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Hovering just above the fountain pool, Thorn raised a hand high, then brought it down forcefully through the water spout. Again, the unthinkable happened: the water moved.

Not much. Only a dozen beads of liquid flicked slightly out of the main jet, but they could have entranced Thorn all night long. He tried a third time, then a fourth, and got the same result each time. The strange world in which he now found himself functioned by an entirely different—and fascinating—set of rules. It’s like my humanity is slowly wearing off, and I can still touch things just a bit, Thorn mused, though he knew that his brief flirtation with being human was long gone, and this new ability stemmed from the Sanctuary. A part of him wished he was still human, and that he hadn’t been so brash as to… No. I had no choice. He tried not to dwell on the events of the past hour.

After his fifth swing, the ten-foot-tall pillars of water started to shrink, and Thorn’s reverie was broken. Perhaps the security guard had turned off the fountain. Each of the many jets gurgled, then collapsed into the shallow pool, leaving Thorn above the center of a churning circle of dark water.

The water’s splashing gave way to sudden quiet, and in the quiet, Thorn could hear a calm, sickly wind twisting through the trees around the condo.

Was it them? Thorn scanned the horizon. He’d learned that wind followed him everywhere in the Sanctuary. Just as Thorn’s ethereal hand could subtly impact physical water, his spirit also agitated air molecules as it drifted around the condo. The others would suffer the same handicap, so Thorn had resolved to keep a close eye on the trees on the horizon for any effect of the wind that might warn him of their coming. Fortunately, they were not here yet. He still had some time to think about how he wanted to die.

Underneath a full moon glowing behind dark clouds, the luxurious, bottom-lit condominium stood tall, a looming monolith weighing on Thorn’s conscience. Lights illuminated only one room on the tenth floor; that, plus the lobby. The rest of the building’s interior remained dark.

A Sanctuary. Thorn had never been inside one of the fabled testing chambers before. This place, and all the ominous legends that surrounded its like, intimidated him nearly as much as the approaching army.

Thorn kicked the pool’s surface, causing only minor ripples, then drifted toward the high-rise. This ability to exert slight influence over the physical world would have drawbacks, Thorn knew. Several times since he arrived here, he’d tried to fly through solid walls—normally a given—and had been unable to. He couldn’t even penetrate glass. Which meant that he could get trapped if he wasn’t careful: imprisoned in a room, lacking the force to open a door but with too much physical presence to float through a wall. It would be a horrible way to spend his last hours. He would much rather face his executioners. The question was whether he wanted to put up a fight.

Thorn had been avoiding the decision since he arrived here in the Sanctuary an hour ago. Nevertheless, much had happened in that hour. He’d found one of the humans, a girl named Crystal, which may have been her stage name. He’d discovered that his powers of suggestion were immense in the Sanctuary. Crystal had bent to Thorn’s will far easier than was normal. At the merest whisper she’d practically entered a trance, and at first he’d thought that killing her would be effortless. One victim slaughtering another, Thorn thought grimly. But he couldn’t bring himself to do it, especially now that he’d tasted for himself what it was like to be human.

He shook the thought from his mind as his spiritual body floated outside a first-floor window and watched the guard make his rounds. Sooner or later the man would open a door and unknowingly let Thorn inside. Hopefully before Marcus and the others arrived to kill them both.

Thorn was still seething that he’d let himself get set up like this. If he’d bit the bullet and confronted Marcus at the beginning, he would be with Amy in Atlanta right now. Instead he was facing dire punishment, and worse. The Judge could not have anticipated Marcus sending an army into the Sanctuary after Thorn.

Where is this Sanctuary anyway? Miami? Thorn had been relieved to learn that the humans here spoke a language he understood, and he thought he detected a Southeastern Florida dialect. What a cruel coincidence that this Sanctuary is so close to Atlanta; it could have been anywhere. Even if this wasn’t Miami, Thorn knew he was certainly on the east coast somewhere, judging by the ocean and islands beyond the condo and the sunset that had passed in the opposite direction. At dawn, the sun would return over the eastern horizon, and the Sanctuary would end. Thorn knew he would likely be dead by then, but the humans… their fates were still up in the air.

As the guard opened a door onto the deck behind the condo, Thorn slipped past him, sending a swift breeze against the man’s face. He flew through the open door to the stairwell and made his way upstairs.

There was no single moment when he’d made his decision, but he’d made it. The weight of all his poor choices had grown too great, and Thorn knew he would fight.

Of course he would fight.
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Crystal was almost to the elevator when she realized she was wearing the wrong lipstick. Stupid, stupid, stupid. She was supposed to wear the glossy dark stuff that Brandon liked. So she hurried back to her room, shoved through the heavy oak door, and abruptly tripped over some dirty clothes. She clutched the dresser to steady herself. The heels again! Even after four months she still wasn’t used to wearing the things. Who the hell thought heels were sexy anyway? Tripping every other step was not sexy.

She kicked the clothes aside, into a pile of other garments—mostly costumes, and at least one bedsheet. Her room was a mess. She was a mess. And she really wasn’t good enough for this job. She felt it with every judgmental glance Brandon threw her way and every time she saw footage of her own nude body. They should have chosen another, prettier girl. Or at least a more professional one. She was already half an hour late. Brandon would be pissed.

She’d woken up almost on time this evening—Brandon liked to work nights, so she’d gotten used to sleeping days—but for some reason her clothes had been damp when she awoke. More than damp, actually. Soaked. Crystal had never been prone to night sweats, but maybe it was the pregnancy. She’d had to shower to clean the clammy mess off of herself before prepping for work.

The lipstick wasn’t in the usual cabinet, and it wasn’t in any of the drawers. Crystal had knocked a pile of beauty supplies off the counter earlier, and now they lay littered on the floor around the bidet, so she knelt and picked through them. Makeup brushes, foundation, mascara, concealer, blush, glitter, blotting paper. More nail polish than she’d had food half a year ago. But no lipstick. Crap.

Oh well. She was late enough as it was. Brandon wouldn’t get too mad at her for wearing the wrong lipstick, though he’d probably fly into a tantrum over some other random thing. Hopefully he’d let her play a Plain Jane tonight instead of some goth bondage thing. Maybe a schoolgirl. That was easy, and Cole liked the schoolgirl outfit too, or at least the idea of it.

Cole. The one bright spot in all this.

On her way out the door, she stopped a moment to appreciate the bedside photo of her and Cole on his yacht. A spot of wine stained his pants and his smile was lopsided, but she loved that picture. And his strange yet endearing smile. Cole could be distant sometimes, and that bothered her, but he was still a cutie, and a nice guy. The best guy she could hope for, really. Even Crystal’s mom might like him if they ever met. Sometimes at night, when Cole was away, she would take this picture into bed with her and stare at it, into it, imagining the future. Would the baby look enough like its mom? Would Cole be there for her?

He would. She just knew it. He’d been there so far, after all.

But tonight was Brandon’s night. A work night, from sunset to sunrise. And hopefully a work night was all it would be. Crystal paced out into the hallway, her heels clacking against the wood floor. Brandon hadn’t tried anything in more than a week, thankfully. She just had to be careful not to make him angrier than he was likely to be over the lipstick. She tried to reassure herself that she’d have Heather nearby, but still, Brandon was crazy, and Cole listened to Brandon. If it was any other guy, I would have stood up to him. She felt so stupid for obeying Brandon’s every whim. But she did get paid for it.

Well, for the part that was on camera, at least.

Modern, sparse décor adorned Cole’s sterile living space. An array of windows offered a spectacular view of the city below and the dense night sky above. Crystal plodded through the fancy living room, past the chandelier, across the foyer just outside the front door, and to the elevator at the foyer’s far end. Even though she lived here now, Crystal still felt way out of place in this posh environment, full of leather furniture and lights on dimmers and balconies and bidets. She hadn’t believed it when she’d first heard about that last one. Rich people actually paid money for official butt-wiping machines? When she’d put it like that, Cole had cracked up too, but then they’d both had to stifle their laughter when Brandon walked into the room. Poor Cole, living with that guy.

DING. The elevator doors opened just as her phone vibrated. It was Brandon calling, of course.
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Somehow the fact that this room was designed as a communal lounge for the condo’s millionaires made it even hotter that Heather was getting naked in it, Brandon thought. Her hips gyrated as she pulled the hem of her panties up then let it snap back, teasing the camera. Brandon half hoped one of the condo’s residents would enter right now just so he could see the look on the rich bastard’s face: shock, with a grain of envy hidden beneath it. Hell yeah, this is the good life.

Brandon circled around Heather, framing her thighs, then panning up to get a shot of her buxom breasts and that deliciously suggestive smirk. She flipped long blond locks away from her eyes and licked her lips. God damn, she was sexy! You could see her skin starting to sag in places, but that was okay. She was still young enough to look good in amateur porn.

“Bend over,” he said, and he got a great shot of that too. He could already feel himself getting hard.

When Heather snapped back up, she winked at the camera. “That enough until Crystal gets here?” she asked, polite fatigue tinging her voice as she moved to get down from the table. What the fuck did she think she was doing?

“Nuh-uh. We’re going all the way, sweet cheeks.” He grabbed her bra buckle, undid it with one swift motion, then gestured for her to get topless.

Heather nodded solemnly, but then eased back into her porn star persona and motioned “come hither” with her fingers. Brandon came hither, moving the camera closer, and closer, and closer. He grinned as Heather thrust out her chest, letting her breasts spill out and her bra fall down her arms. Nice. This would edit well.

“You’re my muse, baby,” Brandon said. He framed up a profile shot. “My Erato. My Venus de Milo, only with arms. And titty implants.” He snickered and grabbed her left breast.

“You like that, huh?” Heather did her best to sound provocative, unconvincingly. Well, that’s why she’s acting in porn instead of real movies. Why’s she in such a bitchy mood tonight?

“Hey guys. Sorry I’m late.” Crystal set her purse down next to the camera case. She wore a casual turquoise minidress that hid the slight bulge of her belly well. Ugh. She was starting to look fat in the videos, and pregnant porn was such a specific fetish. Sales would slump soon if Cole didn’t replace her. Brandon should have brought it up a week ago, but given Cole’s baffling affection for the girl—it was Cole’s baby, after all—Brandon dreaded the conversation.

Thankfully, despite appearances, Cole was as much a playboy as Brandon at heart. He might think he’s in love now, but he’ll never tolerate a kid. Brandon had never felt threatened by the child because he knew Cole would either get it aborted or break up with Crystal when the time came. Still, Cole always avoided the subject when Brandon broached it, and that made Brandon nervous.

Heather continued her show, but Brandon’s gaze remained on Crystal, behind Heather and just off camera, primping her ugly brown hair. What does Cole see in her? She’s just another girl. Needy, weak, dumb. But skanky enough for the job. Brandon had tasted that fruit himself before Cole declared Crystal off-limits to him… and a few times since then (though those were not entirely consensual). She was a sweet enough snack, but he’d tasted her kind before, and would have fired and forgotten her by now if not for Cole’s romantic streak.

The camera’s card was almost full, so Brandon stopped recording to offload the footage. “Cut,” he said, and a disgruntled scowl immediately replaced Heather’s sultry smile. She covered up and walked over to Crystal.

“Black lipstick,” Brandon said. “I told you to wear black lipstick, Crystal.”

She nodded meekly. “Couldn’t find it. Sorry.” She spoke barely above a whisper. Brandon could tell she was intimidated by Heather, who was taller, fuller, and more comfortable in her own skin. Crystal could jabber on and on around Cole, but got all quiet like this when she taped scenes with Heather and Brandon. She lacked a professional attitude. Despite the playful enmity between Brandon and Heather, he had to give it to her: for the most part, Heather was a pro. Which became uncomfortably obvious with Crystal around. Why couldn’t Cole just dump her and move on?
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To Crystal, Brandon seemed way older than twenty-eight. He always dressed well—at the moment he wore a white collared shirt and black satin vest—and he often used words and references she didn’t understand. His movements were graceful and refined. Early wrinkles creased his forehead, and a slight red tint from heavy drinking flushed his face, but despite these imperfections he was handsome and muscular, and could be charismatic—if you were a stranger. Most people she’d seen around him took him for a friendly self-made millionaire, unaware that he was actually a giant mooch.

She checked herself one last time before her scene. Through the mirror, she could see Brandon in the far corner of the ornate lounge, clicking away at his laptop.

She first met Cole and Brandon at a nightclub; her last boyfriend had just broken up with her and she and her friend Sofie were out cruising. Thank God she’d wound up with Cole instead of Brandon that night. Brandon had seemed okay at first: pampered Sofie, taken her shopping, whispered dreamy lies about how much he cared for her. And then he’d gotten her naked for his videos. “Amateur,” indeed. Not only had Sofie fallen for it, but after a few weeks Brandon kicked her out, leaving her with addictions to all kinds of hard stuff he’d given her. Heartbroken, she kept asking Crystal to reconnect the two of them, but Crystal insisted on rehab instead. Crystal would be glad to pay for it now that she was making a meager living, but Sofie declined her offer.

Crystal’s mom feared that Cole was playing Crystal the same way, but Crystal knew better. Her mom had never met Cole. Cole was different.

“You okay?” Heather stood next to the studio light behind Crystal. Had she noticed how stressed she was?

Crystal tried to perk up. “I’m good.”

Heather nodded knowingly. Crystal knew she hated these sessions with Brandon too, but hey, it was a paycheck. Heather was much more experienced than Crystal, but they’d bonded nonetheless, and these days Crystal thought of her as a friend—a co-conspirator to face Brandon with. She shuddered at the memories of making videos with him alone. He intimidated her like crazy.

“This is some hot shit,” Brandon said as he turned from his seat by the laptop. “Hits on the website are gonna go through the roof. You girls are gonna be celebrities. Better than that cam girl shit you were doing before, Heather, right?” Heather rolled her eyes at him. “Back up on the table, girls.”

Brandon grinned greedily at his camera’s LCD screen as the girls climbed onto the table. Was he making them do lesbian stuff tonight? Three weeks into this new job, Cole had forbidden Brandon from having sex with Crystal himself, which Crystal had been super relieved to hear (although the command hadn’t worked off-screen). So now lesbian and solo videos were Brandon’s only options with Crystal, except for some occasional weird hardcore stuff involving costumes and machines. Crystal could tolerate the lesbian stuff, since at least it meant she wasn’t alone with him.

“Not enough makeup either, Crystal. I wanna see at least twice as much next time.”

Brandon started rolling, so Crystal adopted a fake sexual expression and twisted her body back and forth to accentuate her features. She removed her dress, revealing lingerie underneath. Heather licked her lips for the camera and ran her hands down Crystal’s body.

Brandon observed eagerly from below. “Ah, great angle. Fuck yeah. A couple of MILFs we got here. Crystal, give her a kiss.”

Crystal leaned over and briefly, tepidly pecked Heather on the lips. Heather reciprocated, probably giving a better performance.

“Naw, put some tongue into it, Crystal,” Brandon said.

Crystal’s false smile waned momentarily, but she leaned in for another kiss that lasted several seconds.

“Is this making you girls horny? Crystal, I can tell this is turning you on. Take off your panties, baby, huh?”

Well that didn’t take long. Crystal struggled to keep up her facade for the camera. Brandon frowned at her. Stupid. Why can’t I be as good at this as Heather? She made it look so easy.

“We’re just getting started, baby,” Crystal said. She needed to work herself up to the point where she could take her clothes off without feeling too self-conscious. “Give us a minute to warm up.”

“The boys online wanna see some pussy, though. So why don’t you take it off?”

Crystal pleaded to Heather via eye contact. “I—I, uh—”

“Take it off.”

Heather slowly ran her tongue up Crystal’s cheek. Crystal did little to respond. “I think going slow is so sexy, baby,” Heather said to Brandon. “Wouldn’t you rather be teased? It makes me so wet.”

Brandon ignored her and vehemently yanked Crystal’s underwear down her legs. He raised a hand toward her bra, and Crystal recoiled, afraid he would hit her. But instead he stopped suddenly and let his camera hang at his side.

“The fuck?” he said. Crystal realized Brandon was no longer looking at her, but instead at the wall behind her, where it looked like the wallpaper had been scratched up. Brandon approached the markings and touched them curiously. Heather and Crystal ended their performance, and Crystal took advantage of Brandon’s distraction to secure her lingerie back in place. “Did you girls do this?”

“No.”

The markings were long and thin and barely noticeable: just slight scratches in the wallpaper that couldn’t even be called rips. Their configuration seemed to loosely spell the word “HIDE,” in all caps.

Brandon snatched his cell from his pocket and heatedly dialed. When Crystal looked to Heather for guidance, the taller woman nodded toward their clothes. Crystal followed her as Brandon spoke to Cole.

“Hey buddy, we’re gonna shoot the rest in your place, okay?”

Crystal donned her blue-green dress and removed those awful heels. She watched Brandon through the mirror as he used his pocketknife to cut away a gel that had partially melted onto a studio light.

“Because I think somebody’s snooping around. I don’t want some fucker looking at my girls for free.” He accidentally burned himself on the light, wrenched his hand away, and shook it vigorously. “Goddammit.”
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Brandon was sure the markings hadn’t been there when he’d first started taping Heather half an hour ago. But no one else had been in the lounge when Brandon checked it, so either Heather had done it herself to fuck with him, or one of the condo’s other residents had decided to play a game with the local pornographers.

In the lobby, Brandon approached the security guard: a thin, bald man in his forties who sat behind his desk, sipping coffee and speaking happily into his cell phone. “Two bedroom, one bath. Gas stove, twelve hundred eighty square feet. Right on the shore, very secluded, you’ll love it. And the price is great.”

Making a personal call while on the job? Tsk, tsk, tsk. Brandon interrupted: “Hey. Yo.”

The guard realized Brandon was waiting on him, so he spoke softly into the receiver. “Can you hold on just a minute? Thanks.”

“You got someone fucking with your wallpaper in the lounge.”

The guard didn’t bother to hide his impassivity. He glanced down at his phone as if deciding how he could evade Brandon and return to his call. What a dumbfuck.

“Can you get off your ass and check it out?” Brandon asked. “One of your residents is a pervert. Could you tell him to leave us the fuck alone?”

The guard hesitated. “Call you back?” He reluctantly pocketed his phone, stood, then adjusted his pants.

Seeing that the guard intended to follow through with the request, Brandon almost left for Cole’s floor, but then had a thought and turned back to the guard. “You selling your house?” He read the man’s nametag. “Virgil? A little place on the beach?”

Virgil gave him a once-over, dropping his gaze from Brandon’s eyes to his shoes, looking through Brandon the man and seeing only Brandon the pornographer. “I’m not selling my house.”

Brandon read the subtext: Not to someone like you. He was so tired of this bullshit. Most people in the condo knew about Brandon and Cole’s porn business and treated them like second-class citizens because of it. Well, fuck this guy. Fuck all of them.
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Crystal said goodbye to her mom and hung up. So, her mom had gotten the check at least. Crystal could only hope she wouldn’t waste it all on some weird spice or trinket purported to connect her to the spirit world. The Day of the Dead was coming up, and her mom would probably go all out again with her marigolds and other offerings, just as she’d done throughout Crystal’s childhood. At one point she’d even bought a billboard in Little Havana advertising her services as a medium.

Crystal had lived with that silliness all her life: the luckless fools waddling in to ask her mom to channel dearly departed Aunt Maria or poor old Rottweiler Benito; the plaques and statuettes of Catholic saints and/or Vodou Loa adorning every nook of the house. Her mom was a believer, heart and soul, often spending her paltry grocery money on weird-ass household fortifications against evil spirits or other, equally crazy expenditures. Crystal had enjoyed the stories, songs, and ornamentation—even to this day, she relished her memories of the Vodou traditions she’d grown up with—but tradition was one thing, and beliefs that took precedence over even your own children were quite another. It eventually got so bad that the neighbors called child services, but by then Crystal was old enough to know the difference between what Mom believed and what the rest of the world knew.

And now, it was Crystal who was the provider. And she found that her mom’s superstitions were even harder to endure when it was her own hard-earned money supporting them. She’d borne the burden of those beliefs long enough. Even after all these years, Mom’s vacuous proverbs still spoke inside her head.

“Hang this stone over your bed or Baron Samedi will come get you in your sleep.”

“Don’t shake a tablecloth outside after dark or bad luck will follow you for the next year.”

“You will meet a kind man, and he will be the center of your life.”

That last one came from a palm reading (or was it a Tarot reading?) when Crystal was seven, and her mom continued to remind her about the “kind man” to this day. Somehow though, Crystal didn’t think the owner of a porn website was who Mom had in mind, so she’d told her mom instead that she’d gotten a job as a model and that Cole was her manager. Still, maybe the prophecy had come true in its own way.

Cole wasn’t in his condo, so after Crystal got off the phone she grabbed the book and went searching for him. She spotted him with Heather at the far edge of one of the condo’s many piers, his walking stick in hand, and a white apron speckled with dried black paint worn over his clothes. Huh. What’s that all about? Crystal descended the stairs to the docks then gingerly moved closer so she could eavesdrop.

Cole took out his wallet. “How much?” he asked.

“Like a hundred?” Heather said, a twinge of worry in her voice.

“Damn. You ever think of going back to school?”

“Nah. Not my thing.”

“So you’re okay with this job?”

“Sure. Showbiz. Good times all around.”

“Ha. Let me clarify. You’re okay working with Brandon?”

“Yeah, yeah.” Heather sounded less convinced this time.

Cole handed her two fifty-dollar bills. “Is that right?”

“Yep. Thank you so much.” She put the money in her purse and started to walk away, but Cole stopped her with a hand placed gently on her arm.

“Hey, do you know how much tuition runs these days?” he said.

“It’s been a few years. I have no idea. Why? What do you wanna study?”

Cole shook his head. “It’s not for me.”

Heather lingered for a moment. Cole often left people hanging like that. It felt like the conversation in his head never quite matched the actual conversation being spoken, so he could come across as detached. Crystal liked how smart it made him seem.

“Oh,” Heather said. “Well… thanks.” She smiled warmly at Crystal on her way back to the condo. Cole turned to face out toward the ocean, his shaggy hair blowing in the wind.

Does Cole know I’m saving up for college? Could he actually be thinking about paying tuition for me? The thought made her giddy. As she walked toward her lover, soft waves licked against the two dozen wooden piers and the boats bobbing in the surf beside them.

She set down her book on a piling. “What was that about?” she asked.

Cole smiled at her presence and slipped an arm around the small of her back. “Her kid’s sick. Needs medicine.” He looked so handsome in the moonlight, the waves in his hair swishing just as gently as the crests below. He was just tall enough that Crystal could rest her head on his shoulder. Even his pasty white eyes and their pale pupils glistened enchantingly in this light. Crystal could have stayed with him here for hours.

“How’s Brandon treating you?”

“Good,” she lied. She needed to be her best around Cole to impress him. Plus, if she ever told him the truth and he got mad at Brandon, Brandon would take his rage out on her, and Cole would learn about…

But no, she didn’t want to think about that. “What do you think about giving us tomorrow off?”

Cole raised his eyebrows as if asking for an explanation.

“You and me could hang out. Don’t you hate working Saturdays?”

Cole said nothing, but soon she felt his hand slide onto her stomach. She chuckled, and so did he. His hand felt good against her modest baby bump.

“Sorry, love,” he said. “This has never happened to me before.”

“Me either.” Crystal wrapped her arms around his neck. “What do you wanna name her?”

Cole hesitated. “I think we both need to get our lives in order first.”

“I will,” Crystal said. “But what do you wanna name her?”

No response from Cole.

“We could name her after your mom. Or your dad, if it’s a boy.”

He stayed silent. Why was he getting so distant like this lately? Why did he shut down whenever she talked about the baby or their future together? Did he realize how guilty it made her feel about getting pregnant?

Crystal knew he’d eventually come around if she just showed him enough love. And she did love him. She loved how he made her feel important. Did he know she spent a lot of her free time daydreaming of him? When she made love to him, could he tell that her enjoyment was genuine—not faked like the shows she and Heather put on for Brandon? Was Cole still mad at himself for letting Brandon have sex with Crystal for the job during her first weeks here?

She decided to be brave and voice her worry. “Do you see a future with me?”

Cole drew away from her, but kept his gentle hands on her waist. His eyebrows furrowed at the question. “Of course. Why would you ask something like that?”

“I don’t know. Sorry. I just really like you. You’ve been good for me, and—I just don’t want to do anything to ruin this.”

“Hey, no, you’re fine.”

“Cool. I just—You know. I can see a future with you.”

“I mean, I have a business to run. That’s gotta come first, but yeah.”

That made her uneasy. What did he even mean by that? She decided her best option was to agree with him. Guys always liked that.

“Yeah, of course. I’d never want to get in the way of your business.” She giggled a fake little laugh to relieve the tension between them.

But Cole brought the tension right back. “Brandon has a lot of new ideas that could really break us into the big leagues. I’m—I’m pretty excited about them.”

You mean Brandon’s pretty excited about them and you feel obligated to be excited too.

“And Crystal, I love you. You know I love you. I just don’t want to commit to anything real serious right now. You know how it is. We’re young, so let’s just… Let’s not make any promises we can’t keep, okay?”

That made Crystal really nervous. She broke away from Cole and retrieved the large red book. “I, um, I got something for you,” she said. She softly pressed the book into Cole’s hands. “It’s Paradise Lost. That old book from your dad’s estate. The one with the burned pages. But I got it in braille, so now you can read it.” Crystal still found it funny that her initial connection with Cole had been a conversation about the weird religious beliefs of their parents. Paradise Lost had been Cole’s dad’s favorite book—next to the Bible and the Book of Mormon—and an antique copy of it had been one of the only things to survive the fire in his dad’s house. Crystal had thought she might connect with Cole even more by giving him a version of his favorite keepsake that he’d finally be able to read.

Cole took the braille book and thumbed through it. “Hmm. What’s it about again?” he asked, shivering against a chill wind.

“I dunno. Do you like it?”

The wind abruptly picked up; a big gust made Crystal take a few steps back. She crossed her arms against the cold. Weird for this time of year.

Cole put his arm around her, and she huddled next to him as the wind continued. She looked out toward the ocean and saw the moon’s shimmering reflection in the water, darkness to all sides. It was beautiful. If only Cole could see it. If only Cole could see a lot of things.

“It’s pretty windy out here, huh?” he said. “You wanna go in?

Is this another way of avoiding me? She leaned against Cole and nuzzled at his neck, but the wind blew even harder against them, and Cole lost his balance. He gasped as his cane fell and he stumbled, but Crystal wrapped her arms around him to support him. He leaned heavily on her.

Cole held out his arm cautiously, like he was feeling for something. Crystal saw goose bumps on the back of his neck. “Let’s go inside,” he said.
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Yes, go inside, thought Thorn. The army is coming from the sea, and you don’t want to be outside when it arrives. To frighten Cole even more, Thorn brushed past him again, sending his hair fluttering. He trailed after the couple as they walked up the deck toward the condo.

The security guard perked up as they opened the door to the lounge, spilling a bit of coffee on his magazine. He grimaced and grabbed some napkins to clean up the mess, then nodded to Crystal as she helped Cole inside the lobby.

Thorn let himself feel tentative relief as the door to the outside eased shut. Cole and Crystal were heading to the elevator down the hallway, and Brandon and Heather were already safely upstairs… But this guard, Virgil. How can I get him to safety?

He’d etched the warning onto the lounge wall that had postponed the video shoot, and then with the wind outside had gotten Crystal and her blind boyfriend to come indoors—but parlor tricks would not suffice for Virgil, who remained the last human downstairs. Thorn would need a major distraction for him: perhaps some sort of emergency in Cole’s condo unit? Could Thorn use his newfound power to cause a ruckus upstairs?

For Thorn had discovered that he wielded new power here in the Sanctuary. For one thing, he could create a limited electrical current—an ability that felt similar to the way he’d sent electrical signals through Amy’s brain when he’d possessed her in Piedmont Park. He recalled horror stories he’d heard of human cadavers’ nerve endings being stimulated in Sanctuaries, resulting in walking, talking corpses controlled by demons. Oh, what vile prestige a malicious demon could gain here! But so far, Thorn’s increase in power had gained him only greater frustration at his inability to solve these people’s problems.

And in the back of his mind, that ages-old question lingered: Why? Why did he have more power here? Since this was his first time in a Sanctuary, he had no clue, and he doubted his foes—who had certainly gained the same powers here—knew either. It was just one more mystery to add to the mountain that Thorn had collected ever since his eyes were opened.

It was a mystery he had no time for. Not now. There was only one mystery he needed to solve tonight, once for each human: What is the choice that Virgil is supposed to make? What purpose is he here for tonight? The Judge had made clear that the humans’ survival depended on the “Big Goddamned Choice”— the Judge’s eloquent term—that each of them was supposed to make tonight. “So you ice those suckers before they can make their choices, okay buddy?” the Judge had said. So far, Thorn hadn’t even begun to discern what these choices were.

Scratch.

Thorn looked up at the noise. So did Virgil.

Just outside, on a wooden pillar lit by the swimming pool’s soft blue light, a long vertical scratch mark stretched two feet top to bottom. One of them floated right next to it. An early bird.

Virgil stood.

“No!” Thorn called to him. Thorn had been trying to avoid direct persuasion, but with his adversaries beginning to arrive, he was desperate. “Hey, hey, hey. Get out of here. Go upstairs.”

Virgil winced. Some part of the man heard him, but the demon outside was whispering too, and the guard’s curiosity was palpable. Virgil approached the window and observed the vertical mark from his safe position indoors.

Thorn’s foe outside smirked at him. His face was heavily scarred, his mouth twisted down into a permanent snarl. In place of a right eye, the creature had only a deep black hole. “Don’t go outside,” Thorn said to Virgil. “Do not go outside!”

Scratch.

A second demon joined the first and etched two new marks—marks which, to Virgil, were appearing out of thin air. Together, the three faint markings formed an arrow facing downward. Downward to Virgil’s oblivion, to Thorn’s defeat. To Hell.

“Virgil, please listen to me. Your life is in danger. I need you to go upstairs now.”

The bald guard glanced around and, spotting no one outside, opened the door to investigate.
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Brandon putted a golf ball down a thin lane of artificial turf. For a few seconds, it seemed like it was right on track for the targeted hole at the end of the green, but then the ball flew right over the hole and struck the wall of Cole’s plush master bedroom.

“Motherfucker.”

He tried again, and again he overshot.

“Fuck it.”

Six out of ten wasn’t bad. He dropped his putter on the indoor green and paced back to the huge square window looking out over the docks. Crystal had been down there moments ago, cozying up to Cole, stealing him from Brandon even further. Her continued presence made Brandon so sick that he’d closed the electronic curtains so he wouldn’t have to look at her. He peeked past them now, but the lovebirds were gone.

Cole should never have let it go on this long. Hell, Brandon shouldn’t have let it go on this long. This play-romance had to stop sooner or later, and tonight was as good a time as any.

The worst part of it all was that Cole had been changing due to her influence. Brandon kept finding paint droplets in the master bathroom, so he knew Cole had started his dumb-ass paintings again. And recently, when Cole listened to a new porno of Heather and Brandon, he’d asked why porn videos always ended with men cumming, and if the women shouldn’t get off too. Brandon had explained that porn is about sexual fantasies, and sexual fantasies are about power—the type of power that normal men could only dream of, and that Brandon achieved every time he rolled the camera. But Cole didn’t get it.

Honestly, Cole had never understood what made good porn. The guy had gone blind before hitting puberty, so Brandon tried to cut him some slack for that, but now his lack of vision extended past his eyesight. Just this afternoon, Cole had asked Brandon about his plans for after they were done with adult entertainment. Brandon had swallowed his fear, chuckled, and made some joke about being CEO of a Fortune 500 company. Then he’d wished all day long that he’d had the balls to tell Cole there was no “after.” This was the plan. Now that Cole’s Vegas debts were finally paid off, they were starting to make real bank. Their site had over five hundred loyal subscribers and three thousand hits per day. In just a matter of time, Brandon would be a legitimate porn star and Cole could swim in money for the first time since his teenage years. If he stops letting Crystal turn him into a pussy, that is.

Brandon took a hit of cocaine off of the windowsill and rubbed some on his gums, numbing them. The familiar sweet gasoliney taste comforted him, and the slight sting in his sinuses gave way to the energy boost he’d need to confront Cole. As the high hit him, he recalled the good times, years ago. He and Cole, hopping around South America in Cole’s yacht, picking up spicy young chicas at every city, drinking until the break of dawn. The two men had admired each other; their friendship had been airtight. Brandon had completely run the show back then, and Cole had adored the entertainment Brandon provided. Hell, if not for Brandon, Cole might have stayed drunk and locked up in a hotel room in Vegas for years more than he did. Brandon had been his link to life, to fun, to the outside world.

And now all that was changing. Because of a girl.

Tragically, this was all Brandon’s fault, and he hated to admit it to himself. Four months back, when Cole had met up with him at a nightclub in South Beach, Brandon had bragged that he was about to close with this gorgeous chick Sofie, and that she had a friend whom Cole might enjoy. Crystal had looked like just another chonga bitch, and as Brandon soon discovered, she fucked like one too. She’d been a great employee for all of about three weeks before, out of the blue, Cole started burbling that she was “a good person,” and that she “deserves our respect.” So Brandon had played along, though Cole knew his misgivings. And then, all of a sudden, Crystal was expecting.

Music started playing from the speakers in Cole’s ceiling. It took Brandon a few moments to identify the tune: Beethoven’s Piano Sonata No. 14 in C-sharp minor, Opus 27, no. 2. A cliché, but tasteful nonetheless—and Brandon was in a Moonlight Sonata mood, too. He turned to face Cole, who stood by the bedroom’s entertainment center, adjusting the volume. Strangely, Cole adjusted the lights too. They grew dim.

“Did you talk to her yet?” Brandon asked.

Cole remained silent. He knew his own room well enough to walk freely through it, but now he stayed near the wall, using his cane for guidance as he moved forward.

“Remember I wanted you to talk to her about the thing in her stomach? Did she go for it?”

Cole walked farther, but still didn’t speak.

Brandon exhaled with sharp disdain. “Poverty. Sound appealing?”

“No.”

“Then either get rid of Crystal, or get rid of the fucking baby.” Better to present the illusion of choice. Cole would play along more easily if Brandon made things simple for him.

Unaware that the curtains were closed, Cole stopped by the far window and faced outward, as if hoping to catch a glimmer of the nighttime expanse.

“Did you even mention it to her?”

“I want to keep it.”

A tense moment passed. Not in Brandon’s wildest dreams had he imagined Cole would dare go this far. Blindsided, he stepped up next to his friend and did his best to remain calm, but he had trouble formulating a response. “Everything we have depends on you trusting me to do my business. You remember how poor you were when I found you? You were gonna sell your dad’s condo, and I said no, give me your place to work in, and I can make us rich.” The visual backdrops leveraged from the condo setting added a distinct professional flavor to Brandon’s videos. Cole knew just as well as he did that without Cole’s facilities, the two entrepreneurs would lose credibility in the eyes of their talent, and thus be unable to attract the kind of actresses their subscribers demanded. “Well Cole, I still intend to deliver on that promise. I can support us, but if you bring a bitch and a kid on board… I’m fucking out, man. You don’t want a little toddler running around shitting its diapers while we’re taping the girls.”

Brandon thought that maybe Cole would laugh at this image, but apparently Cole’s old sense of humor had left him as well.

So Brandon continued. “How will you get by, huh? Crystal’s gonna get a job at Taco Hut and you’ll… what? Sell paintings?” He waved a hand in front of Cole’s unseeing eyes. “You’ll have to give up the condo after all.”

“Hey, Brandon, I appreciate what you’ve done for me, and I really think we have something good here. I consider you a good friend.”

Finally I’m getting somewhere. “Me too, buddy. Me too.”

“But for starters, you need to stop wasting my money on parties.”

Or maybe I’m getting nowhere. “Oh, I should stop? I’m working, unlike a certain friend of mine.” Brandon tapped Cole on the chest. Cole tried to swat Brandon’s hand, but he’d withdrawn it by the time Cole reacted. He paced around to Cole’s other side and spoke firmly to him. “I don’t think parties to promote our business are quite as expensive as you sitting on your ass in mountains of debt, which was right where you were before I showed up.” Anger flashed on Cole’s face, so Brandon added a soothing charisma to his voice and drew his face closer to Cole’s for emphasis. “We’re close, man. Just give me another year.”

Cole said nothing, and crossed his arms.

“You and me, buddy. Living the dream, just like old times in Vegas, huh?” Cole wasn’t budging, so Brandon let a pointed edge creep back into his voice. “Or are you gonna pussy out?”

Cole swiftly raised a hand as if to strike the wall, but restrained himself, grunted, then swung at the air and yelled in frustration.

Brandon backed away from him, grabbed his putter, and waited until Cole cooled off. Cole didn’t often get so upset. He rested his head against a wall and gave a tired sigh that worried Brandon much more than his fit of yelling had.

“You ever heard of master-slave morality, Cole?” Brandon had recently seen a gangster film featuring a discussion of master-slave morality, and he’d been looking forward to discussing its brilliant implications with Cole.

“No,” said Cole.

Brandon set a ball down on the green and positioned himself for a swing. “Philosophy, buddy. You should read some. You see, Ancient Greece and Ancient Rome used what’s called ‘master morality.’ They believed that a man’s virtue was determined by his strength, his will. Right and wrong didn’t exist. The only truth was power, and the only rules were those you made for yourself.” He paused to make sure Cole was listening. When he saw he did indeed have his friend’s attention, he smiled and lined up his shot. “The Greeks were keenly aware that life is finite. Death is inevitable. And the best we can do during life is distract ourselves from the inevitability of death. Unfortunately not everyone can have everything they want, but a few of us can. Do you know who those few are, Cole? The Romans did.”

Cole remained silent on the matter. Brandon putted his ball, but yet again it zipped over the hole.

“The people who take what they want are the ones who get what they want. Rome’s elite class conquered the known world with this simple idea. Their pleasure depended on their willingness to seize their happiness from the weak and cowardly. You see, Cole, the only choice that a man ever needs to make is which to be: the master or the slave. I like that idea, I sure do. And let me tell you why I like it. You’re into painting, so let’s say I stole a valuable painting from that old lady next door. Is that a bad thing to do?”

“Obviously.”

Brandon putted again, curving the ball too far left this time. “Well, the painting would make me happy. I don’t know or care about that lady. My life is better for having taken the painting, and because I didn’t get caught, there are no negative consequences. So why not take it?”

Brandon putted a third time… too far left again. He dropped the club, and Cole jumped a bit when it clanked against the wooden floor.

“The only reason not to take it is slave morality. The foreigners, Christians, and slaves in Rome saw that they were doomed to lives of servitude, and in their petty jealousy, they invented right and wrong. Through clever subversion, they spread the lie that powerful was synonymous with evil. Their Roman masters, simply following their own bliss by exerting their will, were made to seem villainous.”

Brandon took a few steps toward Cole as he neared the end of the speech he’d prepared. This was the good part.

“And then something strange happened. Something unthinkable. The masters started believing the slaves. They started believing that kindness and humility were virtues, and thus the masters became slaves themselves. The emperor Constantine was the first of them. He made Christianity the empire’s official religion. The idiot masses had corrupted the elite.”

Cole whacked Brandon’s shins lightly with his cane, stopping his approach. “So you and me are the elite and Crystal is the masses in this scenario?” Cole said. “That’s charming. I hope you realize that if everyone followed master morality, the world would descend into chaos.”

“Not everyone has to think the way I do, boss. I’m just trying to show you the light. Think rationally about this.”

“So your need for pleasure is perfectly rational, but compassion for other people is irrational because… why? Because it’s just your DNA that programs you to feel empathy—isn’t that what you said before?”

Oh, not this again. Brandon had once tried to convince Cole that human empathy was just a vestige left over from evolution, and Cole intermittently dredged it up in arguments as a crutch to lean on when Brandon was beating him. Fine, let him have his crutch. “Give me one good reason to care about anything but my own happiness, and I’ll take it all back,” Brandon said.

Cole may not have read any philosophy, but he was ready with a quick retort. “If all happiness is just a meaningless survival mechanism left over from evolution, why care about your own happiness either?”

Oh, Cole was feisty tonight. And smarter than usual. Brandon’s blood was racing, and he wanted to launch into another diatribe about how Cole lived in a slave’s box, unaware that he was free to do whatever he wanted without any rational reason and without feeling guilty. But he knew that Cole felt too responsible for that damn kid on the way, so instead of another philosophical rant, Brandon opted for an emotional appeal. This wasn’t about ideologies anyway. It was about Cole and Brandon and the future.

Brandon moved so close to Cole that they were nearly nose to nose, and he spoke softly. “When I have a friend, I’m loyal to that friend. And I expect loyalty in return. So I’m asking you, as a friend, please. Don’t turn your back on me, Cole.”

Cole’s head swayed back and forth as he chewed on Brandon’s petition. Brandon was hopeful that his plea had worked until Cole leaned close and plainly said, “So if I kick you in the balls—hard—because it’s pleasurable for me, and because seeing you squirm in agony on the ground would be a pleasing distraction from the inevitability of death… Then that’s okay, because there’s no right or wrong?”

Unbelievable. In all the years Brandon had known him, Cole had never said something so bold to him. He must really care about this bitch. This was getting nowhere. Time to use force.

Brandon paced back to the indoor green and grabbed the putter he’d dropped next to it. “Can I borrow your golf club?”

“What?”

“For the baby.”

Cole strode toward Brandon, arms raised as if to physically confront him.

“Hey!” Brandon yelled. But Cole came at him so fast that Brandon barely had time to lift his club, which swooshed as it parted the air between them.

“Yeah, go ahead,” Cole said. “Hit a blind guy.”

“She’s a fucking street girl, okay? She’s not worth shit.”

Cole swung a fist. It passed well over Brandon’s left shoulder.

“You missed.”

Cole abruptly swung again, and this time he caught Brandon square in the jaw. Then he clutched Brandon’s collar, yanked his torso forward, and spoke with eerie calm. “Brandon. Cut your parties out of the budget. Stop losing my money.”

“What money?”

Cole continued as if Brandon hadn’t spoken. “You can keep using my place as long as you make us money. I keep Crystal. You keep your job. Everyone’s happy.”

They stood there for a moment, eyes locked in a wordless duel, a gentle breeze blowing at their hair. Cole didn’t seem to notice the wind, which was faint, but too strong to have been the air conditioning. Brandon looked around for an open window but found nothing, so he ignored the strange breeze and set the club on Cole’s bed.

“You need me, boss. I don’t need you.” He walked quietly out of Cole’s room and left it at that.

Cole’s father had been a disgustingly wealthy man, and his condo unit was expansive. Brandon had to walk through nearly two minutes of hallways just to reach Crystal’s room from Cole’s, journeying past the living area, kitchen, barroom, entertainment room, two balconies, two bedrooms, and several bathrooms on the way. Yet despite the grand size, and several renovations over the years, a musty stink lingered that Brandon had come to associate with old money—with lethargy and complacency. Beneath the trendy furniture and cutting-edge interior design, all the refurbishing couldn’t hide that this place was old, rotten. You could see it in the rust that flourished on the air vents, and in the occasional wood splinter that pierced through the wallpaper. You could hear it in the creaky old pipes that haunted the building at night. And Brandon saw it in the blind fool he called his best friend, chained forever to his tragic past.

Cole could go fuck himself. Cole and his whiny voice and his toneless muscles and his short stature. He’d never read any Nietzsche or other important philosophy. He was totally in the dark. Cole could try to control Brandon’s life, restricting him, telling him what he could and couldn’t do, like an imperious parent. But Brandon was not a slave. Brandon deserved to be free. Free from the brainwashed masses living their pedestrian lives with their all-important families and purposes and artificial morals. What a clueless society the slaves had built. Brandon had thought more deeply about existential issues than all of them combined. His bleak conclusions were the only ones that a sane person could come to, and Brandon was one of the few sane people left in the world.

When he’d been younger, living in foster home after foster home—most of them highly religious environments—Brandon had kept a journal so people would remember his ideas after his death, just like Kurt Cobain had done. Most of it had been big-headed plans to get hired in the upper echelons of a company, then to siphon off as much money as he could get away with. But the very first entry, written before he’d formed any of his grandiose plans, had been different. It had formed the foundation for the rest of his thinking, and remained the perfect, most accurate filter through which to understand life’s misery. He still knew it word for word.

 

If any one of us dies, who notices? We are all just specks on a tiny planet circling one small star in all of space.

The Fun cannot last forever. If I die on a wild night out, that is a good death. Live like a rock star, party hard, die young. Go out with a bang instead of a whimper.

Living is not good or bad. Dying is not good or bad. The Universe does not care about me, so I do not care about the Universe. I am indifferent.

 

That entry had stuck with Brandon through the years. He’d made it his manifesto, if he could be said to have one. It reminded him that he owed it to his younger self to take what he wanted out of life while he still could.

Brandon threw open the door to Crystal’s bedroom. Still wearing that turquoise dress, she sat on her bed texting someone. At Brandon’s entrance, she looked up from her phone, then stood and backed away when he shut and locked the door. “No, no, no,” Crystal said. “We’re not doing this again.”

That’s right, bitch. See which one of us has the power. He strode toward her. “Beg,” he said to her.

Crystal bolted for the far end of the room, where a sliding door revealed a small balcony. She ran to the door, pulled, and fled onto the terrace. Her breathing quickened, thrilling Brandon all the more. As he neared her, she backed toward the terrace’s railing, and he glanced past her at the ground ten stories below.

“Where you gonna go? Only direction outta here is down.”

Crystal darted forward, trying to flee past Brandon, but he grabbed her arm and wrenched her back inside the bedroom with him. “I don’t wanna,” she pleaded. “Not again. Please.”

He pulled her face toward his until they were centimeters apart, just as he’d been with Cole only minutes ago. “Get out of my house,” he whispered. Then he threw her onto the bed face-first. She tried to cry out, but he climbed on top of her, covered her mouth with one hand, and undid his belt buckle with the other.
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Thorn couldn’t stop Brandon, but neither would he keep watching the unthinkable act through the window. He rounded the southern face of the condo and sneaked down into the palms by the docks. He knew now that tragedy permeated the lives of the people upstairs. Only Heather seemed psychologically stable.

Crystal’s case was beyond troubling, but it could possibly be mended before the night was through. How fitting that she’d given Cole Paradise Lost on this specific night! Thorn had read it ages ago, and although some of its details were preternaturally correct, he’d found its depictions mostly inaccurate, especially of the War in Heaven. Milton had given too much credit to the Enemy, and left out Marcus’s role entirely.

Thorn saw echoes of himself and Marcus in Cole and Brandon: deeply close friends torn apart by circumstances, each now grappling for power over the other. Marcus, however, was more focused and methodical than Brandon, and therefore more dangerous.

“Be seeing you soon,” Marcus had said to Thorn, just hours ago. Thorn dreaded Marcus’s arrival; he’d sooner let the demon army end his life than fall into Marcus’s hands. If it came to it, Thorn wouldn’t give Marcus the satisfaction of slaughtering him himself. Though he’ll have his hands in it regardless. If it weren’t for Marcus’s ploy, this army wouldn’t be here to kill me now.

Thorn considered fleeing, but he didn’t know how to escape this place. If the humans died, the Sanctuary would end and he’d be free; but he’d abandoned his notions of killing them shortly after he’d arrived. Conversely, if the humans made their Big Choices and survived the Sanctuary, would Thorn go on living then as well? No demon who’d “failed” a Sanctuary had ever returned to Earth, so Thorn doubted he’d survive in that event, either.

But perhaps there was another way out. The transit door through which Thorn had entered the Sanctuary had been destroyed behind him, but clearly there were other ways in. The demon army would leave guards by their door out in the sea, but maybe—just maybe—there was a third door in here somewhere. A door that would lead Thorn back to Earth.

Such things were well hidden from demonic eyes, though, despite demonkind’s frequent discoveries of the temporary gateways. Thorn’s only real chance of learning a door’s location was by befriending one of his foes and asking for it. Fat chance.

Five more demons had arrived since Thorn’s brief trip upstairs, and they’d now joined the first one with the scarred face, who was still toying with Virgil by the nearest pier. The guard’s eyes were glazed over, his posture relaxed, his lazy gait reminiscent of a zombie’s staggering in a horror film. Thorn had reluctantly deemed the man a lost cause as soon as the others had nabbed him.

One slow step at a time, the guard wandered onto the pier, blindly following his unseen leader until he reached the walkway’s end, where only the water of the harbor and the bay beyond lay in front of him. Sheet lightning pulsed in the clouds as Virgil smiled, vaguely euphoric. Seeing whatever they want him to see.

Thorn left the trees’ cover and submerged most of his body beneath the surf. His opponents didn’t see him. He edged closer until he was near enough to read the subtle struggle on Virgil’s face, as if the man’s own excessive happiness had terrified him. A single tear fell from Virgil’s eye. Then his body tipped forward, straight as a plank as it splashed into the water. Before long, the air left Virgil’s lungs, and he sank.

He stayed under. Thirty seconds passed. Forty.

Thorn had learned earlier that, despite his newfound powers in the Sanctuary, he couldn’t just make a human stab herself. Distraction was easy; deliberate persuasion into self-harm was not. So once a Sanctuary’s human was under a demon’s control, the best one could do would be to send him unknowingly into danger—lead him off a cliff, or, as in this case, a pier. And a drowning death was ideal, Thorn guessed, since it kept the victim’s body intact and useful. Once the security guard died, Thorn’s adversaries undoubtedly planned to commandeer his vacant body and use it to dispatch the people upstairs, which would be the fastest, easiest method of ending their lives. It was eerie. It was brutal. It was purely demonic.

And two could play at that game.
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C-stands and studio lights in various stages of setup stood watch over the soulless living room and the pristine kitchen next to it. Crystal grabbed a sharp kitchen knife from a cutlery set and hid it in her purse. The worst had happened again. Ten days had passed since the last time, so she’d hoped that Brandon was done. Had something changed since then? Had she made him mad somehow?

As usual, she couldn’t tell Cole. She could never tell Cole. Even as passive as he was, he wouldn’t ignore a rape claim, and Crystal didn’t have the courage to go to court over something like this. She could hear the accusations now.

“What was she wearing?”

“Did she lead him on?”

“Did she secretly want it?”

“She’s a porn actress; what did she think was going to happen?”

“Didn’t she get paid for that anyway?”

Just ignoring the rapes would be easier and less painful. Crystal was sure she could recover by herself. Driving a wedge between Cole and Brandon would remove Cole’s only source of income, and she couldn’t do that to him. Besides, Cole would end their romance immediately if he ever discovered that the baby was Brandon’s. Still, if Brandon ever tries it again…

The knife in her purse gave her comfort. Maybe she’d buy some pepper spray before work tomorrow. I should have done that months ago. Stupid. Stupid.

As Crystal sat gingerly on a barstool and dug through her purse for some painkillers, Heather used a blue plastic ruler to measure the distance from the countertop’s edge to some of Cole’s wine bottles. Crystal liked how organized Cole was—the opposite of her mom. He knew the exact position of every item in the house, and if she moved something, she’d have to put it back or he’d get mad. He’d yelled at Heather for that a few days ago, so she’d been extra careful ever since.

Once Heather arrived at a measurement, she plucked up a bottle, popped the top with a corkscrew, and poured herself a glass of wine. “Do you know if we’re gonna film some more, or are we done for the night?” she asked.

Crystal shrugged. “I think we’re done.”

Then Heather gave her that look that said she knew something was wrong, and poured a second glass of wine. Does she suspect what Brandon’s been doing to me? Crystal lived in fear that one day, Heather or Cole would bring up the rapes out of the blue, and her world would shatter. Thankfully, Heather seemed content with small talk now, even if she did suspect something.

“I can’t stand this condo,” Heather said. “All sterile and cold. Gives me bad vibes. No pictures of family or friends.”

“There’s the one in the hall,” Crystal said. She glanced over at the small picture hanging just outside the kitchen: a snapshot of Brandon with his arm around Cole, enjoying drinks on a boat.

“Friends, right,” Heather said with a subtle roll of her eyes. She set the second wine glass in front of Crystal. “You should know, not everyone in the business is like Brandon. He’s the exception, not the rule. You’ve already seen the worst, so it can only get better from here.”

Crystal balled up part of her dress and clenched it in her fist. She appreciated Heather’s encouragement, but wondered how many other girls just like Crystal she’d known in her years in the industry. Heather’s motherly persona came just a little too easily, and her words always seemed a little too pat for Crystal to be the first damaged coworker she’d tried to console. Crystal wondered what Heather really thought of her, this silly naïve girl always stuck in a rut. What would Heather say if she spoke honestly? Grow up?

Maybe I should.

Crystal popped a painkiller into her mouth. “If I have to hear one more time about how—what does he say? ‘The Übermensch transcends traditional morality in favor of Dionysian ideals…’”

Heather recited the last part with her, then laughed. Brandon said that all the time, like a motto, and Crystal had no idea what it meant.

Heather tried to stop chortling. “Yeah, he likes to use big words to express little ideas, doesn’t he? The idea that nothing matters seems to matter a lot to him.”

“If nothing matters to him, why is he so obsessed with guns and drugs and power?” And hurting me as much as he can?

Heather sipped from her glass and shook her head. “Oh, he just wants to do whatever he wants, and needs some reasoning to support that. I read one of his philosophy books once. I don’t think he even understood it.”

Brandon, Brandon, Brandon. On another night, Crystal might have been happy to make fun of him with Heather, but tonight she just wanted to stop thinking about him. “Hey, you’re a mom, right?”

Heather blinked at the sudden change of topic. She smiled curiously. “Uh, yeah. Benjamin. He’s five. Just started kindergarten.”

“What’s it like? Being a mom?”

“Aw, are you getting cold feet? Don’t worry. It’s hard work but you’ll love it. Best thing that ever happened to me.”

“Who’s Benjamin’s dad? If you don’t mind me asking?”

“No, not at all. He was just a guy I used to see. Is this, uh, is this about Cole? You worried if he’ll be there for you?”

Crystal said nothing. She realized she hadn’t touched her wine, so she raised the glass to her lips… but then she thought about the baby, and put the glass back down. Heather’s expression grew sympathetic again. Did she realize she’d given wine to a pregnant girl? When she approached Crystal and tried to comfort her with a hug, Crystal readily accepted the gesture.

“Sweetie,” Heather said, “I know you care about him, but you don’t want guys like these in your future. Take it from someone who’s been there.”

“But Cole is different.” Crystal had “been there” too. She’d had all kinds of crappy boyfriends, and Cole was more caring than them. More sensitive. He’d once even opened up to Crystal that he hated his own timidity. He cursed himself for letting Brandon take over his life, for letting all Brandon’s fun leave him so empty. Cole put on a friendly face, but deep down he was just as afraid of Brandon as Crystal was.

Heather broke off the hug. “Do you at least have a backup plan? In case it doesn’t work out with Cole?”

“I’m saving up for college.”

Heather furrowed her brow at this, probably making the connection Crystal had made earlier. “College? Does Cole know?”

“Yeah.” Crystal smiled lightly at her as if to say, I told you so. If Cole was paying her tuition, his commitment must be long term.

Heather finished her wine, gulped down Crystal’s as well, then went to wash off the glasses. “Just be careful, that’s all. Have a plan.”

“What good are plans? I mean, did you ever plan to be a porn actress as a kid?”

Crystal regretted saying it as soon as the words left her mouth. This was just a job to her, but Heather had made it her career. Heather was Crystal’s one true ally in this place, and the jab hadn’t been meant to hurt her. “Sorry,” Crystal said.

Heather shrugged defensively as she set the cups in the dishwasher. “It’s not a bad profession. I sure as hell enjoy it, or at least I did before meeting our mutual scumbag friend. Men have controlled sex for so long; I say it’s time we make it ours, huh?”

“I know, just… It’s not a great place to raise a little kid.”

“And it’s true that it has no retirement options,” Heather added. “That’s why it’s good to have a plan. Trust me, I’m going on thirty-five. I won’t be in the biz much longer either.”

Crystal would rather be working any number of other jobs, but as a twenty-two-year-old high school dropout who’d been unemployed for six months before meeting Cole, this was the best paying work she could hope to get. Plus, Cole might not even stay with her if she quit. Besides, she supposed, someone has to do it. Crystal didn’t like porn, but in a way, she thought it was a necessary part of society. Online videos of Crystal gave hundreds of men a safe escape at their computers before returning to their wives and girlfriends. She sometimes imagined all the different guys who watched her online, and though it was definitely creepy, it mostly made her sad. Wasn’t real connection better than a lifeless computer screen? Even Cole knew that. Even Brandon, in his own sick way.

“Just don’t try to save him,” Heather said. “Been there, tried that. Never works. Just leaves you miserable.”

“Cole? Save him from what?”

Heather carefully placed the wine bottle back at the end of the blue ruler and glanced toward the picture of Cole and Brandon.
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“We’ve been fucking around these past few weeks, man,” Brandon said to Cole.

He wished that Cole had the sight to see the early videos of Brandon and Crystal’s sexual exploits. Brandon had gotten her to do some hardcore shit with him, and most of it was on tape. If Cole hadn’t been blind, Brandon might have used that footage now, but since he couldn’t, he’d done the next best thing.

“I’m so sorry, man. Crystal wanted it, and I know I shouldn’t have done it, but I wanted her too. I’m really sorry. It was a dumb move, and it won’t happen again.” Unless you don’t get rid of her.

Cole just stood there, staring into the curtains that concealed his bedroom window. Brandon had always been able to keep Cole under his thumb before, but Cole’s earlier outburst added a nervous edge to this silence. Just when Brandon was getting ready to provoke him further, Cole finally spoke.

“How many times?”

“Every few days since we met,” Brandon said. “Sometimes more often.”

“When was the last time?”

“Earlier tonight. Check the sheets if you want.”

“And it’s always consensual?”

“Yes.”

Cole nodded, turned, and spoke firmly. “Don’t you ever do this to me again.”

Brandon stood, but was unsure whether to leave or to give Cole a conciliatory embrace. Having to lie to his friend like this made him uncomfortable, and his usual charm failed him.

Cole spoke first. “Send her in.”


•




When Crystal entered Cole’s spacious bedroom, he was standing by his nightstand, his back to her, running his fingers over the braille in the book she’d given him. She couldn’t guess what he wanted, but since Brandon had come to get her instead of Cole himself, it had to be bad. Had Heather been right? Was he leaving her now, and her lack of a backup plan would send her back to joblessness? To her mom’s dilapidated house?

“Hi,” she said guardedly.

“I want you to get rid of it,” Cole said.

“Get rid of what?”

“Of the baby.”

Whoa. Speechless, Crystal took a few more steps toward him, her shoes clacking against the wooden floor. Cole had never been excited about the baby, but this? No. Please, no, no, no, no, no. The baby was the one promising thing she had in her life right now. Getting rid of “it” was not something she’d be willing to do.

She sidled up behind Cole and wrapped her arms around him. “I don’t want to do that.”

“Then you’re out of a job.” He didn’t even hesitate before saying it. That hurt. Please, no. How will I take care of a baby on my own? She didn’t have enough money to be a single mom—not by a long shot.

Cole slammed the book shut. Then he turned and held it out to her, returning her gift.
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A painting hung above the sofa in the living room. Reds and yellows streaked from wide bases at the bottom up to points at the top, presenting the distinct appearance of a raging fire against a black background. Cole had painted it. Pretty good for a blind guy.

Brandon sat beneath the flames, gazing up at them. He’d forced Cole to dispose of all his other paintings because they made the house look unprofessional in the backgrounds of Brandon’s videos… but he liked this one. It reminded him that everything was chaos, and that trying to assert order was a futile act. Other, lesser people feared chaos, but Brandon enjoyed it. He’d always felt out of place in Cole’s spotlessly clean, perfectly ordered condo unit.

As a small retribution for Cole’s recent rebellion, Brandon stood to move a coffee table out of its usual symmetry with the rest of the furniture. He pulled it in front of the sofa, then arranged some cards on it for a game of solitaire: a fine way to occupy his time while Cole finally told Crystal off in his bedroom. Seven stacks of cards facing upward, one stack hidden.

“The security guard looks fucked up.”

Brandon glanced over at Heather, who stared down through the expansive window near the kitchen. “Yeah?”

“Yeah, he’s soaking wet, just standing there looking up at me.”

“Well, he’s a weird fucker. Who knows what he’s up to.” Brandon flipped over the first card in the deck and began his card game, quickly freeing up several kings. Luck was on his side tonight.

In his peripheral vision, he noticed Heather discreetly removing a fifty-dollar bill from her pocketbook, then approaching Crystal’s purse on the countertop. Her eyes lingered on Brandon the whole time, no doubt hoping he’d ignore her in favor of his solitaire game. As she inconspicuously slipped the money into Crystal’s purse, her gaze briefly left Brandon, and he chose that moment to strike.

“What are you doing?” he asked, never taking his eyes off the cards.

Heather exhaled sharply. Her voice grew defensive. “Helping her out.”

“Why?”

“Because she needs it.”

“We all need it. Why give it to Crystal? What extenuating circumstances cause her to be the beneficiary of your generosity?” Heather opened her mouth to answer, but Brandon continued before she could speak. “Because I’m pretty sure she does drugs. She’s all about that instant gratification, you know. It’s like giving money to a homeless man.”

“Then I guess I’m just a little less selfish than some other people.”

Brandon chuckled. “Bullshit. You’re just doing it so you can pat yourself on the back, get that feel-good buzz from imagining you’ve done real good in the world. Your altruism is just as selfish as my self-interest. Don’t kid yourself.” He lined up his last ace above the rest of the cards.

“Hmm.” She thought for a moment. “So spending a night throwing up after partying too hard is basically the same as spending years curing cancer? Raping someone is on par with giving food to a hungry kid? Nah, I think I’ll pass on that.”

Raping someone? Brandon finally turned from his game to meet Heather’s gaze. Does she know? Her eyes were harsh, but revealed nothing about what she might know. Brandon countered with a smile.

“All I’m saying is that it’s human nature to seek pleasure for yourself. Keeping that money would give you greater pleasure than giving it to Crystal.”

“Fuck you. It’s my choice.”

Brandon’s grin grew wider. She was a troublemaker who never agreed with him—and probably hated his guts—but Brandon liked Heather. Her viewpoints were off-kilter, but unlike Cole and Crystal, she had a brain, and she used it. She wasn’t afraid to speak her mind, even to her boss.

He readied himself for another philosophical debate. Maybe tonight he’d finally win her over. “Heather, you know what? All thought and action—all of it—is just a physical and chemical process that started at the big bang. We’re all just clumps of atoms, playing out their scripts. None of us are free. Choice, morality… they’re just evolved mental constructs. Illusions.”

“Well, then I’d rather live in an illusion that’s nice instead of an illusion that’s mean. What’s the point of your philosophy if it just makes you an asshole?”

“Philosophies don’t need a purpose. They’re about what’s true. And alas, mine is.”

Heavy, muffled sobs suddenly emerged from behind the closed doors to Cole’s bedroom. Oh, sweet victory. If Crystal had broken down in tears, all was going well. Brandon felt all his problems slipping away.

Heather turned back from the noise. “Regardless, Brandon, other people besides you do have lives and purposes, however arbitrary you may think they are. People like Crystal and Cole. And your actions affect them.”

Oh, she was good! But Brandon, as always, was a little better. “I don’t think their purposes are arbitrary. They are arbitrary, objectively.”

Heather raised her arms in a flustered gesture. “Okay, try this then. Everything is meaningless to you, right? All beliefs are illusions? But you believe in… what? Nihilism? That’s a belief. That’s meaningful to you.”

“Damn, it really threatens you that I’ve renounced all value systems, doesn’t it?”

“It’s hypocritical.”

“Is it? How?”

Heather rolled her eyes in that vaguely sexy way she did sometimes. “I can’t even argue with you about it because every time I make a point you just say that there is no point. You just avoid the argument and say you’ve won.”

“Hey, I’m arguing now. Isn’t that what we’re doing?”

“And you always make fun of religion for being a closed system that keeps people from asking questions, but isn’t… whatever you believe… isn’t it the same thing?”

Brandon inhaled deeply and sighed. Heather and he had these discussions twice every month or so (once even while shooting a porn video), and they always ended with Heather oblivious and Brandon bored. He often wondered what it would take to make her finally get it. As he turned over the jack of spades, a flash of insight came to him.

“I had a friend once,” he said. Crystal continued blubbering behind the doors while he stood and sauntered toward Heather. “He was a cop. And not one of the douchebag ones. This was a really, really righteous dude, fighting for justice and all that. But alas, he fell victim to that infamous kryptonite that slays all heroes: he fell in love. With a woman from the streets. A prostitute. They met surreptitiously, and he hid their romance from his buddies. He gave her his time, his money, his adoration, his friendship. They had a child together.”

Brandon paused next to a recliner and tapped his fingers on it. He nearly decided to just sum up the rest of the story and sit back down, but no, Heather needed to hear this. She needed to grasp the emotional impact. “But my friend’s sergeant found out and wasn’t too fond of this relationship. Kicked my friend off the force. With no job, he lost his house, his car.”

“That sucks.” Despite all the videos they’d made together, Heather seemed to grow uncomfortable as Brandon drew close to her. She broke eye contact and stared at the ground, and he knew he was winning, even before finishing his story.

“Yeah, it did suck. I let him stay with me for a while. Even gave him some money to start a business. But then there was a drug bust, and his lady friend was involved. He got there just in the nick of time, but she got caught in the crossfire between the cops and the dealers, so my friend jumped in to protect her.”

Brandon paused for emphasis.

“His sergeant shot him twice in the back.”

Heather glanced toward Cole’s room as if hoping the lovebirds would exit and save her from this conversation. But he had her cornered: a captive audience.

“Did he make it?” she asked uncomfortably.

“Nope.”

“What happened to the woman?”

Brandon grinned deviously. “She couldn’t stand what happened to him, so she got deeper into drugs. She died from ’em after too long. I don’t know what happened to that poor kid. But my point is why. Why did my friend do that? Everything he had he gave to her, because it made him happy to see her happy. But there was no purpose in the end. He lost everything, and so did she.”

Brandon’s long, slow walk to the kitchen ended. He arrived at Heather and reached his arms around her to lean on the countertop. As their bodies pressed together, he removed the fifty from Crystal’s purse and dangled it between their faces. “You do this—giving—over and over, until eventually you have a revelation. There is no justice. There are no rules. And at the end of the day, without exception, everything burns.” He slid his hand lazily down Heather’s cleavage and tucked the money into her bra. “So I’ll ask you again. Before the flames consume what little you have, why would you squander it on anyone but yourself?”

Heather nodded solemnly, pondering, and for a few seconds Brandon tasted victory. But then she looked him in the eyes and plucked the fifty out from between her breasts.

“Because she needs it,” Heather said, and dropped the money back into Crystal’s purse.

Before Brandon could retort, Cole and Crystal entered the living room, Crystal wiping off tears and making a beeline for her purse. She had some kind of big red book under her arm. Heather turned to Crystal to offer some comforting words, so Brandon backed into the shadows by one of the deactivated studio lights.

As Cole stomped through the room, he bumped his shin into the coffee table Brandon had moved for his card game. “Fuck!” Cole yelled, and shoved it out of his way, scattering cards across the floor, ruining Brandon’s game. He proceeded to the sliding glass doors by the balcony and brooded there like he always did. Feel sorry for me, Brandon, his whiny expression seemed to say. I’ve had a rough life, and now I have tough decisions to make.

Get a life, pal, Brandon thought. He glanced past Cole at the spectacular view beyond the condo. The Port Bridge was lit a deep blue from underneath, the MacArthur Causeway purple next to it, snaking out toward the glittering bustle of South Beach. Brandon wished he could be out there tonight, getting hammered and chasing tail instead of dealing with the fallout in here.

“Cole, we’re gonna take the rest of the night off, okay?” Heather said.

Cole raised his hands in defeat, then leaned against the glass.

“You can spend the night with me,” Heather whispered to Crystal. “I’ll drive you.” Of course she would, because Crystal was a lowlife who couldn’t afford her own car.

“Give me a minute,” Crystal said. “I’ll meet you down front.”

Heather’s gaze swept from Cole to Brandon, then back to Crystal. She reluctantly left for the elevator. Before long the doors closed over her wary gaze, freeing Crystal to approach Cole again. Brandon watched every step as she shuffled up to him, hopefully to say goodbye forever.

Instead, she softly kissed him on the lips. “Thank you for reconsidering,” she said.

What? Brandon’s heart skipped a beat.

“No promises,” Cole said.

No, buddy. This was supposed to be all wrapped up! What are you thinking? Brandon had framed Cole’s choice as a choice between Brandon or Crystal. And if Cole had chosen Crystal… if Cole was even thinking about choosing Crystal…

Crystal exchanged a glance with Brandon as she walked to the elevator. As she waited for it to come back up, Brandon quickly went to Cole and whispered to him. “So what’s the verdict?”

“Jury’s still out,” Cole said.

DING. The elevator opened, and Crystal left.

Brandon rushed to Cole’s bedroom. This was very bad. Brandon’s job, his status, his security were at stake because of one dumb little bitch and the larva she was about to pop out. Chaos, he realized. But this wasn’t chaos he could manipulate. This time, the chaos was manipulating him.

He wasn’t about to let Crystal beat him. Brandon grabbed the putter off Cole’s bed and dashed into the service hallway, toward the service elevator inside it.

Behind him he heard a series of loud clinks as something clattered on a countertop. “Brandon!” Cole’s muffled voice came from the kitchen. “Brandon, did you move these bottles?”

DING. The service elevator beckoned. Brandon entered then jammed his fingers down on the “door close” button. His old friend called his name twice more before the elevator doors shut him out. Then the sweet hum of the machine whisked Brandon down, down, down.

Rage saturated his mind, as it often did. But he realized he was also feeling an emotion he didn’t often experience: fear. If this all goes to hell tonight, it doesn’t matter, he reminded himself, to calm his apprehension. Nothing matters, nothing matters. I’m indifferent.

All human life was just scripts being acted out. And now Brandon was going to act out his.


•




Past an alligator stalking a white-tailed deer by the shore of its lake, underneath a colony of bats nesting in the canopy above, then finally gliding through the last trees of the park next to the condo, Marcus emerged into the moonlight of the Sanctuary. Most of the African army had arrived by now; thousands of them swarmed above the high-rise, circling, searching. Marcus’s long-awaited vengeance was finally at hand.

In front of him, the metal gate of the condo’s underground parking garage clinked raucously as its gears pulled it upward. A few members of the horde swooped down to investigate, including Shazakahn, their one-eyed leader. They arrived just in time to see a young blonde drive her car around the corner toward the front of the condo. As the gate descended, Shazakahn took the risk and glided inside, a pile of dead leaves fluttering in after him.

The gate clanked shut, and the leader ordered his followers to guard the building’s exterior. Hopefully Shazakahn would remain trapped in the garage and nothing would come of his incursion; Marcus couldn’t abide competition. In truth, the army was only here as backup in the event that Marcus failed in his mission. They hated him, but Marcus had duped them into coming here. No other group of demons in its right mind would enter a Sanctuary, so he knew he could beguile these gullible fools again if necessary.

As he slunk through the foliage around the condo’s east side, prowling, his mind dwelled on a single resolute thought—likely the same thought penetrating the thousands of demonic minds floating in the night sky above.

Where is Thorn?
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DING. Her purse slung over her shoulder, the red braille book under her arm, Crystal stepped out onto the ground floor and began her walk toward the lobby. The taps of her shoes on the polished marble floor bounced off the walls and through the expansive condo’s curving hallways, stressing to her just how small and alone she was. She hadn’t felt this abandoned since she was nine, living with her estranged aunt while her mom fought countless legal battles to get her back. Later, as she’d worked her way from minimum wage job to minimum wage job, Crystal had toughened up, grown independent and streetwise. But she’d never belonged anywhere until Cole offered to let her move in with him.

Just months ago, this condo had been bright and welcoming: seagulls yammering outside, sand between her toes, salt air from the ocean filling her every breath. It had felt like home. Now, that same salt air reminded her that this glamorous high-rise was just another part of the grimier Miami she knew so well, full of drug dealers, shady meetings in back alleys, fear of falling through society’s cracks, crippled dreams.

The condo’s doors and windows were shut, and the beach bum music they usually played in the halls had been turned off for the night. If not for the harsh echoes of Crystal’s footsteps, these halls would be completely silent.

He’s reconsidering, though. He might decide to keep me, and our baby.

But Cole’s demand had cast her entire relationship with him into doubt in her mind. It’s not all my fault, she realized for the first time.

Whenever Cole’s mood was bad, Crystal wondered what she’d done to upset him. Whenever he was especially quiet, she worried he might have discovered what Brandon was doing to her. Even when Brandon violated her, she’d felt on some level that she’d caused it to happen. She used to think it happened because she’d been a bad girlfriend to Cole, or because she didn’t work hard enough to go to school and get a better job, or because she disappointed her mother, whom she loved dearly in spite of their disagreements. Crystal had been obsessed with her own shortcomings and her penance for those shortcomings, as if she deserved nothing good in life just because she’d been born as a piss-poor nobody. She’d shrugged away Heather’s concerns earlier, but now, when she visualized herself from Heather’s perspective, she saw that her own insecurities were all bullshit. Why had she blamed herself when it was Cole who was disregarding Brandon’s depravity? Even if Cole didn’t know the full extent of it, he knew enough, and he could have gotten rid of Brandon any time he wanted. But Cole was so compliant, so indifferent. She’d always assumed that Brandon had made him that way, but now she wondered if Cole had always been like that.

What did Cole want her for, anyway? Now that she thought about it, all they ever did together was go out to clubs, go out to eat, go out to social functions, nap, and have sex, with Brandon usually present for all but the last two. Crystal wanted a soulmate, but all Cole seemed to want was someone to pass time with. Was she just arm candy to him?

But I am the one who chose to stay with him, Crystal tried to tell herself. To stay in the same living space as Brandon. But her choice had been between this and abject poverty. She’d choose the poverty if she could go back and decide again, but she was stuck in the here and now, where the men in her life had made her fragile, and had taken advantage of that fragility. All that will change now. Now I’ll—

Her thoughts scattered when she realized that someone else was with her in the hallway. She thought she’d heard a door open a minute ago, and had assumed it was another resident. Now she realized that whoever it was, they were trying to be stealthy. The footsteps were softer than Crystal’s. Their volume didn’t fade over time, though; they were following her. As she turned a corner, she casually peered into a reflective picture frame to see who was behind her.

Brandon! And he had something in his hands, hidden behind his back.

Crystal quickened her pace, leading Brandon past the lounge where they’d filmed earlier tonight. It’s nothing, she told herself. He’s just coming to check if the guard found out anything about those markings. Brandon would never attack her here, in the open, in public.

But it wasn’t so public—the halls were empty, the condo sleeping, and no one lived on the ground floor anyway. They have security cameras! Or maybe Brandon knew how to turn them off?

Would the security guard be able to hear if she called for help? She could run, but then Brandon would know she was on to him and he’d chase her. I’m so stupid! How could I let myself fall into this situation?

He was getting closer. Way too close! He was only feet behind her, and now she knew he was here for her. Okay, then. Okay…

She tried to steady her breathing as she inconspicuously reached a hand into her purse, withdrew the kitchen knife she’d stashed there, then hid it in front of her body, its razor edge ready to strike. When she passed another picture, she checked the reflection in its glass and saw Brandon remove a golf club from behind his back. He raised it to strike. An adrenaline rush gripped Crystal as tightly as she gripped her knife. She whirled around to confront him.

But Brandon’s imposing presence and hateful gaze drained her courage. She froze in place, too terrified to move, even to defend herself. Brandon brought his club down toward her stomach.

From out of nowhere, Virgil the security guard slammed into Brandon with enough force to jerk him off his feet and send him plunging to the floor. The collision with the hard marble audibly knocked the wind out of Brandon and sent the club sliding far out of the way. Crystal backed toward a wall, dropping her braille book in the process.

“Hey!” Cole said. “What’s going on?”

Cole? He was turning into the hallway from the stairwell, feeling his way along the walls, lengthening his gait to reach the action faster.

“Brandon’s fucking crazy!” Crystal yelled to Cole. “Come to me! We need to leave, now.”

Brandon flailed on the ground, trying to regain his breath.

Crystal moved toward Cole, but Virgil—the guy who was supposed to be helping her!—rushed headlong toward her and pinned her against a wall. She yelped. Then for the first time, she noticed his unsettling appearance: the security guard’s clothes were sopping wet, his eyes bloodshot, and his skin a sickly bluish-white. His whole body shook like he couldn’t quite wrestle control of it. The wild panic in his eyes was contagious.

“Run!” he bellowed. “All of you! Back up to your room! You—run! Go!” He barked his sentence fragments with a wild urgency.

Cole neared them. “Virgil. Virgil, buddy. What’s wrong? What do you need?”

“You can’t leave, Cole,” Virgil said. “Do not try and leave this building!”

Crystal ignored him; whatever Virgil’s problem was, it couldn’t possibly be as pressing as hers. “Cole! Brandon tried to hit me in the fucking stomach. Don’t let him near you. We need to go get help.”

“What? Where is he?”

Virgil’s hands still gripped Crystal’s shoulders, and now he tried pulling her away from Cole, back toward the elevator… back toward Brandon. “Please listen,” Virgil said. “You shouldn’t be down here. It’s not safe.”

Shut up and let me go! Crystal wanted to scream, but she feared that it might provoke him further.

Cole followed Virgil’s voice and bumped into him, then he grasped Crystal’s arm when he found her. He tried to get between them and separate them, but his blind maneuvering only prompted more resistance from Virgil.

A short distance away, Brandon stood. He looked fully recovered. His eyes were fuming as he stomped toward them.

Cole and Virgil seemed not to notice the approaching danger as they struggled against each other, pulling Crystal and themselves in all different directions. Virgil continued to slosh water everywhere.

“Virgil, what’s your problem? What are you doing?” Crystal said as calmly as she could, trying not to panic, and failing. “Let me go! Get Brandon! Keep him away from me!”

Virgil abruptly relented and let her go, then raised his arms defensively as if pleading for them to hear him out. “Okay. I don’t want to restrain you. You’re free to choose. But you’re all in great danger.”

Brandon swung mightily and delivered a knockout punch to Virgil’s temple. The guard went down hard, but somehow recovered almost immediately, leaped back to his feet, and assaulted Brandon again.

Crystal led Cole around the scuffle and ran with him toward the rotunda-shaped lobby, where a ring of tall glass windows exposed them to a full view of the outdoors around the condo. If I can get out there and find other people, I’ll be safe.

She heard the thunder of footsteps behind her and turned. Brandon was rushing straight for her, Virgil chasing him. She still gripped the kitchen knife; she raised it to stab Brandon, but he was on her too quickly. He caught her arm and twisted the knife out of her hand. As it clattered against the floor, Brandon clamped his other hand around Crystal’s throat, but just then Virgil caught up to him and pummeled Brandon’s face with inhuman force, instantly taking him down. Brandon’s body crumpled to the floor as limply as a rag doll’s.

Crystal didn’t pause to pick up the knife, she just turned and dragged Cole across the lobby. He resisted, yelling fire and brimstone at Brandon. “You’re done, Brandon! That’s it! You’re fucking done!” Cole apparently didn’t know that Brandon lay unconscious on the floor, and that his yelling was instead directed toward the crazed security guard, who was following them toward the vestibule at the front of the building.

“Please listen,” Virgil said again. “You’re not safe here.” Now he was scaring Crystal almost as much as Brandon did, so she ignored him and helped Cole through the first set of glass double doors. “Crystal.” The security guard’s voice was cold, forceful. “If you go outside, you’re going to die.”

What the hell? Now two maniacs were after Crystal. She needed to call the police.

A car horn blared, cutting through her confusion. Heather sat in her car under the portico outside, gesturing for Crystal to come get in. She looked worried by the presence of Cole and Virgil. Could she see that Crystal was in distress?

Crystal yanked on the front doors.

They were locked.

She tried again, then glanced back at Virgil, who lurked in the lobby, just past the vestibule’s inner doors. “Why won’t the doors open?” Crystal asked him through the glass.

“I locked them.”

Crystal felt panic growing inside her again, so she fought it. With the front doors locked, she and Cole were trapped in the entrance hall. Virgil—and Brandon unconscious behind him—blocked their only exit. “Unlock the doors!” Crystal demanded.

“You can’t leave,” Virgil said. “They already killed the security guard. They’ll kill you too. Call Heather and tell her to drive back down into the garage.”

Crystal turned to Heather and waved frantically. “Heather, help! We’re locked in! Can you open the doors from out there?” Heather probably couldn’t hear her, but responded to her yelling anyway. She turned off her car, got out, and paced toward the doorway. Her actions elicited a frenzied response from Virgil.

“No! Get back in the car!” He burst into the vestibule with Crystal and Cole. “GET BACK IN THE CAR!”

“Do you have your phone?” Crystal asked Cole. “Call the fucking cops.” While she looked around for something to use for self-defense, or to break the glass of the front doors, Heather arrived on the other side of the glass. She yanked on the door handles but they didn’t budge. “Heather, this guy is crazy,” Crystal said. “Break the glass. Find something and break the glass.”

But instead of helping Crystal, Heather remained motionless. She shivered violently.

“Heather?”

“What’s she doing?” Cole asked.

Heather blinked a few times, then looked to the side and reached out her hand as if to touch something next to her. Then she shivered again, her arms went limp, and her whole posture slumped.

“Heather?”

Her eyes took on a strange look then: darkness, emptiness. Virgil, apparently disturbed by what he was seeing, looked away.

“Heather, what’s wrong?”

Seemingly unaware she was being spoken to, Heather calmly and curiously stared around in all directions, as if observing a scenic view.

Then she turned and walked away, toward the road in the distance.

“Heather! Cole, what the fuck is she doing?”

“I can’t see, Crystal. I don’t know.”

“Heather!”

As Heather strode away at a leisurely pace, Crystal continued calling to her, then backed away when Virgil stepped up to the glass. He gazed out the doors, his head darting in several directions. “They’re here,” he said. “They’re all here.”

A fantastic wind suddenly gathered outside, whipping through the trees both in front of the entrance hall and by the pool out behind the lobby.

Virgil pounced at the inner doors and held one open. “Upstairs, now. Go, go, go, go, go!”

After one last glance back toward Heather, Crystal followed Cole back inside. “Oh no,” Virgil said behind her as she fled. She turned to see him staring at a service door on the far side of the lobby: an open service door.

“Run! Go!”

Virgil ran up to Crystal and pushed her toward the hallway, spurring her to rush even faster. She and Cole sprinted past Brandon’s unconscious form and toward the elevator beyond. Cole’s hand clutched Crystal’s the entire way. When she glanced back, Virgil was facing the open service door and planting his feet, bracing himself. Then he suddenly winced in pain and crumpled to the floor in apparent agony. From two hundred feet down the hallway, she could hear his scream.
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In the elevator, Crystal and Cole caught their breaths as they rode back to the tenth floor. Crystal hadn’t noticed until now, but Cole seemed flustered too. He’s just as scared as I am.

“Are you okay?” he asked.

“I guess. What do we do?”

“I don’t know. Where’d Heather go?”

Crystal shook her head. “I don’t know. Can you call nine-one-one already?”

“Yeah.” Cole dialed on his cell as the elevator opened onto the living room of Cole’s condo unit.

Crystal paced toward a window to find out what she could see on the ground. “We’ve gotta get to your car. We’ve gotta leave.”

“There’s no reception in the garage,” Cole said. “Let me call the cops first, then we’ll head down. Yeah, hello?” Speaking to the 9-1-1 operator, Cole quickly related their location, their names, the night’s events.

Crystal scanned the roads below and raised a hand to her mouth when she saw… “Oh, God.”

“What?” Cole stepped up next to her.

“There she is. Heather. She’s floating face down in the fountain.”

“Is she moving?”

“Doesn’t look like it.”

The screens enclosing the balcony shuddered as a heavy wind picked up outside. The windows in the kitchen creaked with the force of the gust.

And then, very faintly, came another ominous sound: the whirring of elevator gears. Two, three, four. The floor numbers above the elevator door counted upward.

Cole spoke hurriedly into his phone. “Hey, that psycho guard I told you about is coming up the elevator.” Five, six, seven. “Okay. Yeah, yeah, yeah. I gotta go.” He hung up and pocketed the phone as the wind raged outside.

“What are you doing?”

“Protecting you.” Eight, nine… ten.

Cole stepped in front of Crystal. The gesture was nice, but Crystal dug through her purse to find her knife anyway. Then she remembered she’d dropped it downstairs. So she threw her purse aside in case she needed to defend herself.

DING. The elevator doors whisked open. “Virgil, we don’t want any trouble,” Cole said in a fake macho voice that sounded weird coming from him.

Crystal grimaced in dismay, then whispered in Cole’s ear. “It’s Brandon.”
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For a few moments, Brandon just stared at Cole and the little slut cowering behind him. He’d been in such a hurry that he’d forgotten his golf club downstairs, but that didn’t matter. These two sheep would be easy to deal with. Cole would understand, eventually, once he’d wiped Crystal’s stink off himself. With no one but Brandon to lean on, passive little Cole would never give him up to the authorities. At least Brandon hoped he wouldn’t. Even if he did, there were other ways of escape.

Brandon rubbed his forehead on his shirt sleeve, smearing blood on it, then approached Cole, ready for a fight.

“Heather’s dead,” Cole said.

Brandon halted. He tried to process the startling information. Heather was dead? That didn’t make any sense. He’d just had a conversation with her ten minutes ago, in this very room. She’d just gone downstairs to get her car. Cole must be playing some kind of coward’s trick to get me to back down.

“She drowned in the fountain out front. Go look for yourself.”

What? Brandon shuffled over to the window, keeping his eyes on Crystal in case she tried anything. Then he peeked outside. Indeed, far out front, beside the gates to the main road, Heather’s body drifted in the fountain pool.

Brandon heard a latch click behind him, and turned to find the door to the service hallway opening. Tattered and bleeding, Virgil entered. Small cuts adorned his face, and his clothes were torn in odd places. Brandon hadn’t done that to him—had Heather? Virgil looked like he’d just been in some kind of intense physical confrontation. And he was soaking wet…

Brandon stalked toward him. “What the fuck did you do to Heather?” He landed a punch on Virgil’s forehead. The guard fell, and Brandon kicked him in the gut as hard as he could. “Hey, help me with him!” Brandon called to Cole.

“Calm down. He didn’t do it.”

Yeah, right. Brandon continued to batter the murderous guard relentlessly until Virgil caught his foot and pulled it out from under him. Brandon landed on his back with a thud, and Virgil stood easily, as if the beating had never occurred—just like he had downstairs.

Does this guy feel pain? He had to be tweaked on something heavy. Of all the nights for the dude to wig out, couldn’t he have picked a night less inconvenient for Brandon?

Virgil hurried around the room, examining the walls, the ceiling, and especially the windows. Yep, he was definitely wired up. He talked as fast as a jackhammer. “If we’re done with that, I need you to seal all entrances. I cleared out the downstairs area and managed to close that door to the pool, but they’ll be looking for other ways in. Are there any entrances up here besides the elevator and the service hallway?” Virgil squinted as if trying to remember the condo’s layout, then answered his own question. “Right, the stairwell, but I closed its lobby door earlier. Good. Any windows that open?”

“Just the balcony doors,” Cole answered.

Behind Cole, his whore locked eyes with Brandon. Brandon returned Crystal’s gaze with malice, then wiped off some more blood and struggled to his feet.

Virgil finished his inspection and turned back to Cole. “Okay, we’re safe in here. For now. You can’t go outside, okay?”

Brandon shook his head in disbelief. “The fuck are you doing, man?”

Virgil ignored him and spoke to Cole. “Do you have a gun?”

Cole kept his mouth shut, so Virgil turned to Brandon.

“Do any of you have a gun?”

“None of your business, asswipe.”

“Disassemble it. I’m serious about that. You need to do it immediately. A gun won’t hurt them at all, but they could use it to hurt you. Throw it away.”

“We called the police and they’re on their way,” Cole said. Brandon couldn’t tell if the threat was aimed at Virgil or at himself.

Shit. Crystal was still hunkered behind Cole like he was a human shield. Brandon couldn’t harm her now, not when the police were on their way, but he couldn’t let her rat him out either.

Nothing matters, his inner voice repeated to comfort him. I am indifferent.

Virgil appeared to be even more distraught than Brandon at the news that the police were coming. “You did what? Oh, no. No, now even if we call back and tell them we’re okay, they’ll still send a patrol to check it out.” He rubbed his temples. “Uh, okay, I think—I think I’ll have to leave you, and go save them when they get here.”

Brandon had half a mind to ask him where he got his drugs. On a better night, he would have indulged himself.

“Save them?” Crystal asked.

Virgil raised his head at the question, and a thin smile formed on his lips. He reached out his hand and addressed Crystal as if meeting a celebrity. “Crystal. Hi.” Crystal reluctantly shook his hand, then Virgil turned to greet Lover Boy. “Cole. A pleasure to meet you. And Brandon.” Virgil crossed the distance to Brandon, but Brandon just stared icily and refused the proffered handshake, so Virgil backed away to address the whole group.

“I’m sorry for my… my entrance. I am—I’m here to save you. I apologize for not getting to Heather or Virgil in time, but three of you are still here, and alive, and I will find a way to save all of you. That’s a promise.”

“You need a fucking straightjacket,” Brandon said as he moved toward the kitchen sink to clean off his face.

Again Virgil ignored him. “I need you all to tell me a little more about yourselves. What sorts of things have been on your minds tonight? Have you recently made any significant, um, choices?”

Scratch.

All heads turned toward the windows, where the noise had originated. It sounded like a shoe dragging on the sidewalk, but muffled by the windows. Probably the patio furniture falling over in the wind. The gusts were strong tonight, sending the balcony screens quivering.

Scratch.

The second noise came from the far kitchen windows, beyond which lay… empty air. Huh? A third and a fourth noise grated outside, and then a steady cacophony joined in, from all directions except the screened-in balcony. Crystal and Cole looked horrified, but Brandon was just sick of whatever game Virgil was playing.

“They’re trying to dig through the walls,” Virgil said. “Don’t worry though. They couldn’t even break a window. We’re safe.”

The chorus of scrapes shifted, leaving the immediate area and moving toward the walls outside the study and the master bedroom. Virgil gingerly walked to the oak doors of the study and peeked inside.

Brandon left the kitchen, followed him, then spoke as if to a child, mocking him. “Virgil, is there something dangerous outside? Maybe we could all escape if you jump out a window to distract it.”

Virgil paused at the study entrance, then entered the room to examine it. “No, don’t worry. The windows and the balcony door in here are closed.”

Apparently the man was deaf to sarcasm. Brandon slammed the doors on him, sequestering him in the study.

“Cole, you got a rope or something?” Brandon called across the room. Wrapping a rope around the lever-style door handles would effectively lock Virgil inside the area encompassing the study, the master bedroom, and the balcony. Virgil pulled hard against the doors from the opposite side, and Brandon barely held firm.

“Uh…” Cole abandoned his protection of Crystal to help Brandon out. Good man. He paced to the curtains and unstrung the tie that held them open.

“Hey! Let me out!” Virgil yanked against the doors again as Cole arrived with the thick curtain lace.

“Will this do?” Cole asked.

Brandon snatched the tie. “Yeah. Get the door to the bedroom.”

Cole grabbed a second tie from another curtain and started tying. “The balcony door out here is locked too. He’s stuck in there.”

This is working out great. If Cole saw Virgil as a greater threat than Brandon, getting to Crystal would be much easier. Assuming Brandon could find a way around the cops, that is. The fact that Cole was still loyal to Brandon in spite of Cole’s earlier threats began to renew Brandon’s confidence in their friendship, and in their future.
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Crystal paced through the short hallway to the service elevator, texting her mom.

 

Hey I’m at the condo 4 a modeling gig. Need a ride. Pick me up?

 

In all the hubbub, Crystal was pretty sure she’d slipped away without being noticed, but she suddenly realized that in her eagerness to leave, she’d left her purse back in the living room. Dammit. Too late to go back for it now. She could get it back from Cole sometime when Brandon wasn’t around.

Her mom responded right away.

 

Can u pay for gas? Is it boy prblms?

 

Mom always assumed Crystal’s life revolved around boys, so it annoyed Crystal that her mom’s assumptions were actually right this time.

 

No Im fine. Not a guy. I can pay 4 gas.

 

Crystal walked past the hallway’s window and pushed the “down” button on the service elevator. As the machine whirred to life, her phone beeped again.

 

Sorry. In a seance all night. Don’t want to interupt it. Luv u tho.

 

Perfect. Just perfect. If Crystal had chosen an emergency as a cover story, her mom would have freaked out and demanded that Crystal move back in with her. On the other hand, apparently an average cover story made Crystal’s predicament less important than silly ghost stuff. Nice to know I can only count on Mom’s help if she knows I’m in imminent danger.

But Crystal had a Plan B. She remembered that Heather’s purse had been slung over her shoulder when she’d walked off, her eyes glazed. If Crystal could stomach a journey to Heather’s body at the fountain, she could grab Heather’s keys and take her car to safety. Between that option and the police on the way, safety might still be within reach, even without her mom’s aid.
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Thorn raced through the study into Cole’s bedroom, then around to the bedroom doors. He threw himself against them, but they didn’t budge. “I’m here to protect you!” he yelled through Virgil’s dead vocal chords as he used Virgil’s body to shake the doors violently.

“Shut the fuck up,” Brandon said from the other side of the doors.

“You don’t have to worry about me!” Thorn said. “I’m not the problem. The, uh, the rape, the drugs, the baby, your relationships. We need to focus on those.”

When no response came, Thorn returned to the study. If they kept him confined in here, he’d have to find another way downstairs by the time the police arrived. He gazed through the window at the ground a hundred feet below. It looked like a very long drop. Even if the demons outside didn’t notice his fall, Virgil’s body would shatter and become useless to him. How else can I get down?

Worse, the humans weren’t listening to him. Perhaps he’d come on too strongly. I’m panicking, Thorn realized. I need to calm down. Return to my usual rationality.

He tried to focus on calming his body. Or rather, his bodies. Shenzuul’s followers had raked both of them with wounds. The damage to Virgil’s dead body was negligible, since the demons could barely touch the physical world by themselves, but Thorn’s own spiritual body ached in steady pain.

He flexed Virgil’s hand again and marveled at the alien sensation. Taking control of a cadaver in this Sanctuary was a wholly new experience for him. Possessing Amy on Earth had felt like hijacking a body and fighting its host for control, but this, with Virgil, felt more like puppeteering. Thorn could control the corpse, but he never got the sensation that he was the corpse. Even to a seasoned demon such as Thorn, it was quite macabre. He longed to return to the more familiar world of Earth. And though he tried to forget it, he longed for a physical body of his own, like he’d had when he first entered the Sanctuary. Like he’d had yesterday, in the field at Piedmont Park, and months earlier, in the nightclub…

“You’re beautiful.”

Thorn forced the memories from his mind. They offered no aid for the task at hand. He listened through the wooden study doors to Brandon’s and Cole’s muted voices.

“Nice work, man. We make a good team, huh?” Brandon’s voice was much friendlier than it had been moments ago. He was trying to gain something from Cole.

Something thudded heavily against the door—Cole pushing Brandon? “Is what Virgil said true? Is what Crystal said true, Brandon? Rape? You tried to hurt her downstairs?”

“Of course not, man. They’re fucking crazy.” Then Brandon let out a small yell and someone thudded against the door again.

“What the hell’s been going on?” Cole said. “Tell me the truth.”

“I have no idea.”

A few moments of silence, then Cole called out to the living room. “Crystal?”

“I think she left,” Brandon said. She left? To go outside? That was bad. Now getting out of here was even more urgent. Thorn paced toward the far side of the study, where a sliding glass door led to the condo’s main balcony. With the mosquito screens in place, he’d be safe out there for a few minutes… or so he hoped.

“All right, you stay here and watch Virgil,” Cole said.

“How about I go get her instead?”

Thorn heard the distinct sound of someone spitting. He guessed Brandon was the target.

“You make me sick,” Cole said.

Thorn rushed onto the balcony, shut the sliding door behind him, then rushed to the locked glass doors by the living room, where he could see Brandon following Cole. Brandon almost entered the foyer with him, but Cole pushed him back, and interestingly, that little nudge stopped Brandon in his tracks. Hopefully it meant that Brandon still had some genuine concern for his friendship with Cole.

Thorn was about to use Virgil’s fingers to rap on the living room window when he heard a ripping noise behind him. He turned and rested Virgil’s fingertips on the thin screen separating him from his enemies outside. They’d been so quiet that he’d almost forgotten the thousands of them floating nearby, watching, listening, waiting for a chance to strike. One of them was trying to scratch a hole in the screen, and was actually succeeding, albeit very slowly. Another demon was scolding him, saying that Thorn would just go back into the study if he thought they’d attack him out here. “Better to wait and listen,” the demon was saying. “Let him reveal his weaknesses.”

Thorn frowned at their bickering—it sounded so casual, like an offhand argument he might have had with Shenzuul earlier this week. Thorn knew exactly what they all were thinking, on the outside looking in at him, because he himself had been in the wolf’s position for much of his life. He’d grown unaccustomed to playing the rat.

He turned back toward the living room and tried to ignore the demons’ squabbling. Focus on the humans, he told himself. They’re what’s important now.

On the far side of the living room, Cole had disappeared into the foyer. Thorn hadn’t heard a ding from the elevator, but the window’s glass could have muted the sound. Thorn had been relieved earlier when he’d realized that he—and therefore his adversaries—couldn’t push the elevator’s buttons, but that meant nothing when the humans kept going downstairs like this.

Brandon’s voice was barely audible through the glass: “Human nature,” he called after Cole, as if the platitude could excuse his actions. Thorn guessed that meant that Cole was leaving via the elevator. Fortunately, the elevator wasn’t quite in view of the windows, so the demons outside might not have guessed that Cole had gone downstairs. For all they knew, he was hiding in the service hallways.

“Human nature,” Thorn repeated loudly, to get Brandon’s attention.

Brandon looked down at Cole’s spittle on his shirt, then turned hostile eyes toward Thorn.

This one would be the hardest to save. His rejection of all empathy was strikingly deep-rooted. Thorn had both witnessed and reared these sorts of people back on Earth, time and time again. The framed posters of Tony Montana and Patrick Bateman in Brandon’s room had tipped Thorn off to his personality even before he’d listened to him speak. Thorn knew from experience that people like Brandon often idolized nihilistic psychopaths so much because psychopaths don’t care what other people think of them. And Brandon likely fancied himself one of them because he cared so desperately what other people thought of him, and disliked this weakness in himself.

… Unless he actually was a nihilistic psychopath, which remained to be seen. Thorn doubted it though. In his experience, nine times out of ten nihilism was just a veneer meant to cover up a deeper motivating force. To win Brandon over, Thorn would have to work past the surface-level excuses and appeal to whatever that deeper force was.

Brandon meandered into the living room, then toward the kitchen, away from Thorn on the other side of the glass. When he removed his soiled shirt and threw it on the table, Thorn noticed two old scars in the center of his back that looked like bullet wounds. Curious. The guy must have had a tough life. Brandon winced as he fingered one of the bruises on his face.

“Ever think about getting a little place for yourself on the beach?” Thorn asked.

Brandon eyed him incredulously, then walked right up to the sliding doors. A pale flower blossomed as his breath fogged up the glass in front of Thorn, who remained still, not flinching at the bait of intimidation. “If you didn’t kill Heather, what happened to her?” Brandon said, his voice much clearer so close to the window.

Thorn ignored the question. “It wouldn’t be too expensive. Start saving up now and you could have that house in a few years. Find a girl you jibe with, move in together, settle down. You don’t have to own the world to be happy.”

Brandon snickered and shook his head. “Cole’s the settling down guy. Not me.” He turned back to the kitchen.

“Then maybe it’s better to leave Cole and Crystal behind.” Thorn watched as Brandon opened a kitchen drawer, shuffled through it, and removed a handgun from the bottom. Dammit. “Either way, you’ll have to sacrifice some things you like, of course. But that’s your choice.”

Brandon kept his eyes on Thorn while he checked the gun’s magazine. The bullets couldn’t hurt Thorn, but the menacing gesture troubled him nonetheless: it meant that Thorn’s efforts were failing. “Even if your own pleasure is your ultimate goal, Brandon, cooperation with other people is what will bring that about. Not intimidation. Not power over them.”

“What do you want from us?” Brandon said. “You’re a crazy fuck, but it’s obvious you think you’re doing us a solid. Why is that?”

“Because I see you for who you could be. Not for who you are.”

Brandon chuckled and waved his gun at Thorn. “I could be a porn star, man. If Cole opened his blind fucking eyes.” Brandon spotted Crystal’s purse on the floor. He snatched the handbag lackadaisically then started digging through it.

“Do you want to die a lonely man?” Thorn asked.

Brandon discarded a gossip magazine, a hairbrush, and some pens, then kept digging through the purse until he found Crystal’s wallet. He removed a fifty-dollar bill and pocketed it, then continued rummaging. “Does it matter?” he said.

“Well I don’t want to die a lonely man.”

“Hate to break it to you buddy, but me, you, and Mother Fucking Teresa… The party ends the same way for everyone.”

“Who says it’s a party?”

“Everyone but you.”

“Who says it ends?”

Brandon’s eyebrows furrowed at a folded piece of paper he found in Crystal’s purse. Thorn squinted through the glass, and was just able to make out three printed words that stood out on the bottom of the page: Brandon’s full name. A few seconds later, he realized what it was: a paternity test.

“I say it ends,” Brandon responded.

“Brandon, you’re going to have to make a very important choice tonight. At least choose something in Crystal and Cole’s best interests. You may be surprised to learn that that choice will be in your best interest, too.”

Brandon just stood there, fixated on the paper, shaking his head—more in fear than in anger, from the looks of it. Thorn offered a final plea before departing. “Please let me in.”

“Shut it, Virgil.”

“I’m not Virgil.”

Brandon savagely chucked the purse at the sliding glass door, startling Thorn and cracking the glass a bit. Thorn realized he was just making Brandon’s temperament worse, so he sighed in acceptance and checked again that both sets of sliding glass doors were sealed tight. Then he moved to one of the mosquito screen panels, where his numerous foes were waiting for him just outside. He would need to move fast. Fortunately, since they were all still congregated up here near their prey, they likely hadn’t seen Crystal go downstairs, and Cole after her. That would give Thorn a slight head start.

He made the mistake of looking down. Wow. The jump would have been easy if Thorn had only his spirit body to worry about, but gravity put a whole new spin on things. The swimming pool, so large when Thorn had descended into it earlier, now seemed little more than a glowing blue ember in the night. Without having to worry about minor damage to Virgil’s body, Thorn could push its muscles and connective tissues beyond their normal limits, but this… this would test those limits.

As Thorn began to remove the screen, another demon pounced up from beneath it. Thorn had been expecting this. He flung the demon and the screen aside and leaped up onto the balcony railing. As the demon army rushed toward him, he readied himself to leap from the balcony. He checked behind him one last time to be sure that Brandon was safe inside—

And then saw the face of the demon who now stood inside the balcony.

Marcus drifted upward and stretched his body to its maximum height. His eyes were stern and intent, hungry, blazing with the hatred of a two-thousand-year-old grudge. His gaunt body braced itself to charge.

Thorn had expected to run into his old foe sooner or later, but horror took him nonetheless. This wasn’t simply a rival who’d come here to finish the job he’d started in Atlanta. This was Thorn’s death staring down at him.

Marcus flew toward Thorn at full speed. Thorn reacted with lightning swiftness, leaping backward through the opening in the screen. He and Virgil’s corpse plummeted through the demon army and down, down, down toward the pool.
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Tears welled in Crystal’s eyes as she again walked toward the lobby. The rape, her fight with Cole, the guard’s insanity, Heather’s death… Heather’s goddamned death. All of this was finally registering emotionally. And despite Brandon’s wrongs, Cole had left Crystal in a heartbeat to help his old buddy contain Virgil upstairs. At that moment, she had known she’d never be safe with Cole as long as Brandon was still around. Cole would never truly take a stand for her.

He yelled at Brandon, though, and he did try to protect me, Crystal reassured herself. But the only reason she’d needed protection in the first place was that Cole had never put Brandon on a leash. “Don’t try to save him,” Heather had said. Well, that wasn’t going to happen anymore. At least not tonight.

Heather.

Crystal’s only real friend here, her source of comfort during these hard times. Dead. And why? Who had killed her? Had she killed herself? Could the same thing happen to Crystal? How would she protect herself if she needed to?

She passed Paradise Lost right where she’d left it earlier, but opted to pick up the knife she’d dropped instead. The book’s pages remained crumpled against the cold floor as she made her way to the service hallway, which she knew contained an exit to the front. She tested the push handle and found to her relief that Virgil hadn’t locked it.

Outdoors, the wind had subsided. Heather’s car still rested under the overhang at the lobby’s entrance. A whole symphony of chirping crickets mingled with the soft roar of midnight traffic spilling through the trees around the condo: the sounds of Crystal’s hometown welcoming her back from her hapless vacation to Cole’s world. Whenever Crystal had been lonely in that world, she’d gazed out from her bedroom window at these same high-rises towering across the street. Now as always, she thought of the hundreds of people up in those tall buildings, living their own stories along with her. So close, yet she would never know them. Crystal liked to imagine another girl across the way, staring back at her and yearning to connect, to make a new friend, to help someone like her make it through another day. Crystal hoped that girl was better off tonight than she was.

Crystal breathed deeply and tried to stay composed as she neared Heather’s body, still drifting in the calm waters of the big fountain out in front of the condo. She scuttled to the edge of the pool, stretched her arm out as far as she could without falling, and gripped Heather’s purse. She did her best not to look at the body as she dug through the purse for the car keys.

Suddenly her shoulder was wet, and someone was grabbing her, then spinning her around. She yelped, and barely managed to keep hold of Heather’s keys.

“Hey, stay away from the body,” Virgil said. His uniform looked freshly soaked again, and little red trickles oozed from the wounds on his face. He spoke in a loud whisper.

How the hell did he get down here? Didn’t the guys lock him in the study upstairs?

Crystal tried to run, but Virgil wrapped his arms around her, restraining her. Her left hand still held the kitchen knife, so she stabbed Virgil in his side. He didn’t even seem to notice. Chlorine-scented water seeped from his clothing into hers. “Let me go to the car!”

“Be quiet.” Virgil’s eyes darted to and fro.

“You insane piece of—”

“Crystal, if you leave, the boundaries will spread, and you’ll suck more people—real, thinking people—into the Sanctuary. Normally that’d be inconsequential, but tonight we want to minimize exposure. Minimize death, okay? I came through the building so they don’t know where I am, but we’re sitting ducks out here, so follow me—”

A spattering of water droplets burst from the fountain pool as Heather convulsed, then abruptly stood. Crystal screamed, but Virgil’s hand over her mouth muffled the sound. “Whoa, whoa, whoa.” With Crystal in his arms, Virgil sprang backward so powerfully that both of them nearly lost their footing when they touched ground again. Then he let go of Crystal and positioned himself between her and Heather.

Heather’s hair was matted, her skin pale and wrinkly, but her outward appearance aside, she seemed completely alert and lucid. She walked with strange clumsiness, though.

“Heather, what happened?” Crystal asked, less as a genuine question and more to assure herself that this person was Heather. She must have been floating face down in that fountain pool for half an hour…

“Stay back, Marcus,” Virgil said to Heather. Then he turned to Crystal. “Don’t look at her.”

With Virgil’s gaze temporarily distracted, Heather took the opportunity to charge, running faster than Crystal had ever seen a human run. She hit Virgil hard enough to floor a regular person, but Virgil managed to hold his ground—barely—and for a few moments the two were locked in a ferocious embrace, like two football players at the line of scrimmage. Heather extended one arm past Virgil, reaching for Crystal, her hand coming within inches of Crystal’s face. She lost her footing in the effort, though, and Virgil pushed her back several feet.

“Run!” Virgil grunted to Crystal. “Get inside and close the door behind you.”

Heather charged again. Virgil struggled against her. She wore a facial expression Crystal had never seen on Heather before. She looked… crazed. Savage.

“I can take you,” Virgil warned Heather.

Earlier, when Virgil had told her to run upstairs, she’d gone only because of Virgil’s urgency. Now, however, Crystal felt the danger herself. She bolted up the road toward the condo, glancing over her shoulder as she ran.

Water gushed from Heather’s mouth as she coughed out words. “You can’t take me, and you definitely can’t take all of them.” She pointed up toward the condo, menacing in the night. As Crystal’s feet thudded against asphalt, she tried to find what Heather was pointing at, but couldn’t. When she turned back to Virgil and Heather, though, she saw Virgil gaze up at the condo with terror in his eyes.

Crystal didn’t trust Virgil, but that murderous glint in Heather’s eyes freaked her out more than the security guard’s antics. She fled so frantically that she lost a shoe.

As she ran, the crickets stopped chirping. The wind picked up. A chill ran up her dress and then her spine.

“Oh, no,” Virgil said from behind her. She turned to see him bounding after her, his gaze sweeping the rustling palm trees all around them. “Stop! Crystal, stop! You’re not gonna make it!”

Crystal didn’t know what to think, but she stopped about halfway between the fountain and the condo, and turned back to Virgil.

Behind him, Heather was climbing to her feet, apparently recovering from a blow Virgil had landed. A thick broken bone jutted out from the skin in her lower leg. As she stood, Heather carelessly bashed the protrusion inward—with no more hassle than if she were clipping a broken nail—and raced after Virgil, who had a good lead on her.

When Virgil reached Crystal, he assumed a defensive posture, his back to her, his eyes flitting upward, now to the highest corners of the condo, now to the palm trees, now to thin air. Heather’s steady approach seemed to concern him little compared with whatever he thought he was seeing.

But he’s crazy. Isn’t he? “The car’s right over there,” Crystal said.

“We wouldn’t make it to the car. Oh, God.” Virgil cupped a hand over his mouth, and his eyes grew inhumanly wide with apprehension. He looked like a lunatic, and this was no time for his mental breakdown to get worse. Crystal didn’t think she could hold her own against this new incarnation of Heather, whatever it was.

Savage wind whipped through the palm trees, turning them into many-limbed giants with their fronds shuddering in a frenzied dance. Crystal’s hair fluttered all around, obstructing her vision. Virgil jumped at something that wasn’t there, then rotated around Crystal to scare off another invisible opponent.

“Heather’s coming,” Crystal said.

“Stay back!” Virgil yelled, not to Heather, but to the air swirling around them.

Crystal was at a loss. If she ran for the condo, she risked Virgil’s wrath—he seemed awfully wrapped up in his imagined role as Crystal’s protector. But if she stayed here, she could be hurt in the inevitable confrontation between Virgil and Heather.

Virgil rotated around her again and yelled powerfully: “Do not come—one—step—closer!”

While Virgil was distracted with his yelling, Crystal ran out from behind him, having finally decided to make a run for the doors, but he caught her and yanked her back.

“Damn it, Crystal! Stay here!”
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Thousands of demons—perhaps tens of thousands of demons—circled in the sky above Thorn and Crystal. Their funeral suits were tattered and frayed, some completely shredded. Their skin glared a sickening ivory hue—not the pallor of death as with Heather’s or Virgil’s skin, but something worse. This skin had never been alive at all.

Thorn hadn’t realized until now just how many of them had come here to kill him. Looking up, he saw an endless haze of gray cloth and milky white skin churning in a mighty tornado above him. He and Crystal appeared to be at the center of the vortex. How could he get her to see what mortal danger they were in? She’d never trust him if all she saw around them was windy air. He considered putting her in a trance and compelling her to act as he wished, but even that option seemed increasingly hopeless: the demons would soon blitz them regardless of what they did.

“Crystal?” said Cole.

Thorn almost didn’t hear the soft voice among the howls and whoops of the demon army, but he turned Virgil’s head in the voice’s direction to see Cole, standing by the service door about a hundred feet away.

Cole slowly felt his way forward with his walking cane. “Virgil? What are you yelling about? How’d you get down here? What’s happening? Where’s Crystal?”

“No!” Thorn called. “Go back inside! Shut the doors!” A small faction of the demon horde broke off from the main vortex to sweep down toward Cole.

Cole stopped walking and seemed about to heed Thorn’s warning, but then Crystal yelled: “Cole, help!”

Pain blossomed in Thorn as a demon grazed him from above. He jerked his head sideways and ducked down in front of Crystal to dodge two more of them. “I said stay back!” Thorn called to the demon army, this time with only his spirit voice. “I can’t kill all of you, but I’ll be damn sure to take a few of you with me!”

At least Marcus seemed to be having trouble approaching. He certainly wanted to kill Thorn himself, but dozens of the African demons now heckled him over his campaign against Shenzuul and latched on to his limbs, screaming “Imperialist!” and “Elitist!” and making every step difficult for him. Still, Marcus kept hobbling closer on Heather’s broken leg, and despite the demons buffeting him, he stood only a dozen yards away now.

Cole, too, continued his advance. “Hey, Virgil, the cops are coming, you fuck. Let her go.”

The wind’s gusts against Virgil’s body continued, unyielding. Thorn drew even closer to Crystal, and bellowed one final, desperate plea. “STAY BACK!”

But it did no good. The demons surged everywhere now, all around them. The cacophony became earsplitting. Thorn couldn’t even see the palm trees anymore, and he could only scarcely make out the smaller group of demons that was nearly on top of Cole. The main horde contracted even more tightly around Crystal and Thorn, so close that they brushed against him as they flew past. Any second now they would kill him.

This is the end, then. This is how I die. Thorn had always hoped that if this day came, he would go out in a blaze of glory. But now that Hell’s gates yawned before him, he didn’t feel brave or glorious. He felt just as scared as the timid little human girl beside him.

“I’m sorry, Crystal. I’m so sorry.”

Tears streamed from her eyes. Thorn clutched her, closed his own eyes, and braced himself for darkness.

And then, cutting straight through the chaos like a chainsaw through cake, came a raucous, grating, magnificent voice…

“Which one of you cocksuckers wants to die first?” said the Judge.
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Thorn opened his eyes. The vortex of flying demons slowed, then gracelessly stilled as they realized a Demon Judge floated among them. Fear and confusion bloomed on the thousands of faces hovering in the air in front of the condo. Just as hesitant as the rest of them, Marcus had stopped his approach with Heather. He glanced back and forth between Thorn and the Judge.

When the wind subsided, Crystal looked up at Thorn. “What happened?” She must have noticed the hopeful expression that had seeped from Thorn’s face onto Virgil’s, because she asked, “Are we safe?”

“I said,” the Judge repeated, his usually glib voice replaced by a thunderous bark, “which one of you cocksuckers wants to die first?”

Nearly every demon in the horde looked around at his peers as if to say, “Not me.”

“You idiots think you can interfere with my punishment for Thorn? I get to decide his fate. Not you.”

More than relieved to still be alive, Thorn felt a sudden pang of his old vindictiveness at the awkward standoff. I may yet beat you all.

But then he took another look through the horde at the Judge. Only the Judge. The demon in sunglasses and a V-neck suit floated by the guard’s gate beside the main road, his feet positioned just above the asphalt, his arms splayed wide and ready for a fight. He looked every inch a gunslinger.

But he stood alone.

The demon army seemed to realize this too, and its demeanor slowly changed. They whispered to each other, their voices like an ocean of leaves quivering in a cold wind. “Who is this measly Judge?” they were saying. “We have the numbers. There’s only one of him. No one will ever know…”

How can he be so foolish? Thorn remained as still as stone, lest the demons remember their primary prey.

“I said…” the Judge yelled again, but he stopped when he saw the immense army haltingly drifting toward him. All anger drained from his face, and he cringed gawkily. “… Just kidding?”

Thorn nodded across the way at the peculiar Judge with whom he’d reluctantly shared power during these past few decades. Thorn didn’t need to say anything—the unspoken words were clear. We’ll only make it through this together.

From behind dark sunglasses, the Judge gritted his teeth and gave Thorn a curt, affirmative nod.

In one swift motion, Thorn hefted Crystal into Virgil’s arms and ran.

She gasped a little, but she didn’t scream or yell out. Thorn kept his gait as quiet as possible as he closed the distance between himself and Heather’s car under the portico: sixty feet, fifty feet, forty feet… He could hear the army stirring above him.

Just thirty feet from the car, pain ripped through his side, and he stumbled. Crystal fell out of his arms and a disgusting bloody gash opened in Virgil’s knee as it impacted the asphalt. “Get to the car!” he yelled. Crystal looked up at the sky, then at the revitalized wind jerking nearby tree branches back and forth. Without even looking at Virgil, she scrambled to her feet and bolted toward the car.

Another attacker swooped toward Thorn. He tried to roll out of the way, but pain again bit through him, and he momentarily lost control of Virgil’s body. Virgil’s head dropped a foot and scraped roughly against the ground. Thorn quickly regained dominion over the cadaver, but now several dozen demons were speeding toward him. He stood and ran after Crystal.

He swatted away one demon, but just feet from the car, the rest caught up with him. He wailed in agony as they bludgeoned him, bit him, tried to rip off his arms and legs and head, but he kept fighting his way through the demonic foliage, his pace slowed from a run to a burdensome march. He summoned the last of his strength, flung three demons off of him, grabbed the handle of one of the car’s back doors, jerked it open, leaped inside, then slammed it shut again.

Thorn—and Virgil—collapsed. Intense pain wrapped around him like a shroud. He moaned against it, clenching Virgil’s jaw and wincing at every small movement of his spirit body. Demons flailed against the car’s windows, trying to get inside.

“I can’t do that again,” Thorn said to Crystal, who sat in the driver’s seat. Her hair was a tangled mess after the windstorm outside.

“What about Cole?”

Thorn groaned as he sat up and looked out the car’s rear window. Cole lay prone on the pavement fifty feet behind the car, trying to recover from what must have been a trip-and-fall.

“Cole, wait there!” Marcus yelled, using Heather’s voice. He came into view a short distance away, staggering toward Cole as fast as Heather’s broken leg would carry him. “I’ll come help you.”

“Heather?” Rising to his feet, Cole seemed rightly confused. Hundreds of demons swept toward him.

Crystal jammed down on the car’s horn, sending a piercing honk through the night air. The noise startled Cole and he dropped his cane. Crystal rolled down her window just a sliver. “Cole, run! She’s gonna kill you! Get in the car!” She honked again, then jammed the key into the ignition and started the engine. Cole walked briskly forward.

Marcus started to sprint, causing Heather’s leg to wobble and the bone to jut out dangerously. Cole bumped into the car’s trunk.

“This way!” Thorn said loudly as he banged on the windows. “Around this way!” Cole felt his way around to the passenger door, opened it, and entered. He shut it just as a gust of wind sent a mass of leaves by the door fluttering upward.

Less than a second later, Heather slammed into Cole’s door. The impact sent the car swaying back and forth. Marcus tried slamming Heather’s fist through the window, but the action broke Heather’s fist much more than it did the now blood-smeared window.

“What happened to her?” Crystal said. “What’s she doing?”

Via Heather, Marcus grabbed a large metal trash can and strode out in front of the car. When he hoisted it above her head, Thorn realized he was going to throw it at their windshield. He leaned up to Crystal’s ear.

“Gas,” he said.

Crystal hit the accelerator and the car lurched forward, nailing Heather. The trash can bounced harmlessly off the hood. Crystal wailed as the car ran over Heather’s body, which crunched under the weight of the car. Thorn would comfort Crystal later; for now, he was just glad she’d had it in her. Marcus couldn’t do much damage with a sloshy pile of broken bones and torn ligaments.

“Okay, that’s good enough,” Thorn said. But Crystal pressed her foot even harder on the gas, bringing the car out toward the guard post by the main road. “Hey, Crystal, Crystal. We can’t go out there.”

“Screw you! And screw this place!” Crystal said, her arms shaking from the effects of adrenaline. “I’m going to the cops.”

The car smashed through the boom gate by the guard station. Its tires screeched as it skidded around some bollards at the corner and sped out onto the main road. The thousands of demons outside lagged behind, slow to respond to the unexpected move.

“Crystal, no! The only safe place for us is inside that condo!”

Crystal pointedly ignored him and took their car a block ahead, onto the road through the park next to the condo. The huge building shrank behind them.

“Are you okay?” Cole asked Crystal from the passenger seat. Crystal ignored him too, but he placed a hand gently on her shoulder. “There’s no need to go to the police station, love. The cops are on their way to the condo. We’ll be fine if we just wait there.”

Crystal’s intent eyes remained on the road. As did Thorn’s. Fortunately, no one was outside at night in this part of town, though Thorn couldn’t tell if that was a natural occurrence or if it was the Sanctuary’s natural resistance to adding more humans. But he worried that if Crystal kept driving away from the condo, the Sanctuary would be forced to throw more souls into this mess to keep up the illusion that they were currently on Earth. Thorn warily eyed every closed shop and dark alley they passed, aware that he probably wouldn’t be able to save additional humans. Hell, I probably won’t be able to save the ones that are already here. And although no people yet existed inside all these skyscrapers, all Crystal had to do to change that was open any door and walk inside.

Then Thorn saw him: twisting around the tops of beachfront high-rises at full speed, the Judge was barely evading a host of a thousand demons, whose bodies formed a massive tentacle that reached out to try and grasp him. The Judge adroitly dodged several close encounters with the tip of the army, then dived closer to the ground and weaved through a row of palm trees lining the road. As the army barreled through the vegetation behind him, each successive tree’s fronds erupted as if a small hurricane had suddenly hit it. Some dead branches even tore off in the extreme wind.

The voracious army closing in on him, the Judge flew right toward the car.

Oh, hell no. Thorn turned to Crystal. “Speed up.”

“What?”

Thorn caught a brief glimpse of Virgil’s bedraggled reflection in the rearview mirror. Dark red bruises and scrapes covered his face more than did undamaged skin. He wished he had a more presentable body to use for communication. Maybe then the humans would have trusted him more.

“They’re coming up behind us. We have to speed up if we want to lose them.”

Crystal checked the mirror as well, and with her limited human vision, she found the space behind the car empty. “I thought you wanted to go back to the condo.”

Indeed he did, but he was even more keen on avoiding the demon army that the Judge was leading right to them. “Speed up!”

“Okay, okay!” She eased her foot down on the gas pedal, and soon they were whizzing through downtown Miami’s streets, past red lights and their flashing cameras at sixty miles per hour—close to a demon’s top speed.

And as the car sped up, the world around them started to shift.

Thorn barely noticed it at first. The road bent a little, the streetlights flickered, and the stars seemed to waver as if the sky were a giant rug being shaken out. The demons behind the car continued their pursuit, but they were forced to break formation as they encountered the same disturbance. The car passed seventy miles per hour, and they approached a darker area of downtown so black that it seemed to swallow all light. As they drew nearer, Thorn could see that the road abruptly curved downward, as if falling off the edge of the world.

“What the hell?” So Crystal could see it too.

But before she could hit the brakes, new road sprang up from below, paving the way for the car to continue on its path. In the distance ahead, new skyscrapers bent upward from the ground like great titans awakening from the earth. New streetlights and road signs sprang up at street corners. Down a side street, Thorn saw a four-story-high splash of water as a new tract of Biscayne Bay popped upward into existence. A marina soon followed, rising out of the water.

“What’s happening?” Fear in her voice, Crystal slowed the car a bit, but kept driving.

“We’re crossing the Sanctuary’s boundary faster than it can generate new space.”

“English or Spanish, please. I don’t speak Crazy.”

“The boundary is the point that you’d never have naturally crossed no matter what choices any of you made. But them being here changed all that, and now here we are. Turn down one of these streets and loop back around. Drive as fast as you can to keep ahead of our pursuers, but it’s very urgent that we return to the condo.”

Thorn was especially worried about what would happen if the ballooning boundaries brought enough new humans into the Sanctuary that it reached its maximum capacity—around a hundred people. Would the Sanctuary end prematurely? Would the whole place collapse, killing all those within?

Crystal tapped the steering wheel repeatedly. Her eyes glanced from the new adjustments to reality emerging ahead to the furious windstorm whirling behind. She then looked to Cole, but he offered no guidance. “Every bad thing that’s happened tonight has happened at that condo,” she said. “It’ll be safer for all of us at the police station.”

Thorn clutched her shoulder. “The condo is the place where everything happened… because the condo is the only place that exists.”

“What?”

Thorn hesitated to reveal too much; he didn’t want Crystal and Cole growing so curious for knowledge of the spirit realm that they’d ignore tonight’s important choices. Worse, Thorn might accidentally reveal his own identity if he said the wrong thing. He walked a tightrope as he explained. “This, uh, this place. This… Sanctuary. That’s what they call it, a Sanctuary. Well, at least it’s supposed to be a safe place. A testing ground of sorts. Most Sanctuaries aren’t attacked like this one was.”

Crystal seemed more perplexed now than she had before Thorn’s explanation. She looked like she had a caustic word or two for him, but the strangely shifting reality ahead of the car restrained her tongue. “So why not go to the police station?” she said, like a broken record. “It’s safe there.”

“You’re not safe anywhere out here. What do you think this is?”

“It was just a pleasant night in my condo until you went nuts,” Cole said.

“It’s a test.” Thorn regretted telling them that much. Would they still make the same choices if they were aware of the cosmic weight those choices carried? “Turn and go back to the condo.”

“Thornyboy!”

Speeding as fast as he could alongside the car, the Judge interrupted Thorn’s argument with Crystal. He tried knocking on the glass, but his physical influence was so weak that his knocking wasn’t audible above the car’s engine. “Dude, come on. Help me out here. Roll down the window!”

Thorn released his hold on Virgil’s voice box and spoke to the Judge in the spirit world. “Why are you here?” He had to be sure that the Judge would be an ally and not a burden—or even a different breed of foe. After all, the Judge himself had sent Thorn here.

A demon latched onto the Judge’s heel and dragged him back behind the car. The Judge frantically shook him off and shoved him away, then strained to reach the car’s back window again. He looked terrified—totally overwhelmed by the lawlessness he’d found in the Sanctuary. Nevertheless, he tried to offer Thorn an enthusiastic grin. “I’m here to rescue you!”

“How did you know what was happening?”

“You think I don’t know what goes on in my own damn city? An influx of demons from Central Africa, then they all disappear right when you’re shipped off to the Sanctuary? It raised a few eyebrows, including mine. Augh!” He swatted away another demon who’d snuck up beside him. “Shit, shit, shit. I, uh—I really didn’t think this through. Uh…”

Thorn took full hold of Virgil again and quickly rolled down the window. The Judge kicked another demon away as he slid through the narrow opening and collapsed next to Thorn. Thorn rolled the window shut again before any demons could get in.

“Whoa, what’d you just do?” Crystal said.

“Just needed some fresh air,” Thorn said through Virgil’s corpse. In the spirit world, he railed at the Judge. “You fool! Why didn’t you bring backup?”

Dazed after his brush with death, the Judge was slow to answer. “Uh, I couldn’t—I couldn’t get anyone to come in here with me. You know how everyone’s afraid of these places.”

“So you thought you’d huff and puff and Shenzuul’s army would go home?”

“I do believe the appropriate words are, ‘Thank you, Judge. You just saved me from the fate of the dodo bird.’ Now. How do we get out of here?”

“How’d you come in? Can we get out that way?”

“Nah, my followers destroyed the transit door behind me. It’s procedure so the angels can’t track us. I’m in this just as much as you.”

“So how did you plan to get out?”

“Kill the humans and end the Sanctuary. What else?” He seemed to notice Crystal and Cole for the first time. “Dear Lord! What are you doing with two of them? Are these the last two? Let’s drown ’em and blow this joint.” The Judge rose above the seats and waved a hand through Crystal’s mind. The car immediately started to slow as her foot relaxed on the gas pedal.

“Everything okay?” Cole asked, but Crystal said nothing. The Judge eased her further into a trance.

“Judge, wait,” Thorn said. Demons surrounded the car as it slowed even more, calling out insults and swearing death to those inside, but the voices grew so numerous that Thorn was able to drown them out as white noise. He looked up at the Judge, and felt very small. He’d seen kids come out to their parents as gay or as nonreligious, but he’d never expected to be put in the hot seat himself.

“Please don’t kill them,” Thorn said. He broke eye contact, unable to face his respected peer with his confession. “Just as you’re trying to save me… I’m trying to save them.”

The Judge chuckled casually. “Save them? What for?”

“Because, like you and me, they have minds, and hopes, and dreams, and futures. Because they don’t deserve to die. Because it’s the right thing to do.”

The Judge’s eyebrows furrowed. He nearly frowned, then his whole face lit up with a big grin. “Naw, you killed all those kids at the daycare. I mean you’re—you’re Thorn. You’re one of the most cold-blooded killers I’ve ever met.”

“I was whispering to Jed to try to stop him. The shooting wasn’t my idea. The local demons just attributed it to me.”

The Judge gaped, and the car eased to a total stop in the center of a downtown intersection. Paper, cans, and other bits of urban debris skipped over the ground in the mighty wind outside. The traffic light turned from green, to yellow, to red. “You mean the other demons were right about you?” the Judge asked. He removed his sunglasses to look Thorn in the eyes. In Thorn’s dreadful imaginings of this moment, he’d pictured the Judge fuming—attacking him, even. But the Judge’s shoulders were slumped and his eyes downcast; he didn’t look angry at all. He looked… hurt.

“They were,” Thorn said.

A long silence hung between them. Thorn didn’t look up the whole time. When he twisted his body to check his wounds, searing pain shot through him again. He looked down at the deep gash in Virgil’s knee, still bleeding thick, dark blood as livor mortis set in.

He checked Virgil’s watch. The night was halfway through, and he hadn’t even gotten the humans to trust him yet. Them failing to make their Big Choices by dawn was now a very real possibility. If the Sanctuary ended and they were all erased from existence, Thorn’s last stand in the Sanctuary would be for nothing. What a wasted life he’d lived. Millennia of fighting for his own selfish glory, then a few months of a futile search for answers after realizing that his life had been meaningless. Will my death now be meaningless as well?

Thorn wasn’t even sure why he’d chosen this as his last stand. Saving these humans was something that the Enemy would want—not the enemy swarming just outside the car, but the Enemy far above, watching down on them all. How am I supposed to convince Crystal and Cole that their lives have vital purposes when I’m so lost myself?

As the Judge completely left Crystal’s mind and slunk into the back seat, Thorn repressed his pain, leaned Virgil into the front of the car, shifted it into park, and grabbed the keys from the ignition.

“What? Hey, give me the keys.” Crystal still looked panicky, and rightfully so. Hundreds of monsters she couldn’t see were crowding around the car, staring in at them. “How’d you stop the car?”

Cole chimed in. “What’s happening? Virgil, please give back the keys, and we’ll go back to the condo where it’s safe.”

“With Brandon?” Crystal shook her head.

“I’ll take care of him if it comes to it,” Thorn said.

Cole started dialing on his cell. “Maybe I can get ahold of one of the other residents and ask for help.”

“There are no other residents,” Thorn said. “Not tonight. You two and Brandon are the only humans left.” Until the damn cops you called show up.

“Huh?”

Thorn realized he’d been neglecting Cole in favor of Crystal, so he repositioned Virgil’s body to give the blind entrepreneur in the passenger seat better eye contact. “Cole, tell me about yourself. What do you often think about? What worries you?”

“I’m worried that we’re stuck in a car with a lunatic.”

Thorn ignored the jab. “Are you worried about Brandon? Do you have any pending, uh, choices you’re considering? How is your relationship with each other?” Thorn noted that Crystal huffed at that last question.

“Mind if I ask why you give a shit?” Cole said.

“I can’t tell you. I don’t want to affect—”

Cole suddenly snatched the keys from out of his hand. “Okay then. Let’s go.”

Thorn could have retaliated and seized the keys back from Cole, but it wouldn’t have gone far toward earning the humans’ trust. I might as well tell them the truth. Cole started the ignition and gestured for Crystal to drive forward. “Wherever you want, love. The police station or the condo. I trust you.”

Crystal gazed at him for a moment, a faint smile on her lips.

“Millions of choices in a life,” Thorn began, before she could start driving. Crystal’s and Cole’s attention turned back to Virgil. “Every moment is a choice. But there are a few, just a few choices, powerful enough to define a life. Before dawn, both of you will have to make such a choice. I have no idea what those choices are, and I need your help to—”

Scratch. All three of them froze. Thorn looked over at the Judge, who was still brooding in the corner, nearly motionless.

Scratch. This time the noise was accompanied by an icy cracking sound. A long scrape had formed on the driver’s window, running from top to bottom. Crystal eyed it with trepidation.

“They’re just trying to scare us. They can’t get in.” Thorn said this to comfort the humans, but he wasn’t so sure it was true. The thicker windows of the condo would have taken days for the demons to break. These car windows, on the other hand…

Crystal stared at the empty air outside her door. She exchanged a frightened glance with Thorn.

“Guys, what’s happening?” Cole asked.

Scratch. This one came from the window to Thorn’s left. “We know what you did, Thorn,” one of the disheveled beings outside the car said. “You kill our leader.”

I didn’t mean to, Thorn wanted to say. Marcus tricked me into it so that you would seek vengeance on me. But he kept silent. He wouldn’t give these vile creatures the dignity of argument.

“It not too late, Thorn. We can forgive. Come out to us. Join us. Or better choice, murder the humans to prove we should let you live.”

Thorn had seldom been in situations as dire as this, and the derision from his own kind made his fear even harder to swallow. Months ago he would have enjoyed these creatures’ adulation. But now, whoever killed him here tonight… would be made a hero.

Suddenly, every demon in the mob raised their hands and dug into all the windows simultaneously. Hundreds of scratches creaked down the safety glass, and a shrill cacophony blared through the car.

“We need to move,” Thorn said.

“Where?”

“The parking garage at the condo is gated, right?”

“Yeah.”

“Let’s go there. Fast.”

For once, Crystal did as he asked.
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Brandon stood in a corner of Crystal’s bedroom, by a window overlooking the bizarre scene ten floors below. Heather’s mutilated wreck of a body had been broken in dozens of places, crushed by her own car. Yet that same body had thrashed on the ground for the last several minutes, prying off her fingernails in the process of trying to stand up, which she couldn’t do with all those broken bones. She’d only stopped squirming about thirty seconds ago, long after she should have died from her injuries. Her intestines were spilled out on the ground a short distance away, perhaps dragged along by the car as it made its escape. The grisly tableau disturbed even Brandon: he’d grown quite fond of Heather. And now she was dead and disemboweled.

If any one of us dies, who notices? We are all just specks on a tiny planet circling one small star in all of space.

He had his gun now, snug in his back pocket, but he might not need it. It was mostly a precaution against Virgil, in case the lunatic returned and assaulted him again. That the guard was alive and spry after his leap from the balcony offered even more reason to fear him, whatever he was. A bullet to the head would shut him up though, and Brandon could probably even excuse it as self-defense, what with Castle Doctrine and all that. He wouldn’t have such luck if he killed Crystal, but that wouldn’t stop him; sometime in the next few days he’d find her, and he wouldn’t hesitate to end her life. If she were to pop out the kid—his kid—Brandon’s future with Cole would be compromised, and worse, his bank account would be decimated by all the child support he’d have to pay that freeloading bitch over the next eighteen years. He wouldn’t let himself go through that nightmare again. Brandon would rather die than let himself become a victim of the weak’s underhanded war against the strong. And now that he knew the kid was a piece of him, he’d feel justified in destroying it along with Crystal. Then, even if Cole turned him in, Brandon wasn’t afraid of suicide. It’d be a small price to pay for victory.

Go out with a bang instead of a whimper.

Brandon had changed into a comfortable black T-shirt. Had he not been watching zombie girl get vivisected outside, he could almost have pretended this was just another casual night at home, with Cole and his whore out for the evening. If only.

Living is not good or bad. Dying is not good or bad. The Universe does not care about me, so I do not care about the Universe.

Heather’s car rounded the corner and drove back through the condo’s entrance, with Crystal still at the wheel. Why were they coming back? Didn’t they know he’d be waiting here for them?

Brandon shed a tear for Heather, or maybe for himself, but wiped it aside the instant it left his eye.

I am indifferent.
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Crystal peeked through the scrapes covering the windshield to see the parking garage gate clinking open. She checked on Virgil via the rearview mirror and noticed him scanning the area just outside the garage. “Something’s wrong,” he said. “They’re all going back up to the windows outside Cole’s condo unit. None of them followed us here.”

“Maybe Brandon’s doing something to distract them,” Crystal said. She’d decided to play along with Virgil. Maybe she even half-believed him. All she knew was she’d never seen anything like what she’d just seen in the city—whole new places just appearing out of nowhere—and it had really freaked her out. She still wasn’t sure that returning here would be the safest option, but Virgil did seem to want to help her and Cole, and after the drive she’d just taken, she was starting to think maybe he wasn’t completely off his rocker.

“Maybe you’re right,” he said. “Regardless, they let us go.”

“What does that mean?”

“I’m not sure. We should get upstairs quickly. Be careful.”

Crystal eased the car through the entryway, and Cole clicked his fob to close the gate behind them. She drove into the fluorescent-lit garage, the car’s wheels crunching dried leaves against the concrete floor. And just as Virgil had claimed, the place was empty. The other residents’ vehicles were gone. Every last one of them. Creepy.

Crystal parked next to the elevator that would take them right up to Cole’s front door. Virgil left the car first, cautiously. “I think we’re safe,” he said. He hit the up button and waited.

Crystal shut her door and walked around to help Cole. He took her right hand in both of his, massaging it warmly as she led him toward the elevator. His touch comforted her in spite of their fighting earlier, but Crystal doubted she’d feel safe in this condo anytime soon.

She disagreed with a lot of her mom’s weird beliefs, but still, she wished she were here. Her mom thought she knew everything, which was annoying, but at least it meant she always had an answer—and though her answers might sound as crazy as Virgil’s ramblings, Crystal could trust her mom more than she could Virgil, or even Cole.

Hmm. Now that she thought about it, she knew exactly what her mom would ask in this situation. Maybe her mom’s superstitions had made Crystal paranoid, but with tonight’s emotional devastation and strange happenings, she thought it might make sense to relay the question to Virgil, if only to see how he’d respond.

“Are we dead?” Crystal asked.

Virgil glanced back toward her as the numbers above the elevator counted down. Five, four, three. “What do you mean?”

“Are we in Hell? We’re dead?”

Virgil chuckled at that. He turned to face her. “On the contrary. You haven’t even been born yet.”

DING. Just before the doors opened, Virgil’s eyes glazed over, and his body went limp. He fell lifelessly onto the pavement. Then the elevator doors parted and beckoned Crystal inside. All was silent except the elevator’s low hum as Crystal and Cole stared at Virgil’s crumpled body.

“What happened?” Cole asked.

Crystal let go of Cole’s hand and stepped cautiously toward the fallen security guard. “Virgil?”

DING. The doors closed. Crystal nudged Virgil’s shoulder. “Virgil? You okay?”

Virgil’s whole body spasmed, his head jerking wildly from side to side. Startled, Crystal jumped back, but Virgil soon calmed. He blinked, then opened his eyes entirely, gazing groggily at Crystal like he’d just woken from a long sleep. “Are you okay?” Crystal asked him again.

Virgil stumbled to his feet and kept watching Crystal with that kooky, faraway look. “Yeah. I’m good. Uh… I don’t think elevator is safe. Let’s take stairs.” Even his voice sounded different. Deeper, with something like a slight drunken drawl. But Virgil had saved her life tonight—certainly from Brandon, and possibly from something else—so she decided to listen to him for now.

Virgil held the door to the stairwell open for her. She took Cole’s hand again, and led him through.
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Thorn screamed, but of course they couldn’t hear him. He was trapped in the elevator, and they were… where? Still outside in the garage? Taking the stairs? Slaughtered?

The demon’s ambush had been perfect. It hid behind a corner then attacked him just as the elevator doors opened, forcing his spirit out of Virgil’s body. Then when Thorn had fought back, the demon had confined him in this metal prison, where Thorn would be trapped until they came to kill him again. Thorn hadn’t seen it coming, hadn’t expected a threat from inside the otherwise empty garage. When had the demon entered? The gate was the only way inside.

Now Thorn’s attacker would acquire Virgil’s body, and thus have direct access to the physical world. If Crystal and Cole hadn’t been murdered already, they would be in a matter of minutes, maybe seconds. The Judge was still with them, but what would he do? Stand by and watch? Participate? Thorn repeatedly jammed his thumb on the button for floor ten, but it wouldn’t budge. He searched for an exit; he had to escape this elevator, or all was lost.

Not for the first time tonight, Thorn wondered why the Enemy above never interceded when a Sanctuary was invaded by demons. Even the name “Sanctuary,” coined by the angels, implied that demonic assaults like this one should be impossible. If You ever intervene in Sanctuaries, Thorn prayed, though prayer was foreign to him and felt sour on his tongue, I could use that intervention now.

Thorn suspected, however, that they were all alone. Just like always.
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Crystal wanted answers, but Virgil just shrugged or grunted at any question she asked him as they climbed the ten flights of stairs, so at some point around the fifth floor she simply stopped asking questions. Besides, she was still a little scared of him. The trio slogged up the rest of the steps in silence, leaving Crystal to worry about being cooped up here with Brandon all night, and how the police would fit into Virgil’s crazy plans, and about the young life inside her. Crystal was only twelve weeks along, so she hoped that the baby would be okay in spite of this wild night.

Her thoughts wandered to Heather, and how she couldn’t wrap her mind around her friend’s passing. Heather was still so alive and vivid in her memory that Crystal had a hard time grieving, even though she knew Heather’s death was a fact. And what would happen to Heather’s son, Benjamin? If Crystal could get her own life straight, maybe she could take care of him. She’d figure the money part out later.

A door from the stairs led into Cole’s service hallway. From there they took a shortcut through the laundry room. Crystal grew tense as she approached the door into the condo unit’s kitchen.

Arms crossed, face impassive, Brandon waited by the sink, blocking their passage to the expansive living room. His face was still bruised, but he looked like he’d cleaned himself up while they were gone. Virgil took in the condo’s chandelier, the room’s elaborate lighting scheme, and its plush furniture with the same wide eyes Crystal had had when she first saw it, back when such extravagance was new to her. Why is he acting so weird?

“Brandon?” Cole asked.

“Here, boss.”

Cole nodded anxiously as Crystal led him in behind Virgil. She would let the security guard pass Brandon first.

“Are the three of you all there is?” Virgil asked.

Huh? Does he think the cops might be here?

Brandon responded before Crystal could. “Four. If you count the baby.”

Virgil seemed surprised by this. He turned to Crystal. “A child? You’re expecting?”

Doesn’t he already know that? “Yes.”

“Yeah she is.” Brandon drew out his words and sauntered toward Crystal. “And you know what else, Cole?”

A blur of motion. By the time Brandon’s sudden movement registered with Crystal, he was already clutching her arm. Then the cold floor pressed against her cheek and pain tore through her shoulder. A hand on the back of her head held her face against the ground, and when she tried to push away with her feet, a knee fell on her backside and kept her down.

“Whoa, what’s going on?” Cole’s voice sounded muffled, since both of Crystal’s ears were blocked: one by Brandon’s hand and the other by the floor.

“Stay back or she’s fucking dead,” Brandon said. Crystal could barely move her head, but she managed to look up and glimpse Virgil, who kept his distance from the struggle. Was that a smirk on his face?

“Brandon, we have other things to worry about,” Cole said, his voice distant. He’d probably heeded Brandon and moved away. “We don’t have time for personal bullshit right now.”

Crystal tried again to squirm out of Brandon’s grasp. He freed her head and restrained her arms more tightly.

“No, it’s okay, man,” Brandon said. “Problem solved.”

“Crystal, are you hurt?”

Brandon gripped a handful of Crystal’s hair and yanked her face up beside his. “You want to tell him, Crystal? You wanna tell the truth for once?”

“Virgil,” Crystal pleaded. “Cole. Help me.”

All at once, Brandon released his grip and stood. Suddenly free, Crystal moved to stand, but just as her hands found purchase, Brandon kicked her in the stomach.

Hard.

She clutched her belly and groaned as pain pierced her midsection. No, not the baby. You can’t take my baby. Then her hair stretched taut and the floor slid beneath her. She found herself veering toward the far side of the kitchen, being dragged away from Cole and Virgil. When Brandon finally stopped pulling and raised his hand away from her, his fingers ripped out a few tufts of her hair. As she grappled with the blinding pain, he left her for a moment to address Cole. “It seems that your girlfriend is actually a gold digger,” he said.

“Virgil, you gonna do something?” Cole asked. Crystal glanced over at the guard, her eyes begging him to help her again, but he just stared at Cole, confusion racking his face, and stayed put.

“Cole, the baby’s not actually yours,” Brandon said.

It took a moment for Cole to understand. “It’s… yours?”

The reveal strangely meant nothing to Crystal. She didn’t care how Brandon had found out, and she didn’t care how Cole would react. Her body was in panic mode, was telling her to fight or flee, so she prepared to make a mad dash back to the elevator.

That was when she saw the gun tucked into Brandon’s back pocket.

“So there you go,” Brandon said, tapping a chipper little rhythm on the countertop with his fingers. “Problem solved. It’s mine, and I want it dead, one way or another. Then we keep on doing what we’ve always done.”

“What’s that?”

“Whatever the fuck we want!”

“Brandon, do you really want to do this now? In front of the security guard? Let’s just talk this through.”

“Aw, come on, take my side for once, you pussy. You always want to talk about it, but you don’t have the balls to take action. You never have. We—”

Crystal sprang to her feet and snatched the gun from Brandon’s back pocket. Her stomach seized with the effort and she almost threw up, but she kept her footing and checked to make sure the safety was off. Brandon reached a hand around and felt his back pocket. By the time he realized what was happening, she had the weapon aimed at his head.

He raised his arms and tried to play it cool. “Whoa, hey now. Chill out, little girl.” He ambled toward her.

“Don’t you fucking move!”

“You don’t know how to use—”

She fired a warning shot into the wall behind him. He stopped his approach.

“Get on your knees.”

“Crystal, you have a gun?” Cole asked, alarm soaking his voice.

Brandon held eye contact with Crystal as he reluctantly eased down onto his knees. “Yeah, she has the gun.”

Now that Crystal held all the power for a change, her adrenaline only grew stronger. Here was the man who had terrorized her for months, and he was completely at her mercy. What had Brandon hoped to get out of this attack? Did he think that Cole would suddenly come to his senses when he saw how “weak” Crystal was? Did he think the cops would ignore this violence? Crystal had never understood his fucked-up philosophy.

“Did you have something to do with all this?” she asked him. She motioned to the balcony, where the screens quivered violently in the wind. “That shitstorm outside? Did you bring that here?”

“Actually, Thorn did.” Virgil’s voice startled her; she’d forgotten he stood behind her in the living room. He was still a safe distance away, and she didn’t have the time or temperament for his crazy talk right now. When she turned back to Brandon, she caught him eyeing Virgil, as if pleading for help, just like she’d done moments ago.

“Crystal, put it down,” Cole said.

Crystal ignored him and took a step toward Brandon. “Beg.”

But Brandon only laughed, like this was all a big joke and his life wasn’t hanging on the edge of a trigger.

Crystal stepped even closer. “Beg, you piece of shit.”

“For what? For my life?”

“Both of you, stop!” Cole yelled. “Let’s just forget about this and go back to the way things were. This is ridiculous.”

“Oh, but it’s happening, man.” Now Brandon was smiling—actually smiling, like a maniac—and inching toward Crystal on his knees. His eyes fixated on her as he spoke to Cole. “You’ve got to deal with it, Cole. What are you gonna do about it? Oh, that’s right. You’re gonna do nothing. Just like always.”

“Crystal, please put the gun down.”

She wanted to listen to Cole, to believe him that he’d make everything all right. But she’d believed that lie every other time he’d told it. It was time she took her safety into her own hands.

“Or, okay, keep the gun,” Cole said. “Just back off and cool down. Nobody needs to get hurt. Back off. Cool down.”

No. Not until… Until what? Until Brandon knew he was wrong? Will he ever know he’s wrong?

Brandon practically read her mind. “She can’t back off. She wants me to beg for my life. As if it matters. Crystal, everything burns. Even me.”

“Especially you.”

Crystal couldn’t tell if this was all a pompous bluff, or if Brandon truly didn’t care about anything, including his own life. He kept his eyes locked with hers as he leaned forward to rest his forehead against the gun’s barrel. He was still smiling like an overconfident ass. Even now, with Crystal holding a gun to his head, he looked like he thought he controlled her. Crystal couldn’t stand another moment with him.

If she killed him now, her mother would disown her and her life with Cole would be over. She might go to prison, but at least in prison she wouldn’t have to worry about finding money for food from week to week, or depending wholly on an unstable romance for her own wellbeing. Given what Brandon had done to her, a jury might even be sympathetic with its sentence. She had so little to lose that extinguishing the life of this man—one of the most vile men she’d ever known—seemed worth it.

She braced herself to pull the trigger. He deserved it, and she might even be able to partially get away with it.

Is this how he thinks? The thought came out of nowhere. Does he only think in terms of how much he can get away with? Crystal had been forced into dark rationalizations for violence in a moment of extreme anger. How horrible would it be to think like this all the time? She looked into the eyes of the man she was about to kill, and for the first time, she saw just a small glimmer of what could create a person like him.

Just as she was about to lower the gun, Virgil grabbed it from her hands. Flustered at the sudden removal of the only thing that was keeping her safe, Crystal backed toward the rear of the kitchen, where Cole stood under the small archway that led to the back halls.

Brandon breathed a huge sigh of relief and stood boldly. He turned to address Virgil, his voice thick with arrogance. “Thank you!”

Virgil turned the gun on Brandon.

Brandon’s arrogance evaporated. He held up his hand for Virgil to stop. “No, wait.”

Virgil shot Brandon point blank through the eye. Blood and brains splattered across the fridge. Brandon’s body collapsed in a heap on the ground.

Crystal only had a second to process what had happened before Virgil aimed the gun at her. She ducked just as he fired. Cole was already running down the hallway, apparently abandoning his role as the hero. Crystal scrambled to her feet as another shot hit the wall beside her.

She charged through the door into the back hallway and slammed it behind her, its wood splintering from another two shots. She reached for the lock only to find that none existed, so she sprinted further down the hallway, past the guest rooms, then finally arrived in her own room at the very end. Virgil pursued her with inhuman speed. Inside her bedroom, she reached to shut her door, and blood spattered against the oak.

Her own blood.

The pain from her hand hit her at the exact moment she noticed the bloody hole in it, but she had no time to dwell on the bullet wound. Leaving the door, she ran for her bathroom.

The hinges on her bedroom door creaked. Crystal dived into the bathroom. Virgil fired.

Cole slammed the bathroom door behind her and locked it.


•




Crystal tried to catch her breath and quickly checked herself for wounds. Her hand burned, her stomach ached badly, and she was worried to death about the baby. She’d never forgive herself—or Cole—if she lost it.

Outside the door, three clicks. Virgil was out of ammo. Thunderous pounding echoed through the bathroom as the security guard pummeled the door.

Crystal’s wounded hand was getting blood everywhere. She ransacked a few drawers until she found some alcohol and gauze, then cringed as she disinfected the wound. Her hand looked like the bullet had torn through the tendon between her thumb and her pointer finger—not pretty, but fortunately not serious, at least as far as Crystal knew. She cursed at it. Half an inch to the left and it would have missed her entirely.

As she dressed the wound, she noticed a tiny hole in her dress next to her lower leg. Then she was thankful that her hand had been hit instead of something more important.

“Is that Brandon chasing us?” Cole’s soft voice was difficult to hear above the pounding at the door.

“It’s Virgil.” One maniac replaced by another. What a fun night.

“How’d he get the gun?”

“He took it.”

A few moments, then, “Brandon?”

That’s right. He’s dead. Just like Heather’s death, Brandon’s would take a while to register. As much as she hated him, the violence in the kitchen had been too much. She couldn’t remember quite what had happened, only that Virgil had killed Brandon. So to Cole she simply said, “No.”

Cole’s frantic breathing grew faster, and he seemed to hyperventilate. He slunk down into the corner farthest from the door. Virgil banged on it again. Crystal heard eager grunting as he slammed his body against the door over and over and over. He sounded hungry, wolflike.

“Misery,” Cole said. His arms hung limp at his side, his hands resting on the tile floor. His blind eyes stared into empty space, like he’d resigned himself to a gloomy fate. “It’s all misery.”

Although Brandon had been nothing but a terror to Crystal, he’d been Cole’s companion for several years. Cole’s closest friend had just died. And now Cole was crying for the man who had raped and beaten her.

Another bang on the bathroom door.
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Cole might have given up, but Crystal wasn’t about to sit down and wait to die, trapped in a bathroom with a murderer at the door. The pounding had subsided several minutes ago, leaving her and Cole to wonder when and how they might die tonight in silence. But Crystal tried not to think about that. She refused to be passive and depressed in the face of death. She refused to be like Cole. Pain seared up her left arm as she beat her uninjured right hand against the wall. Twice. Three times. Four.

“What are you doing?”

“There’s an old lady who lives next door, right? Maybe she’ll hear.”

“The other side of that wall is just the service hallway.”

“Still.” Crystal pounded the wall again.

“Just let it be.”

Let it be? Typical. Whatever mettle Cole had found while confronting Brandon earlier tonight, it seemed to be gone in the wake of Brandon’s death.

“What if we die tonight?” Crystal asked. She hit the wall one more time, then rested her arms. “What if this is the last we ever see of each other?” And did it really take a situation as desperate as this to make her see how little she actually knew the man she claimed to love? “I thought we had a whole future together. You and me and…” And the baby.

“I don’t know about that.”

“Oh, okay. Everything is different because Brandon raped me? Because the baby’s not yours?”

The pointed words hit their target; Cole huffed scornfully. He wasn’t used to her telling him he was wrong. She realized then that neither was she.

“This isn’t something I want to talk about at a time like this,” Cole said. He motioned to the bathroom’s entrance, where only a thick oak door separated them from certain death. Where the hell are the cops?

Crystal continued on. “Because knowing the baby is Brandon’s didn’t change shit about how I felt about you. Or how I felt about the baby, for that matter. Do you still want to get rid of her, or is it safe to keep her now that no one’s here to hold your leash for you?”

Cole shook his head. “Maybe Brandon was right. About everything.” The comment had the sharp edge of a jab, but to Crystal’s ears, it came out as a half-hearted excuse. She knew from their private conversations that Cole didn’t really believe any of Brandon’s nonsense, so she’d never understood why Cole delegated so many of his personal decisions to such an awful person. Brandon had only ever held control over Cole because he’d convinced Cole that he needed him. All of Brandon’s power in the condo—it had been nothing more than perceived power.

Now, as she looked back on Brandon’s time with her, Crystal couldn’t help but think that his nihilism had been a self-fulfilling prophecy. In the end, his life had meant nothing after all. He’d died as a slave to his ideology.

She paced across the bathroom, away from Cole.

“I’m sorry,” he said. “I didn’t mean that. I just—You didn’t even tell me what was going on. I care about you. I would have done something.”

You must have suspected. Earlier in the evening, Crystal might have been moved by Cole’s remorse. Even now she had to fight the urge to hug him, to run her hands through his shaggy hair, to tell him that she still loved him and that everything would be okay. But tonight’s events had shown her that Cole had never taken their relationship seriously. If they made it through tonight and resumed their life together, Cole’s ridiculous obsession with maintaining the status quo would come back to hurt her again and again.

“Do you still love me?” Cole asked.

Crystal approached him, knelt, and placed his hand on her pained stomach. “This is my child. Not your child. My child. And I make the decisions about her. Not you.”

The words were hard to say; Crystal had felt so guilty about getting pregnant, about getting raped. But now, seeing Cole for what he really was, she was able to release that guilt—and it felt exhilarating, freeing. She resolved to stop blaming herself so much. Maybe she’d made some bad choices in her life, but not all of her problems were her own fault. She’d been a victim, and Cole had let her stay in that vulnerable state.

Still, she did care about Cole. And the idea of being alone—even without a child—scared her senseless. Besides, maybe he’ll come around now that Brandon’s gone. And even if not, I can be strong and stay with him. Yeah… that would be the strong thing to do. Wouldn’t it?

But before she could reassure him of her affections, he said again, “But do you still love me?” As if her emotional outpouring was just a tiny footnote to Cole’s own need to feel loved.

Part of her hoped that Cole would rise to action, that he’d make a speech about how much he cared for her. But of course, he didn’t care for her. He only cared about how much she could care for him.

“I hope the baby’s okay,” she said, to fill the silence. “It still hurts a lot. I’ll need to see a doctor if we make it through this.”

Cole just stared forward, unmoving except for his breathing. Then: “Hehhhhhhhmblehhh…”

“Cole?”

Due to Cole’s pale blind eyes, the difference was hard to spot, but they did look more vacant than usual now: almost how Heather’s had looked just before she’d drowned herself. Crystal snapped her fingers in front of Cole’s eyes, but he didn’t respond. He kept mouthing gibberish for a few more seconds before he sort of started to make sense. His words drizzled out slowly and lazily, like he was drunk, but punctuated by moments of intense clarity.

“Thhhhe guy outside. Is… not Virgil.”

“What?”

Cole’s expressionless eyes widened a little. He strained to see past Crystal, to the floor by the toilet. “Virgil’s ooooover therrrrrre.” He absentmindedly pointed downward, diagonally, toward the floor. “He’s in the elevator on thhhhe parking garage floor. He’s trrrrrapped.”

“You’re not making any sense, Cole.”

“I’mmmmmaking perfect ssssense. I’mmm a Judge you obtusssssse human floozy.”

“Cole, you’re scaring me.”

Cole’s face abruptly changed, snapping back to his normal, semi-alert self. He blinked repeatedly, wiping his eyes. “What was that?”

“Uh, you tell me.”

“I—I don’t—something just grabbed hold of me. Something about… Something about Virgil?”

A gravelly voice, muffled by the oak door, clawed its way into the bathroom. “You call him Virgil. How cute.”

Crystal and Cole turned to the locked door. On the other side, Virgil—or the thing pretending to be Virgil—spoke with eerie calm, in Virgil’s voice, but weirdly accented.

“We are vast. We crave to destroy human life. The ravenous hordes will descend upon you, and everything that matters will perish. It is only a question of time.”

Crystal took Cole’s hand and helped him stand. “The police will be here any minute.”

“We will consume them too.”

“We’re not gonna die here. We’ll fight back.”

The thing outside snickered abrasively. “Fighting is not in your nature, human. Dying, though… All you humans are good for is killing and dying. That is your nature.”

Sounds like something Brandon would say. Could this new Virgil be provoked in the same ways that Brandon could? He scared Crystal, but she’d had enough of fear. Maybe it was because she’d finally stood up to Cole, or maybe she’d simply been victimized one too many times tonight. But whatever the reason, she decided that the time had come to go on the offensive.

“Then why didn’t you wait for me to shoot Brandon?” she said. “You could have just waited, then I would have killed him, and you could have killed us easily. But I think—” She dropped Cole’s hand and stepped toward the door. “I think you didn’t wait for me to shoot Brandon because you were afraid that maybe I wouldn’t.”

THUD. Virgil struck the door again, and this time the hinges started to give. Virgil’s voice grew tense. “Crystal. Let me tell you something you don’t know. Virgil, your savior. He is one of us.”

The statement sounded scary, but Crystal wasn’t sure what it meant. She let out a whimper, though, to let the thing outside think it was getting to her. Cole’s hand gently clutched her shoulder, probably trying to console her. Well, thanks for being brave, mister macho man.

She nudged Cole, led him to the linen closet, and pushed him gently inside. Then she whispered, “Hold it shut. I have a plan.” Not much of one. But if the police didn’t show in the next thirty seconds, the bathroom door was going to give in. Crystal had to make a run for it.

“You’re nothing,” Crystal said to Virgil. “You have to kill weak people like us to make yourself feel like a big man? You’re pathetic. Anybody else in this condo could take you.”

THUD. One of the hinges popped completely off the doorframe. As the thing outside started yelling in its savage voice, Crystal tiptoed up to the door and placed her ear against it.

“Human girl, I am Shazakahn, new Demon King of Bangui! I am the greatest demon to have ever lived!”

Crystal inhaled deeply. She was about to gamble both her life and Cole’s on this next move, but even a gamble beat curling up in defeat. She listened carefully to Virgil’s rhythmic pounding on the door as he ranted. Cole, I’m sorry if this doesn’t work.

“I am leader of the demonic host outside! As leader, I deserve first blood tonight. I deserve the prestige of killing you humans in this Sanctuary. And when you are dead, I will let the others in and we will slay your hero Thorn together, in vengeance for our slain King. You are all are weak, powerless thralls of the Enemy who will—”

Crystal timed her action carefully. Virgil’s strikes on the door had become rhythmic, predictable. And just as she anticipated the next splintering thud, she unlocked the door and flung it open.

Virgil careened past her, the force of his attempted blow driving him into the bathroom. He hit the ground and Crystal ran for it, bolting out of the room, back down the hallway past the guest bedrooms. A short distance ahead, the living room was already in sight.

A hand grasped her heel. She tumbled to the floor. She tried to squirm away from the viselike grip, but Virgil sprang on top of her. She kicked him hard in the temple, then even harder in the forearm, breaking both the arm and his hold on her. She whirled to her feet and scampered again for the living room.

She ran straight to the elevator and frantically pressed the “down” button multiple times. Gears whirred behind the elevator doors, and the digital counter above began its climb upward. Ground, two, three…

Footsteps rushed down the hallway. Virgil zipped around the corner into the living room. Crystal grabbed an ornamental potted plant and threw it. The pot bounced off Virgil’s head, leaving a visible dent but barely affecting his forward charge.

A set of oak doors eight feet out from the elevator created a small foyer in front of it. Crystal had never seen these doors closed, so she’d almost forgotten they were even there. She quickly yanked one door closed, then the other, but it was no use—Virgil flung them right back open. They crashed into the walls, their handles puncturing the drywall.

Crystal retreated to the elevator doors, but Virgil was instantly upon her. He reached for her head.

DING.

The elevator opened and a furious gust of wind rushed between them. Crystal braced herself against it. The gale whirled around Virgil, who threw out his hands like he was grappling with an invisible assailant. He grunted, all his muscles tense, then retreated toward the oak doors. The wind ripped right past him into the living room, sending plant leaves fluttering and setting lampshades askew.

Virgil’s panicked expression changed to one of triumph as he slammed shut the oak doors and snatched Crystal’s arm. “Thorn was so desperate to save you, and now he is trapped out there!” He laughed, clutched her neck, and drew their bodies together. “I have you all to myself.”

Virgil licked her face, his dry and cracked tongue running from her chin to her forehead. Blood from his lips smeared her skin. His fingernails dug into her neck.

The oak doors behind Virgil opened. Virgil turned in surprise. Crystal gasped.

“Hi there,” Brandon said, the hole in his eye still oozing fresh blood. He raised a fist and clocked Virgil sideways with an audible crack, which might have been his knuckles or Virgil’s skull, or both.

Virgil appeared to pass out. But as his body crumpled to the floor, a rush of air fluttered outward from inside his torn clothing. Whoa.

Brandon backed into the living room. The wind rushed toward him. He fell to his knees and howled an agonizing scream, his body writhing around, contorting in that same strange brace against an unseen enemy. Then he stood and appeared to push his invisible adversary toward the sliding glass doors on the far side of the room. Crystal cautiously left the foyer area to see the action.

Brandon opened the doors to the balcony just a sliver. He thrashed one last time, yelled out, then forced his opponent outside. He shut the sliding doors and locked them.

“We’re safe now,” Brandon said. “Just don’t open the doors. You can tell Cole he can come out.”

Brandon approached Crystal. She immediately scurried back toward the elevator doors, but they had shut during the fight. “No, don’t worry,” Brandon said. “It’s me, Thorn.” Suddenly, Brandon’s body collapsed to the ground. Wind rushed from his corpse to Virgil’s in the foyer. Virgil woke up.

Crystal’s fear was outdone only by her utter confusion.

“I’m sorry. Is this body better?” Virgil asked. He gazed sorrowfully at her, and must have read her anxious expression, because he nodded and said, “Yes. Yes, I’ll keep this one.”

Crystal examined the balcony, which looked vacant except for the wind rippling against the screens… and the one screen that was missing. Virgil stepped over to Brandon’s body, then crouched next to it, gazing mournfully.

Crystal kept her eyes on him as she yelled down the hallway. “Cole! It’s safe… I think. You can come out now.”

She watched as Virgil removed a decorative quilt from the wall near Cole’s bedroom. It must have cost thousands of dollars, but Virgil used it as a shroud, laying it over Brandon’s corpse. Silence enveloped the room for a few moments, as if even the walls were recognizing Brandon’s passing.

“Who are you?” Crystal asked Virgil. “Where are you from?”

Virgil’s attention remained fixed on Brandon. He laid his fingers softly on Brandon’s face, then closed his one remaining eye. “No place you’ve ever been.”

“I’m serious. Tell me who you are or I’m walking downstairs and taking Cole’s car across town.”

Virgil frowned. He lowered the makeshift shroud over Brandon’s face. “Crystal, do you believe in God?”

“No.”

“Then I guess you don’t believe in angels, either.”

“Nope.”

Virgil made brief eye contact with her as he evened out the quilt over Brandon. “Then surely you don’t believe in demons.”

Crystal cradled her aching hand. “I guess not.”

The bloody security guard stood and gazed down at Brandon, looking more distraught over the psychopath’s death than he had any reason to be. Definitely much more than Crystal was.

“I’m sorry I broke your arm,” she said.

Virgil chuckled. “It’s not my arm. And it’s fine. I can still move it well enough. If you—”

“Crystal!” Cole called. “Did I hear Virgil? Is he still out here?”

Crystal’s gaze turned to the hallway behind her, where Cole was feeling his way toward the living room. He looked lost, helpless. “It’s okay. Virgil’s good now. Probably.” She didn’t want to even start explaining to Cole that Brandon had just come back to life somehow. It had really freaked her out, so she left Virgil and embraced Cole. “Are you okay?”

“Okay as I can be. Virgil’s… what?”

Crystal broke from the hug. It had been an instinctive gesture, but felt awkward in the wake of her confronting him in the bathroom. She wondered if Cole thought she— Stupid! This is a serious situation. I shouldn’t be worried about our relationship right now. But she was.

Faint red and blue lights shined onto the windows behind Cole, casting shadows on the ceiling from ten floors below. “The cops are finally here,” Crystal said.

Virgil ran to the windows for a better look, and Crystal took the opportunity to escort Cole to the elevator. This time when she pushed the “down” button, the doors opened immediately. DING.

Virgil turned, his eyes worried. “What are you doing?”

“Going to meet them.”

The security guard slammed a fist down on the kitchen’s marble countertop, actually cracking it. “Goddammit, haven’t you learned anything by now?”

“Well, you haven’t exactly been straight with us about what’s going on, so unless the cops are gonna go psycho on us too, I think I’ll hang with them for the night. Thanks.” She’d already seen that a car could provide safety from whatever danger lurked outside, so it stood to reason that a cop car would be even safer. And although it was true that after all she’d seen tonight, she was inclined to believe some of Virgil’s warnings… she still didn’t trust him, especially after some alternate version of him had just tried to kill her.

Virgil paced toward her. “The police have already been spotted. If I don’t go save them now, they’ll be drowned, and you with them if you go outside again. I can’t keep protecting you if you insist on repeatedly walking into danger.”

The elevator doors almost closed automatically, but Crystal shoved them aside, backed into the elevator, and tugged on Cole’s shirt so he’d join her.

“Uh, okay, okay—just wait.” Virgil glanced around the room, then located Heather’s blue plastic ruler on the counter, still near Cole’s wine bottles. He brought it over to the elevator and held it up. “This ruler is a timeline of your life, all right? At zero inches you’re born, and at twelve inches you die. Where do you think you are right now?”

Crystal was getting tired of these mind games. She shrugged and pointed to the three-inch mark.

Virgil shook his head. “Wrong.” He pointed to the space before the “0” on the left end of the ruler. “You’re here.”

“I’m not even born? Then how am I here?” This seemed like more nonsense to Crystal. She hit the button for the ground floor, but Virgil stepped between the doors before they could close. “That’s what a Sanctuary is, Crystal. It’s a place where you’re tested before you live, to see if…” His voice trailed off, like he himself wasn’t sure of the answer he was giving. “It’s a place where you’re tested before you live, to see if you’re good enough to be born. If you die in here, or if you don’t make a certain choice that you’re supposed to make before sunrise, you’ll never exist out there in the real world.”

Crystal shook her head. “But I remember things. I have memories of my childhood, of growing up, of meeting Cole.”

“Just one possible life. None of you existed before sunset tonight. Your memories are only in your head to set up this Sanctuary’s scenario.”

“So all we have to do is make an important choice, and we’ll be safe?” The idea was laughably far-fetched, even after tonight’s craziness.

But Virgil responded: “Yes.”

“Then what’s my choice? What’s Cole’s choice?”

“I don’t know. I’ve been trying to find that out since I got here. And now, because you called the police, you’ve sucked more people into the Sanctuary. And if you leave with them and cross the boundary again, you might suck in even more. It’s bad enough that all those people will have to make their own Big Choices. But it’s far, far worse in a Sanctuary like this one: a Sanctuary that’s under attack, where just going outside or opening your window is suicide. So I’m begging you, Crystal: please stay inside where it’s safe.”

“And what if I think this is all bullshit? What if I feel safer with the cops downstairs?”

Virgil didn’t skip a beat: he snapped the ruler in two.

Crystal took everything in and tried to digest it. She let herself become mesmerized by the alternating police lights on the far wall. I’m supposed to make an important choice so I can leave this whole life and go… be born? She almost giggled at the idea’s silliness. Nevertheless, she led Cole forward, out of the elevator, past a relieved-looking Virgil. “Who’s testing us?” she asked.

Virgil broke eye contact, seemed to go inside himself for a moment, then said: “The universe’s most vicious Sadist.” He stepped into the elevator.

“God?” Crystal asked after him. “Is God testing us?”

“If you want to call Him that. Now I’m going to save the police. Please stay here. And if I don’t come back, Crystal, Cole… please choose wisely.”
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DING.

As Thorn used Virgil to open the elevator, the Judge complained behind him. “And what exactly am I supposed to do? Twiddle my thumbs while you go kill yourself? I took a big damned risk coming here to save you, Thorn. Stop wasting both our time on these humans.”

“If you won’t help me, then yes, please stay here and twiddle your thumbs.” And don’t use Brandon’s body to slaughter the humans, he almost said, but he didn’t want to give the Judge any ideas. Despite Brandon’s violent tendencies, the man’s death had discouraged Thorn greatly. Thorn had hoped to save him. But at least Brandon’s demise meant fewer humans alive who must make choices.

Thorn didn’t even know how these choices worked. Would each human be able to leave upon making his or her individual choice, or did they all have to make their choices before they could leave together? Would the Enemy really let a person’s entire future rest on the choices of others? Thorn couldn’t imagine so, but then again, the Enemy was deranged.

The Judge grabbed Thorn with such suddenness that Thorn nearly dropped Virgil’s body. “What if the humans do make their choices and escape the Sanctuary? No demon’s ever returned from a Sanctuary where that happened. I’m not gonna die in here for your sake.”

“I have a theory about all that, but time is of the essence. I’ll explain when I return.”

“If you return.” The Judge crossed his arms and eyed Thorn with a disgruntled stare. He slid his sunglasses back over his eyes as the elevator doors closed between them.

Thorn pushed the button for the ground floor twice just to assure himself he wouldn’t be trapped here again. The elevator felt ominous to him even now that he’d recaptured Virgil’s body. Its fluorescent lights beamed down oppressively, its hum more like a hiss, welcoming him back to his cage.

His pretense of saving the police seemed to have convinced everyone upstairs. In truth, he knew the officers were already a lost cause. His last view out the windows upstairs had been of the demon army spiraling down toward the approaching car. He’d realized then how naïve his original thoughts of saving them had been. Now he’d be lucky just to damage their bodies enough to render them useless to the demons—which was a vitally important task if Crystal and Cole were to survive. The work would be repugnant, but at least the officers would be dead puppets by the time Thorn got to them. Still, he dreaded the fight.

Thorn wondered whether a true army had ever been inside a Sanctuary. He’d heard tales of small groups of demons venturing into the testing chambers, but this might well be the first time an entire legion had ever entered one. Lucky me.

Thorn recalled an incident in the distant past when his colleague Aponon had infiltrated a Sanctuary, dreaming self-aggrandizing thoughts of changing the course of world events by killing the next Augustus—as if such a coincidence were likely, or even verifiable. Instead, he’d found a Sanctuary full of simple burghers exchanging coin in Roman Constantinople, so he’d murdered them all and returned to Earth in a sour mood. Decades later, Thorn had run into Aponon in a brothel in Athens. The demon swore to Thorn that he’d recently seen one of those same burghers alive and well, but poor now, working the nets on a fishing boat off the coast. “That man should be dead!” Aponon raged. “I slit his throat in the Sanctuary!” Aponon had spent the rest of the man’s life with him, tormenting him in retaliation for the perceived affront. Thorn, of course, had no way of knowing whether Aponon was correct, or raving mad. But he’d always doubted his colleague’s conspiracy theory. At the time, he’d told himself that Aponon had merely found a man whose face was similar to that of the man he’d killed; nothing more.

Now, as the elevator opened onto the ground floor, Thorn imagined all the theories about Sanctuaries that his own return to Earth would spark, should he survive the night. What mysteries did these walls hold? If only my attackers could see that there’s some hidden meaning to the Enemy’s testing chambers. If only I had time to examine this place. Perhaps there’d been some accuracy to Thorn’s initial musings: could the means to defecting to the Enemy be disguised and hidden somewhere within the Sanctuaries? If so, it was well hidden. Thorn had kept his eyes peeled for such a path all night, and he’d seen nothing.

Earlier, before the initial attack, Thorn had done his best to cordon off the condo’s ground floor from the outdoors, but his efforts had been rushed, and he wasn’t sure he’d closed all the windows and doors. Coming back down here might prove to be my last move of the night. He stepped out of the elevator and nervously ran Virgil’s hand over his bald head.

He checked his watch. 3:28 a.m.
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“Do you believe Virgil’s story?” Crystal asked, hoping Cole would say no, if only to convince her. The story seemed crazy. It seemed like something her mom would make up. But what other explanation could there be for what she’d seen outside? And inside? Brandon’s body, reanimated… Now that Virgil had finally told them his take on what was happening, she almost believed him.

In response to her question, Cole snickered incredulously. He untied the lace on the doors to the master bedroom, and Crystal remembered Brandon trapping Virgil on the other side of those doors. She made a point of remembering to ask the security guard how he’d escaped.

She looked at the living room and at Brandon’s covered body on the floor. “I could use some company now,” Crystal said. “Can we wait together in your room?”

“I want to be alone,” Cole said, and moved into his bedroom, toward the closet. Crystal was hurt by that, but she didn’t ask again. She went to the guest bathroom to check on her wounds. If Cole wants to be alone, let him be alone. She couldn’t imagine ever living a life as solitary as his.

But after a minute, the night’s trauma got the best of her, and she started tensing at every shadow and creaking pipe. Horrors wandered the halls of this condo tonight. Crystal would rather be alone with an unwelcoming Cole than alone with them. Besides, once the police found Brandon’s body, both Crystal and Cole would be in legal trouble for who knew how long—so the next few minutes might be their last chance to reconcile with each other.

She slipped out of her shoes and padded softly into his bedroom. Cole wasn’t there, so she tried his closet, which was was larger than Crystal’s whole bedroom in her mom’s house, although he didn’t use much of its space. Shirts hung on a rack on one side, above his two pairs of shoes. The closet held three dressers, but he used only one drawer.

Cole stood by a tarp that covered an old keyboard at the far end of the closet. All the rest of the space was just empty shelves.

Well… not quite, Crystal discovered as she tiptoed farther inward. Dozens of canvases were stacked horizontally along small cavities in the wall, not visible from the closet’s entrance. She had never noticed the cavities or their contents.

If Cole knew Crystal had followed him, he said nothing about it. He pulled the tarp off of the keyboard, braced himself, lifted it, then carried it out into the bedroom, nearly bumping into Crystal on his way past. She knew he played a little piano, and that he used music to calm himself when he was upset, but his hidden artistic lair took her by surprise. She quietly browsed his paintings, most of which were just smears of color, but painted with a level of artistic skill she never would have expected Cole to have, given both his blindness and his general apathy. She recalled seeing him in his paint-speckled apron on the docks earlier tonight.

Crystal soon found a chaotic composition featuring paint that was still wet: a cyclone of gloomy shades, swirling and churning in an undefined mass of abstract darkness, leaned against a wall to dry. Cole’s easel stood nearby, coated with dried paint of all colors.

She imagined him sitting before a blank canvas with nothing to see but the picture in his head. In her mind, he had the colors organized, so he knew exactly where they were, and his hand hovered above them as he decided. Would Cole choose a color, or would he linger in indecision like he so often did with other matters? Tonight he chose black. His brush hit the canvas, then darted to and fro. His arm moved with finesse, weaving a web of solid dark curves. Black, blue, purple, brown, black. The brush mixed and tarnished the color pools as it dipped into them over and over. Cole twisted his brush, rushing to intersect line after line, shooting up, down, and diagonally, stinging the white canvas with its murky hues. Droplets of paint dripped to the ground as Cole painted the final stroke of his creation—the one now sitting before Crystal.

Crystal found it weird, and sad, that Cole had kept this side of himself from her, but now that she’d found it, she felt closer to him than ever, in spite of their recent argument. She perused the other rows of paintings. Not all of them were as dark. Most of the paintings were of fire; they had a certain similarity to the painting hung in the living room. Had Cole painted that one too?

At the end of one row, Crystal found a small, rough image that appeared to show a young child facing a gravestone, with a tall man dressed in black standing directly behind him. A white “R.I.P.” was painted in the bottom corner. Cole must’ve painted this after his dad died.

A gentle piano tune wafted in from the bedroom. Intricate, brooding, sad. Crystal followed it, and found Cole sitting on the edge of his bed, his fingers gliding over his keyboard. The electronic curtains were down, so she pushed the button next to the light switch to raise them, revealing a view of the darkness outside, the docks below, the sheet lightning in the distance.

She sat next to Cole and his keyboard. The music stopped briefly, then Cole continued his piece. “I didn’t know you painted,” Crystal said.

Cole nodded. “My mom taught me when I was a kid.”

She watched his skillful piano playing for several seconds. “You’re pretty good at this, too.”

“My dad taught me. I’ve been hooked since I was little. Music is the only thing I’ve ever really cared about.”

What about me? Crystal wanted to ask, but she knew better. “Why’d you never try playing for a living?”

“I dunno. It’s difficult to make money with music. It’s a hard life.”

“A lot of things are difficult,” Crystal said.

She watched Cole play for a bit—long enough to learn the structure of the piece he was playing. Then she moved her hands over the higher keys and began playing a harmony, making it up off the top of her head. “But sometimes, the difficulty is worth it.”

Cole smiled, and they played together.
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Marcus had spent the last few hours pressed against the outside of the building, listening to whatever he could hear through the windows and air ducts. To think that mere walls and glass could separate him from his prey! That Thorn had managed to survive this long was egregious enough, but the fact that he was actually succeeding at keeping these two humans out of harm’s way enraged Marcus even more. At least now the world’s demons saw Thorn for what he really was: a bumbling coward unfit to lead.

Marcus himself had been amused to see that Thorn was trying to prove himself to the Enemy, to save his own hide by saving His precious humans. What a backwards simpleton. Did he not remember the past? Did he not realize that the battle of the demon’s justice versus the Enemy’s evil still raged to this day?

“Cool it, Marcus,” the Atlanta Judge continued from the other side of the balcony’s sliding glass doors. “I’m not letting you in.”

“You have that Brandon boy’s corpse right there, Judge. It’d be simple for you to open this door, and you have my guarantee that you will not be harmed. On the contrary, consider yourself my guest in this Sanctuary.”

“I don’t think your friends back there feel exactly the same way.” The Judge motioned toward the demon army drifting outside, with which Marcus had only just made a tentative truce. He’d agreed to return the territory he’d captured in Central Africa if they’d just let him kill Thorn.

“I’m not asking you to let them in, Judge. Just me.”

“You know, you’ve been such a boy scout in the recent past, Marcus. I just—I feel compelled to trust you. Sure, come on in.”

“Really?”

“Ha. You are thick, man. Did God create you in His own image? I bet He did.”

A lesser demon might have burst into a rage at the Judge, but Marcus kept calm. He gestured confidently to the foyer beyond the Judge. “You’ve seen Thorn. You know how he is now. He is traitor to our kind. We can not let him live.”

The Judge dropped his gaze at that, and his teasing banter as well.

Marcus continued. “Thorn may have been a great demon once, but no longer. The Enemy has poisoned his mind. With your own eyes, you saw his actions in Piedmont Park, and now you have seen his actions here tonight. He no longer believes as you and I believe. He is no longer one of us.”

The Judge drifted sorrowfully downward. Marcus’s words were reaching him.

“I know you have your own grievances with me, but you were the one who sentenced Thorn to this Sanctuary to test where his loyalties lie. We now know the answer. So relinquish any attachment you have to him. Let me inside, and let me do what needs to be done.”
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“Quickly, quickly. Come on in.” Thorn used Virgil to coax the police officers through the door into the underground parking garage. Demons were already latching onto their minds, but Thorn had gotten them to park their car mere feet from the door, and as they entered the building, Thorn fought back his adversaries in the spirit world. They would have had a better chance if they’d simply attacked Thorn directly, but they’d gone for the humans first. For once, Thorn was thankful for their hubris.

Not a single demon had gotten inside by the time Thorn shut the door behind the officers. Minutes earlier, tense moments had passed as he’d run outside of the parking garage, waving them away from the main entrance where Heather’s remains lay splattered across the ground. A few more moments of driving and they would have seen her, but the carnage had escaped their notice, and at last they were safely inside.

Now for the hard part. He’d been too busy trying to save Crystal and Cole to think of a plausible story to tell these men. He hadn’t expected it would be necessary—he’d been certain they’d be dead by the time he reached them.

What was worse, Thorn realized, was that he’d been in too much of a rush and hadn’t thought to hide Brandon’s body. Now the officers would find it as soon as they entered the condo upstairs—and they would surely handcuff Virgil, Crystal, and Cole, then call in backup.

His options now were limited. He couldn’t just send them away, or the demons would get them. He either had to come up with a convincing alibi for Cole’s 9-1-1 call, or he would have to subdue them somehow, then interrogate them to learn what their Big Choice was.

The officers’ hands dropped to their weapons when they saw the scrapes and bruises on Virgil’s face. Hopefully the security guard uniform he still wore would convince them he was on their side. “Hi,” Thorn said through Virgil. “I’m not sure what was said about me in the nine-one-one call, but I’ve been trying to help the people upstairs. They have a bit of a problem.”

“What sort of problem?”

“Domestic disturbance. What took you guys so long?”

“Busy night. Can I ask what happened to your face?”

Thorn led the officers toward the garage elevator as he spoke. “Guy named Brandon Carter. A friend of one of the residents here. He’s become violent. Please, follow me.”

The officers exchanged a glance that was hard to read. “You stay here. We’ll take care of it.”

“Please, officers. He knows me. I might be able to talk him down. Here’s my ID. Virgil Cafferty.”

One of the men took the ID card, examined it, then nodded approval to the other officer. “Okay, but you stay in view of us at all times, and we make the decisions. Is that clear?”

“Absolutely.”

“Is he expecting us?”

“Yes. He’s been coming down to check the front entrance, which is why I waved you guys over here. I’m afraid he may be waiting to ambush us at the top of the elevator. We’ll be safer if we take the stairs.” And that will give me more time to plan how to deal with you two.
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Marcus opened Brandon’s eye. A quilt covered his face, but he used Brandon’s hand to fling it aside. Then he stretched the muscles in Brandon’s stiffening body, which was fortunately still nimble enough to wreak some havoc on the humans.

After seeing how Thorn had fawned over that Amy girl on Earth, Marcus knew that protecting these humans was more than mere penance that Thorn hoped the Enemy would notice. No, Thorn would never go to these lengths unless these two humans had somehow gained his affection. And that was all the better. Having another chance to crush Thorn’s hopes before finally crushing Thorn himself delighted Marcus to no end.

He took in his surroundings. Piano music from the bedroom. The telltale red and blue of police lights outside. The elevator display reading “P” for “parking.” Thorn would be on his way back up soon, and now Marcus owned a physical body with which he could easily neutralize the police. The others will enjoy this show… Marcus had kept the demons outside from entering, in case one or more of the cretins decided to violate their truce with him. Besides, he’d promised the Judge that he wouldn’t let them inside.

His new ally had now shrunk into a corner and was making no eye contact, as if he was ashamed of what he’d done. What a feeble Judge. No Judge in Africa or India would let himself grow so fond of a fellow demon. Still, Marcus would honor their agreement and let the Judge live.

Marcus spotted some knives in the kitchen. He supposed he might drown one of the humans in the bathtub, then use its body to knife the other—preferably while Thorn watched.

But Marcus had never been in the market for cheap revenge. Revenge is like a fine wine: prepared from the most select ingredients, fermented just so, and made more potent with age—not that he had ever tasted wine, or wanted to. He could kill Thorn—and he would—but a psychological victory first would satisfy him much more, especially in light of Thorn’s recent transformation. In all Marcus’s centuries of patient plotting, he’d never once imagined that Thorn would turn lunatic: rescuing humans and skirting the faulty morals of the Enemy. Thorn seemed to genuinely be trying to defect, to make amends for his initial rebellion in Heaven: an impossible task, given that the Enemy had vowed to never forgive a demon. Thorn had to be delusional to think that he could coax these degenerate humans into the Enemy’s virtue, into the choices that the Enemy had designed for them tonight.

How much sweeter will my wine taste if I can prove Thorn wrong before I kill him?

As Marcus used Brandon’s fingers to probe his mangled eye, as he listened to the humans’ eloquent musical composition, a plan came to him. A slight adjustment. The perfect demise for Thorn.
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The piano piece gradually evolved into something new. Cole dropped their improvised song into a minor key, so Crystal tried to keep her harmony as uplifting as she could.

“The painting of the kid with the man wearing black,” she said, avoiding mention of the painting’s prominent gravestone. “Did you paint that after you were blind?”

Cole seemed hesitant to speak at first, but he soon answered. “The day after my dad’s funeral. My mom caught me painting it and tried to throw it away, but I hid it from her. They hated each other.”

“It’s a really good painting. Who’s the man in black? Does he represent death?”

Cole chuckled. “No. Believe it or not, that was my plastic surgeon. Friend of my mom’s in Vegas who redid my face after the fire. I was crying at the funeral because I couldn’t see, and this surgeon—Jerry was his name. He told me that God allowed me to become blind so that I could see what really matters.” Cole shook his head. “That still pisses me off. But I bought it at the time, as did my mom. Did I ever tell you she was an escort?”

“Huh.”

“My dad hired her on one of his business trips. She poked a hole in the condom and poof. I was born.”

“Seriously?”

“So I’ve had this complex my whole life, like I shouldn’t be here or something. My whole purpose for existing was as a bargaining chip my mom could use to get rich.” Cole’s voice wavered with some buried emotion that he seemed to struggle to keep down. “Thankfully my dad had no other kids and liked me enough to leave me his money—otherwise who knows where I’d be now.”

“A Chippendales dancer in Vegas, obviously.”

Cole laughed, then sniffled. “Obviously.” He brought their piano piece an octave lower. “On the night of the fire, I was at my dad’s place. He was yelling at my mom over the phone, and he forgot his food on the frying pan. Hadn’t changed his smoke alarm batteries, so half the house was in flames before he realized it. I kept thinking that if I’d never been born… maybe my dad would still be here.”

Crystal was stunned. Cole had never opened up like this before, at least not to her. She rested a hand on his shoulder.

“So when that asshole surgeon told me that God made me blind so I could see what really matters, I told him to go fuck himself.” It was Crystal’s turn to laugh, and Cole abruptly ended the piano piece with a brief goofy tune. Crystal stopped playing her part too. “Yeah, I was a fun kid. But like I said, for a long time I thought Jerry was right. Even though I never saw anything. I never got any spiritual epiphany from my blindness. So according to Jerry, since I can’t see anything, nothing really matters, does it? Ha. Just like Brandon always said.”

“Well, what matters to you?” Crystal privately wondered how much of a hand Brandon had had in causing Cole’s problems in the first place. And if Virgil is right… if none of this ever happened…

Cole took a moment to ponder her question. He looked upset, so Crystal changed the subject. “Hey, the money you gave to Heather earlier. That was nice.” She playfully elbowed him in the ribs. “You’re not all bad, Cole.”

“Glad you noticed.” Cole leaned backward. His upper body plopped back onto the bed. His eyes looked upward at the ceiling, at nothing. “You really think I could be a dad?”

Crystal smiled in spite of herself. “Yeah.” She placed her hand over Cole’s.

Suddenly, raised voices came from the living room: three, maybe four men yelling at each other. Gunfire rang out, then all was silent.

Crystal’s heart skipped, then pounded. She sprang from the bed, aware of Cole trailing behind her. As they cautiously entered the living room, a bloody hand reached around the corner by the door to the service hallways. A police officer fell into view, on his knees.

His neck was slit. Blood gurgled out. He fell.

Crystal saw the other officer lying a short distance away, a knife embedded in his skull. Then she noticed that Brandon’s body was gone from underneath the quilt.

“Run!” Virgil called from across the room, as Crystal was still trying to figure out what had happened here. He tumbled into view by the kitchen. Brandon kicked his face with a force that would have killed a living man.

As Virgil reeled, Brandon locked eyes with Crystal. She knew he was dead—the gaping hole where his eye should be made that clear—but an intelligence lurked behind his good eye. An intelligence that gave the illusion of the old, ravenous Brandon. He stepped toward her.

Virgil leaped upward and clasped his hands around Brandon’s head. Brandon yelled in pain, and then both men collapsed on the floor. They stayed motionless for ten seconds. Twenty.

Just like that, Crystal and Cole were alone again.
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Thorn wrenched Marcus from Brandon’s body and pulled him into the ether of the spirit world, leaving Virgil’s body in the process. They scuffled for a moment before breaking apart to regain their bearings. Thousands of demons regarded them from outside the windows.

Thorn bellowed in anger at his old foe, and at the Judge who’d betrayed him. The officers’ deaths had enraged Thorn, which surprised him, since he didn’t even know them. Since when had all human life become so valuable to him? He grasped his rage, kindled it. It helped him quell his fear of Marcus.

Crystal and Cole lingered at the door to the master bedroom, so Thorn moved to a spot between them and Marcus, whose gaunt form prowled the shadows near the balcony. “You’re crazy for coming in here after me,” Thorn said. It was true: had their roles been reversed, Thorn would certainly have decided that following Marcus into a Sanctuary was too great of a risk, and would have let the vengeful army dispatch his opponent instead.

Marcus cradled his injured head and grimaced. “You’re running around trying to save doomed humans, hoping you can undo your ancient choice to join the revolt against the Enemy, and you’re telling me I’m crazy?”

“Yes. Because you have to be the big dog, the one leading the charge. All the humans, all of your own kind who’ve had to die for your obsessive grievance with me… They’re all just collateral damage to you.”

“It’s why I am great and you’ve been reduced to nothing.”

Thorn imagined his own past self, pressing the same point in countless arguments. Power is power, and nothing else matters. “We all claim greatness, but has any demon ever truly been the greatest?” Thorn asked.

“Greatest, no; but great, yes. Just because a game is unwinnable doesn’t mean it’s not worth playing.”

“To what end?”

“Yours.” Changing the subject, Marcus nodded toward the Judge, cowering in a corner of the kitchen, afraid to look at either of them. “I planned to kill you in here, in this Sanctuary, where no Judge would know—but even your own Judge agrees with me now. The time has come to put you down.”

“And reign over anarchy on Earth?” Thorn said, changing the subject back to the ultimate futility of Marcus’s actions.

Marcus smirked. “Better to reign in Hell than serve in Heaven.”

“Oh, wake up. Can’t you see something else is going on here? What if there’s a path to defection here?” To so blatantly reveal that he was breaking the Third Rule felt like blasphemy to Thorn, especially in front of the Judge—but right now it was particularly important for the Judge to hear Thorn’s theory. So he tried to quell the ages of conditioning that led to his hesitancy to speak of such matters. “Marcus, what if Xeres’s journey to a Sanctuary was what led to him becoming an angel? You could search in here with me. We could find a way—”

“Xeres is dead.”

No he’s not, but I know I can’t convince you of that. “You must admit it’s strange that the Sanctuary operates by different laws than Earth’s. Why can we control dead bodies here? Why do we have so much more influence over human minds?”

“Because the Enemy never expected we’d discover the Sanctuaries. In His foolishness, He neglected to build safeguards against us.”

“Ah, yes. The blind crusade against the Enemy. We despise Him so much after all this time because… why?”

Marcus drifted into the light, the scowl on his face sharp enough to cut through spirit and flesh alike. “Everyone knows why. He loathes us, and wants us all in Hell.”

“Then why aren’t we in Hell?”

“Because we are stronger than Him.”

Unbelievable. Thorn shook his own head in scorn. “What is it like to go through life never questioning anything?”

“Why question something if you already know that it’s true?”

“Does knowing the truth make you feel better than everyone else?”

“Try it sometime, Thorn. It’s pleasant.”

“It’s pleasant for you. For now. But put yourself in the humans’ place.”

“That’s what you’ve done, is it?”

“Goddammit, yes. They’re not collateral damage. They don’t deserve to die just because of who created them. They have minds and ambitions and feelings and choices, just like us.”

“The Enemy never let us have choices! One skeptical word against His authority and we were doomed for eternity.”

Thorn remembered that initial feeling of doom well, and bitterly. Most demons had quickly grown disappointed with the double-edged freedom their actions had wrought. After the fall from Heaven, they were finally masters of their own destiny—but what a bleak destiny. Most of them still believed what their Father had told them: that they had no free will, that an angel was either obedient or dysfunctional, with no in-between. They’d been told they were evil… so evil they became. And they took their frustrations out on each other, and on humanity.

The demons had been like children then, with little understanding of the Enemy and no knowledge of His universe other than what He’d told them. It had taken Thorn until very recently—just a few hundred years ago—to realize their idiocy. They had chosen to rebel, so of course they had free will; it was only God’s unnecessary dichotomy that had forced them to choose between black and white. And these last few months, Thorn had become increasingly troubled by the fact that even in the present day, many demons continued to believe in their own lack of agency. It was such an obvious lie, yet it was easier to stomach than the hard truth: that they could still choose to be good, but that doing so would not cause them to be welcomed back into Heaven—and that they’d be slain by their peers besides. Any choice other than the demonic path would send one to a tragic end, so the illusion of no free will remained strong.

Thorn realized that over the course of his argument with Marcus, he’d floated forward, and now hovered mere feet from his old enemy. They drifted within striking distance of each other, but neither moved to attack. So Thorn pressed on. “Marcus, I’m not trying to save myself by undoing my actions against God. I know that would be futile. I’m doing this to save the humans.” Thorn had known from the beginning that he’d likely die in here, but as long as even one of the humans lived, at least his death would have some meaning.

Marcus huffed, and seemed to take Thorn’s words as a challenge. “You could kill them yourself, you know. Do it in front of the other demons. You can’t save your life, but at least you can save your legacy.”

Thorn shook his head. “All this killing, all this destruction… it’s not our only option anymore. I found another choice.”

“Suicide is not a choice.”

“It’s not suicide. It’s sacrifice.”

Thorn and Marcus stood face to face. Even after this quarrel, Thorn guessed that Marcus understood his actions no more than Thorn understood Marcus’s. All he saw in Marcus was myopia, blindness. What did Marcus see in him? Vanity? Insanity?

“Follow me,” Marcus said, and moved around Thorn, toward Crystal and Cole. When Thorn hesitated, Marcus tried to reassure him. “I won’t hurt them. Not yet. I want to show you something. You too, Judge.”

The Judge rose, sulking, then trailed Thorn and Marcus at a distance. What a fool I was for trusting him. Was I really so desperate for camaraderie?

As Marcus passed Cole on his way into the master bedroom, he casually touched the young entrepreneur’s mind.
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Crystal trembled at the brutal violence she’d just witnessed. Virgil’s and Brandon’s bodies hadn’t moved for over two minutes—maybe they were really dead this time. Are we still safe in here? Should we run for it? What happened to Virgil? The thought that their only protection had vanished crept into her mind with tendrils of dread.

“Are they dead?” Cole asked.

“I don’t know.” The bodies seemed dead and vacant to Crystal. “Do you think—” She looked at Cole… and saw a familiar vacant expression in his eyes. “No. No, not again. Hey, Cole. Cole!”

But Cole couldn’t hear her. He turned around, zombielike, and lumbered down the hall toward his bathroom. Crystal guardedly followed him.
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Wherever Marcus was leading him and Cole, Thorn knew that this would be his last chance tonight to persuade his foe. “Would you like to know what changed my mind?” Thorn asked. Marcus said nothing, so Thorn continued. “When I first arrived in the Sanctuary, just nine hours ago, I considered killing the humans before you all arrived. I would have been free. But then I looked in a mirror.

“All I’ve ever seen in mirrors is empty space. But this time I saw a man. I saw myself. And then I touched the mirror with my own fingers. I felt it. I waved to the security guard as he passed, and he saw me. I was human, Marcus.” An earnest wish, suddenly granted. Confusion had surged through Thorn at this apparent act of God (for what else could it have been?). As he’d gazed down at the living tissue that was both part of and separate from him, Thorn had seen how such an event could awaken the ancient desire for freedom in any demon—the same need for independence that had fueled demonkind’s rebellion in the first place. But for Thorn, this new body had added fuel to the flame of his yearning to be free from demonkind and its customs. In his new human body, he wondered: Did he have free will, as much as the humans did? Did he have choice? Or was it just some cruel trick?

Regardless, Thorn had faced a dilemma. Using his new body to kill the humans and prove his wickedness to the Judge would have let him keep his life as a demon on Earth, but would have compromised his newfound morality. Yet he dared not use the body to aid the humans, for then he’d be just as susceptible to demonic attack as they were. That left him only one choice: to abandon the body. Or so he’d told himself. But if he was being honest, the truth was that the idea of becoming human had terrified him, despite the fact that he’d wanted it for so long.

So Thorn, as a human, had hopped into a dumpster outside the condo and lit the garbage aflame, then willed his spirit out of his body. As soon as he left it, his body’s arms and legs had tumbled into a heap in the midst of the other trash. But the heart kept beating. Even without its spirit, the body had continued living. Until the flames reached it, and it burned. Thorn hadn’t even thought about how useful the body, if dead, might have been later tonight. He’d just wanted it gone. He didn’t deserve it.

On Earth, Thorn had wondered why so many demons were afraid of Sanctuaries. And now that he’d seen one for himself—and one full of demons at that—the place was like a violent free-for-all. Any demon with half a brain could wreak enough destruction here to earn him glory for decades. To deprive an entire life of its purpose before it was even born… that was surely a major achievement. Back when Thorn was as depraved as his peers, he’d have traveled to a Sanctuary in a heartbeat, if only he had known that carnage here came so easily.

So why had the word not spread? Why didn’t demons while away their days killing people in Sanctuaries? Before tonight, Thorn thought it had to do with the occasional demon who never returned from a Sanctuary, or the mysterious and crippling melancholy of many others who did, like Xeres. Most who returned never spoke of their experiences—what had happened to them remained a mystery—and so other demons assumed the worst. But now Thorn knew the truth of why they wouldn’t talk. Those demons had tasted humanity in their respective Sanctuaries, and it had shaken their views of the world.

“You were human?” Marcus threw Thorn an incredulous glance as they drifted past Cole’s closet. “How?”

“I don’t know.”

“Why didn’t I become a human? Or any of the demons outside?”

“I don’t know.”

“You seem desperate to convince me of your fanciful view of the world, Thorn, but not too knowledgeable about your own opinions.”

I should’ve known he’d think me mad. Thorn hoped against all odds that Marcus would at least listen to a plea for the humans. “Yes, I’m crazy. I’m renegade. I deserve to die. So take me, and let the humans live.”

Marcus merely laughed a little: barely an exhale. No doubt he or the Africans would murder Crystal and Cole as soon as Thorn was dead. Or perhaps sooner.

“I thought about it, you know,” Thorn said. “Killing the humans. I stood over Crystal as she slept. Felt the child inside her. It was so easy to put her in a trance, lead her downstairs, to the pool, underwater. I exposed her to all the glorious distractions, and she was oblivious that she was drowning. But then I looked into her eyes, and I saw… I saw…”

Amy.

“I saw a mind that could be equal to my own, in another life. I couldn’t go through with it. I took her back upstairs and sent her off to sleep.”

“Because you’re weak.”

“Because unlike you, I realized that I don’t need God’s approval in order to be good. So what if He won’t forgive us? So what if He wants to banish us to Hell? He’s not the only source of goodness in the universe. You, and me, and the army outside—we can choose what’s right out of our own free will.”

“You’re psychotic.”

“Yeah, I said it. Free will. I think we have it. I think we’ve had it all along, no matter what our beloved Heavenly Father tells us. And I’m through with letting ancient and outdated spite for God get in the way of my own damn conscience. Fuck Him. Fuck you. I’m gonna do what’s right.”

Thorn hadn’t expected to grow so agitated. His lack of composure had likely heightened Marcus’s condescending view of him, but regardless, he’d said what he’d needed to say. He calmed himself and looked away, refusing further eye contact with the brute.

They rounded a corner into the master bathroom. Despite dim lights in the ceiling, its walls were lit mostly from beneath. At the far end of the room rested a large bathtub. Thorn followed Marcus toward it, feeling both anger and pity toward him for remaining so unaffected by his pleas.

Marcus tapped at the tub’s faucet handle. His hand did not pass through it, but neither would the handle budge. Whatever Marcus had planned, Thorn guessed this was his final shot at reasoning with him. Pity won out over anger and fear as Thorn tried one last time to reach out to this demon who he’d once called his brother.

“God told you that you’re dysfunctional for rebelling against Him. You’re not, Marcus. All you did was make a choice.”

“A reasonable choice,” the Judge said solemnly. He drifted next to Cole.

Thorn turned to address his former co-ruler of Atlanta. “Indeed, it was reasonable. I made the same choice.”

“And we can’t go back. So we should embrace the fight against the Enemy. It’s the only way.”

“You stand with Marcus, then?”

The Judge hesitated, but soon he nodded his affirmative. Thorn glowered.

“Betrayal stings, doesn’t it Thorn?” Marcus said. “I know how that feels. A little Rat betrayed me once. Twice, actually.”

“Just because I agree with you doesn’t mean I think Thorn should die,” the Judge said to Marcus.

“Death is the only fate for which traitors are worthy.”

Marcus’s words silenced the Judge, who again backed off to a corner of the room, watching, listening.

Thorn resumed his pleading, but this time he spoke to both Marcus and the Judge. “Even if you believe we can’t go back on our choices, you have to see that the humans can. In spite of their mistakes, they can live good, full lives. Even here, even now, Crystal and Cole have so many options.” And Cole was inching closer to the bathtub, at Marcus’s behest…

“But you only have two options, Thorn,” Marcus said. “You can die a coward. Or you can kill them, and die a demon.”

“I will keep them alive until they pass their test.” Thorn’s statement sounded more like a threat than he’d intended; Marcus’s calm, confident, yet arrogant demeanor always got under Thorn’s skin.

“Passing tests is not in their nature.”

“If that’s the case, why don’t we just let the Sanctuaries be? Leave the humans to fail and die?”

Marcus briefly tensed at this remark, but quickly regained his facade of tranquility. He reached a hand into Cole’s mind; the blind playboy bent down and turned on the bathtub’s faucet. Crystal asked what he was doing, but Cole said nothing.

Marcus’s hand remained in the boy’s mind as his eyes turned to Thorn. The hostile gaze said: Checkmate. “The Enemy uses this place as a testing chamber, correct?”

Thorn nodded, and watched Crystal shake Cole’s shoulder as if trying to rouse him from sleep.

“Let’s run a little test of our own,” Marcus said. “You say these people can become good. You say they’re worth saving. You, who have been on Earth as long as I have, and have seen every depth of human selfishness… You say this.”

“I do.”

Marcus actually smirked. Not a maniacal, villainous smirk, as Thorn had seen from Wanderer, but the much more menacing smirk of someone who’s achieved a victory of which his adversary is not yet aware. A steady stream of water continued spluttering into the tub as Marcus spoke.

“I liked the human whose body I stole. This… Brandon.” Marcus stared Thorn down, and Thorn was too afraid to look him in the eyes. “Everything burns, Thorn. Everything, everything, everything. Even you. Even if Crystal and Cole live to burn another day. There is no happy ending. So we might as well embrace vice and conquest—and greatness!—while we’re here.”

“We can choose to evolve past that,” Thorn said. “Just like them. You could join me.” He frowned at his own desperation. He detested Marcus and his actions now more than ever before, and asking Marcus to join him went against all his demonic instinct, especially his pride.

“Your plight is pointless,” Marcus sneered. “These two lives will be inconsequential on Earth, yet you, the Thorn of Constantine, a once-mighty demon, are trying to save them. You must be ashamed of how low you’ve fallen for these animals. And it’s only two of them. Two—out of billions!”

Thorn was terrified of his impending death, but he would not let this brute assume that he felt shame. On the absolute contrary: Thorn was proud of the demon he’d become. He steeled himself and mustered the nerve to return Marcus’s haughty gaze. Two out of billions? “So were we.”

Marcus’s smirk vanished, and he seemed a small bit surprised. He nodded slowly. “Suit yourself.”

If Marcus wanted a test of the humans’ quality, a test he would get. After all Thorn had been through these past three months, and all that he’d learned, he was eager to prove Marcus wrong. Besides, his only other option at the moment was to fight Marcus to the death: a fight Thorn was far from sure he could win, especially in his current wounded state.

“I need to be in a body so I can keep Crystal at bay.” Thorn turned toward the doorway, then drifted out of the bathroom.
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With great disgust, Marcus watched the coward leave the bathroom. The Central African demons regarded Marcus enviously from outside the windows, and most followed along with Thorn as he disappeared down the hall. Marcus and the Africans weren’t exactly on good terms, as he’d invaded part of their territory with an army on loan from his leader last year. But they could be trusted to let him know if Thorn tried anything suspicious while out of Marcus’s sight. They wanted Thorn dead as much as Marcus did.

But Marcus didn’t only want Thorn dead; he wanted him to suffer, too. Thorn had become even more corrupted by his dangerous new ideas than Marcus had guessed. The fool wanted to live and die by his own selfish rules, so he’d invented imaginary truths to facilitate his new worldview.

But the Enemy had cast the demons out of Heaven. The Enemy continued to wage a silent war against demonkind. These were facts, and Thorn could not change them to suit his new conception of God. The evidence lay solely with Marcus.

Marcus wondered what his leader would think of these new developments. No doubt he’d be furious that Marcus had been unable to kill Thorn until now. But it’d only be a few more minutes… and Marcus’s leader knew better than anyone how old grudges went. He would understand.

“Cole, what’s going on?” the human girl asked as Marcus reached deeply into the human boy’s—Cole’s—mind. She prattled on and on about love and fear and safety, but Cole’s ears remained deaf to her. Marcus gazed into Cole’s mind, and Cole’s mind gazed back.

“Brandon?”

Marcus smiled warmly at him. “Yeah, man. Come here. I’ve got something to show you.”

“I can see you.”

“Of course you can. New medical procedure. We got your sight back, remember?”

Cole reached out to touch his old friend, but Marcus stayed just out of his reach. Cole blinked several times, his shock at his restored vision plain on his face.

Marcus felt around Cole’s head some more, grasping in the darkness. The human mind was infinitely mysterious to him. What wonders—or horrors—had the Enemy hidden inside? Humans were obviously intellectually inferior to demons, yet remained so “special” to the Enemy. Why? Marcus wished he could probe deeper to find out. Even the vision of Brandon that he was giving Cole now was rudimentary stuff, yanking Cole’s mind from place to place instead of subtly probing its depths. Even in a Sanctuary, it appeared that demons did not have that power.

Cole looked overjoyed, so Marcus placed his arm around Cole’s shoulders to heighten the illusion. “Over here.” He gestured toward the full bathtub, and Cole followed.

“Brandon, this is incredible. I can actually see the water.” Cole ran his fingers through it and smiled at Marcus. The wavering liquid reflected its many ripples up onto his skin.

“Come into the water,” Marcus said. As Cole stepped over the rim of the tub and eased down into it, he briefly looked upward, at the spot where the human girl stood.

“Cole…” she said fearfully, just as his head went under.
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Thorn stretched Virgil’s rigid body. Come on, my friend, just get me through a few more hours. The cadaver was growing increasingly difficult to control.

He dragged the police officers’ bodies toward the elevator with his non-broken arm. Brandon’s body as well. Anything that another demon could use to influence the physical world could not be allowed to stay up here. He briefly considered switching out Virgil’s wrecked body for one of these fresher ones, but just as quickly dismissed the idea: he didn’t want to frighten Crystal, especially given what was about to transpire in the bathroom.

From outside the windows, his foes scrutinized his actions, confusion written on their faces. They didn’t appear to understand why Thorn was sequestering the bodies in the elevator. Good.
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Cole was submerged in nothing more than a bathtub, but it might as well have been an endless watery abyss for how little he was aware of his surroundings. Marcus’s grip on his mind was like a vise, and Cole caved to every illusion Marcus paraded before him.

First, there was Brandon, Cole’s only friend, his eye restored much as Cole’s own eyes had been. He swam beside Cole, smiling with compassion, and led him to three beautiful women who were dressed in only the barest of swimwear. They caressed Cole sensuously, posed provocatively for him. They kissed each other, and Brandon, and him. These sirens of the deep led Cole upward onto the deck of his yacht—which was still underwater—where even more young women waited for Cole with drinks.

Hedonism. It was one of the oldest demonic tactics, and it continued to be effective into the modern age. Forget your problems, your failures, your life, your future. Focus on the pleasure of the moment. Brandon had used this ploy to control Cole for years, so of course it was the ploy that Marcus tried first, and he was sure it would work. But after a few moments, Cole started to glance around at the girls, past the girls, searching for something more. Ah, that’s right. He was ready to quit this life at the start of the night. No matter. Marcus had many other tricks up his sleeve.

He presented Cole with a video slot machine. The specter of Brandon swam around behind it as a vast underwater casino materialized around them. “Why’d you ever leave this behind?” Marcus said to Cole. “You found so much comfort in this.”

Cole pulled the lever by rote. The machine was themed “Heaven and Hell,” so Cole focused on lining up the halos and the pitchforks in any possible winning arrangement. On his first try, five of the halos lined up in a row, and the machine erupted into a salvo of lights and bells. Brandon raised his arms and pumped a fist in triumph, then swam around to pat Cole on the back. A flurry of hundred dollar bills spat out of the machine and drifted through the water around Cole.

Cole seemed pleased at first as the rush of a sudden win overwhelmed him, but he also seemed confused: maybe at how he’d won so fast, or maybe at how sluggishly he and Brandon moved through the water. Of course. His addiction is too far in the past. Addiction now will suffice no more than hedonism will.

Still, thirty seconds had already passed since Cole had sunk beneath the water; another minute would finish him off. Marcus just had to distract him until then. Best not to focus on the past. False hope for the future will be more effective.

As the whirlwind of gambling winnings floated around Cole, Marcus concocted a vision of an art gallery beyond, each wall lined with Cole’s paintings. Dozens of urbane patrons drifted around the flooded gallery, admiring Cole’s work. Cole grinned widely. Yes, he certainly likes this.

Marcus stripped away one of the gallery’s walls to reveal a sold-out concert hall, every seat filled with an admirer eagerly waiting to hear Cole’s music. A grand piano appeared before him, and pages of sheet music drifted like seaweed above it, urging him to play them.

Cole took a seat at the piano, and the massive crowd erupted into applause. His grin endured as he soaked in the adulation of his adoring fans. Brandon and his sirens sat in the very front row, cheering Cole on. To be loved. That’s all Cole really wants, Marcus saw now. That’s why he put up with Brandon. Brandon was the only person in Cole’s whole life who made him feel important. So now Marcus made Cole feel important too, and all Cole could do was take it in as the air escaped his lungs.

Thorn entered the master bathroom, wearing Virgil’s body. Marcus gestured to Cole victoriously. The horror on Thorn’s face was priceless. “So easy to control him,” Marcus said. “A petty human mind.”

Unable to hear Marcus, the human girl said, “Cole’s in trouble,” as if Thorn didn’t already know. Her dress was soaking wet; she’d been trying desperately to pull Cole up out of the tub, but Cole, under Marcus’s control, had resisted her easily. And now Thorn used Virgil to wrap his arms around the girl, restraining her.

“What are you doing? Let me go!” She beat her hands against him, causing the broken bone in his arm to bulge beneath his skin, but he held her firmly. “You need to help Cole! Save him! I thought you said you were here to save us!”

Marcus expected Thorn to keep a hard gaze on him and Cole throughout the ordeal, but instead Thorn focused exclusively on the human girl, Crystal. He rested Virgil’s head on hers and held her forcefully… but also lovingly. “Shh, it’s okay. It’s okay,” he said to her. She kept hyperventilating, but she stilled. Only then did Thorn look up at Cole, ignoring Marcus and the Judge entirely. Repugnantly, Cole’s predicament seemed to pain Thorn just as much as it pained the girl.

Suddenly, the girl broke from Virgil’s hold and sprinted across the bathroom toward the tub. Thorn chased her. He wrapped Virgil’s arms around her stomach and pulled her backward, but she strained her arm forward, and her outstretched hand dipped into the water ever so slightly.

The roof of Cole’s concert hall rippled as the girl touched the water. His fingers froze on the piano keys mid-note. From the stage lights beneath the rafters, a lone book sank downward toward Cole, its waterlogged pages fluttering in slow motion. Marcus strained to read the book’s title. Paradise Lost?

Cole’s own imagination was interacting with Marcus’s illusion. He’d noticed the book. Time to distract him again, with bigger guns.

Marcus erased the concert hall, and this time he left nothing to replace it. Cole floated alone in an endless underwater void.

Almost alone.

“Cole,” said a kindly male voice, speaking from the darkness.

Cole gazed outward, squinting as if trying to discern the speaker.

“I love you, Cole. I’m here for you.” Marcus moved the man closer to Cole until Cole saw him, floating calmly, eerily in the navy blue depths.

“Dad?”

“I’m here, son. Come to me.” Cole’s father reached an arm out to him. Cole hesitated, making Marcus slightly nervous. But after a moment, he swam straight toward his dearly departed father.

They were just about to embrace when the human girl’s book floated down between them. Cole abruptly stopped and stared at the sinking book.

In the tub, Cole’s body convulsed; he started breathing in water. Marcus had to struggle to maintain his illusion while Cole’s lungs grasped for air.

Cole’s eyes darted around the abyss, toward his father, at his own submerged body. He grew panicky, and he seemed to realize he was drowning.

All right, forget the father. If the girl is what he wants, let him have her.

Marcus conjured the illusion of Cole’s bedroom, a room that was just a few yards away in reality. But he lit the illusion in a comforting orange light that clashed strikingly with the blue of the watery void. Crystal was lying back on Cole’s expansive bed, her arms propping her up. She wore a revealing red silk slip, the same deep crimson as her lipstick. It exposed most of her breasts, around which her long flowing hair danced slowly in the water. She looked every bit a fashion model straight out of the pages of a magazine.

Crystal reached out a hand and beckoned Cole closer. “Hey, baby,” she said. “What do you want? I’ll do anything for you that you want.” This must have been similar to the submissive scenes Cole had heard Crystal acting out over the past several months. Marcus guessed that it was the way he liked her: meek, pliable, safe. And not pregnant.

Cole seemed entranced by this new version of Crystal. He swam to the bed, where she greeted him warmly, locking him in a kiss. His lungs spasmed again. And then he looked upward.

No! There’s nothing for you up there. Just the ceiling of your bedroom. This is where you belong! In the confines of routine and codependency and comfort. In a prison of the present built on the foundations of a painful past. This is what you have earned for yourself. This is what you deserve!

Cole pushed himself forcefully off of the bed, abandoning Marcus’s idealized conception of Crystal, propelling himself up, up, up toward the ceiling, then through it, out of Marcus’s illusions, out of the dark abyss, toward the real Crystal. Toward Thorn.

Cole broke the surface, bursting from his watery grave and spewing lungfuls of water. Droplets splashed every which way across the room. Thorn, the bastard, was smiling—and not a gloating simper of victory, either, but a genuine smile of happiness for Cole. Thorn let Crystal go and she ran to help her lover.

Thorn himself sprinted out of the bathroom.

No.

Marcus flew after Thorn as fast as he could, darting past the skulking Judge, weaving down the curved hallway through Cole’s bedroom, then out into the living room. The demons outside were all screeching at him, but he could make out no words.

Marcus stopped short in the living room. Thorn had moved the bodies! Marcus frantically searched for them—any of them. He’d need a physical body in order to slaughter Crystal and Cole. Trails of blood led away from where the bodies had been dragged, toward…

Marcus flew around the corner and into the elevator. All three bodies lay piled in a heap, but Brandon’s was on top: the easiest to access. Marcus seized control of Brandon and jolted the body upright, ready to take on Thorn and butcher the humans.

But the body didn’t jolt upright. Thorn had broken most of its major bones in several places. With a quick sideways glance, Marcus saw that the officers’ bodies had received the same treatment.

No sooner had Marcus realized that these gelatinous bodies would be useless to him than the elevator doors began to close. He tried to release Brandon’s body and lunge for the narrowing gap between the doors, but there wasn’t time. Just before the gap closed completely, he caught a glimpse of the Rat out in the foyer, waving smugly as Marcus was sealed inside.

DING.
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For once, the Judge had no snarky quips, not even a It was you who betrayed me, which Thorn had expected. No, the Judge’s usual wit had been replaced by an onerous melancholy, and he simply nodded acceptance when Thorn demanded that he leave the condo.

“They’ll let you live,” Thorn tried to reassure him. “You sided with Marcus rather than me. They’ll let you live.”

He turned back to the humans, who were still comforting each other on the living room couch. After all that had just transpired, Thorn was hesitant to leave them alone even for a moment, but he’d warned them to not open the main elevator no matter what, and for once they’d understood. Marcus would remain safely locked inside.

Using Virgil’s damaged body, Thorn opened a door into the service hallways, led the Judge to the service elevator, and pressed the “down” button. “I’ll push the first floor button for you. You’ll be free to roam the ground level until the Sanctuary ends.” Which would happen only an hour from now, according to Virgil’s watch.

The Judge removed his shades, yet couldn’t seem to make eye contact. “If it’s worth anything, Thorn, I’m sorry things worked out this way. I wish you would’ve seen the light.”

“I’m sorry, too.” Thorn read the Judge’s lack of eye contact as embarrassment that someone he’d considered an equal was capable of becoming a defector.

The Judge watched the numbers tick past on the elevator readout. “You realize that if you succeed, and the humans make their choices, I could die in here too. No demon who’s failed to kill a Sanctuary’s humans has ever returned to Ear—”

“That’s a myth.”

“It’s a fact. Deny it all you want, but it’s a fact.”

DING. The doors opened.

“Goodbye, Judge.” Thorn reached inside the elevator. He pressed the button for the ground floor.

The Judge drifted into the elevator and turned around to face his old friend one last time. “Goodbye, Thorn.”

They stared at each other until the doors pressed shut.
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“Anything?” Crystal waved her fingers in front of Cole’s eyes.

“No, nothing.”

Cole had flipped out about being able to see while underwater in the tub, but he definitely couldn’t see anything now. Crystal sat next to him and rubbed one of his arms vigorously with her uninjured hand. He was still shivering, even though Crystal had helped him change clothes and wrapped a blanket around him.

Cole still couldn’t explain to her why he’d suddenly tried to drown himself. He barely even remembered doing it. So on top of everything else going on tonight, now Crystal had to worry about Cole being a suicide risk. At least Brandon’s body was out of the room; that was one less danger to be wary of. But still, right now she just wanted to lock herself in a closet and curl up in a ball. She’d had enough of other people’s problems for one night.

“You know,” Cole said softly, breaking Crystal’s thoughts. “If we make it through this, I’d like to pay your tuition when the next semester starts.”

“Aw, thanks, Cole.” The gesture would have meant more had it come at any other time; as it was, it felt awkward and forced, like he was trying to bribe her into staying with him after such a horrible night. But no bribe was necessary: in spite of everything, she already planned to stay with him. She loved him. She owed him for all that he’d given her.

He placed his arm around her. “Just write a really good essay and I’m sure you’ll get in. You’re a smart girl.” He kissed her on the cheek. His lips were cold.

She sat by him for a moment, thankful to still be alive, wondering when Virgil would come back, trying to decide for what felt like the thousandth time tonight whether she could trust him. Then she noticed the painting of fire hanging up above the sofa across from them. She’d always taken the picture as nothing more than meaningless decoration, but it took on a new significance to her now that she realized Cole had painted it. As she stared into the swirling reds and oranges, she couldn’t help but think of hellfire.

“Why’s the painting of fire the only one you hung up?” she asked Cole.

“Brandon hung it up. He never liked the others.”

“I’m sure your dad would want them all hung up.”

Cole smiled a little at that, but he still felt so distant, even with his arm around her.

“Why’s stuff like this have to happen?” Cole asked, more to himself than to Crystal. “The fire, my blindness, Brandon, all the unexplainable stuff tonight.”

“Apparently it’s all a test.”

“Ha. Some test.”

The service door opened. Crystal turned to see Virgil limping back into the living room, looking worse than ever. Dark blood had crusted over wounds all across his body. His clothing was torn in dozens of places, and he walked with a disgusting stiffness.

Crystal stood defensively… just in case. Virgil seemed to notice her posture.

“Don’t worry, I’m good now. I won’t try to hurt either of you. I’ll sit over here if it makes you more comfortable.” He plopped down at one of the kitchen table’s chairs, wincing.

He looked like he was suffering as much physical pain as Crystal was; her stomach ached tremendously. Virgil’s actions had been so erratic all night, especially just now in the bathroom, and although his directions had protected her and Cole, she still got a bad vibe from him. Underneath his desperation, underneath his begging to keep them safe, she sensed someone like Brandon: she sensed a master manipulator who was used to controlling other people with lies. Yeah, that’s it. That’s why I’ve felt so creeped out by him all night. Nevertheless, Crystal knew that she had no choice but to trust Virgil. Unless she counted going back outside as a choice.

Crystal walked over to the window, almost as if she needed to confirm that the outside world was still there. But before the realness of her world could offer any comfort, a gruesome sight drew her eyes downward.

Heather—or rather, what was left of Heather—was inching along the ground outside, dragging her intestines behind her. Crystal tried not to throw up at the sight. The broken, mangled body appeared to be heading for the service entrance.

“Hey, Virgil…”

He had already noticed her fear and sprung up to see what she was looking at. When he saw Heather, fear struck his face too. “If she can get inside, they’ll use her to open the elevator so they can get to the other bodies. And Marcus… The guns! I forgot to take the police officers’ guns. Is there a way to turn the elevator off?”

Crystal shrugged and glanced at Cole, who shook his head. “We could just hit the down button on our floor before she hits the up button down there,” she offered.

“And let Marcus back in here ourselves? No, no.” Virgil ran to the foyer doors, shut them, and locked them, sealing the elevator off from the living room. “Okay. Think about your choices. I’m sorry I interfered tonight, but you need to think about what choice you would have made had I never arrived. That’s our only way out of this.”

Cole answered him with out-of-the-blue hostility. “Were you gonna let me drown? Back there in the bathroom?”

Virgil flinched a little at that. “I was proving a point to someone.”

“You should have let me drown.”

Everyone in the room grew still at Cole’s statement. He stared blankly ahead, and his face was getting… emotional. That was weird for him.

“Why me?” Cole continued. “Why are you trying to save me? I’m not… I’m not a good person. I liked what I saw down there in the water. I was just gonna stay.”

“But you didn’t,” Thorn replied quietly.

“Save Crystal. She deserves to be saved. Not me.”

Cole was having a pity party? Now? Crystal exchanged a dubious glance with Virgil, who seemed more concerned for Cole than she did. Cole was so far gone, so different now from the laid-back romantic she’d always thought him to be. This was a life-or-death situation, and Cole was acting like a whiny teenager! Still, Crystal did find it interesting that Cole had self-doubts as serious as her own; he’d never expressed them before tonight.

Virgil approached Cole, sat next to him, laid a tender hand on his back. “Cole, I’m not doing this because you’re good. I’m doing this because you have the potential to be good. Just like we all do.”

“But if Crystal and I die tonight, you did this all for nothing.”

What does Cole mean by that? Could he have bought into Virgil’s ramblings more than I have?

Virgil glanced up at the painting of the flames and seemed to chew on Cole’s words for a few moments. Then he turned back to him. “I did it for you,” Virgil said, but he sounded like he was trying to reassure himself more than Cole.

From beyond the entrance doors, the elevator started whirring. Heather had hit the button on the ground floor.

“How do you know about this choice we’re supposed to make?” Crystal asked, letting her skepticism toward Virgil seep into her voice. “How do you know all the rules of this place?” Virgil looked up from Cole, giving her his full attention. She added: “It seems kind of convenient that this place has all these arbitrary rules made up just to keep us locked inside here. Inside this ‘Sanctuary.’”

“Convenient?” Virgil shrugged. “What is the real Earth but an isolated place with arbitrary rules created to keep its inhabitants contained?”

Fair enough. Let’s try a curveball. “And why does God need to test us, Virgil? If He’s God, shouldn’t He already know what we’ll choose? Whether we’ll be a good person or a bad person? Why go through any of this testing?” She’d sensed something sinister about Virgil all night. Since she had no idea what her “choice” was, maybe some information about this Virgil guy and his crazy ideas would help her find a way out of this mess.

Virgil took his hand off of Cole’s back and seemed to ponder her question. “I don’t know,” he replied. “Perhaps the test is for your benefit rather than His. To perfect you or some such nonsense.”

“To perfect us, right. I’ve been verbally abused, raped, beaten, and shot tonight, but the only crap Cole’s had to deal with is being a little depressed. I’ve lived in poverty and he’s lived in luxury. Don’t get me wrong: I love Cole. But if this Sanctuary is supposed to perfect us, shouldn’t we be tested equally?”

“Perhaps He thinks these experiences will bring you closer to Him somehow.”

“Well if He does, He’s dead wrong about that.”

“I agree.”

“And if He’s God, and He can do anything, why didn’t He just create us the way He wanted us? If He knew He’d have to put us through all this suffering to make us perfect, why didn’t He just make us perfect in the first place?”

“I don’t know.”

Crystal stared Virgil down, and he stared right back with honest eyes—or at least eyes that carried the illusion of honesty. She’d only interacted with Virgil a few times before tonight, and he’d always seemed so normal. What had happened to him?

The room was quiet. Crystal realized that sometime during their argument, the elevator had stopped whirring. How long has it been at the ground floor?

Virgil peered out through the sliding glass doors, watching the windy air on the balcony. “Perhaps your choice was to forgive Brandon for something horrible that he did,” he said. “Begin the healing process.”

“Fat chance of that.”

“Or, well, the most obvious choice is for you and Cole to finally commit to each other and start a new life together. You still love each other, don’t you?”

Crystal gazed at her boyfriend, who was staring up at his old painting, at the fire he couldn’t see. Of course she loved him. He was the best thing that had ever happened to her. She couldn’t deny that tonight had shaken her trust in him, but tomorrow would be a new day, and they could rebuild anything in their relationship that they’d lost. They should rebuild.

Right?

Cole spoke first: “I love Crystal. Absolutely. And I need you, love. Come here.”

She wanted to go to him, and she even took a step before hesitating. She had to admit to herself that something had changed in her feelings for Cole. She gazed at his welcoming face, waiting there on the couch for the comfort she’d bring him. He didn’t really need her, any more than she needed him. She wanted him, yes, but maybe what they both really needed was—

Crystal heard the chink of breaking glass. It sounded as harmless as a nicked champagne glass cracking, but when she looked toward the source of the noise, she saw a tiny hole in one of the windows. A bullet hole?

Virgil spoke urgently. “Yes. You love each other. That must be it. The Enemy is testing your loyalty. Simply recommit to your relationship, and we’ll all be safe. It’s at least worth a shot, as long as you really mean it.”

Another bullet through the window, and this time it left a mark in the ceiling, too.

“Crystal, what are you waiting for? Do you love him?”

Two more bullets. A large fissure appeared in the windowpane between two of the bullet holes, which whistled as a strong wind beat against them from outside.

“Thinking of you was what saved him from drowning, Crystal. He realized he wanted a life with you more than with anything or anyone else.” As more bullets pierced the glass, Virgil strained to get to his feet. “Quickly, into the bedroom.”
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The window in the living room shattered just as Thorn slammed the door to the master bedroom shut. He cursed himself. In the span of just fifteen minutes, he’d gone from a temporary victory back to true desperation.

“Are we safe in here?” Crystal asked.

“No.” Unfortunately, every room in this infernal place had a window—the master bathroom, the service hallways, even Cole’s closet—and they were all too large or oddly placed to effectively barricade. Thorn wished he’d thought to look for a windowless hiding place sooner. Crystal’s bathroom might have worked, but it was on the other side of the condo. And the elevators might have worked, but demons had certainly infested them by now.

Now the demons would use Heather’s corpse to shoot out any window in any room where Thorn tried to hide. How many clips did the officers have? I should have broken more of their fingers. I should have focused more on the humans’ choices from the beginning. I should have let the Judge get caught by the demons instead of letting him into the car. There were many things Thorn should have done but didn’t—not only tonight, but throughout his entire life. Nothing kindles the fires of regret more than impending death.

Thorn wondered if telling Crystal and Cole about the nature of Sanctuaries had been a wise choice. Perhaps their choice would have come easier had they not known. Or perhaps it was merely breaking the Second Rule—after a fashion—that felt strange to him.

All was silent. Thorn met Crystal’s weary gaze. “We have about three minutes. Do you love Cole? Will you stay with him?”

“Yeah, yeah, sure. I love Cole and I’ll stay with him.”

“Are you being genuine?”

“Yeah.”

In her fatigued and wounded state, Crystal was hard to read, but she seemed honest enough. “Then that’s not the choice,” Thorn said to her.

Love was something that the Enemy prattled on and on about, so Thorn had hoped that love would be the nature of the humans’ choice. But both had declared their love for each other and both were still here. What else could their choice be? Thorn’s mind, usually so sharp, was fraying. He was too frightened to think straight. He’d fought so hard, so resolutely… and now he’d finally reached an impasse. All he could do was lean Virgil against the wall and slide sluggishly down it until he sat on the floor with the humans.

“Choose,” he said to Crystal and Cole.

That was the moment that Thorn gave up all hope.

With his head leaned back against the wall, he caught a glimpse of Virgil in a mirror in Cole’s closet. He looked… dead. Purplish-white skin, blood everywhere, eyes as dry as stone. You’ll be with me soon, the corpse seemed to say to Thorn. Thorn turned away.

“I wish we had more time to think,” Crystal said. She cringed as she rubbed her wounded stomach.

Cole slowly shook his head and placed an arm around Crystal. “I’m sorry for everything,” he said. “Stay with me?”

In answer, Crystal pulled his arm all the way around her and nestled herself underneath it. She leaned against him affectionately. Cole ran his other hand through her hair.

“If we do have to die, and if it makes any difference, I’m glad I’m with you now,” Cole said. “You know, Brandon always told me that when he was a kid, he wished he’d die in a car wreck, or a tornado or something. Because if you die young, for a few weeks after your passing, your life would actually become important to everybody. Everyone who’d never cared about you would suddenly care. I always liked that thought. But now it just seems stupid. I’d rather live. I’d rather live with you.”

He rested his head on top of Crystal’s. On the other side of the bedroom, a bullet pierced the window. Crystal started to cry.

Thorn had always expected his death to come unpredictably and violently, not gradually and gloomily. He decided that this way was worse. But as tears pattered softly against Crystal’s blue-green dress, Thorn thought that perhaps he could at least console the humans, here at the end. He spoke as tenderly as he could through Virgil’s dead larynx.

“In three months, Crystal, you get a job pushing paper at a mental health clinic. It doesn’t pay much, but the insurance is good, and it gets you through childbirth. Things are difficult for a while, so you and Cole sell the condo and move out of the city, to a small town. You find community there. Your daughter makes friends. And she grows up. Eventually, you and Cole get married. You get involved with a local charity, which is never a huge success, but it means a lot to the people you help. You settle in, you grow old together. You die of a heart attack at age seventy-nine. Over five hundred people attend your funeral. Because you will have lived a meaningful life.”

It was all lies, of course. Lying was what Thorn did best. But for all Crystal knew, this supernatural Virgil character could tell the future. She gazed at Thorn skeptically… but her tears stopped. “Is that what happens if we survive?” she asked.

“It’s one of many possibilities. And so is this.” He gestured at the room, at the condo, at the Sanctuary around them. For all Thorn knew, that part was true.

Two more bullets shot through the window, fracturing the glass closer to the point of breaking. Listlessly, Thorn speculated on whether Marcus himself would be in Heather’s broken body on the ground outside, shooting at the large windows far above, or whether he’d be one of the first demons to charge in through the shattered window, making a beeline straight for Thorn. Serpentine wind hissed through the holes in the glass. It was only air coming in—for now—but behind it lay a hurricane of devils, hooting and cackling wildly during these last few seconds before they could finally butcher their prey. The window even started to shake, vibrating fiercely as the eager horde pushed against it.

And to think, just three months ago, I was on top of the world. I was one of the greatest living demons. An entire city was mine to control. Thorn wasn’t sure if his search for answers had been worth the trouble in the end. It had led him only to doom.

“Virgil…”

Thorn looked over to Crystal as several more bullets ripped through the window.

“Yes, Crystal?”

“What if this Sanctuary isn’t just a test for us? What if it’s a test for you, too?”

The window burst into a thousand fine shards, soaring through the gales that engulfed the bedroom.
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More than a thousand demons had crowded into Cole’s living room. Thorn could scarcely see more than a foot in front of his face, let alone walk through them. Yet somehow he managed to hold on to Virgil’s body through it all. At last a small clearing opened up ahead of him.

Marcus and the African leader floated together in the center of the condo. Cole’s abstract painting of flames had been unceremoniously flung at their feet by the ravenous wind. Brandon’s long-forgotten playing cards fluttered around like hungry insects. Had Marcus and the Africans formed an alliance for this? For the end?

Crystal walked to Thorn’s left, her hand grasping Cole’s tightly, utter terror in her eyes. Roaring wind whipped at her hair, and as Thorn watched, a demon clasped its hands around her head and started whispering to her. Her eyes glazed over in a trance, as did Cole’s when another demon took hold of his mind.

When Thorn turned back to Marcus, he found his familiar adversary standing less than arm’s length in front of him, the hate of two millennia radiating off of him. “You’re going to watch,” Marcus said.

They took the main elevator downstairs; the demons coerced Crystal into pushing the buttons. On the ground floor, smears of dried blood led in winding trails away from the elevator. Marcus, the executioner, floated at the rear of the group.

Crystal and Cole smiled faintly, both in their own little worlds—worlds the demons had made for them. This death march must have been Marcus’s way of rubbing in his victory, since he wouldn’t be able to savor Thorn’s pain after killing him. And this was painful. This is what total failure feels like. Everything I sought to accomplish, I’ve failed at. And now I’m going to die.

The grim procession ambled through the lounge, out the back doors, down some steps, through a gate in the white plastic fence, and finally into the vicinity of the condo’s swimming pool. Four mutilated remnants of bodies waited there for them: Brandon, Heather, and the two policemen. The mangled corpses could do little more than flop along the ground, but all were puppets to demons, and all gazed upward expectantly, with disturbing intelligence buried behind their lifeless eyes. The rest of the demonic host stretched up into the heavens, circling the large pool, eager for a morbid feast. Perhaps most haunting of all was the Judge, who stalked silently on the far side of the water, a lone wolf somberly watching the proceedings.

Beyond Miami Beach in the distance, the first violet tendrils of early dawn crept above the horizon.

Marcus led the humans to the pool’s steps. Crystal and Cole stepped nonchalantly into the water, as if going for a casual afternoon swim. Demons from the horde began diving into the pool’s murky depths as well.

“You’re better than this!” Thorn yelled to Crystal and Cole as they entered the pool. “You’re better than whatever they show you!”

“No they’re not,” Marcus said. He nodded to the African leader, who pointed to three of his followers, and then to Thorn. The three followers swooped down to Thorn and attacked him, beating him savagely, raking his spirit with wound after wound. Thorn lost his hold on Virgil’s body, and it dropped to the ground like a limp marionette. The demons dragged Thorn down to earth as well. Yet through his agony, he kept his eyes locked on Crystal and Cole.

They were waist-deep now and heading toward opposite sides of the pool’s deep end. The demons were separating them. Naturally. Marcus is afraid they’ll break each other out of their trances, like Crystal did for Cole in the tub.

Indeed, Crystal seemed to notice Cole just as her head submerged.
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Crystal could tell that something was wrong… but so much was suddenly right!

She stood in the living room of her mom’s house on a bright Sunday afternoon. Everything was clean! The paper piles that had been drowning the piano bench were now sorted neatly in a filing cabinet. The carpets had lost their usual speckling of crumbs, and the windows had been opened all the way, letting sunlight shine through the dust-free air and fall against Crystal’s skin. Most surprisingly, all of her mom’s Vodou stuff was gone: she couldn’t find a single statuette of Papa Legba or Erzulie Freda anywhere.

The front door squeaked on its old hinges. Crystal turned to see her mom, who’d skipped church this Sunday in favor of spending time with her family. She held a huge paper bag from the grocery store in one hand, and was gingerly opening the door to make way for…

… for Crystal’s daughter.

She was about seven years old, with Crystal’s hazel hair and brown eyes, and was hefting a bag the same size as her grandma’s through the door. The poor thing could barely carry it! Crystal ran to help her.

Crystal exchanged some friendly words with her mom and her daughter, although she wasn’t quite aware of what was being said, even as she said it. She just couldn’t stop beaming at how her mom had changed into a mother she could admire, or at the daughter she loved and would do anything for.

The perfect moment was spoiled only by the stuffy air in the house. It was a little hard to breathe.

Something was wrong. What was it? Crystal walked to the door to see if it was something outside.


•




The sun was rising quickly in the Sanctuary. The sky’s lavender shades from just minutes before had been replaced by reds and oranges as brilliant as the pain that burned through Thorn while the African leader beat him maliciously. A short distance away, Marcus officiated the humans’ demise from beside the pool. He seemed more interested in Thorn’s suffering, though. “Shazakahn, are you almost done?” he asked.

“My turn first, then yours,” Shazakahn said. He plowed a fist into Thorn’s midsection.

Thorn dreaded his inevitable death, yet at the same time, he found that he couldn’t feel hatred for Marcus anymore. Because now Thorn knew. Or perhaps it was only a dying hope rather than outright knowledge. A strong, joyous suspicion. As he reached out toward Marcus, he thought of Xeres, who had journeyed to a Sanctuary. Who had become an angel.

Thorn stretched his metaphysical hand toward Marcus, and Shazakahn beat him even more ruthlessly. Marcus gestured for him to stop.

For once, Thorn looked upon Marcus not as an enemy, but as someone else he could save. Weakly, Thorn drifted toward him, and was a beggar once more—a Rat at the foot of a demon lord. With a feeble croak, he spoke the most important words he’d ever said to his old foe:

“The Sanctuaries are for us.”

Marcus furrowed his brow at Thorn’s groveling and backed away from him.

“God tests us here. Us demons. All the demons who didn’t come back from the Sanctuaries… they’re the ones who passed His test. He wants us back. He wants us back.”

Thorn blacked out for a moment as pain took him. When consciousness returned, he whispered again:

“The Sanctuaries are for us.”
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Crystal’s daughter was just a baby now, in a crib in Cole’s study, which had been converted into a nursery covered in pastel pink. No cameras or video equipment were in sight—no evidence that porn had ever been produced here. Best of all, Crystal and Cole lived alone in the condo. She faintly remembered someone else having lived with them at one point, someone she hadn’t liked. But he was gone now, and Cole was all hers.

She could feel Cole’s soothing breath on the back of her neck. He slid his arms around her, and it was the best feeling in the world. She smiled.

“I’m fully yours, Crystal,” Cole said. “You’re the most important person in my life.”

Crystal turned to face him. He was wearing a white button-up shirt and khakis, his usually shaggy hair now perfectly straight above his stunning blue eyes. He gazed right into her eyes, into her soul, and said, “I’ll always be here for you.”

Crystal was in heaven. She had the perfect life, the perfect romance, everything she’d always dreamed of.

But the real Cole would never have said those things.
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Thorn’s gaze met the Judge’s, silently pleading with him from across the pool. Step in and save the day, Judge. Use your influence. Do something! Help us! The Judge had heard Thorn’s assertion about the Sanctuaries as well as Marcus had, yet he didn’t act. He just continued pacing restlessly, drifting back and forth above the patio chairs. Is he really that apathetic, or is he just too afraid to take action?

“I’m through arguing with you about the Enemy,” Marcus said in response to Thorn. “He wants us to suffer. And suffer you shall, just as all humanity will suffer after you. I will conquer. Demonkind will conquer. Everything burns.”

Thorn glanced toward the pool. Cole was lost deep in demonic temptation, but Crystal struggled, twitched; she seemed to be seeing through the illusions, at least partially. Still, they’d been underwater for over a minute. Hundreds of demons surrounded them, and thousands more stalked above the pool. The sun would soon peek over the horizon. But they still have time, however brief, to make their choice.

Again, Shazakahn violently kicked Thorn. Other demons joined in, and agony pierced Thorn’s spiritual body. In spite of the pain, Thorn reached for Virgil’s corpse…
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In the nursery, Cole caressed Crystal’s face. His eyes were loving, alluring, and a subtle euphoria was begging Crystal to let those eyes consume her attention, but she was more concerned with his hair, which was drifting up from his scalp and waving around his head. Like he’s underwater. The curtains, too, had taken on a bluish hue and drifted strangely out from the windows, defying gravity.

Then she saw the real Cole on the other side of the pool.

Pool? She wasn’t in a pool. She was in the baby’s room and it was daytime and everything was perfect. Cole took her face in his hand and kissed her softly on the lips.

But it wasn’t the real Cole! And she hadn’t had the baby yet. Am I still in the Sanctuary?

Crystal was suddenly aware that she couldn’t breathe. She started to inhale, but only water rushed into her mouth, so she spit it out and held on to what little breath she still had. She shoved the fake Cole aside and swam out the open window…

Into dark water. An endless void. It had a bottom, but no surface above as far as she could tell—no way to get air.

Cole lay on his back at the bottom of an incline, staring blankly upward. As Crystal swam to him, various scenes flashed before her eyes: happy occasions with her mom, with her daughter, or with Cole, none of which had ever happened, and none of which ever would. She ignored them all and dived deeper.

Brandon now swam near Cole. Why hadn’t she noticed him before? He glided between the two of them, his eyes blazing with fury, warning Crystal not to come near.

But Brandon had died. Was this Brandon real? Crystal decided he wasn’t, and pushed past him. He followed her—grabbed for her, even—but he was just a hallucination. He couldn’t intimidate her anymore. She wouldn’t let him.

She grabbed Cole’s hand.
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Everything burns? Even what I’ve done for Crystal and Cole? Must that be as temporary and as meaningless as everything else I’ve done in my life?

Perhaps Thorn could leave one final mark on the world: a last message for Marcus. A gesture of defiance, but also a plea for Marcus to change, just as Thorn had. Something for Marcus to remember every time he thought of Thorn’s death.

As the demons assaulted him, Thorn took hold of Virgil’s body, bent its uninjured arm, and jabbed its hand into Virgil’s leg wound. The hand emerged slick with dark blood. Thorn then dashed Virgil’s fingers across the dry tiled ground as fast as he could move them, painting desperately, purposefully. One of Virgil’s fingernails ripped off in the process, but Thorn kept his hands steady, dashing them to and fro in frantic strokes as he channeled all of his pain into his concluding manifesto, written in blood on the Sanctuary’s surface.

The demons didn’t care about his message, or about anything he had to say. They knew the Rules, and they wanted their vengeance. But the Judge seemed to take interest. His eyes resolute, his posture a battle pose, he floated above the surface of the water, stealing through the demon army toward Thorn. He’s finally coming to my defense!

Marcus must have seen the Judge coming too, because he swiftly flew over to Thorn and pushed aside the other demons. He clutched Thorn’s throat and head and lifted him out of Virgil’s body. Then he started to twist Thorn’s head in the classic gesture of demonic execution.

From across the way, the Judge locked eyes with Thorn. He slowed, stopped, seemed to give up his advance entirely, and then cast his gaze away toward Brandon’s and Heather’s bodies, as if watching their reactions was less distressing than watching Thorn and Marcus. The Judge was Thorn’s last hope, but he just floated there as a flurry of demons whirled between them.

Marcus twisted Thorn’s head around even further. The beating had left Thorn too weak to resist. Marcus adjusted his stance so that he could stare right into Thorn’s eyes, and his gaze gave away no emotion: no triumph, no contempt, no satisfaction. The pain grew unfathomable.

I only wanted wings, Thorn dimly recalled. All I wanted was some angel’s wings.

That regretful thought was Thorn’s last.
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They sat next to each other in a booth near the back. Cole—the real Cole, his eyes blind—ran his fingers through Crystal’s hair. Lights pulsed around them, and vague forms were dancing on the floor, but the blaring music was muffled by the water. This was the club where they’d first met.

“Cole,” Crystal said, and his dazed face turned to her. “Cole, I think something’s wrong.”

“I know. I can’t breathe.”

But they had no way out. Crystal could feel invisible claws tugging at her mind, was conscious of them, yet remained helpless against them. She couldn’t even see the pool anymore. She could barely even remember the pool. This moment, right here, in the club, seemed so immediate, so lifelike, so comforting.

Cole affectionately massaged her hand. “I love you. You believe me when I say that, don’t you?”

Crystal smiled sadly at him. “I know you love me.” But she also knew that they would leave the club, make love, and then everything would be the same as it had always been the next morning. She’d still be Cole’s employee first, his girlfriend second. He’d still be too timid to stand up to Brandon, too indecisive to treat Crystal with the same respect with which she treated him. She wanted so badly to ignore all of Cole’s problems, and all of her own problems—but after how indifferently Cole had been treating her lately, she knew what kind of future she really wanted.

This choice had been a long time coming.

“I love you too, Cole. And that’s why I’m leaving you.”

Cole froze for a second, like he couldn’t quite believe it. “No. Hey, love. No, please. You’re not serious, are you?”

“I’m sorry. I love you so, so much. But neither of us is healthy enough for this right now. For a relationship. If I’m being honest with you—and I really want to be honest—I think that maybe we’re just using each other. We’re just emotional bandages for each other, so that we don’t have to work on our real problems. Being together is just hurting us both.”

Somehow, she could see Cole’s tears through the water between them. His cheeks were flushing red. Crystal hated that she had to do this to him. She wanted to hug him and kiss him and pretend she didn’t mean it… but no. This was her life, her future. She had to see this through.

“No, no, no no no, please. I—I don’t know what I’d do without you. I don’t want to have to go out clubbing again. I don’t want to have to find another girlfriend.”

“And you shouldn’t. You should be single for a while. We both should. It’ll help us grow. We need to find something to live for besides each other.”

Cole’s voice grew shaky. “Look, I know sometimes our relationship can be difficult. But you said—by the piano, you said that sometimes, difficult things are worth it. We can just—”

“And breaking up is gonna be difficult. But it’ll be worth it in the end. I want to grow up, Cole. I don’t want to be a scared little girl dreaming of Prince Charming anymore.”

“Are you saying I’m not worth it?”

“No! Oh, no, Cole.” She rested a sympathetic hand on his face. “You’re worth so much to me. I want you to get over your depression. I want you to be emotionally stable. I want you to have goals and to love your life. And you won’t be able to learn how to do any of those things while you’re in a relationship as needy as ours is.”

“I’m sorry I ever listened to Brandon. I’m so sorry for asking you to get rid of your baby. I didn’t mean it. I was just—” He shook his head, grimacing, and then his words came pouring out desperately. “I want you. The real you. Not the one I met here in the club or the one I heard in Brandon’s videos. I want you, with all your problems. The thought of you and a life with you was what saved me from drowning earlier, Crystal. You could save me from so much more.”

Crystal took his hand again and squeezed it firmly. “You need to save yourself.”

Cole pulled his hand back and scooted away from her in the booth. He looked out at the fading club and the dimming lights and seemed to mull over all that had just been said. “I don’t want to go back to living with Brandon. I can’t go back to that life.”

“You don’t have to,” Crystal said. “You can choose to live any life you want. But for now, I think we should break up. Can you accept that?”

Cole’s face contorted into a horrible frown. His sobs were huge and heaving.

The club faded to near black, and finally Cole said, softly, “Yes. I can accept that. You’re right.” He abruptly moved toward Crystal and wrapped his arms around her, burying his head in her hair, weeping. “You’re right.”

Crystal embraced him back, crying a little herself. Her own courage surprised her: she’d never broken up with someone before. But now that it was done, she felt more optimistic for both Cole’s future and her own.

She felt free.

And just as she was about to inhale lungfuls of water, it all fell away.

The nightclub. The pool. The condo.

The Sanctuary.
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Crystal and Cole disappeared before Marcus’s eyes. One moment they’d been drowning, their consciousnesses fading beneath the surface, and the next, the pool was just demons and empty water.

Marcus was astonished. What had gone wrong? The Africans may not have been as skilled as Marcus, but their illusions had seemed to convince the young couple. Such lowly humans should have been easy prey. Had the Enemy intervened? Had they somehow made their choices beneath the water?

No matter. I have the prize I came here for. Thorn’s dead body hung in the air above Virgil’s equally lifeless corpse. The mighty Balthior had been slain at last—and by Marcus’s own hand. Thorn would elude Marcus no longer. The full weight and glory of Marcus’s victory over his rival would take some time to fully register, but for now, he simply took pride in a job well done.

But something odd lay underneath Thorn’s remains. Marcus peered closer at Virgil’s extended arm, which pointed toward several large smears of blood. The blood seemed to form words—a message left by Thorn before he died? Marcus drifted closer to examine the letters, written in all caps:

 

NOT EVERYTHING

 

Marcus frowned. What a gloating ass Thorn had been. Even in death, he’d found a way to brag that he’d stolen Crystal and Cole out from underneath Marcus’s nose. No, Thorn. I am the victor here. Not you.

The sunlight of dawn was growing brighter, much more rapidly than it did on Earth. Marcus found himself pondering the myth that if humans in a Sanctuary escaped, any demons in that Sanctuary would perish upon the Sanctuary’s end. Surely this was just a myth. Surely.

The African demons grew more frenzied than Marcus had ever seen them. They celebrated with each other in their own vile ways. Many congregated around Shazakahn, congratulating him for his role in the night’s events. Marcus ignored the revelry and instead looked out to sea, to the rising sun beyond.

The brilliant view was spoiled by the Atlanta Judge, still floating above the pool water, directing a bitter gaze toward Marcus. Fool. It had to be done. Even if I’d held no grudge against Thorn, it had to be done. Thorn had broken all of the Rules. This Judge was truly a dimwit.

The sunlight became blinding, overwhelming. It shone through the windows of the buildings out on Miami Beach, then through the walls of those buildings, its luminance engulfing all corners of the dying Sanctuary. Marcus paid no mind to the Judge, nor to the other demons. He faced forward, and met the white dawn head-on.
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Snow was falling over Atlanta again.

When he’d first arrived in the United States, Marcus had found the country much like he’d imagined it to be based on the news reports and movies he’d seen. But he still hadn’t expected snow this far south. This marked the fifth time since he’d been here.

He was used to the jungles of Central Africa, and before them the fertile lands of the Indo-Gangetic Plain, but he found that he preferred this colder, deader world, even though he knew that spring was close at hand. Marcus thought of leaving Atlanta for New York City, that great beacon of Western civilization, which he could safely visit for the first time now that Xeres and Thorn were both dead. He would love to peruse the north during the summer months, find a new city there to claim as his own: Toronto or Montreal, or maybe New York City itself, if he could gain enough support to overthrow its current leader. But no, not yet. For now, he was obligated to stay here in Atlanta and fight through the power vacuum left by Thorn until the city was his. The great Marcus, reduced to filching crumbs from a Rat. But this is all a means to an end.

Marcus drifted over the numerous police vehicles at Piedmont Park, where just last night a young girl had turned on her would-be killer and slaughtered him. And where Thorn had murdered Shenzuul while dozens of demons had watched. After hearing the news, the city’s demons had descended on the park en masse to see if it was true. Thousands of them still saturated the crime scene. Marcus had a mind to join them and gloat… but he had other business just now.

He passed through Midtown, over the freeway, and into Downtown, looking down on Atlanta’s inhabitants bundled against the chill, vaguely wondering if he might one day come across the two humans who’d survived the Sanctuary. Crystal and Cole would be born sometime soon, somewhere in the world. Would they ever meet each other in this life? And under what circumstances? Marcus could feel Thorn lording these two humans over him from beyond the grave. If Marcus ever encountered Crystal or Cole in this world, he’d be sure to torment them to their deaths.

Many of the African demons had appeared as relieved as Marcus to have survived a Sanctuary in which some humans had escaped; as the sun had risen on the Sanctuary, it had given way to a transit door through which he and the others had exited into the Corridors, and from there back to Earth. As far as Marcus knew, Shazakahn and his followers were still in town, causing mayhem and planting seeds for future American enterprises before their long journey back across the ocean. “We have united with you to kill this Thorn, but if we hear of you in Central Africa ever again, you will be sorry,” Shazakahn had said to him just a few hours ago. And now I am stuck in the West, exiled from the East. A curious outcome, but a desirable one. Here in the West, Marcus could become the world’s greatest demon and eventually bring destruction to the Enemy.

But first, a small matter of business…

Marcus drifted through some windows near the top of Peachtree Tower, through some executive offices, toward the usual meeting spot: a dank service hallway near the elevator shaft, not unlike those in Cole’s condo. But this one was uncarpeted—just wet concrete all the way from the entrance to the dirty mop and bucket at the far end. A dim fluorescent light lit the small space, which was perfect for furtive meetings. Few humans or demons ever came here.

Today, though, Marcus was met by a great winged creature, stewing near the mop bucket. As soon as Wanderer noticed Marcus, his wings unfurled, and he charged. Marcus moved to defend himself from the sudden assault, but Wanderer was too fast: he clutched Marcus’s throat, greeting him with a shriek and a fearsome scowl.

“You impotent fool!” Wanderer yelled. Marcus tried to shove him away. “I explicitly instructed you to make sure Thorn was dead the moment you entered the Sanctuary. Immediately!”

“Thorn was a resourceful foe. You know this.”

“He had an army after him! How hard could it have been?”

“You are ungrateful,” Marcus spat. “I have been your loyal follower and accomplished your goals. Thorn is dead.”

Marcus had expected Wanderer to rejoice at the news, but instead the great demon’s wrinkled hands clasped Marcus’s throat even tighter. He acted as if Marcus had announced his alliance with Thorn rather than Thorn’s death. “You’ve accomplished my goals? Have you, Marcus? Because as I recall, it’s you who’s been recklessly obsessed with Thorn all this time. You, not I, were consumed with mindless curiosity when you saw Thorn enter physical space. You, not I, spent three fruitless months trying to discover this secret, delaying our plans so long that I had to come here and supervise in person. From the beginning, it was you, not I, who wanted Thorn dead. ‘We should merely depose him,’ I said, but no, you had to have your vengeance.”

“He was asking too many questions!”

“Oh, you were out for his blood long before he started asking questions.”

“Irrelevant. He was still asking the wrong questions.”

“That he was. He blurted out half of them to me when I interviewed him in the coffee shop. I played my part. I sent him your way. And you promised his death would be swift.”

“Enough of this! What have I done to anger you?”

Wanderer flung Marcus downward with such force that he’d dropped three floors before he reoriented himself. The offices in which he found himself were almost empty of humans this late in the afternoon, but he quickly surveyed them to confirm that no demons had seen him here before floating back up to Wanderer’s hallway.

“You forget your place!” Wanderer said when Marcus returned. He drifted back and forth at the hallway’s far end, rage boiling off of him. “Your place is beneath me!”

“I am one of the world’s greatest demons, Wanderer. I am beneath you as a scorpion waits beneath a wolf while it sleeps.”

Wanderer drew out his wings to their full expanse, and the tips jutted through the walls. He rose toward and above Marcus. “I hold all of the strings that connect the demon world. It was my army you used to conquer Shenzuul’s territory. It was my network that spread your spurious reputation as a war hero. Has your counterfeit glory gone to your head? You’ve always been one of my most loyal, one of my favorites. But a wolf is much bigger than a scorpion, and a bite kills just as well as a sting. Admit you are nothing next to me.”

Wanderer could grow pompous like this sometimes, though Marcus had never seen him quite so irate. Marcus preferred subservience in his own followers, but he’d learned long ago that Wanderer lost respect for anyone who appeared weak, even his own disciples. So Marcus met his demand with something he knew Wanderer admired: intelligence. Also: flattery. “When you told me you were placing your followers in positions of power around the globe, I requested placement in Atlanta so that I could obtain vengeance on Thorn. I’ll admit that much. But my power and glory will shine here in this city, more radiant than yours ever has, so that when the day comes when you crush the Enemy, your own glory will reflect off of mine all the brighter.”

Wanderer grew still at that. He examined Marcus intently, the edge of his mouth twitching like it always did. He’d buy it, of course. For all Wanderer’s brains, his pride was his weakness. Marcus just hoped the Enemy wouldn’t be able to exploit that pride to His advantage.

Marcus had staked much on Wanderer, on his promises and his future conquests. For thousands of years, Marcus had sacrificed his own reputation for Lucifer’s, and he’d gladly make such a sacrifice again, for Lucifer had won them both great glory in the initial rebellion, and would do so again in the near future. But their long-term affiliation was ultimately a marriage of convenience. Each had something the other wanted: Wanderer had supreme intelligence and a cunning plan that Marcus could never hope to fully comprehend, and Marcus was loyal and skilled at commanding others. Unfortunately, Marcus recognized this basic foundation of their relationship, and Wanderer didn’t, so he treated Marcus like scum, like a lowlife demon off the streets.

Marcus could take the abuse though, since it was just words, and since, unlike other great demons over the eons, Wanderer realized that the true fight was not with each other, but with the Enemy. Joining with Wanderer and his immense intellect would lead all demons to victory, and then to real, lasting power on Earth for Wanderer and for all of his followers. And eventually, far in the future, maybe Marcus would take on Wanderer himself and usurp his authority—though Marcus hadn’t thought much about a time so far away. Best to wait until Wanderer reached the height of his power, and only then sting the wolf in the gut.

Wanderer was calming now, and pacing again, shaking his head. “I knew a Sanctuary was a bad idea. I knew it would backfire, even with an army inside it with you. I shouldn’t have let you talk me into it.”

“A Sanctuary was the only killing ground safe from the Judges’ prying eyes. Or so I thought. And what do you mean ‘backfire’?”

Wanderer hesitated, drew his wings closer to his body, and looked Marcus in the eyes. “You are loyal to me, yes?”

“Absolutely.” Mostly.

“There are things about Sanctuaries that I haven’t told you, and I’m afraid I should explain them to you now, because they may impact part of my plan. The Enemy plays cruel games in them. He even lets some humans who die in the Sanctuaries live. You see, He uses Sanctuaries for purposes other than testing humans. He—”

“Wanderer. Stop with this nonsense. It’s common knowledge that Sanctuaries exist to test humans, and for that purpose alone. Humans who die in Sanctuaries stay dead. If this weren’t the case, what glory would Sanctuaries hold for us?”

Wanderer seemed unusually introspective at that. His eyes darted back and forth, nearly as jittery as the side of his mouth. But he said nothing, so Marcus continued: “What will you tell me next, that Sanctuaries exist for demons’ sake, as Thorn claimed before he died? I’m questioning whether I should still follow someone who would question truth the way you’ve just done. You can’t be serious.”

Wanderer looked down at the concrete floor, at the mop bucket, at a side passage that led into darkness. Then he turned back to Marcus and smiled his trademarked toothy smile. His whole demeanor relaxed. “No, of course I wasn’t serious. I was just testing your devotion to our cause, because I need you to do something very urgent and time-sensitive for me.”

Marcus nodded, eager to get down to business. “I thought so. Wanderer, I need no explanations; I never have. When you say, ‘Slay two demon lords at Thebes and you won’t be harmed,’ I will obey you. When you say, ‘Give a Roman Emperor a vision of the Enemy,’ I will obey you, even if it costs me my reputation throughout modern history.”

“Backfire” would be a gross understatement for that mess. In fact, at the time, Marcus had hoped to play Xeres and Wanderer against each other so that Marcus himself would come out on top. But Wanderer didn’t need to know about any of that. “If you say something very urgent needs to be done now, I will obey you. I don’t need to know your plan, for I have seen your intellect used to level human cities and slaughter whole armies of angels. I have faith in you. You can have faith in me.”

Marcus’s old ally was smiling much wider now, buying everything he said. Marcus had always had Wanderer in the palm of his hand.

“This is a precaution, just to be safe,” Wanderer said. “It may not mean anything, but it may be of utmost importance. I need you to go into another Sanctuary and collect a few of its humans. Don’t kill them. Bring them to an isolated place in the Corridors where no one will ever find them, but keep them fed. Keep them alive.”

Marcus had meant what he’d said—he truly didn’t need to know why he was being sent on this strange mission—but the request did confuse him. “You want me to kidnap humans from a Sanctuary?”

“Yes. I’ll send five of my other most trusted followers with you. They’re in lesser positions, so they’ll defer to your leadership. I wouldn’t normally send you to do this task after your failure in the last Sanctuary, but I trust your hatred of Thorn more than I trust you.”

“Failure? Thorn? I’m not following.”

Wanderer sighed—for emphasis rather than for breath. The tic at the edge of his mouth seemed to intensify. “There’s something dreadful that I fear the Enemy—” He seemed to think deeply for a moment. “Yes, the Enemy. There’s something dreadful that He might do, not because He accepts Thorn or wants him back in any way, but rather to spite me and my ambitions.”

“What are you saying?”

“I’m saying that in the Sanctuary to which I’m sending you, there’s a slim possibility that Thorn will show up. If he does, kill him. He’ll stay dead this time.”

“You’re speaking nonsense, Wanderer. Thorn is already dead.”

“Dead, yes. But thanks to you, he’s not entirely out of the picture.”
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