarded. We should be fine the rest of the way down.”


    “What are you boys up to?” the phantom asked as he phased past Cipher and Han and stood in front of them, blocking their path as he addressed them. The phantom, which appeared to have once been a businessman of some sort—or perhaps he just wanted to look nice when he died—was dressed in a black suit with all the bagginess that had been fashionable in the early nineties. His face had the bloated appearance of a corpse that had been in the water a long time before it was found—if it was ever found. Now, he stood there, blocking their path.


    Cipher and Han put their heads down and walked through the phantom, pretending it was not there. Their only hope was to ignore it and hope it would eventually believe them and leave them alone.


    “I know you saw me,” the phantom repeated as it continued following them. Every time the twosome turned a corner in the long stairwell as they descended, the phantom was already standing on the next level, relentlessly blocking them and refusing to give up. “Don’t be rude.”


    “Are we close?” Han asked to break the silence as he tried to ignore the ghastly appearance of the dead man.


    “Yeah. This is the fourth deck. The engine room is on the next one,” Cipher replied. He stopped suddenly and grabbed Han’s arm to stop him as well. “This is it. Break out the Special K.”


    “Right,” Han replied, pulling out a bottle of ketamine about the size of a Coke bottle, then soaking a white handkerchief with the liquid. “Try to hold your breath as long as you can.”


    Cipher nodded as he pulled out his taser.


    The phantom’s mouth dropped open. “Holy shit! You boys are insane. Wow! Look...I don’t even care anymore. Just keep ignoring me. As long as you keep entertaining me like this, I’m happy!”


    “Are you ready?” Cipher asked.


    “All set,” Han confirmed.


    “I’m ready too!” the phantom shouted, clapping. “Let’s get crazy!”


    “All right. Let’s do this thing,” Cipher said as the duo made its way toward the engine room, followed closely by their dead voyeur.


    Cipher paused at a heavy iron door that marked the entrance to the engine room, which was equipped with a retinal scanner.


    “How are you going to get past that?” Han asked.


    Cipher tapped his iPhone as he explained, “The Navy is right to use retinal scanners, because retinas are completely unique. Fortunately, thirteen-megapixel cameras, along with retina displays, have gotten so good that a photograph of an officer—in this case, the captain of the ship—is a good enough forgery to fool it.” Cipher turned his iPhone to Han and smiled as he displayed the high-def picture of the eye of the captain of the USS Dominance. Han smiled back.


    The phantom let out a low whistle. “Shit. If I’d have known we were going to have gadgets like that in the future, I never woulda jumped off the bridge.”


    Cipher held the device up to the retina detector, and the door instantly unlocked to allow the alleged captain to pass.


    Down a long corridor, a guard was standing watch outside the secured door of the missile room. He looked as though he was nearly asleep, but he quickly stood at attention and held his rifle in front of him when Cipher and Han came on the scene. “What’s your business?” he had time to say before Cipher shot his taser, releasing a shock-round projectile that shot 50,000 volts of electricity on impact, instantly dropping the guard to his knees. He didn’t even have time to call out in pain before Han was behind him, driving the ketamine-soaked rag into his mouth.


    “Gotcha!” the phantom fan hooted with glee, laughing maniacally at the scene unfolding in front of him. “Oh, this is like going to the movies in 3-D times a million! You guys are insane!”


    “Masks,” Han said to Cipher, indicating that it was time to put on their gas masks to protect themselves from their open bottle of ketamine. Once their gas masks were secure, Han smashed the bottle onto the ground, releasing the liquid and the noxious odor throughout the corridor. Anyone who entered would be knocked unconscious after only a few breaths.


    Cipher used the digital eye to gain access to the missile room easily, and he was happy to find it vacant. “The engine room is mostly deserted at night,” Cipher explained to Han. “We should be able to remove the thermonuclear device without any interruptions.”


    “Thermonuclear device?” the phantom exclaimed. “Oh, this is better than a movie! I can’t wait to see how this turns out.”


    Cipher stepped up to a computer console and began inputting numbers.


    “What are you doing now?” Han asked as he kept watch at the door, pulling out his own taser.


    “I already hacked the codes yesterday. I just need to go through the whole sequence for undocking a warhead.”


    “Hey! What the hell are you guys doing?” the guard suddenly shouted at Han and Cipher.


    Han looked down quickly and saw his body, still unconscious, next to the shattered glass of ketamine. He looked up to see the guard’s ghost standing in the missile room next to Cipher, training his gun directly on Han.


    

  


  
    10

    



    “Hold it right there!” the guard’s ghost shouted at Han.


    “Focus,” Cipher said, not looking up as he continued to punch in code numbers.


    The businessman phantom laughed maniacally once again and clapped as he watched the proceedings. “Oh this is rich! This couldn’t be better!”


    The guard’s ghost quickly turned and trained its weapon on the ghostly businessman. “Who the fuck are you?” he shouted, appalled by the phantom’s bloated and decayed appearance.


    “I’m a dead guy! Like you!” the businessman phantom shouted with glee, as if the whole thing were a grand prank.


    Han looked away and tried to focus on Cipher, but he couldn’t help shaking his head and whispering to himself, “Shit.”


    “Very funny, you freak!” the guard’s ghost shouted back. He reached for the mini walkie-talkie that was clipped to his shirt and shouted a report. “Security! This is Sosnowski, in the engine room! There are three unauthorized men—” The ghost of Sosnowski stopped when he saw his own limp body just outside the doorway, its eyes shut and chest not moving.


    The other phantom laughed again. “See? I told you! You’re dead! These guys killed you! And now they’re stealing a thermonuclear bomb! Haha! Fuck you, asshole!”


    Sosnowski let the gun slip to his side as he stepped back and leaned against the console next to Cipher. Cipher did everything he could to ignore the new phantom as he finished the sequence of numbers.


    “Holy Jesus. I’m...dead,” Sosnowski said. Suddenly, Sosnowski turned when he saw something to his left. “Wait...what’s that light?”


    “Oh no,” Han whispered.


    The business phantom suddenly ran over to Sosnowski and tried to look in the same direction so he could see the light as well. “Where? What light? Do you see a white light?”


    “Don’t you see it?” Sosnowski said to the businessman phantom.


    “No! Goddamn it, I never see the white light! I’ve seen other people see it but I never see it. That’s why I’m fucking stuck here!”


    “It’s so...beautiful,” Sosnowski said, completely mesmerized.


    “Focus, Han,” Cipher said as he stood upright and waited as gears began to mesh and the warhead began to undock from the missile. In moments, it would be ejected and ready for manual extraction.


    “Cipher, you know what’s about to happen,” Han replied, his heart racing as he watched the guard’s ghost gazing at the white light like a deer in headlights. “How’s this different than what happened to Natalie?”


    “There’s too much at stake. Don’t lose focus. We’re almost there,” Cipher replied, still not looking as the mechanized ejection moved along.


    “What are you waiting for, soldier boy? Go to the white light. Be free. Go join all your friends and family and live in perfect harmony,” the businessman phantom shouted mournfully. “Just leave me here to rot.”


    “It’s so warm....it’s perfect,” Sosnowski said breathlessly.


    “Cipher…” Han said forcefully.


    “Focus!” Cipher shouted in return, finally turning to Han and shooting a deadly serious gaze toward him.


    “Go into the light!” the business phantom shouted again, looking away from Sosnowski dejectedly.


    “Okay.” Sosnowski nodded, then began to walk toward the light that only he could see.


    “No!” Han finally shouted.


    “Shit!” Cipher whispered, holding his head in his hands in frustration.


    Sosnowski turned suddenly and regarded Han. “You can see me?”


    “Yes,” Han replied.


    The business phantom laughed again, this time more maniacally than ever before. “I knew it! I knew it!” He flew into Han’s face and grabbed him by the lapels of his uniform. “I can touch you! Ha-ha! I’ve heard of people like you!”


    “Does this mean I’m not dead?” asked Sosnowski.


    “No, you’re dead all right,” Han replied.


    “Han, you have just fucked this up beyond all recognition,” Cipher uttered, shaking his head.


    “I had to, Cipher. It was my fault he died.”


    “If I’m dead, how can you see me?” Sosnowski asked.


    “Because they’re freaks, that’s why!” shouted the businessman phantom. “I’ve heard of people like you, but I swear I never thought I’d be lucky enough to find one.” He turned to Sosnowski, “We can communicate with these guys. We can mean something because of them.”


    “You can’t go into the white light,” Han told Sosnowski.


    “Why not?” Sosnowski asked.


    “Yeah, why not?” the business phantom asked as well.


    “It’s a trap, man. If you go into that light, your soul will be consumed. God isn’t what you think He is. He eats souls,” Han explained, leveling with the brand new phantom.


    “What?” the businessman phantom gasped. “You’re shitting me,” it said.


    “I’m not lying. Why would I? I’m tellin’ you, if you go through that light, you’re finished.”


    “Finished? We’re already dead. You murdered me! How can you get more finished than that?” Sosnowski shouted angrily.


    “You can. Trust me,” Han replied.


    “He’s right,” Cipher echoed. “If you stay here, at least you’ll still exist.”


    “Look, I didn’t mean to kill you, man,” Han explained. “That ketamine was just supposed to knock you out. It’s tricky though. Maybe you just had a bad reaction or maybe I gave you too much of it. I’m sorry I killed you, but I can’t let you just go into that light like that.”


    “You’re telling us the white light is a trap? That Heaven doesn’t exist?” the businessman phantom asked.


    Han nodded.


    “I don’t believe you,” Sosnowski said, his expression suddenly filled with rage. “You murdered me, you fucker! You’re stealing a nuclear bomb from the U.S. Navy. You’re some kind of evil demon, and you don’t want me to get into Heaven!”


    “No, no, man! That’s not true,” Han replied, reaching for Sosnowski in a desperate bid to keep the man from entering the white light.


    “They’re not demons, man! Maybe you should think about listening to them,” the businessman phantom interjected.


    “Stay away from me!” Sosnowski shouted, his last words before he left the planet once and for all. He dematerialized, heading to his left, toward his true end.


    “There he goes,” the businessman phantom said. “You tried. It was his choice.”


    Han looked at the empty air where Sosnowski had been, a look of agony stretching across his face.


    “None of it is your fault, Han,” Cipher said sympathetically. “It was an accident.”


    Han bowed his head mournfully. “It was my fault. The ketamine was too strong.”


    “You couldn’t have known that,” Cipher replied.


    Suddenly, the door of the missile room clamped shut with a metallic thud, followed quickly by the sound of the locking tumblers falling into place and an alarm sounding simultaneously.


    “Oh shit! We’re locked in! They’re on to us!” Cipher shouted.


    

  


  
    11

    



    “But...how?” Han shouted in desperate frustration.


    “Maybe there’s a noxious gas detector picking up the Special K!” Cipher replied. “I can’t open that door, man. We’re so fucked!”


    “I can open it for you,” the phantom interjected with a smile.


    Cipher and Han looked at each other, amazed, before regarding the phantom in disbelief.


    “Seriously, I’m happy to help. You guys are too entertaining. I can’t just let you get captured. I figured out a few years ago that I can phase through electronics and mess around with stuff,” he said before walking into the wall and vanishing, midsentence, “and I’m sure I can make this door unlock somehow. Let me check it out!”


    “So...Casper the suicidal businessman is on our team now or what?” Han asked Cipher.


    Cipher shrugged, then stepped up on the platform, where the warhead was ready for manual extraction. “Help me with this!” he shouted urgently.


    Han jumped up on the platform with him, and the two men lifted the warhead out of place and packed it into Cipher’s backpack. “How much does this weigh?” Han asked as he lugged the heavy object.


    “It’s about twenty-five kilograms,” Cipher grunted in reply. “I can handle it, as long as that phantom gets the door unlocked!”


    “Why is he helping us?”


    “I don’t fuckin’ know. I just hope he isn’t fucking with us,” Cipher replied.


    Seemingly on cue, the door unlocked and slid open. Han and Cipher exchanged looks of astonishment before Cipher shouted, “Run!” and they sprinted out of the room, removing their gas masks just as they reached the exit of the engine room.


    They charged up the first two flights of stairs but were intercepted by a group of three armed security men who were rushing down to the engine room. Cipher didn’t waste any time with them. “There’s Arabs with guns down there! They’ve got gas!” he shouted in his best Texan accent as he pretended to choke.


    “Get to sick bay!” one of the security members responded, patting Cipher on the back on the way by him on the stairs.


    Han and Cipher continued sprinting up the stairs as fast as they could. Han pushed Cipher’s backpack to help him with his heavy burden. After just a few flights, Cipher’s legs were burning as lactic acid made mincemeat out of the inside of his muscles, yet the adrenaline prevented him from stopping. The alarms were still blaring; they knew if they weren’t off the ship in less than a minute, they were as dead as their ghostly ally.


    “How’s the time?” Cipher shouted back to Han.


    Han checked his watch and the countdown meter. “We’re early by about thirty seconds!”


    “That’s okay. She’ll be here!” Cipher yelled, trying to sound confident.


    “I hope you’re right, because if she isn’t, that bomb better float!”


    Finally, they emerged back on the flight deck. Thankfully, the deck was still in darkness for the most part. As they sprinted across it, Han removed a small flashlight from his belt in preparation for signaling Natalie.


    When they reached the ledge, Han began flashing the signal into the blackness. “Do you see her?” he whispered to Cipher as he panted.


    “Not yet,” Cipher replied, “but she’ll be here.”


    Han began to remove his backpack as they waited. Cipher stopped him with his hand. “We don’t have time.”


    “What do you mean, no time? We don’t have time to repel down the side of the ship?”


    “No. We have to jump,” Cipher said as he continued scanning the darkness.


    Han blinked in disbelief. “Why can’t we just repel like we planned? It’ll only take two minutes to set up the ropes,” he whispered harshly.


    “That’s about a minute and a half more than we’ve got.”


    “Aren’t we, like, ten stories above the water? Can people even survive jumps that high?”


    “It’s more like eight—eight and a half max. And yes, it’s perfectly safe,” Cipher lied.


    Han reluctantly set his backpack back in place and let out a sigh of disgust. “I fucking hate you, Cipher.”


    “There’s the signal!” Cipher whispered excitedly as he pointed into the darkness.


    “Where? I didn’t see it,” Han replied, peering over the edge. Cipher pushed him from behind, sending him tumbling into the blackness. He let out a short scream of surprise, which was followed by the faint sound of a splash.
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    “Sorry about that, old buddy,” Cipher said to himself as he continued peering through the darkness for Natalie’s signal. He checked his watch and saw that she was late. “Come on, Natalie. Don’t blow this.”


    “That was cold, man,” said the business ghost with amusement. “Pushed your partner off the boat. Think he survived? I guess he must have, or else we’d be seeing him by now.”


    “Why did you help us?” Cipher asked the phantom without turning around to face him; he had to keep his eyes peeled on the blackness of the water.


    “To be relevant. I’ve spent two decades stuck on a bridge without anyone even knowing I was there. But now, thanks to you and your friend, I matter again. To you, I’m still alive. I don’t want you guys thrown into prison or, worse yet, executed. What would be the point of that?” Cipher didn’t reply. The phantom peered over the edge to see what Cipher was watching for. “Waiting for your ride?”


    “Yeah.”


    “It’s just arriving now.”


    “How do you know?”


    “I can feel it. There’s a little electric motor out there on an inflatable boat. I told you, ghosts have a thing for electrical equipment.”


    As soon as the phantom informed him of the good news, Cipher saw the first twinkling of Natalie’s flashlight. “Just in time.” He began to inhale deeply in preparation for his jump as he slipped out of his backpack, resting the warhead on the deck momentarily.


    The thud got the ghost’s attention. “Won’t that thing go straight to the bottom?”


    “It better not. The boat’s inflatable, but it has a metal floorboard.” Cipher slipped his night-vision goggles back on. He could now make out Natalie, waving frantically onboard the small boat. Han was splashing not far away but was being left behind by the Dominance. “I have to toss the warhead into the boat as I hit the water.”


    The phantom screeched out into a staccato laughter. “I love you guys! You’re always making things so difficult on yourselves! This is gonna be so much fun to watch!”


    “Yeah,” Cipher replied as he readied himself for the jump. His legs felt like they were made of concrete, and he couldn’t seem to make them move. That was why he’d pushed Han; he knew Han would never have been able to jump otherwise. He wished he had someone to do him the same kindness.


    “Boring!” the business phantom shouted as he pushed Cipher overboard, right on cue.
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    The entire fall would have clocked in at less than two seconds, yet it felt like a lifetime. Cipher’s eyes were wildly wide as he attempted to time the toss of the warhead into the boat; he knew there’d be no second chances.


    He swung his arm at the last possible moment and saw his backpack headed toward Natalie’s boat, but the frigid blackness of the water hit him before he had a chance to see if his aim and timing had been successful. The impact knocked his night-vision goggles off his head.


    The first few seconds underwater reminded him of the first time he’d died. It was completely black. He didn’t know where he was, and there didn’t seem to be an up or a down. He gave his body up to the elements and relaxed, waiting until he could feel which way was up. After a few seconds, he began to get the sensation that he was floating upward and he gently kicked, trying to remain calm as he did so.


    Almost in the very same instant that he breached the water and took a giant breath of air, a hand reached the lapel of his uniform and tugged at him forcefully. When enough of the water drained out of his ears, he heard laughter.


    “I’m so sorry, man, but you gotta admit you had that one coming!” shouted the businessman phantom. He was floating above the waves and tugging Cipher along toward Natalie.


    Natalie’s face was aghast, terror gripping her heart as hard as her hands gripped the sides of the dinghy.


    “Did…did I get it in the boat?” Cipher asked the phantom as he spat water out of his mouth between the words.


    “Yeah, you did, but it was close though. It bounced and was heading overboard, but your sexy lady friend snagged it just in time. Real drama! Just awesome!”


    The phantom easily hauled Cipher up out of the waves and dropped him into the boat. He landed with a wet-sounding crash, dazed and confused. The phantom settled down into the boat and waved politely at Natalie as he smiled with his purplish, bloated lips. Behind him, the Dominance sailed past, leaving them in the wake.


    “Cipher, what the fuck is that?” Natalie whispered as she tried to pull him close for security.


    “Casper,” Cipher replied.


    “Where’s Han?” Natalie asked desperately.


    “That way,” Cipher said, pointing in the direction where he surmised Han should be.


    “Yeah, he’s out there,” the phantom said with a grin. “I can see him splashing about 100 feet from here. He’s not a very strong swimmer, is he?”


    “No. He doesn’t like the water,” Cipher responded as he struggled to get on his hands and knees. “Natalie, you’d better get over there quickly.”


    “Okay,” Natalie assented. She throttled the boat up and began to steer them through the darkness.


    The phantom rubbed his hands with excitement. “We should talk about selling the movie rights to this shit!” he suggested with a disturbingly toothy grin. “Am I right?”
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    “I hate you, Cipher,” Han said repeatedly to himself as he tried desperately to tread water. He had managed to get his backpack and utility belt off in time to avoid being pulled under and drowned, but his legs were exhausted from pumping furiously, and his oversized combat boots seemed to be filling rapidly with water and were slowly turning into anchors. “I hate you, Cipher,” he repeated, as he concentrated on his mantra and tried to block out the most traumatic memories of his life.


    To his left, he could see the bridge; thousands of ghosts were still swarming the deck and running to and fro, creating the illusion that the bridge itself was alive and undulating. Each minute, dozens of phantoms jumped off the bridge and into the black waters below—every splash was sickening.


    Han pulled his gaze away and tried to shift his body so he was treading water while facing the direction of the Dominance, now disappearing as it entered the harbor. He was sure Natalie and Cipher should have been in his field of vision, yet he could see nothing.


    “I hate you, Cipher.”


    As he peered hard into the darkness, he thought about trying to swim to shore. He wasn’t a very strong swimmer, and he hadn’t been in the water since Repulse Bay, but he decided he better try; at least the effort would give him something to focus on besides drowning.


    “I hate you, Cipher.”


    He began pumping and stretching his legs out behind him, attempting to push the water away in front of him. Han swam hard for a couple minutes and was gasping for air by the end of it, but the shore didn’t appear to be any closer. The current was pulling him away; if he didn’t find Cipher and Natalie, he knew he was going to be pulled out to sea.


    “I hate you, Cipher.”


    It was then, as he began to tread water once again, that he gave in to his memories. He remembered the water ghost that had lured him away from the shore and remembered how powerful it had been as it pulled him under the waves. He let himself imagine what it must have felt like for Katie in that ghost’s vise-grip. Then he imagined what it must have been like for her when she finally gave up and inhaled seawater. The pain must have been excruciating. There would have been a moment of blackness, and then the real pain would have begun for her. What was it like to have your soul torn apart? Han wondered if she’d thought about him during those first moments of unimaginable agony. Did she regret it? Eventually her feelings would shift. “I hate you, Han.”


    “Han!” he heard faintly over the waves. It was Cipher’s voice.


    “Han!” he heard again, this time in a higher, sharper voice. It was Natalie.


    “Hey!” Han shouted out in return, hoping they’d hear him. It was difficult to get much force behind his words; he was too exhausted from swimming to get the quantity of air in his lungs needed to yell for help. He stayed quiet for a moment and concentrated on getting his breath back. When he felt he could fill his lungs with a sufficient volume, he took in a deep breath, thrust his torso out of the water like a dolphin, and shouted, “I’m here!”


    “We can see you!” Natalie’s faint voice replied. A moment later, Han could hear the increasing sound of a small motor. In just over a minute, the boat was drawing up alongside him.


    “Grab my hand!” Cipher called out as he reached toward the waves to help his friend. Han stretched hard and finally managed to grasp Cipher’s sleeve. Cipher, in turn, was able to grab Han’s sleeve with his other arm and begin hoisting Han out of the water.


    When Han was halfway into the boat, he cocked his fist back and punched Cipher in the face with what little strength he could muster—just enough to knock Cipher backward and start a nosebleed. “I owed you that,” Han whispered.


    “Holy shit! Watch out!” the phantom suddenly shouted to Han.


    A second later, Katie breached the waves, grasped her brother in an iron bear hug, and pulled him out of the boat and into the cold, black waves below.
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    “What a bitch! Did you see how mean she was?” the phantom asked, astonished.


    “Han!” Cipher shouted out as he scrambled to his feet and began to dive into the water after him.


    “Whoa, hold on there, GI Joe,” the phantom said as he phased in front of Cipher and stopped him like a brick wall. The phantom was floating above the waves, holding his arm out to hold back Cipher’s desperation. “If you go in there, all you’re going to do is die, and I can’t have that. I need you alive.”


    “Get out of my fucking way!” Cipher shouted with vitriol.


    “I like your spirit—no pun intended—but let me go get your friend,” the phantom replied.


    The phantom’s offer stunned Cipher. “What?”


    “I can handle that bitch. Don’t you worry,” the phantom said, wearing a calm smile. “Just stay in the boat and be ready when he comes back up.”


    With those words, the phantom vanished.


    He reappeared below the surface of the water, within reach of Katie, who’d pinned Han to the muddy floor. “What did you do to piss this bitch off, man?” the phantom asked Han as he grasped Katie’s free-flowing hair with his hand and tugged hard, yanking her head back and releasing Han from her implacable grip.


    Katie screamed out in pain before quickly vanishing and reappearing behind the phantom with a large rock she’d retrieved from the ocean floor. She held it above her head, ready to bring it down on the back of the phantom’s skull. The phantom phased out his leg and kicked Katie squarely in the stomach, but she vanished before the full force of the impact could be felt.


    “I got this handled,” the phantom said, just as clearly as if he were speaking on land, thanks to the lack of air bubbles to distort the sound. “Get the fuck up there to your friends before you drown. I’ll catch up.”


    Han didn’t hesitate. He got off his back and started kicking hard, trying to get to the surface. Katie had pulled him under the waves before he’d had a chance to get a full breath of air, and he was seconds away from losing consciousness. Somehow, he’d always known he’d be in that position again someday. Your ghosts make sure your fears come true. Just as it seemed he would pass out, his face broke the surface of the water, and he inhaled as hard as he could.


    “There!” Natalie shouted as she pointed to Han for Cipher. When she saw Han only a few meters away, she revved the engine just enough to guide the boat over to their friend.


    “Don’t punch me this time,” Cipher said, blood still dripping periodically from his nose as he reached for Han.


    “Fair enough,” Han gasped as he grabbed hold of Cipher’s sleeve and let himself be hoisted up again, this time all the way into the boat. He lay on his back for a long moment and stared up at the night sky, drinking in the stars that he’d thought he’d never see again, panting heavily to catch his breath.


    “We need to get to Father Hurley. He must think something’s gone wrong,” Natalie said.


    “I’m pretty fucking sure he’d be right,” Han retorted.


    “I mean he must think we’re not coming. Overall, we’re doing just fine. We have the device and I’ve got you guys, so, a few snags and SNAFUs aside, so far so good,” Natalie asserted.


    “I’m afraid not, Natalie,” Cipher said. “Han, how the fuck did Katie find us?”


    “Katie?” Natalie asked.


    “Han’s dead sister. She’s one of the ghosts God sent down to torment and kill us,” Cipher explained.


    “She’s a water ghost, Cipher,” replied Han. “Water ghosts are different than regular ghosts—the world of water is their territory. She must’ve sensed me in the water. There’s a reason why I stay away from the beach.”


    “If Katie knows where we are, God knows where we are. That means we are in serious shit,” Cipher said worriedly.


    “Why? What does that mean?” Natalie asked over her shoulder as she guided the boat toward the beach.


    “It means we’re going to have ghosts up our asses from here on out,” Han said with a an exhausted sigh.
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    Father Hurley sat in his truck and listened quietly to the classic rock station on the radio. He nervously checked his rearview mirrors and jumped every time he saw a police car drive by. So far, no one had come to patrol the lot to see what he was up to. He’d already planned his answer just in case: He’d tell them he just wanted to get some air and be with God. In the past, that angle would’ve worked every time; people didn’t like to mess with men of the cloth and police officers were particularly afraid to disturb religious figures. Now, however, he was a wanted a man, and if an alert officer recognized him, his collar-wearing goose was cooked.


    He looked out at the black ocean in front of him. He’d watched the Dominance pass by in the night—it was surreal to think Cipher and Han had been onboard and had stolen the largest weapon known to humankind. It was easy there, in the beat-up, brown leather seat of the pickup truck, to imagine that none of it was really happening.


    Suddenly, a dark figure emerged from the beach, not far away. It only took a few moments for Father Hurley’s old eyes to see that the figure was running frantically in his direction. A moment or two later, Father Hurley recognized it as the unmistakable outline of Cipher. There was a brief moment of relief, followed quickly by a moment of concern: Cipher appeared to be alone.


    A long minute later, Cipher reached the window of the passenger side of the pickup truck and rapped at it with his knuckle. “Let me in!” he said urgently.


    “Where is everyone else?” Father Hurley asked as he leaned over to open the door.


    Cipher nearly leapt into the seat. “Change of plans,” he began as his form instantly melted away, replaced by that of Charlie Marlow. “Sucker.”


    “Oh no,” Father Hurley gasped, nearly swallowing the words as he jerked backward against his door. He wanted to reach for the door handle to escape, but Charlie’s hand moved at light speed and thrust his gun into his face.


    “Oh no is right, Padre, because I’m gonna kill you. Oh no, because you are going to be dead—like me—except it is going to be a lot worse for you than it was for me. You know that right? You know that God knows you’re coming and that he’s got a special place for you?”


    “Yes, I know,” Father Hurley replied, nearly hyperventilating but fighting for control.


    “You look terrified, but you don’t look terrified enough. Believe me,” Charlie said with a sadistic, vile grin.


    “I’ll never know,” Father Hurley began, his heart filling with defiance, “how a good, decent, honest boy like Andrew Marlow could have come from a monster like you.”


    Charlie was silent for a moment, seemingly mulling over this observation. “You know, Padre, Andrew sounds like he turned out to be a pretty nice kid—and that was my problem with him, because in this universe, nice guys finish motherfucking last.” Charlie grinned again, and then pulled the trigger of his gun, sending a bullet into the forehead of Father Hurley that smashed the priest’s head back through the glass of the driver side window.
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    “That should be enough,” Natalie said as she pushed the dinghy out into the black water, loaded with several heavy rocks; it quickly deflated.


    Han and Cipher were dressing quickly on the beach, having discarded their soaking uniforms in the sinking boat.


    “Thank goodness for dry clothes. I’m freezing my ass off,” Han said, shivering.


    “Dress fast. God’s on to us now. We don’t have much time,” Cipher said as he pulled on his jeans and leaned on a large log on the beach while he put on his socks and shoes. “I’d say we’ve got five minutes at most before this beach is crawling with cops and who knows what else.”


    “Shit. Nothing ever goes smoothly,” Han cursed as he finished pulling on his dry shirt.


    He and Cipher pulled their handguns, with UV lights already mounted on top, out of the sack Natalie had brought with her.


    “I’m ready. Let’s go,” Han said as he and Cipher each grabbed a side of the backpack that contained the warhead.


    The three figures struggled up the beach together, carrying their burden as they made their way to the parking lot where they were supposed to meet Father Hurley, about half a kilometer away. Within just a couple minutes, the pickup was in sight, but it was also clear that something had gone terribly wrong.


    “Is that…is that Father Hurley?” Cipher asked.


    “Oh no,” Han whispered.


    Cipher dropped his side of the burden and sprinted toward the truck. Natalie picked up the side Cipher had released and struggled along after with Han, but each of them kept their gaze firmly fixed on Cipher.


    Cipher reached the truck and saw Father Hurley, dead, his head resting on the driver side door, where the window should have been. Smashed glass and blood covered the pavement directly under him, and Cipher carefully sidestepped it as he reached out for Father Hurley’s face. “Father? Father? Are you alive?” Cipher asked, his voice beginning to crack as a lump formed in his throat and painful tears welled in his eyes.


    “I’m just fine, thanks,” replied Charlie Marlow, smiling and waving from his perch atop the roof of the truck.


    “You asshole motherfucker!” Cipher shouted as he wheeled and let loose with his gun and his UV lights. Charlie was gone before the bullets came close to touching him. He reappeared not far away and fired his own weapon toward Cipher, causing Cipher to drop on the ground as bullets dug into the aluminum side of the truck behind him. Cipher was pinned down, and it was only a matter of seconds before one of Charlie’s shots would cut him in half.


    Han entered the fray just in time, causing Charlie to vanish once again. He reappeared further away, in the darkness toward the beach. Cipher was on his feet instantly, overflowing with a lifelong rage, sprinting in pursuit of Charlie, firing his weapon as he did so.


    “No, Cipher! Wait!” Han shouted.


    But Cipher didn’t wait. He ran as hard as he could after his apparition of a father, pulling the trigger of his gun repeatedly as his dead dad laughed at him. Han, also sprinting with desperation, lunged and caught Cipher’s ankle, causing him to tumble onto the pavement and slide painfully to a stop. Han sprang to his feet and pinned Cipher so the other man couldn’t get up and begin his pursuit again.


    “Calm, Cipher. Stay calm, man! We still gotta set off the bomb,” Han said, trying desperately to calm him. “Father Hurley died for nothing if we fail, Cipher.”


    Those words brought Cipher back from the brink. Father Hurley had been the only true father Cipher had ever known, and Charlie had taken that away from him. Charlie and God have to pay. “The cathedral is only a few blocks away,” Cipher said with hate in his voice as he got to his feet. “It’s about time we give these fuckers a receipt.”

    



    Caiaphas pulled his lightweight LG Secret out of his pocket as soon as he felt the tempered glass and carbon fiber vibrating against his thigh. The screen’s bright light made him squint in the darkness of his home theater; he pressed the controls on the armrest of his leather recliner and Pavarotti’s performance of Turandot at Carnegie Hall froze instantly across the surface of Caiaphas’s 108-inch Sharp flat-screen 4K TV.


    The message on his phone was sobering: A thermonuclear warhead had been stolen from the USS Dominance, and Cipher and company had been seen in the vicinity. One of God’s phantoms had eliminated Father Hurley but was unable to eliminate the rest. His orders were to stop them using any means necessary, and every authority was now at his disposal.


    He dialed an emergency number that was preprogrammed into his phone and placed it to his ear. “This is Caiaphas. Defcon 5.”
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    Han pressed the accelerator to the floorboard of the pickup with Natalie gripping the seat beside him. Cipher was in the back of the truck, kneeling next to the body of Father Hurley, gripping his gun tightly in his hand and clenching his teeth. He was on guard, watching the night sky for Charlie, who he knew was not far away.


    “Hey, man, don’t shoot me when I appear, okay?” the businessman phantom said in Cipher’s ear.


    “Casper?” Cipher grunted in reply.


    “Yep,” the phantom replied as he materialized on the roof of the truck. “I took down that fucked-up little waterlogged bitch for ya. She hightailed it when she saw my mad fighting skills.”


    Cipher seethed.


    “You’re welcome. Damn, you’re grouchy all of the…” The phantom stopped when he saw the body of Father Hurley in the back of the truck. “Oh…that’s why you’re so pissed. Sorry, man. Damn. People sure want to kill you guys. I guess stealing a nuclear bomb does that.”


    “We’re gonna set it off at the Cathedral and kill God.”


    “You don’t mean just metaphorically, right?”


    “The bomb will open a hole in this dimension and send the explosion into Heaven,” Cipher replied as he continued to watch out for Charlie.


    “Again, pardon the pun, but you look spooked. What’s going on?”


    “God knows where we are,” Cipher growled.


    The phantom’s ghastly, bloated, purplish mouth formed a smile. “The God, knows where you are?”


    “He’s sending phantoms after us. That’s what the water ghost was all about,” Cipher then looked down sadly at Father Hurley’s corpse and gestured in its direction with his hand, “and that’s what this is all about too.”


    “How?”


    “God sent my dead father to kill him.”


    “That’s cold. Shit. I had a feeling God was a prick when He left me on that bridge for nineteen years. Look, don’t worry about your pops. I got him covered, man. He won’t be able to touch you, as long as I’m around.” Cipher spun around and regarded the phantom, dumbfounded.


    “Don’t ask me why I’m helping you again, okay? Not all ghosts are bad, ya know. Didn’t you know that?”


    “No,” Cipher admitted, shaking his head. “My father’s armed.”


    “Not a problem,” the phantom replied. “Hand me your gun for a second.” Cipher’s expression suddenly became dubious.


    “Trust me, man. Have I let you down so far?”


    Against all his instincts, Cipher handed the gun to his new ghostly friend. The phantom took the weapon in his hand and almost as quickly tossed it back to Cipher. “Here,” he said as the gun landed back in Cipher’s hand. Amazingly, an exact replica was still in the phantom’s hand.


    “I didn’t know ghosts could do that.”


    “There’s all kinds of shit you don’t know,” the phantom said with a smile.


    The pickup came to a halt in the parking lot adjacent to the cathedral and Han, Natalie, Cipher, and their ghostly companion, grabbed their duffle bag of weapons and the bag with the warhead and hurried through the front doors, sirens already echoing down the canyon streets of the city.


    The inside of the cathedral was lit with candles and was, thankfully, almost deserted.


    “Where do we do it?” Han asked Natalie.


    Natalie quickly scanned the cavernous inside of the cathedral. “The altar is right below the highest arch. It’s perfect.”


    The trio scrambled quickly down the center aisle and up on the altar. “Just set it right up on here,” Natalie said as she patted the solid top of the concrete altar.


    “Can you chain the stages together?” Cipher asked her.


    Natalie nodded. “I studied the program you downloaded for me. It’s simple actually.”


    “How much time do you need?” Cipher asked her.


    “About five minutes.”


    “I’m thinking we don’t have that long,” Han said as he checked his gun and listened to the ever-increasing wail of police sirens outside.


    “We can hold them off,” Cipher replied. “We’ve got Casper, here, to help us with the ghosts, and you and I can hold off a police assault, as long as we can secure those front doors.”


    “I think we’d better lose the hobo then,” Han said as he nodded toward the old man huddled under a blanket, napping in the back pew of the church.


    Cipher assented. “Hey! Hey, friend, I’m real sorry, but you need to go outside for a little while.”


    The hobo didn’t respond.


    Cipher walked toward him. “Hey! Friend! Wake up!”


    Suddenly, preternaturally fast, the hobo threw off his blanket, revealing machineguns in each hand. Caiaphas looked up from under the brim of the hat he’d been hiding his face under and revealed his perfectly white teeth in a triumphant smile. “I’d say I missed you, but from this range, that seems unlikely,” he said as he opened fire.
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    Cipher dived into the pews as bullets began pulverizing them the way a wood chipper pulverizes Christmas trees in January. Caiaphas was training one gun on Cipher and turning the pews into Swiss cheese while he trained the other on the altar and kept Natalie and Han pinned down, all the while laughing.


    “Jesus!” Natalie shouted.


    Han shot her a glare.


    “Sorry! Force of habit! What are we gonna do?”


    “I can’t get a shot. He’s got us pinned down tight! Cipher’s gonna to be mince meat if don’t do something!”


    “Oh ye of little faith,” the business phantom replied with a smile before vanishing altogether. He reappeared behind Caiaphas and watched for a moment as Caiaphas stalked Cipher sadistically. “There’s always a bigger fish,” the phantom whispered as he trained his pistol on Caiaphas’s back and unloaded into him.


    Caiaphas screamed out in pain and dropped to the ground like a ton of bricks, his machineguns silenced and smoking as he rolled over onto his back. “Who the fuck are you?” he screeched in a voice that was as twisted by agony as it was fury.


    “Bet you weren’t expecting that, fucker,” the phantom said with a smile.


    Cipher crawled out from under the destroyed pews and brushed the sawdust off of his jacket. “Thanks. I don’t think I would have lasted another five seconds,” he said to the phantom.


    “Hey, you know, no biggie,” the phantom replied with a salute.


    “You idiots!” Caiaphas screeched as the blood quickly poured out of his mortally wounded body. “Do you really think that you’re going to accomplish anything by blowing up the city?”


    “We’re doing a lot more than that, asshole,” Cipher replied. “We’re setting the bomb so it’ll be big enough to destroy your boss.”


    Caiaphas was stunned as he crawled in his own blood, gasping for air before finally resting his back against a pew. “What?”


    “That’s right,” Cipher said as he crouched next to the fatally wounded man and removed the machineguns from his limp hands. “The bomb’s gonna punch a whole into Heaven, and all of its force is going to light that motherfucker up once and for all. It’s gonna be a cosmic Independence Day.”


    Caiaphas was moments from death, and he knew it; he’d died many times before, but this time was the most unsettling, as there were no guarantees that he’d be coming back. “You think that will change anything? If you kill God, He’ll just be replaced by another of his race. Ask yourself who’s been helping you. Satan? Don’t you think she’ll just slip into God’s place once He’s gone? You arrogant pricks still haven’t figured it out, have you? You’re nothing to the gods—nothing but food. You can’t change your fate.” He was fading fast. “This will mean nothing,” he said before he drew his last breath and slumped to the floor.


    There was a long pause after his death, during which no one spoke.


    Cipher stood to his feet and went to the door of the cathedral, locking it as police cars arrived outside. He turned and began walking up the center aisle, toward the altar. “Hurry, Natalie! Chain the stages together!” he shouted.


    She looked quickly at Han, then turned to the warhead and began to do as she’d been instructed.


    “Are you sure about this?” Han asked Cipher. “What if he’s right? What if all we’re doing is facilitating a coup?”


    “Don’t listen to that demon’s bullshit, Han,” Cipher replied in disgust. “He’d say anything to keep us from killing God.”


    “He was right though. There’s no reason for us to think any of this will matter. How do we know Satan’s not just using us?”


    “We don’t. We just have to have faith,” Cipher replied.


    Those words were all Han needed to hear. The word “faith” struck at him like a cattle prod, and he reacted on instinct, kicking the weapon out of Cipher’s hand and knocking the warhead away from Natalie and off the altar, all in the same, smooth motion. “I’m not in the faith business.”
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    “You’ve got to be kidding me,” Cipher seethed as he held his wrist in pain where Han’s boot had made contact.


    “I’m sorry, Cipher, but I refuse to put faith in anything anymore. I’m tired of being a pawn and I’m sick of being used. I’m sure as hell not going to be used by one of these fuckers—not even Satan, just so she can perpetrate a power grab. I’m done being a patsy.”


    “Han, you motherfucking idiot! This is the only chance we’ve got and they’re forming a police car parking lot right outside those doors as we speak. We don’t have time for you to fuck around!” Cipher shouted angrily.


    “I’m not fucking around. I don’t believe in anything anymore. Belief is nothing. It means you don’t know something…you just want it to be true. And I’m not going to act ever again unless I know what the result is going to be...period!”


    “Put down the gun, Han,” Cipher said, barely unclenching his teeth.


    “Why?” Han replied, a small smile creeping across his face. “You think you can take me?”


    “Put it down,” Cipher repeated.


    Han nodded. “You know I’ll take you apart, right? I have a second-degree black belt in jujitsu. You have nothing.”


    “We’ll see,” Cipher responded.


    Han dropped his gun, and Cipher charged at him. Han tried to kick him, but Cipher blocked it as he barreled into his foe and took him to the ground. Han tried to grab Cipher’s arm and put him into an armlock, but Cipher simply used his extra body weight to push Han to the ground before he unloaded his rage into Han’s face and torso.


    “How’s that for nothing?” Cipher yelled. “Nothing kinda stings, don’t it?”


    “Get off me, asshole!”


    “Enough!” the phantom shouted, pulling Cipher off Han and tossing him over the altar so he landed on the opposite side on his back with a thud. “We don’t have time for this. If you’re going to set off the bomb, you need to do it now!”


    “Why do you care so much all the sudden?” Han asked as he wiped blood from his split lip onto his sleeve. “I thought you were just in this for the movie rights!”


    “That’s where you’re wrong,” the phantom said. Then, his image melted away, giving way to the female form of a stunning, inhumanly beautiful woman in a red dress. “I’m in as deep as you are,” said Satan.
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    “Satan?” Han whispered as he looked up at the most phenomenal woman that he’d ever seen.


    “That’s right,” she replied. “I’m sorry we don’t have more time for formal greetings and pleasantries, but if you’re going to set that bomb off and kill God, you need to do it now. The police outside are already planning an assault on the cathedral. They know you have the warhead.”


    “How do you know that?” Cipher asked as he slowly stood to his feet, stretching his back out slowly to test it after having landed on it squarely.


    “I can hear their radios. Ghosts and electronics, remember?” she replied.


    “You’re a ghost? I thought you were supposed to be a fallen angel?” Natalie asked.


    “I am,” she answered, “and I’ve fallen here. There was no room for me in Heaven any longer. I refused to serve God there, so the only place left for me is here, as a phantom.”


    “Then why didn’t you just appear to us?” Han demanded. “Why all the bullshit with the radios and the demonic possessions?”


    “For obvious reasons, it was best if you didn’t know where or what I was. God’s been looking for me, and He’s a little pissed, as you can imagine.”


    “Why are you trying to kill God? What’s in it for you?” Natalie asked.


    Satan turned to Natalie and narrowed her eyes. “The same thing that is in it for all of you. I don’t want to have a master.”


    “How do we know you won’t just take over when He’s gone?” Han asked, suspiciously.


    “The bomb won’t just kill God. It will also destroy what you think of as Heaven,” Satan revealed.


    “You mean it will destroy the entire dimension?” Natalie asked, shocked.


    “No,” Satan answered, keeping an even but urgent tone as she explained. “God, Jesus, the angels, and all the creatures who inhabit that dimension have discovered that souls are a source of energy. It’s like a drug to them, and they’ve been addicted for thousands of years. Your species is something like carp. You can’t do anything to defend yourselves, so the gods have become bloated, disgusting parasites. They exist only to consume. However, once you set off that weapon, you’ll destroy the gods, and no other gods will dare assume their positions for fear of suffering the same consequences.”


    “So we won’t be a safe food source anymore,” Natalie said, understanding.


    “That’s right,” Satan replied. “I’ve been trying to kill God for thousands of years in my quest for freedom. I want the same thing as you. When those creatures are dead, the souls they’ve consumed will be free, as will all of the lost souls trapped here on Earth, along with those of the people who are still alive.”


    “You’re just spouting bullshit. Nothing but words,” Han harshly interjected. “We still have to have faith that you’re not lying to us.”


    “You’re right,” Satan replied. “In the thousands of years I’ve lived, I have learned patience. If He doesn’t die today, we’ll kill Him in the future. Time is meaningless to me. I won’t force you to set off the device. I’ll only offer my help, just as I’ve always done.”


    There was a long silence.


    “You better start chaining those stages together, Natalie,” Cipher said.


    “Okay,” she replied, nodding as she began working on the warhead once again.


    “Why, Cipher?” Han asked, his shoulders slumped with the exhaustion of a lifetime of looking for an answer.


    Cipher took a long moment to think of the right words. “Like I told you, Han, sometimes belief can come in handy, but it’s more than that. We can’t live without belief. We have to have faith, but it has to be faith in ourselves.”


    These wise words caught Han off guard; he’d all but given up, but now, suddenly, his eyes filled with more life than he’d had since that day at Repulse Bay when he’d first leapt into the waves.


    “I believe that if we kill God,” Cipher continued, “nothing that will take His place can possibly be any worse. I believe we have to take control of our own lives, and I believe I am sick and tired of being afraid of that motherfucker.”


    Han nodded in agreement. “Okay, okay. Then let’s try this,” Han said.


    “Just in time,” Satan interjected. “If I were you two, I’d duck immediately.”


    Cipher and Han exchanged looks of surprise before they both realized that, considering the supernatural source, it was advice that should be heeded. Just as they dived to get behind the concrete altar, teargas grenades smashed through the majestic stained-glass windows that adorned both sides of the cathedral, followed seconds later by bursts of machinegun fire.
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    “Mommy!” shouted the little phantom boy as he pulled Natalie down behind the altar, just in time to save her from being cut to shreds by the bullets that were showering the inside of the cathedral. The bullets were incendiary, lighting the walls and carpet on fire.


    Natalie looked down at the little phantom boy, utterly astonished, then hugged him hard.


    Satan calmly strolled to the altar and lifted the warhead off the top, placing it on Natalie’s lap as she sat with her back against the concrete artifice. “I think you’d better keep working.”


    Natalie nodded and continued the process of chaining stages together.


    Meanwhile, Han and Cipher were also huddled behind the altar on either side of Natalie and the phantom boy.


    “You see, Cipher?” Satan began, “I told you not all ghosts are bad.”


    “I believe you,” Cipher replied.


    “However, now that God knows you’re here and knows you have the weapon, He’ll pull out all the stops,” Satan foretold. “You’re all going to have to face your ghosts.”


    “Can’t you stop them?” Han shouted over the gunfire and smashing glass.


    “I’m just a phantom, like they are,” Satan replied. “I’m far more experienced, but they outnumber me, and I can’t be two places at once.”


    “We’ve got other problems too!” Cipher shouted. “Han! Look!”


    Police in SWAT gear began climbing in through the windows as tear gas and smoke clouded the interior of the cathedral; it was becoming increasingly difficult to see.


    “We’re gonna need those machineguns!” Han shouted to Cipher.


    Cipher turned to see the two machineguns Caiaphas had brought with him sitting agonizingly close by, only meters away, but down the steps at the front of the altar. “Satan! Can you get to those?” Cipher shouted as he turned to see that Satan was no longer next to them. He looked around for her and caught sight of her climbing the back wall of the cathedral like an insect. She was chasing Charlie Marlow who had, just as Satan predicted, appeared on the scene, and was sticking to the wall just above the giant crucifix that hung a seven-foot tall effigy of Jesus high above the altar. “Shit!” Cipher cursed to himself. “Han! Cover me!”


    Han nodded and rolled to his left, taking aim at the police who were infiltrating the cathedral, repeatedly squeezing the trigger of his handgun.


    Cipher rolled to his right and plunged into the smoke and tear gas, grabbing the machine guns and then ducking behind the front row of pews. A waft of smoke and tear gas suddenly blew across his position, and the altar completely disappeared behind it. “Shit,” he cursed as he started to fire with one of the machineguns into the direction where he’d last seen the SWAT team. “I hope I’m hitting something,” he said to himself as his gun let loose a deafening torrent of fire.


    More pews began catching fire, and flames licked and crawled up the wall behind the altar, reminiscent of the angels in Heaven. “You’re gonna have to hurry this along, Natalie, or we’re going to burn to death!”


    “I’m almost ready!” Natalie shouted in return as her little phantom boy draped himself across her back in an attempt to protect her from the smoke and cinders that were thickening the air.


    Han rolled back to his left and could no longer see the SWAT members. He hoped that they’d been repelled, but the smoke made it impossible to see. He peered hard into the blinding smoke, then saw something he’d hoped was impossible.


    Katie was back, squeezing out of the Holy Water fountain adjacent to the altar.


    “Fuck,” he whispered to himself as he watched his worst nightmare materialize. He turned to look for Satan, seeing her through the smoke and flames as she dealt with Cipher’s father. Han knew then that he’d have to face this alone. “Natalie, things just got a whole lot worse! No matter what happens, keep going!”


    Natalie turned to Han, and a look of terror immediately crossed her face as she saw Katie, nearly completely emerged from the Holy Water. She nodded to Han. “Okay!” she said, then turned back to her work, computing the sequence to increase the stages.


    Han took a deep breath of the increasingly smoky air, then got to his feet before charging at his dead sister. He unloaded what was left in his gun at her, causing her to dematerialize, then rematerialize several times in a matter of just a few seconds. Eventually, she rematerialized just in time for Han to launch into a lethal sidekick, impacting hard, sending her back into the smoke and flame from which she’d appeared.


    This small victory was short-lived, however. Katie rematerialized behind Han and grabbed him in an impossibly powerful chokehold. “So cold, little brother.”


    “It’s not my fucking fault!” Han gurgled as he fought for air.


    “It is, little brother,” Katie replied as she squeezed the air out of Han.
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    “The bad woman is killing your friend,” the little phantom boy said as he continued to cover Natalie.


    Natalie paused. She only needed a few more seconds to finish the sequence, but she couldn’t let Han die. “Son,” Natalie said to the little boy, “can you help Mommy’s friend?”


    “I’m afraid of the bad woman!” the phantom child protested as his fingers clutched Natalie’s back.


    “Baby, she can’t hurt you, and you have to help Mommy’s friend! You can’t let him die!” The phantom boy remained silently afraid and didn’t move. “My son, I love you. I wouldn’t lie to you. You have nothing to fear from her, but you have to help me.”


    The phantom boy smiled and nodded. “I’ll help you, mommy. I’ll help your friend!” He hugged Natalie hard around the shoulders, then leapt away into the smoke in the direction of Han.


    Natalie shook her head and sighed in relief as she watched her aborted child disappear into the smoke.


    When the boy reached Katie, he leapt on her back and sank his teeth into the back of her head, causing Katie to shriek, then dematerialize.


    Han stumbled to the ground and gasped for air, clutching his throat. “I’m getting so sick of this bitch,” he said to himself breathlessly.


    “The bad lady wants to kill you,” the phantom boy observed to Han.


    “You noticed? Damn, kid. Have you taken the MENSA test yet?” Han replied sarcastically as he got to his feet. “Where is she?” he asked the boy as he stumbled around in the quickly thickening smoke.


    The boy’s face suddenly went pale and was stricken with an unholy dread. “Mommy! Mommy!” he screamed as he turned and sprinted to the altar.


    “Shit!” Han yelled as he ran after the boy and up the stairs of the altar.


    When he was close enough, he saw Katie holding Natalie by the hair, swinging her away from the bomb. She thudded against the wall, slid down, and came to a hard stop on the unforgiving ground.


    The phantom boy ran to his mother’s aid.


    Katie crouched down near the bomb and picked it up. A sickeningly wide grin painting itself across her blue lips.


    “Put it down, bitch!” Han screamed at her, enraged.


    Katie looked up at him for a moment, then ignored him and placed the bomb on top of the concrete altar. She raised her fist up, about to smash it, when Han lunged at her with a powerful sidewinder kick and knocked her away.


    “That’s right. I’m not afraid of you anymore! And I don’t blame myself for what happened anymore either! I’m sick of living in guilt! And over what? You?” He slipped off his jacket and prepared himself for a fight. “I’m ready for you this time, bitch! Come on!”


    Katie smiled, then vanished, only to reappear right next to Han, claw outstretched to slash his face. He blocked her advance and used all his speed and skill to grasp her hair and slam her face down on the altar.


    Meanwhile, Charlie Marlow continued to play cat-and-mouse with Satan. “You won’t hurt these people, Charlie. I won’t let you,” Satan said calmly as she continued to block his path down to the altar and the bomb.


    “I’m happy to stay up here with you. In all my years, I never saw a woman look so good in a dress! Out of a dress maybe.”


    “There’s a reason for that, Charlie. You’re a vile human being. No decent person with a vagina would be caught dead within fifty yards of you.”


    Those words enraged Charlie. He snorted hot breath and then smiled lethally. “It’s a good thing you’re dead then, isn’t it?”


    He vanished, then reappeared behind Satan, his hands on the huge crucifix. He pulled it off the wall and in one motion, swung it around, catching Satan in the abdomen and impaling her against the wall. She dropped her gun, and it rolled to the ground.


    “Not so talkative now, are you, lass?” Charlie said to Satan as he closed in on her, pushing his weight into her wound. “You’re dead, so we both know this won’t kill you, but it must hurt like hell.” He smiled and moved in for a kiss. Satan dematerialized, leaving phantom blood stained on the wall as evidence that she had been there at all. “Damn it. I was that close to the kiss to end all.” He remained for a moment longer and extended his tongue so that he could lick the red blood, tasting Satan’s blood. “Yum.”


    Charlie surveyed the scene down below from his perch high above. Katie had her situation well in hand, having mounted Han, leveling blow after blow upon his face and chest. Natalie and her phantom boy cowered in the corner and watched. Then his eye caught a glimpse of the real prize, as far as he was concerned: Cipher was a few meters away, ducking behind the pews and firing blindly across the church where he thought the SWAT team was. The joke was on him, as the SWAT had backed off as soon as they’d begun taking fire. Charlie smiled. “Well, Jesus, I know you and I didn’t start off on the best of terms,” Charlie began as he addressed the life-sized effigy that adorned the crucifix in his hands, “but I think we make one hell of a team.” He leapt to the ground, still wielding the crucifix, and began stalking his prey.


    Katie had finally beaten Han. He continued to block her relentless attack, but both of his forearms were now broken from the impact of her repeated and inhumanly strong blows to her brother’s chest and face. The only resistance he could offer was to swing the nearly useless appendages in front of him so they could absorb the blows, buying a few extra seconds of life.


    “Baby, is there anything we can do to stop her?” Natalie cried to her phantom son.


    The phantom thought for a moment, and an idea suddenly scurried across his young, dead eyes. “You could take away her door!” he shouted as he pointed in the direction of the Holy Water.


    “What will that do?” Natalie asked.


    “She can’t stay if she doesn’t have her door,” the little boy explained.


    It was the only explanation Natalie needed. She lunged out and grabbed the gun Satan had dropped, then ran to the Holy Water fountain and began to unload.


    Katie whirled when she sensed her doorway closing and screamed out as she got off of Han and lunged across the stage toward Natalie, but it was too late. When the final bullet split the top of the fountain and spilled the water out onto the floor, Katie vanished into thin air.


    Han watched, his face and arms bloodied and broken, then let his head fall back and rest on the ground. “Thank you,” he whispered.


    Natalie smiled at her little boy.


    The boy smiled back until he sensed more danger. He turned with a terror-stricken face and looked away, across the altar, past Han, and into the smoke.


    Natalie moved her eyes to follow his line of sight and peered into the smoke and flames. At first she saw nothing, but then, as a waft of smoke momentarily cleared out of the way, she saw Charlie Marlow sneaking up behind Cipher, pulling the crucifix back like a giant scythe, ready to cut his prey in two.
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    “No!” Natalie screamed as she ran toward Cipher’s father, holding the gun out in front of her. She’d never fired a gun before, and she was hardly a marksman; her target, Charlie Marlow, was several meters away. She had no choice though and she held her breath, closed her left eye, and aimed.


    Charlie’s back exploded with bullets as three out of the five shots Natalie fired hit their mark. He dropped to his knees, the massive crucifix falling to his side.


    Cipher turned just in time to see his father’s collapse. “Dad!” he shouted as he, too, dropped to his knees and slid to a halt next to Charlie. He dropped his machineguns and reached out to the phantom sympathetically, touching the wounds, and then looking his father in the eye. “Dad? Are you okay?” he asked.


    “It hurts,” Charlie replied, feigning agony while secretly thrilled at his son’s gullibility. Charlie still had his gun in his back pocket, and he began to slowly reach for it with his son at point-blank range.


    “Dad, I just want to tell you something.”


    “What is it, son?”


    “I wanted to tell you that I pretended I gave a shit about you, but it was only so I could get close enough to you to do this without you vanishing!” Cipher said before smiling and pulling the trigger of the handgun he held below Charlie’s chin.


    Charlie’s head came clean off and ripped into two, twirling in a bloody spiral before landing on the ground like a halved melon.


    Cipher stood up and kicked the gun out of Charlie’s hand before kicking the headless phantom in the groin, then stepping to the larger half of the head that remained on the ground. “Take that, you fucking son-of-a-bitch! Enjoy eternity with no head, you goddamned prick! Fuck you!” he said, taunting the furious eye of the disembodied head; what little remained of Charlie vanished.


    Natalie tended to Han, but there was little she could do. Both of his forearms were broken, and the arms were useless.


    Cipher stepped up onto the altar and regarded his friend’s circumstance. “You’ve looked better. What the hell happened? Where’s Satan?”


    “I’m here,” said Satan, reappearing on the altar. She stood, but her torso had nearly been cleaved in two, and she wobbled in an effort to keep from falling over.


    “You’ve looked better too,” Cipher said in dismay.


    “I can’t die, but I must admit, I’d rather like to at the moment,” Satan replied.


    “Natalie, there’s nothing you can do for me,” Han said weakly. “Finish chaining the sequence.”


    Natalie agreed and stood up, then finished punching in the necessary codes.


    Cipher surveyed the disaster that was unfolding all around them. Tear gas and smoke had completely filled the inside of the cathedral; all of their eyes and lungs burned with it, and the flames were growing hotter as the pews caught fire, along with the rafters above them. “We’ve got to set this thing off now, before the roof comes crashing in on us or we burn—or worse.”


    “Okay, it’s ready!” Natalie exclaimed.


    “Are you sure this is gonna work?” Cipher asked, addressing Satan.


    Satan shook her head. “No.”


    “What?” Han asked in a faint but exacerbated voice.


    “I don’t know. I’m not omniscient, nor am I all-knowing. Neither is God. This is Natalie’s idea,” Satan replied. “We have to trust her.”


    They all turned and urgently regarded Natalie. “Are you sure?” Cipher asked.


    “Yes. The numbers are right.”


    “If you’re wrong, that thing we’re setting off won’t just wipe out the city. It’ll take out the continent. It might ignite the entire atmosphere. This could be extinction we’re talking about here. You have to be 100 percent sure, Natalie!” Cipher urgently warned her.


    “Cipher, you said you believe in yourself, and you asked us all to believe in ourselves too. Well, I do believe in myself. I believe in my science, my logic, my reasoning, and I can tell you this bomb will burst a hole through our dimension and send all of its explosive power through that hole and right up at God!”


    There was a short moment of silence. All that could be heard was the snapping of wood as it popped in the flames and the beating of each and every one of their hearts in their ears as they prepared for the biggest leap of faith they’d ever have to take in their lives.


    “Okay. Let’s fire it up,” Cipher said.
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    “I’m setting the time for ten seconds,” Natalie informed them.


    “Is that enough time? Won’t we need to brace ourselves behind something?” Cipher asked.


    “No. Like I said, this thing will release so much force that it’ll cut right through to God’s dimension,” Natalie explained. “We shouldn’t see anything in our dimension at all.”


    “That seems a little anticlimactic,” Han said as Cipher helped him to his feet.


    “Sorry. No fireworks display tonight. Not all endings to all stories come with explosions. Besides, that’s so been done,” Natalie observed. “Okay, I’m arming it. Now!” She stepped away from the bomb once it was armed and stood with Han and Cipher.


    Her little boy nuzzled up in front of her and put his head to her stomach. “I’m scared,” the little boy said.


    “Don’t be scared, honey. There’s nothing to be afraid of. You know, I was thinking of a name for you.”


    “Really?” the little boy said excitedly, smiling as he looked up into his mother’s eyes.


    “Yes. How do you feel about—”


    The bomb ignited with a flash of light that made the night sky brighten so much that it rivaled day.
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    The force of the impact blew the fire right out of the cathedral, knocking out the doors and windows and sending a fireball down the steps and into the mass of police cars and officers who tried to duck behind and under their cars to escape it.


    Cipher found himself blown right out of the cathedral, out one of the side windows and onto the green lawn. He opened his eyes, then shut them again immediately; the brightness of the pillar in front of him was too much for his eyes to take. He opened them again, this time squinting as he stood to his feet.


    Natalie had been right—at least partially. Although there would be fireworks after all, the thermonuclear weapon had not detonated in the conventional sense. Rather, it had, just as Natalie predicted, ripped a column in the fabric of their dimension and sent its overwhelming destructive power into Heaven. The column was almost perfectly white and shot upward into the sky—into Heaven—and it revealed God.


    “Holy shit,” Cipher whispered to himself as he regarded God’s true form. He had not been expecting it, and there were no words to describe how awe inspiring the moment was.


    A creature, so massive in its proportions that it took up most of the sky, bluish and glowing like a jellyfish, was suckling at the Earth. The column, however, was sending wave after wave of destructive energy into its body, causing it to gesticulate wildly with pain.


    “What is this?” Cipher whispered to himself.


    “It’s God,” said Satan as she appeared nearby. “This is how he appears on the Fourth Plane,” Satan explained. “This is His true form.”


    “This is what He looks like?” Cipher asked.


    Satan nodded.


    “But I’ve seen Him. I’ve spoken to Him. What was that?”


    “That’s how He appears on the Second Plane. He chooses a form that humans can comprehend, but this is how He truly is—a giant, disgusting leech.”


    “Ow,” Han moaned, not far away in the darkness.


    Cipher turned to see Han crumpled at the bottom of the small decline of the lawn. He ran to him and helped him to his feet.


    “I’m in so much fucking pain right now.”


    “Hang in there, man. Look! Good news.”


    Han looked up and saw the light show for the first time. “What the fuck?”


    “It’s God. He’s dying,” Cipher replied with a smile.


    “I’m sorry,” Natalie said as she too appeared, helped along by her little boy as she limped toward the others. “I didn’t...uh, I guess I didn’t calculate everything quite right.”


    “I’d say you did a pretty good job,” Cipher replied. Satan gestured for Cipher to turn around, and when he did, he saw the police and several dozen bystanders looking straight up into the sky at the spectacle above. “They can see?” he exclaimed, astonished.


    “It has opened their third eye,” Satan said with faint surprise. “An unexpected side effect.”


    “But how?” Natalie asked.


    “Remember, regular people don’t see into the ghost world only because they develop the ability not to see,” Satan hypothesized. “Apparently the ability to be willfully ignorant has limits.”


    Natalie quickly became concerned as she watched the massive creature writhe about in pain as the column continued to shoot destructive energy into it. “I had no idea that God would be so big,” she said. “I’m not sure we’ve got enough power to kill Him.”


    “But you said nothing could survive a 2,012-megaton blast!” Han reminded her.


    “I know what I said, but I didn’t know the living thing we were talking about was the size of the sky,” Natalie explained. “It must be four times the size of the moon.”


    “Oh shit. Not again,” Cipher whispered to himself as he bowed his head. “It has to die. It has to.”


    “He might. Right, Natalie?” Han asked desperately. “It still might be enough to kill Him?”


    Natalie scanned the sky and watched the massive body writhe in agony. The impact of their column was causing enormous damage, but it only appeared to account for less than 10 percent of the creature’s overall dimensions. “It looks like it might be a survivable wound,” Natalie reported, dejectedly.


    “No!” Han wailed, dropping to his knees. “Father Hurley died for nothing if God survives this.”


    “I’m sorry, Han. I wish I could be sure,” Natalie replied.


    “There is one way to increase the chances,” Satan interjected as she watched God writhe. She let her face drop down and her eyes fall upon Cipher. “You still have God’s blood on your hand from when you stabbed Him with the Spear of Destiny.”


    There was a long pause as Cipher silently comprehended the extent of what Satan was asking of him.


    “Wait...what does that mean?” Han asked.


    “It means I can finish Him off,” Cipher replied.


    “How?” Natalie asked.


    Cipher turned to the gleaming column of white. “I’ll have to pay Him a visit.”
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    “No! You’ll die!” Natalie protested. “The column is a temporary warping of our dimension! Your mortal body won’t be able to survive that!”


    “Then I guess I’m not going to survive,” Cipher said as he began walking determinedly toward the column.


    “No! No!” Han shouted as he jumped in front of Cipher to block his progress. “Look, man, I got two broken arms, but I don’t care! I will kick the living shit out of you to keep you from going in there if I have to!”


    “Step aside,” Cipher said.


    “No! Fuck you! I’m not letting you die for this. Hold on. God might still die, man. Even Natalie doesn’t know for sure if the wound is lethal! Right, Natalie?”


    “Right,” Natalie assented without reservation. “Don’t do it, Cipher. It’s suicide.”


    “I’m not letting my best friend become a ghost. I need you, man!” Han yelled, beginning to break down. “I need you. You can’t leave me here. You just can’t.”


    Cipher waited for a moment and watched his friend with sympathy. He put his arm on his shoulder and patted it lightly. “Han, you don’t need anybody but yourself, and I’m not really leaving, am I? I’ll be dead, but if I kill Him, I’ll be free...and so will you when you die.”


    “Don’t do it, Cipher. It’s suicide,” Han said, trying to pull himself together.


    “I’m sorry, buddy, but I can’t let that fucker live a moment longer.” Cipher walked past his friend and hopped over the ledge of the window, over the broken glass, up the altar, stopping a meter away from the column. He turned to look back at his friends, then smiled. He turned back to the column, took one last breath of air as a mortal man, and then stepped into the column.


    

  


  
    28

    



    Cipher dropped to his knees and called out in agony. He looked down to see his torso in shreds. Some of his body seemed to almost be floating away from him like smoke, attached to him only by tiny threads.


    “Did you forget what happened to you the last time?” God asked in a labored voice. “I only started the job, but now I’ll finish it.”


    “I was thinking of saying the same thing.” Cipher stood to his feet and began to march across the perfect whiteness of Heaven toward God, who stood doubled over, clutching a wound that seeped black blood.


    “Wait!” God shouted in a booming voice so powerful that it stopped Cipher in his tracks.


    The voice was still formidable, but Cipher sensed weakness and desperation behind it. “God begs for mercy?” Cipher asked. “Ironic.”


    “You have no idea what you are doing, Cipher. It’s true. I’m vulnerable. You could kill me. But you don’t understand the consequences of doing so.”


    “So, enlighten me,” Cipher said, seething.


    “You think of me as a villain. To you, all I do is take. You think I’m parasitic, but you don’t see the whole picture. There is more to it than that.” God sighed and let Himself fall back into a sitting position. He clutched His wound to keep the black blood from jetting out. “You see me as a leech or a vampire, sucking blood, but it’s more accurate to think of me like a heart, pumping blood, pumping energy, through the system.”


    “What are you talking about?”


    “I’ve always been here, Cipher. It’s true that I consume souls—it’s how I live—but I also give life. Think about it. Those people down there need me. Without me, their lives wouldn’t have any meaning or purpose. Their belief is what makes them do good things. Their belief helps them get up every day and keep working, accepting the trials and tribulations in life that are necessary—accepting the self-sacrifice required so that they can work and provide for their children. Imagine the horror that life on Earth would become if I were gone. Imagine what it would be like for all those people, knowing there is nothing else out there for them. People would stop functioning—stop caring for their loved ones. People wouldn’t multiply anymore. Why would they? Cipher, these people need something to believe in.”


    “You’re right,” Cipher replied. “They need to start believing in themselves.” Cipher crossed toward God and bared his teeth.


    “Don’t do this, Cipher. If you kill me, it will mean the death of the human race.”


    “I’m setting the human race free. What they do with that freedom will be up to them,” Cipher retorted before plunging his fist into God’s wound and digging deep.


    God screamed out in agony as Cipher pulled and twisted until he’d reached right up to God’s brain and crushed it in his hand. God slumped back onto the white ground, and Cipher was left with his arm crammed up to the shoulder inside the fallen deity.


    Cipher pulled his arm free, having to tug at some points to get it out. Once he was free, he sat back beside his fallen adversary and rested. He was alone in a white world of nothingness, sitting next to a gigantic, limp body. “Okay...so now what?”


    “Now you come with me,” Father Hurley said.
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    From Earth, God’s death had appeared far more dramatic. The damage the gigantic, planet-sized body on the Fourth Plane had endured was so severe that it was now hanging limply in the sky, its blue color quickly fading to nothing. Much more spectacular was the shower of white, gleaming souls that were raining down upon the world like a brilliant shower of sparks.


    “That son-of-a-bitch did it,” Han said.


    Phantoms were touching down on Earth, appearing to their loved ones all over the planet, the worlds of the living and the dead fused into one.


    “It’s a ghost world now,” Natalie said breathlessly.


    “Little brother!” Katie shouted out to Han.


    Han turned in horror and backpedaled to escape, but he quickly stopped when he saw that Katie was now different than she had been before. The black eyes were gone, replaced by the same kind eyes he remembered from his childhood. “Han!” she shouted out again, smiling.


    “Katie?”


    “I’m so sorry, Han! I’m so sorry! It wasn’t me. He had control over me,” she explained as she rushed to Han but stopped short of embracing him. She placed her arms lightly on him to keep from hurting his broken arms. “I am so sorry about that,” she said.


    “I can’t fucking believe this,” Han said as he sank to his knees.


    “You can believe it, little brother. I’m real.”


    “And so are we,” Father Hurley said as he and Cipher stepped out of the cathedral together.


    “Cipher! You did it!” Natalie shouted as she ran over to him and embraced him. “You killed God!”


    “It appears that Nietzsche is finally right,” Father Hurley observed. “God...is dead.”


    “And you’re not dead, Cipher,” Satan observed, surprised.


    “What? You’re alive?” Natalie said, astonished as she touched Cipher’s clothing. “Your body wasn’t destroyed in the wormhole?”


    “No. Only my soul passed through. Father Hurley guided me back,” Cipher said with a smile.


    “I missed you, you old bastard,” Han said. “I’d hug you but my sister broke my arms.”


    “So I’ll hug you instead!” Natalie said with glee as she wrapped her arms around Father Hurley.


    “I’ve been dead for less than an hour. How could you miss me so much?”


    “So, uh...what do we do now?” Cipher asked Satan. “We’re still wanted.”


    “I think the authorities are going to be far too distracted to focus much attention on you—at least for a while. I suggest that you just go and live your lives. If the authorities ever try to take you in, resist them...and if you ever need my help, I won’t be far away.”


    Cipher embraced Satan. “We owe all of this to you.”


    “No. You owe everything in your lives to yourselves,” Satan corrected. “You were right to place your belief where it belonged.”

    



    ***


    Thank you so much for reading, you awesome reader, you!


    AND PRETTY PLEASE WITH SUGAR ON TOP...


    


    
      If you desire some more quality fiction from indie-writers like me, it would help a whole heck of a lot if you could leave a review on Amazon! For indie-writers, reviews are our best shot at succeeding and they directly impact the sales performance of our novels (which dictates whether we can afford to keep writing full time!) Even a super short review counts and it makes it possible for me to carve out a career despite the low prices of my editions. Helping an indie writer that you enjoy also helps the indie community as a whole and shows Amazon that they should continue to support us and not abandon us in favor of the more expensive (and profitable) publisher books...so basically, you're helping stick it to the man! And it's always fun to be part of a revolution! Admit it :)
    


    


    
      

    


    BETA READING!!!


    If you'd like to be one of my beta readers for any of my future novels and receive free copies in advance of anyone else (other than my other beta readers, of course) in return for giving me your feedback, then just email here:


    posthumanmedia@gmail.com


    


    
      You'll get the books for free in a raw form, after they've gone through the editorial process with my editor (and me too) but before they go up on Amazon, which means there's a very real chance that I'll actually modify the books based on your feedback! So you get to be part of not only reading, but also creating the books! How cool is that?
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