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[bookmark: __RefHeading__2556_1846163595]Chapter One
 
   A Day At The Park
 
    
 
   The afternoon sunlight caressed the park with a balmy warmth. The gentle breeze carried the appetizing scent of the neighboring barbecue. The tantalizing aroma wafted through the open field. The grills sizzled and fumed, staining the air with a succulent taste and a celebratory aura. The everyday party was active.
 
   Adults gossiped under large umbrellas, shielding themselves from the dazzling sun. Kids chattered and bantered, stampeding through the playground like wild horses. Adolescents were glued to their cellphones, the angst and disregard were blatant. The lush blades of grass swayed, slicing through each gust of wind before the flurry hit the gathering.
 
   With his brown boots firmly planted on the ground, Jamie Cruz shouted, “Alright, Casey, here it comes! Get ready!”
 
   Jamie tossed the grimy baseball – a purposely soft overhand pitch. The ball soared through the air, charging through the oncoming gust. Despite the meager five meter difference, the ball zoomed past its target, missing Casey's brown leather glove by a foot. Casey dropped his arms to his side and sighed as he inspected his father with disappointed eyes.
 
   Jamie stood five-eleven with a strapping physique. He had a healthy, brawny figure. He had wavy black hair atop his ovoid dome. The thick curls were twisted and tangled, resembling a sloppy mop of corkscrews. His vibrant brown eyes glimmered with sincerity. Wiry stubble defined his chiseled jawline.
 
   Jamie wore a black-and-white checkered shirt with the sleeves neatly rolled up. The top buttons were unfastened, revealing his bare chest and his white tank top. His dark blue jeans were fitted to his legs – a pair he was born to wear. On the surface, he was a fairly plain man with a simple style. He did not care to develop an flamboyant exterior.
 
   Jamie shrugged and said, “I'm sorry, kiddo. That one was my fault. Come on, champ, let's try it again. I know you can do this. I know it. You just need to jump a little higher and keep your eye on the ball. Trust your eyes and your instincts.”
 
   Casey sighed, then murmured, “Okay, okay...”
 
   Casey slumped his head down, planting his chin on his chest, then he trudged towards the rolling ball. Jamie bit his bottom lip as he watched his delicate son. The boy was determined, but failure made him lethargic and vulnerable to pessimism. He was easily discouraged by the most negligible defeat – a quitter by heart. 
 
   11-year-old Casey stood four-ten with a timorous posture. He had black hair, wispy and resplendent. His brown eyes were brimming with innocence – windows to the soul of a child who could do no wrong. There were small speckles plastered on his cheeks contrasting with his milky skin. He wore a long sleeve shirt with red-and-gray stripes, loose blue jeans, and black-and-white sneakers.
 
   With the begrimed baseball clenched in his right hand, Casey jogged back and shouted, “Okay! Get ready! Here it comes!”
 
   Casey skidded to a stop and swung his arm back as far as possible. He tossed the ball with all of his might. Yet, the baseball missed by a meter. The curve was low and narrow. The ball landed a meter in front of Jamie. Jamie smirked as the ball bounced towards him – a benign smile of understanding. Casey frowned and kicked the grass beneath his sneakers – another failure.
 
   Jamie caught the ball in his glove and shouted, “Sorry about that. I actually stepped back a little, kiddo. I wanted to see if you could throw it farther. I really should have caught that one.” As he stepped forward a meter, Jamie asked, “You want to try another?”
 
   With downcast eyes, Casey shook his head and said, “No, I don't feel like playing anymore. I can't do it. It's too hard. I'm too weak. Let's just stop already.”
 
   Jamie approached his disheartened son, wrapping his arm around his shoulder. Jamie said, “It's alright. We don't have to keep playing if you don't want to. I'm not going to force you. There's always next weekend and the weekend after that if you want. There's always time for a break, too. There's always time to get better.”
 
   “I don't know if I want to keep trying, dad. I'm just not good enough. I don't know how to play like everyone else. I just can't throw or catch. I suck.”
 
   Jamie gazed at his son, examining his pusillanimous demeanor. He could see the frustration in his eyes and he could hear the dismay in his voice. Disappointment was only a pathway to sorrow. Jamie fought the sadness for his son – he grappled with the melancholy. He would not allow Casey to travel down the woeful path.
 
   Jamie pointed around the crowded park and said, “Look at all of this, kiddo. Look at it. It's full of people. Dozens and dozens of people. It's not entirely your fault. It's not cause you 'suck' or you don't know how to play, it's because of the... the environment. It's windy, it's noisy, people might be watching. It's like stage fright. That's what it is.”
 
   Casey glanced around the verdurous park, inspecting the raucous visitors and the irregular breeze. The trees rustled with the wind, the branches groaned, and the leaves crackled. The blades of grass rippled towards Casey like waves at a shore. He nodded as he accepted his father's explanation. The excuse was satisfying enough.
 
   Casey turned towards his father and said, “I guess you're right. Maybe we should try it on another day. Maybe next weekend will be better, right?”
 
   Jamie smiled from ear-to-ear and extended his arms away from his body. He ecstatically said, “That's my boy. Of course I'm right. You know, all the best athletes in the world didn't start as the best. They weren't born with baseball bats and basketballs in their hands. They didn't practice like this, either. You know, The Babe didn't start with an audience. Keep that in mind, kiddo, keep that in mind.”
 
   Casey nodded and said, “Okay...” With glistening puppy eyes, he glanced up at his father and said, “Thanks, dad. Thanks a lot.”
 
   Jamie rubbed Casey's shoulder and said, “No problem, champ. You know I'm always here to help.” He glanced around the park, soaking in the sun and the serene ambiance, then asked, “So, you ready to head home?”
 
   ***
 
   Jamie and Casey walked through the park, crushing the vibrant grass beneath their feet. With exhaustion sitting on their shoulders, each step was ponderous and calculated. Beads of sweat ticklishly trickled down their cheeks and necks. The perpetual perspiration streamed down their torsos. The pair strolled towards the parking lot at the outskirts of the park. Their destination was a black four-door sedan – spotless and spacious.
 
   With the falling sun behind them, Casey asked, “Dad, do you think I can play professional baseball? You think I can play in the stadium one day?”
 
   Jamie rubbed Casey's shoulder and said, “Of course. Just... Just don't give up, okay? Keep practicing and you'll get there. The biggest reason for failure is not trying. Remember that, kiddo.” As he glanced towards the parking lot, Jamie asked, “Is that what you really want to do, though? You want to play professional baseball?”
 
   Casey rapidly nodded and responded, “Yeah. I want to be a superstar like on TV.”
 
   Jamie chuckled, then asked, “You sure you don't want to follow in your old man's footsteps?”
 
   Casey nonchalantly responded, “Yup.”
 
   Jamie cackled as he gazed up at the sky and contemplated Casey's quick and brutally honest response. He couldn't help but smile as he stared at the clear blue sky. Not a single cloud smeared the blue canvas – the perfect afternoon.
 
   Jamie sighed, then said, “That sounds good to me, champ, that sounds good to me... You know, I think I deserve a break anyway. I need a vacation. When you're rich and famous, you can spoil me for once. How does that sound?”
 
   Casey snickered as he glanced down at his filthy sneakers. He said, “I don't think so.”
 
   Jamie tilted his head like a confused pup and asked, “What? You're not thinking about abandoning me, are you? You're not just going to leave after all we've been through, right?”
 
   Casey giggled, then he bolted forward. Blades of grass and clumps of dirt scattered into the air. Jamie playfully chased his son, gently prodding his back and tickling his ribs with his fingertips. As Casey held his stomach and plummeted to the ground, Jamie wrapped his arm around his waist and lifted him up. The collision was successfully averted. As Jamie pulled him up, Casey gazed into his father's benevolent eyes. He felt protected by his doting guardian.
 
   Jamie said, “Be careful, Casey.”
 
   As he composed himself, Casey responded, “Thanks.” With sparkling eyes, he glanced at his father and asked, “Can we go watch a baseball game later? Please?”
 
   Jamie beckoned to Casey and walked forward. He said, “We'll talk about it later. You've been getting way too many detentions lately, champ. I can't reward you for breaking the rules. I know you think you can take advantage of me, but it's not happening.” Casey pouted, slumped his shoulders, and dragged his feet. Jamie shook his head and sternly repeated, “It's not happening.”
 
   Jamie walked ahead, marching with his head up and chest out. Casey was baffled by his father's sudden austere demeanor. His mind raced with methods of toppling Jamie's dictatorial lead. The puppy eyes and pouting lip were fruitless, but he had other options in his arsenal of deceit – cunning ideas to trick and swindle.
 
   Before Casey could decide, Jamie countered, “Didn't I just let you sleep over at Jonny's house on Friday? I let you go over to the sleepover, even with your bad behavior. Don't act like a spoiled brat, kiddo. Don't take all of that for granted.”
 
   Casey sighed, then said, “I know, I know...”
 
   “How was the sleepover anyway? You didn't really tell me much. Did something happen? You get in a fight with Jonny? That kid can be a punk sometimes...”
 
   Casey did not respond. He scrunched his face and softly shuddered as he slowly trailed his father. Jamie furrowed his brow and glanced over his shoulder. He could see Casey was blatantly nervous and fidgety. His silence was unusual and worrisome.
 
   Jamie asked, “Everything okay?”
 
   As he stared at the ground, counting each blade of passing grass, Casey responded, “I don't know... It was okay, I guess. Jonny's dad is a little... I don't know, I think he's a weirdo or something. I don't... I don't know how to explain it.”
 
   “A weirdo? You remember what we talked about, right? You can tell me anything. It's useless to try to hide something from me cause I'll always find it. So, if something happened, I want you to tell me.”
 
   Casey nodded and said, “I know, I just don't know... I don't know what to say.”
 
   “Well, did something happen at Jonny's house or not? Did Jonny's dad say something to you? If he did, tell me. I can go have a word with him. I can go talk to him about this,” Jamie explained. As he caught a glimpse of the reluctance in Casey's eyes, Jamie sternly asked, “Did something happen, Casey?”
 
   Casey nervously chuckled and rubbed the nape of his neck, then said, “Yeah, yeah. He got mad because I called him a weirdo.”
 
   Jamie sighed as the reassuring words gyrated into his ears. His dark imagination had led him to the darkest crevices of his mind. Concern was swelling in every limb. Casey's joke whisked away the forbidding shadows and siphoned the crippling venom. He was miffed by Casey's buildup, but relieved by the conclusion.
 
   Jamie playfully gasped, then said, “Well, you shouldn't say things like that, especially when you're a guest in their house. You don't want to hurt that old man's feelings, do you?”
 
   Casey simpered, then said, “Old man? He's barely older than you.”
 
   Jamie smiled and asked, “What? How old do you think I am? Huh? What are you talking about, kiddo?”
 
   Jamie merrily chased Casey. The father-son duo ran up a slippery slope, then dashed into the parking lot. Casey hopped into the passenger seat of the opulent sedan, then immediately locked the door. Jamie slowed his sprint to a leisurely stroll. He grinned as he watched his jovial son. His joy could conjure a million smiles and brighten the dreariest abyss – medicine for the common melancholy.
 
   Jamie hopped into the driver's seat, then said, “I think we've had enough fun for one day. Let's go home, champ. This old man is tired...”
 
   


  
 

[bookmark: __RefHeading__2558_1846163595]Chapter Two
 
   The Man in the Closet
 
    
 
   The wind howled like a wolf to the moon, baying like an orchestra of raucous dogs. The windows rattled with each gust of wind. A soft drizzle befell the area. The measly droplets caromed off the glass barriers. A tempest was brewing in the vicinity, approaching with each passing second.
 
   The clicking and clanking of the noisy keyboard echoed through the modest bedroom. Jamie's eyes scrolled past every letter, analyzing every sentence and each meticulously structured paragraph. His work was methodical, his manuscript was composed with graceful finesse.
 
   Rapidly tapping on each key, Jamie sat on a black leather rolling chair – his torso veiled by a gray t-shirt and his legs cloaked with blue white-striped flannel pajama pants. He was dressed for bed, but his mind was overflowing with ideas. Writing could not wait until morning, he had to seize the words before they were erased.
 
   As he slowly nodded and smirked, Jamie whispered, “This is good, this is good... It's getting somewhere. It's finally getting...”
 
   Disrupting his self-talk, the wall in front of him rattled and rumbled. The wall ghoulishly groaned and cracked, like if it were jabbed by a professional boxer. Jamie gazed at the wall with a furrowed brow, pondering the source of the violent sound. The boom clearly originated from the neighboring room – Casey's room.
 
   As he stood from his seat, Jamie murmured, “What the hell is he up to now?”
 
   Jamie's bare toes wiggled on the frigid floorboards. He sauntered out of his bedroom, dragging his feet into the hallway like a child dragged to the mall. He was not happy with the disruption, but he trudged through the disappointment. He gripped the rickety handrail and strolled towards the room to his right.
 
   Rubbing the nape of his neck, Jamie asked, “What are you up to, kiddo? What was that noise?”
 
   Jamie leaned on the bedroom doorway, examining the chamber of slumber for any scuffs. The room had azure-blue walls and hardwood flooring. There was a twin-sized bed towards the center of the room. Across from the foot of the bed, there was a six-drawer dresser with a 24-inch screen television on top. Beside the dresser, there was a closet door with installed blinds – the horizontal slits were a mere inch thick. Moonlight poured through the window at the opposite end of the room, dousing the area with a pearly glow.
 
   Jamie sighed, then whispered, “Well, nothing out of the ordinary...”
 
   As he exhaled in unusual disappointment, Jamie glanced at Casey. As his eyesight adjusted to the darkness, he could see Casey's eyes were fixated on the parallel wall from his bed. The young child did not blink and his body did not twitch. He rested in absolute solidarity – stiff like a board, hard like a stone.
 
   As he absently gazed forward, fear brimming in his kind eyes, Casey whispered, “He sees me...”
 
   Casey's breaths were oddly slow and heavy. A cold sweat materialized on his brow. The anxiety-induced beads slowly dripped down his face and neck. His baby blue flannel pajamas were soaked by his seemingly perpetual perspiration. His unclad feet protruded from beneath the navy blue covers, softly shuddering.
 
   Jamie raised his brow and asked, “Hey, kiddo, are you awake?” He walked towards the bed and inquired, “Casey, are you okay? Is something wrong?”
 
   Jamie sat beside his petrified son. He squinted as he inspected Casey, his eyes piercing through the darkness. He could see Casey's gentle shudder. He could see the goosebumps shimmering across his exposed skin. Casey's breathing slowly intensified. The dread was accumulating throughout his body, clogging his throat with terror.
 
   Jamie rubbed his son's shoulder and asked, “Casey, is everything okay? What's wrong with you?” Casey did not respond to Jamie's words or motions. Jamie planted his hand on Casey's forehead and said, “You're freezing, kiddo. What the... You're too cold. What's wrong with you? You feeling sick?”
 
   Jamie lifted the snug comforter to Casey's neck. He vigorously rubbed his son's shoulders and chest, trying his damnedest to produce some heat. The worrisome cold of Casey's skin had sent him through a maze of concern – each turn lead to a dead-end of terrifying proportions. A sudden sickness was part of a caring father's worst nightmare.
 
   Jamie loudly swallowed the lump in his throat, then said, “I'm... I'm going to call the doctor or... or I don't know. I'll look it up online or something. Or we can... We'll go to the hospital, alright? Does that sound good to you, kiddo?”
 
   Casey did not respond. Jamie stood from the bed, then slowly walked in reverse. He kept his eyes locked on his ailing son. The thought of leaving his sick son unsupervised was frightening, but the action was necessary. Before he could turn and leave, Casey lifted his arm and pointed towards the opposite side of the room.
 
   Jamie furrowed his brow and asked, “What? What is it?”
 
   Casey did not utter a word. His arm trembled and his bottom lip quivered as he pointed forward. He opened his mouth to speak, but he failed to summon the words. Fear caught his tongue and blocked his voice. The trepidation clouded his mind and wiped his vocabulary. He was rendered speechless by his fears.
 
   Casey stammered, “T–T–Th... Th–Th...”
 
   Jamie shook his head as he struggled to understand. His eyes swelled with tears and his legs wobbled from the incertitude. The fear looming in his mind had enfeebled him. He was struck with a sense of helplessness he had not felt in years – a dreadful feeling of despair and disappointment.
 
   Jamie whispered, “I can't help you if you can't tell me what's wrong... I can't...”
 
   Jamie gritted his teeth, then stumbled forward. He sat beside his son, then peered towards Casey's unknown target. Jamie had a limited set of viable options: the television, the closet door, the wall, or all of the above. He opted for the most plausible.
 
   As he gently shoved his son, Jamie asked, “What is it? Huh? The TV? Did you see something you shouldn't have? Is that it? What's wrong with you, Casey? What happened?”
 
   Casey grimaced and whimpered. He softly stuttered, “Th–There's... There's a man in my closet...”
 
   ***
 
   The bed squealed as Jamie slowly stood from the mattress. He gazed at his son with inquisitive eyes, trying to penetrate Casey's peculiar demeanor – trying to decipher his son's true intentions. The boy was difficult to read, but he knew his son well. Jamie wagged his index finger as he stared at Casey with narrowed eyes.
 
   Jamie nervously chuckled, then said, “That's... That's quite the prank, Casey. That was a good one. You should really consider being an actor when you grow up. Might be better than baseball for you. Now that we're finished with this little game, I want you to go to sleep.”
 
   Without moving his eyes or blinking, Casey shook his head and responded, “No, I can't. There's... there's a man in my closet.”
 
   Jamie huffed, then said, “Come on, kiddo. You've got to be kidding me. Go to sleep...”
 
   “There's a man in my closet, daddy...”
 
   Jamie creased his brow and bit his bottom lip. The final word struck him like an 18-wheeler plowing through a woodland critter. 'Daddy' was an uncommon word in Casey's vocabulary. 'Daddy' was strictly reserved for weaseling out of trouble and showing sincere penitence. The innocent word did not fit his cynical theory.
 
   Jamie sniffled and turned on the bedside lamp, then glanced towards the closet door. The door was unusually daunting, the menacing shadows lingered like lint in a wallet. The darkness was impenetrable, the ambiance was disquieting. The illumination could not whisk away the darkness surrounding the closet. Jamie shuddered at the mere sight of the door. The terrifying possibility made him tremble.
 
   Jamie whispered, “Casey, close your eyes...”
 
   Brackish tears poured through his eyelids like a tsunami as Casey tightly shut his eyes. His body trembled uncontrollably as he lifted the comforter to his nose. Jamie bent down and grabbed a silver aluminum bat from under Casey's bed. He inhaled deeply, then trudged towards the closet door.
 
   Jamie cocked the baseball bat back and warned, “If you're in there, I promise you: you will get hit. I am not afraid to defend myself and my son in my home. This is your only warning, pal. Come out slowly and don't make any sudden movements.” There was no response. As his breathing intensified, Jamie whispered, “Don't make me do this... Not in front of my kid, man, not in front of my child.”
 
   A flurry of roaring wind pummeled the bedroom window. The drizzle metamorphosed into a torrent of rain. A bolt of rumbling lightning reverberated through the area. The blinding flash briefly illuminated the dingy room. The thunderous storm arrived in a timely fashion.
 
   As he gripped the golden doorknob with his moist hand, Jamie said, “That was your only warning, pal...”
 
   With his hand on the knob, Jamie turned towards Casey with sorrowful eyes. He made certain his son's eyes were closed before proceeding. In the most optimistic crack of his mind, he had hoped the situation would be a prank. He hoped to hear his son's devious laughter. His fantasies were fruitless.
 
   Jamie inhaled deeply, then pulled the door open. He blindly swung the bat with all his might, swiping at the hanging coats and shirts. He thrust the bat into the gap towards the ground, making sure to thoroughly inspect and attack the puny area. To his utter relief, there was no one in sight. The closet was vacant, only harboring clothing and shoes.
 
   As he turned towards his son, Jamie sighed, then said, “I'm not going to lie. You really got me with that one. You got me real good, kiddo.” He chuckled and shook his head, then continued, “But, you know, that's not going to go unpunished. We're not going to any baseball games any time soon. Don't bother asking me and don't ever play around like that again. I'm serious, Casey.”
 
   Casey gradually opened his eyes to a mere squint. Through his blurred vision and the lingering shadows, he could see his disappointed father. The closet door swung in the doorway behind him. The storage area was clearly empty.
 
   Casey sat up in his bed and said, “There really was someone there... There was someone in the closet.” He gazed into his father's eyes and shouted, “I swear! There was someone there! He was watching me!”
 
   Jamie waved his hands, calling for silence without uttering a sound – shush. He said, “That's enough of that, Casey. Enough games, enough pranks. I'm tired of it. You know you've got school tomorrow. I know you have a test, too. Don't try to pull a fast one on me. It's time for bed. Go to sleep.”
 
   Casey's eyes spurted tears like a garden sprinkler. His body shuddered from the consternation. He could feel his palpitating heartbeat across every limb. The dread was blatantly painted on his timorous demeanor.
 
   As he gazed at the open closet, Casey said, “I can't... I can't sleep here...” He glanced towards his father, then pleaded, “Please, daddy, let me sleep with you. Please, I'll sleep on the floor if you want. Don't make me sleep here.”
 
   Jamie walked towards the bed. He stared into his son's hopeful eyes. He could feel the inevitable woe, but he could not muster the mercy. He shook his head, then turned the protruding knob on the bedside lamp. The darkness immediately swallowed the bedroom.
 
   With a frown plastered on his face, Casey clasped his hands in front of his chest and pleaded, “Please, please, I can't sleep here. Don't leave me in here with the man. Please, take me with you...”
 
   Jamie waved his index finger and sternly said, “No. I understand you're frightened, Casey. Believe me, I get it. But, you have to be brave and overcome your fears. You have to think logically. There's no one there. You saw me check. I'm telling you: everything's going to be okay.”
 
   Realizing his father would not budge, Casey unraveled his clasped fingers and fell into his bed. He tossed the comforter up to his neck, then peered towards the opened closet. His eyes were suddenly devoid of hope – beacons of nothingness. Jamie patted his son's chest, then trudged towards the bedroom doorway.
 
   Before his father could depart, Casey asked, “Dad, am I weird?”
 
   Jamie shook his head and said, “Of course not, champ. Every kid pulls pranks and every kid is afraid of the dark at one point. It's completely natural and...”
 
   “Then, why do things float around me? Why do I see these things? Is it... Is it real or fake? I can't tell anymore...”
 
   In a dubious tone, Jamie repeated, “Float?” Jamie furrowed his brow as he contemplated Casey's peculiar questions and statement. He said, “You've said this before, Casey. It's just your imagination, kiddo. That's all. It's not real.”
 
   Casey shook his head and said, “No, I think it is real. The lamp was floating last week. The bed was floating before you came into my room now... I see things floating and I know it's real, but sometimes I just... I just don't know.”
 
   As he pondered the ruckus he heard from Casey's room, Jamie asked, “The bed was floating?” Casey did not respond. Jamie shook his head, shrugging off his son's enigmatic behavior, then said, “Listen, Casey, enough games. Get some rest. You have a long day tomorrow. I love you, kiddo. Good night.”
 
   


  
 

[bookmark: __RefHeading__2560_1846163595]Chapter Three
 
   An Uninvited Guest
 
    
 
   The luminous moonlight spilled through the window as the black clouds dissipated. The thunderous tempest had departed, leaving a trail of soothing rainfall. The natural noise was tranquilizing, filling the room with a reassuring sense of normality. After a day of abnormal stress, nature was the greatest sleeping aid.
 
   Like Casey's room, Jamie's bedroom was simple and small. His queen-sized bed sat towards the center. Across from the foot of his bed, there was his makeshift workplace – a cramped hardwood desk with a desktop computer, a thin monitor, a printer, and a keyboard on top. On the wall above the desk, there were shelves upon shelves brimming with thick novels – some new, some tarnished. There was an identical closet to the right of the workstation.
 
   Jamie snored like a bear in hibernation, wrapped in his black cotton comforter as he peacefully slumbered. A thumping sound reverberated through the room – faint thudding and groaning. Jamie slowly opened his eyes, then lifted his head from his comfortable pillow. The rhythmic racket was inexplicably disquieting.
 
   Jamie whispered, “What the hell is that?”
 
   He sat up in his bed, then carefully inspected his bedroom. The room was engulfed in darkness, swallowed by sorrow. The moonlight barely penetrated the window. The melancholic shadows were lively, like mist dancing through the air. His surroundings were unusually surreal, his abrupt awakening seemed illusory.
 
   Jamie murmured, “Am I... Am I dreaming?”
 
   Jamie's eyes widened upon spotting a contrasting silhouette standing by the closet door. The shadowy figure ripped through the darkness. The dark humanoid figure stood a towering six-four with a corpulent shape. The figure became leaner as it miraculously increased in height. Inch-by-inch, the silhouette grew to a towering seven-one. Jamie was baffled by the mysterious shadow – mystified by the uninvited apparition.
 
   As he erratically blinked and vigorously rubbed his eyes, Jamie asked, “Is... Is someone there?”
 
   A sluggish groan echoed through the room. Snickering and indistinct muttering immediately followed. Jamie furrowed his brow as he tried to comprehend the soft and rapid words. The language was indecipherable, the words were cluttered and muddled.
 
   Jamie asked, “Who the hell are you? What are you doing in my house?”
 
   In a slow and gravelly tone, a voice whispered, “I want him.”
 
   Jamie crawled in reverse on his mattress as he glared at the dour silhouette. He weaved and bobbed his head, like if the motions would help him see the mysterious figure through the darkness. His attempts were futile. He could not identify the intruder.
 
   Jamie asked, “Casey, is that you?” There was no response. Jamie shook his head and said, “I told you to go to bed, Casey. I warned you about playing these games with me. I will ground you if you don't stop this instant. Don't...”
 
   In a guttural tone, the shadow rapidly whispered, “I want him. I want him. I want him. He's mine, not yours. He's mine, not yours. The boy is...” In a sonorous tone, the silhouette shouted, “The boy is mine!”
 
   Shocked, Jamie tumbled out of his bed, the covers tangled on his frantically kicking legs. The nightstand wobbled as Jamie blindly reached for the bedside lamp. He kept his eyes locked on the growing shadow. Fear streamed through his veins, adrenaline pumped through every limb. He turned the knob on the lamp, then turned the light towards the baleful intruder.
 
   With chattering teeth, Jamie stuttered, “Wh–Where did he go? Where the hell is he?”
 
   Jamie ran his eyes across the walls, shining the light at every inch of the dark room. There was no one in sight. The silhouette was whisked away with the bright illumination. The tenebrous darkness lingered, but the intruder vanished in an instant. The booming voice and agonizing groans departed with the figure.
 
   Jamie sniffled and asked, “Where are you? What do you want from me? Huh? What are you doing in my house? Huh? Are you going to answer me?” There was no response. As he contemplated, Jamie whispered, “Casey...”
 
   He planted the lamp on the nightstand, then moseyed towards the door. From the doorway, he glanced around the hallway, then down the adjacent stairs. The home was empty. He gazed at Casey's room and pondered. Not a peep or squeal seeped out of Casey's bedroom. Only the pouring drizzle, soft breeze, and creaky floorboards dominated the house. 
 
   Faint groaning reverberated from an unknown location. The unnerving moans surrounded him from every corner, mocking Jamie's lack of resolve. Despite his contemplation, Jamie could not put a name to the noise. He could not blame his son or a common household object. The monstrous sound was familiar and otherworldly – a contradicting combination.
 
   Jamie gazed at the floor and murmured, “The pipes? The floorboards? I don't know... Shit, I just don't know...” He tilted his head towards the ceiling and whispered, “Please, tell me it was a dream. Tell me I'm still sleeping right now.”
 
   To his utter dismay, Jamie did not awaken from the nightmare. He sighed, then turned back into his room. He sat at the corner of his bed beside the dazzling light. The illumination was comforting. The light shielded him from the darkness. He scrunched his face and vigorously rubbed his eyes as he ran through the possibilities and his limited options.
 
   Jamie whispered, “I should... I should probably call the cops. Yeah, I should...” Derailing his train of thought, a thumping sound echoed from Casey's room. Jamie gazed at the wall and whispered, “Casey...”
 
   ***
 
   Jamie stood by his bedroom doorway, peering towards the neighboring room. He inhaled deeply through his nose. The sound of each inhale and exhale whizzed through the hall. Fear fueled his cowardliness. Despite his strong urge, his sudden timidity kept his feet glued to the floor. He was incapable of barging into his son's room.
 
   Jamie swallowed loudly, then said, “Casey... Casey, you can come sleep in my room. Come on over, kiddo.” There was no response. Jamie coughed and grunted, clearing his throat of the clinging anxiety, then said, “Casey, I'm sorry, okay? I'm sorry for scolding you. I should have been more understanding. Come over here. Let me apologize to you. Let me take care of you.”
 
   Casey did not respond, only silence wafted through the hall. Jamie clenched his jaw and pulled on his hair as he struggled to build up the necessary courage to move forward. Before he could take a single step, a soft whimper emerged from Casey's room. The gentle cry seeped through the cracks on the door and drifted towards Jamie.
 
   Jamie's eyes widened as he whispered, “No, no, no...”
 
   Jamie shambled towards the neighboring bedroom, each step more ponderous and frightful than the last. He gritted his teeth as he struggled to lift his legs for each stride – the weight he carried was burdensome, like if a stout person sat on his shoulders. 
 
   Jamie tiptoed as he approached the room. He leaned closer, then planted his ear on the door. He protruded his bottom lip as he listened to Casey's muffled voice. Casey's gentle words were difficult to decipher. Jamie could only translate bits and pieces of his muted voice.
 
   Casey whispered, “Please... Please, don't... Stay away, stay away... Don't touch me... Please, stop... Don't touch me...”
 
   In a hoarse tone, a voice said, “You're mine, you're mine...”
 
   Jamie immediately recognized the demonic voice – the shadowy intruder from his room. His mind raced with terrifying possibilities, each theory trampled by a more horrifying idea. Casey's questionable safety dominated his pessimistic thoughts – dread reigned supreme.
 
   As his body vibrated from the shock, Jamie stepped away from the door and stuttered, “Wh–What the hell? Who... Who are you?”
 
   The intruder diabolically shouted, “You're mine!”
 
   “No!” Jamie yelled as he pushed the door open.
 
   The adjacent wall rattled and the door wobbled from the vicious collision. Jamie barged into the room and immediately glanced towards the bed. To his utter surprise, Casey had miraculously vanished. The intruder was nowhere in sight.
 
   Jamie's bottom lip quivered as he stuttered, “Case–Casey, come on out... Where... Where are you, kiddo? Where did you go?”
 
   Jamie stumbled towards the bed, then turned the knob on the lamp. The light illuminated the menacing darkness, sweeping the shadows away. Jamie pulled the sheets from the bed, then scrambled atop the mattress. He tumbled to the floor, then quickly inspected the area under the bed, but to no avail. He glanced towards the window – droplets of rain streamed down the sealed barrier.
 
   Jamie staggered to his feet as he ran his fingers through his damp hair. A cold sweat drenched his body, the anxious rivers streamed down his neck and torso. His thoughts were cluttered and bleak. He could not form a single positive idea. He could not conjure a single logical thought. The disappearance was mystifying.
 
   As he shook his head like a dog out of a bath, Jamie said, “I can't believe this is happening... What am I supposed to do now? Where did you go, Casey? Who were you talking to? Huh? What the hell is going on here, damn it?!”
 
   Jamie stopped his defeatist soliloquy. He clenched his jaw and slowly turned his head towards the parallel wall. The closet was oddly intimidating. He could feel a sinister force lingering in the storage area, he could feel a set of sharp eyes piercing into him. The uncertain glare was disconcerting – a soul-penetrating stare.
 
   Jamie sniffled and wiped the tears from his eyes. He said, “I can feel you. Is... Is someone really in there? Are you... Are you there? If you are, please, don't touch my son. He never did anything wrong to anyone. He's a good kid. He's a very good kid. Let him go. Please, don't do this.”
 
   Jamie walked towards the closet door with his arm protruded forward, ready to shake hands or open a door on a whim. He breathed heavily, his loud wheezing echoed through the somber bedroom. He couldn't help but snivel with every step. He was petrified of what he might find – he was terrified of what he might not find.
 
   As he gripped the doorknob, Jamie pleaded, “Please, don't hurt my son...”
 
   Jamie pulled the door open, then gazed into the dimly-lit closet. Yet again, the closet was vacant. The shirts and coats swayed and rustled from Jamie's swift movement. There was nothing terrifying about the closet, except for the extremely rumpled clothing. Jamie sobbed from the utter disappointment. His legs wobbled as he struggled to stand. Hopelessness towered over him.
 
   From over Jamie's shoulder, Casey asked in a dubious tone, “Dad? Dad, is that you?”
 
   Jamie's eyes widened upon hearing Casey's soft voice. The question was reassuring. He turned and found Casey on the bed, veiled by the snug comforter. His protuberant eyes were filled with horror and confusion. He was blatantly lost. His mind was led astray by the peculiar event. Jamie teetered left-and-right as he walked towards his son.
 
   Baffled, Jamie asked, “Where... Where did you go? Where have you been?”
 
   Casey stared at the closet and responded, “I... I don't know...”
 
   Jamie tilted his head and asked, “What? What do you mean? Where did you go, kiddo? Who were you talking to before I came in? Huh? Was there someone here?” Casey did not respond as he absently gazed forward – his mind was preoccupied with the closet. Jamie said, “Please, tell me, Casey. Remember, kiddo, you can tell me anything. You're not in trouble, I promise. Just... Just tell me the truth. What happened?”
 
   Without a single blink, Casey responded, “I don't know, I don't know... I only remember the evil man in the closet and the darkness. It was all black. I don't remember anything else.” He glanced at his father and said, “Dad, I'm... I'm scared. Please, don't leave me alone again. Don't leave me with the man.”
 
   Jamie sighed and gazed towards his bare feet as he fought off his tears. He was discomfited by the bizarre experience, but he wanted to play the role of a secure father. He sat beside his son, trying to comfort him by gently rubbing his feathery hair. Casey planted his face on his father's sturdy chest and sobbed.
 
   Over Casey's whimpers, Jamie stared at the closet and said, “Don't worry about anything. We'll get to the bottom of this, I promise. I'm not going anywhere, kiddo. I'll take care of you, I'll protect you. Everything's going to be okay, everything's going to be fine...”
 
   


  
 

[bookmark: __RefHeading__2562_1846163595]Chapter Four
 
   The Morning After
 
    
 
   The balmy morning sunshine poured through the kitchen window, caressing the grimy dishes and sink with a warm glow. The sunlight gleamed off the pristine white tile flooring and bounced off the white walls. The tantalizing scent of crisp bacon, fluffy scrambled eggs, and pungent coffee flowed through the room, dancing in-and-out of baited nostrils.
 
   Jamie leaned on the dark granite countertop by the sink, gripping a white ceramic coffee mug in his right hand. In bold, red letters, a message on the mug read: World's Best Dad. The message was a common cliché Jamie held with the utmost pride. He strove for excellence in his parenting techniques, balancing lenience with strict authority. 
 
   As he sipped the searing black liquid, Jamie diligently examined his son. Casey sat at the round kitchen table, picking at his scrambled eggs with a spotless fork. His lack of appetite was worrisome. He donned a white polo shirt, navy pants, and black sneakers. His black backpack was slung over his shoulders. His tousled hair protruded every which way – a nonchalant bed head hairdo.
 
   Jamie asked, “You sure you don't want to eat your breakfast? You want something else?” Casey continued to stab the tender eggs without mercy. Jamie said, “You know, it is the most important meal of the day.”
 
   With sorrowful eyes, Casey glanced up at his father. On the surface, Jamie was confident and placid, but Casey could see Jamie's true demeanor. Jamie was as petrified as Casey, he was simply better at hiding the truth. Disappointed with his father's facade, Casey slowly shook his head. He inspected his father's style and manner.
 
   Jamie wore a black button-up shirt with the sleeves crudely rolled up to his elbows. His dark blue jeans were fitted to his legs and his black boots twinkled with the sunshine. His hair was curly and messy – he did not bother to comb the mop on top of his dome. Like a finicky child, Casey scrunched his face as he turned his attention to his food.
 
   Jamie sighed, then said, “I can see you're not really hungry today. Don't worry about it. I'm not going to force you to eat. You can grab something at lunch. But... Well, let's at least comb your hair. We can make you a little more presentable today.”
 
   Casey huffed, then asked, “Why don't we comb your hair?”
 
   Jamie tilted his head and furrowed his brow as he nervously smirked. The cheeky response caught him by surprise. Casey's insolence was unusual. His fastidious behavior was out of character. Jamie rubbed the nape of his neck as he contemplated his next move. Another wrong word, another impertinent response – he wanted to avoid an avalanche of disrespect.
 
   Jamie said, “I'll comb my hair, sure, don't worry about that...” He inhaled deeply, then said, “Casey, I know why you're bothered today. Maybe bothered isn't the right word, but I know why you're out of it. I can help you. You just need to talk to me.”
 
   Casey glanced at his father. The genuine words were enough to capture his attention. Casey was hypnotized by Jamie's glimmering eyes. Jamie's sincerity and compassion pierced through Casey's darkest thoughts. Jamie could see he had finally penetrated the cold exterior and reached his amiable son.
 
   Jamie nodded and asked, “Are you sure you don't remember anything?”
 
   Casey responded, “I don't know. I'm... I'm not sure, really.”
 
   “I mean, you were gone for a few minutes, kiddo. I thought about it over and over, but I can't think of a logical reason for any of it. I can't think of something plausible. You probably don't understand what that means, but it just doesn't seem real.”
 
   Casey sniffled, then said, “I don't know what to say, dad, I'm sorry.”
 
   Jamie clenched his jaw and gazed down at his boots. His limbs trembled as the frustration swelled within. Jamie could only gaze at the swirling black liquid in his mug for a sense of calmness – the maelstrom of caffeine was oddly soothing.
 
   Jamie said, “Maybe I'm not remembering correctly. Were you... Were you hiding under the covers? Maybe under the bed? Maybe I didn't see you the first time I checked. It could have been dark, it could... Shit, I don't know.”
 
   Keen-eyed, Casey stared at his father. The exasperation was evident. He was clearly bothered by the situation. He could not solve the puzzle with the pieces he had at his disposal. The answer continued to prick at his mind, teasing his intelligence and logic.
 
   Casey said, “I remember something, but... I can't say.”
 
   Jamie bit his bottom lip, then asked, “Why not, Casey? What's wrong?”
 
   “I don't know, but... I think there might be something wrong with me, dad. I don't understand anything anymore. I don't... I can't explain it. It's weird and... I just can't explain it.”
 
   Jamie sternly responded, “Try. If you really want help, you have to ask for it. You have to able to... to tell people what you need. I can't help you if you don't tell me everything, kiddo. We've been through this before.”
 
   Casey glanced down at his food, shoving the pieces of lingering egg and bacon with his fork. Jamie sighed from the vexation, then took another sip of his coffee. His patience was cracking. The answers were on the horizon, but he could not identify them – he could not solve the puzzle. The helplessness irked him.
 
   Jamie said, “Okay, okay... Tell me about the man in the closet. Tell me about the evil man you were talking about last night. I know you remember him. Please, tell me something about him, champ.”
 
   As he absently stared at the table, Casey responded, “The man's not in the closet anymore. Something let him out. He was gone when I went to sleep.”
 
   Jamie furrowed his brow and pondered the response. He said, “Okay. Well, how long have you been seeing this man, Casey? Do you know who he is or what he looks like?”
 
   Disregarding his father's questions, Casey continued, “The man is gone, but... I think he might be somewhere in my brain. I think there's someone in my head, dad. I don't know how to explain it, but I can feel him in there. I can't see him so much anymore, but I can hear him whispering. I think he's in my... my brain.”
 
   In a dubious tone, Jamie repeated, “In your brain?”
 
   Casey stopped as he gazed at his plate. His jaw dangled and his eyes were hollow – his mind was absent. Jamie was bewildered by Casey's confession. He sorted through the possibilities and planned his day accordingly. The most logical explanation was dreadful, but he sought to save his son from the horror and pain by any means necessary.
 
   Despondent, Jamie whispered, “We need to see a doctor...” He shook his head, snapping out of his contemplation, then said, “We can find help, Casey. Don't worry about it, kiddo. Everything's going to be okay. I promise.”
 
   ***
 
   Disregarding his father's pledge, Casey absently gazed at his food. He was hypnotized by the plate of succulent breakfast. He had become slothful in an instant. Jamie furrowed his brow as he analyzed his son's abrupt change in attitude. Jamie snapped his fingers to break Casey's hypnosis, but to no avail. Casey did not respond to the ruckus.
 
   As he leaned over the table and waved his hands, Jamie said, “Wake up, Casey. Come on, kiddo, it's almost time for school. You'll be happy there, alright? You can play with your friends and practice some baseball. Get your mind off of all of this, I'll handle everything.”
 
   Casey lifted his head and stared at his father. Jamie was baffled to see the cold and hollow look in his son's eyes – an identical manner to the night prior. He stepped in reverse and glanced around the room. The shadowy figure was nowhere in sight.
 
   Casey asked, “Do you remember my mom?”
 
   Jamie nodded and responded, “Yeah, of course. I remember her very well.”
 
   “Did you love her?”
 
   “Yes. In fact, I still love her. I never stopped loving her. She's... She hasn't left my mind since the accident. She hasn't left my heart since then. You know that very well, Casey. Why are you asking about her now? What's wrong?”
 
   Casey glanced down at his food and said, “I don't remember her so much...”
 
   Jamie walked towards the table, then lifted a chair. He planted the wooden chair next to his son, then he took his seat. Jamie could see the despondency in Casey's eyes. He wrapped his arm around his shoulder, offering any comfort he could conjure.
 
   Jamie said, “She passed away when you were... I don't know, two years old, I think. I don't expect you to remember her, but I can always tell you more about her. I love to talk about your mother and I bet she loves it when you want to know about her.”
 
   Casey responded, “You don't have to tell me about her. I don't remember her, but I've seen her.”
 
   With a creased brow, Jamie nodded and said, “Yeah, I know. I've shown you all of our photos and home videos. I meant I could tell you more about her and what she was like. I can tell you who she really was and...”
 
   “I mean, I've seen her, dad. I know her and I know what happened to her. She was a few inches taller than me. Five-feet and two-inches, right? 115 pounds, right?”
 
   The chair groaned as Jamie leaned back in his seat. He stared at his son with curious eyes as he ran his fingers through his wavy hair. Casey was extremely accurate about his mother's height and weight. The pinpoint precision was eerie. Jamie nodded as a bulb sparked above his dome – he rationalized Casey's preciseness.
 
   Jamie nervously smiled and wagged his index finger as he said, “You... You must have found her old driver's license. It's okay, I know you get curious and start snooping. You're not in trouble, kiddo, it's only natural.”
 
   Casey shook his head and said, “Nope.” As the bulb above Jamie's head waned, Casey said, “She had straight blonde hair down to her shoulders, maybe an inch longer. Her eyes were blue, very blue. She had little dots on her face like me. She had... she had speckles.”
 
   “Stop. Casey, tell me the truth. Did you find her ID or something? Have you been looking at our photo-book? What's going on here, kiddo? What are you doing?”
 
   Ignoring his father's questions, Casey said, “When she died, she wore...”
 
   Jamie slammed his clenched fist on the table. The hardwood table wobbled and groaned from the powerful impact. The plate and eating utensils rattled. The neighboring cup of orange juice trembled, the liquid swirled and rippled. Casey shuddered from his father's violent outburst. His father was occasionally stern, but violence was not embedded in his DNA.
 
   Jamie sternly said, “Stop. I don't want to hear about this anymore. I'm going to make some calls to find you some... some help, okay? Whatever you're doing, you can stop now. We don't have to talk about this.”
 
    Casey sniffled as his body trembled uncontrollably. He grimaced and lowered his head. Jamie raised his brow as he watched his son's inexplicable agony. Without a source for the pain, he could not find a remedy.
 
   Through his gritted teeth, Casey said, “She... she was wearing a white gown the day she died. She was... she was hit by a drunk driver, then left for dead. They... They... They never caught the killer. You never caught the killer.”
 
   Baffled and horrified, Jamie's eyes swelled with tears. He could not comprehend the situation. He could not conjure a proper response. Casey's sentences formed a verbal assault, each word jabbed at Jamie's head with brute force. The truth was insulting and undeniable. The truth stung like alcohol on a fresh wound.
 
   As he fought to contain his tears, Jamie asked, “How... How did you know all of that?”
 
   Casey responded, “The evil man showed me in a dream. He showed me everything.”
 
   “Tell me the truth, Casey. Stop lying to me. There's no way you could have known all of that. It's not possible. Who have you been talking to? Why are you telling me this now? Huh? Did you... What did you do?”
 
   “I didn't do anything. The evil man told me to tell you. He wants to show you, too. I don't know what's happening to me, dad. I don't know how to stop him. I'm sorry. Please, help me.”
 
   Jamie placed his trembling hands under his thighs. He did not want to strike his son – no matter the circumstance. He gazed into Casey's woeful eyes. His soul was painted with dolor and crippled by anguish. Staring into his son's eyes was like staring into the eyes of a broken man.
 
   Jamie bit his bottom lip, then said, “Don't worry about it. For now, try to ignore what that man says to you, okay? Don't listen to his words. Try your best to ignore him until I can find someone to help, okay?”
 
   Casey wiped the tears from his cheeks and asked, “How long do I have to wait with him? I don't want him in my head anymore. How long until he's gone?”
 
   Jamie sighed, then responded, “You keep fighting, kiddo? Remember, don't give up. Never give up. I'm going to make some calls after I drop you off. I know people. Let's just get you to school now. We'll talk about this when you get home. You can't be tardy again anyway.” As Casey stood from his seat, Jamie said, “And, Casey... don't tell anyone about this. Not yet, okay?”
 
   


  
 

[bookmark: __RefHeading__2564_1846163595]Chapter Five
 
   The School Incident
 
    
 
   The noon sunlight pierced through the fluffy white clouds like a dazzling beacon of hope from Heaven. Birds rapidly fluttered their wings, landing on croaking tree branches and merrily chirping. The gentle breeze carried the littered food wrappers, crumpled homework, and cans on the street, scrubbing the garbage away like a street sweeper.
 
   As he tightly gripped the helm, Jamie muttered, “Please, please, please... Don't let it be something serious, I'm begging you.”
 
   The wheels squealed as the sedan skidded to a stop in front of the urban campus – Casey's school. Fretful and confused, Jamie hurriedly hopped out of the vehicle – stumbling on the street like a drunk tumbling out of a bar. As he scampered towards the administration building of the junior high school, the concerned father caught a glimpse of two black-and-white police cruisers parked near the entrance.
 
   Jamie sniffled and murmured, “It's nothing, it's nothing. He's okay. Everything's going to be okay. Don't over-think it...”
 
   The double-door entrance swung open, the sound of the squeaky hinges bounced off the eggshell-white walls. Jamie strode into the lobby with a confident strut, his black boots thudding on the crimson tile flooring. His stroll became a trudge as his mind wandered into the darkness. The anticipation was pricking at his every thought, repeating the same question – what could it be? What could it be?
 
   Jamie hopelessly tried to compose himself as he approached the reception station. The spacious, round table towards the center had a cherry finish and a silver frame. A young woman stood behind the desk. Her blonde hair sat on her shoulders. She donned a white button-up shirt tucked into a black skirt. Her glowing blue eyes were genial and comforting. Jamie immediately recognized the young woman – April Keller.
 
   Jamie knocked on the desk and asked, “April, is he okay? Is my kid okay? What happened to Casey?”
 
   April glanced down at her desk, thumbing through a stack of rustling papers. Her stony-face and stiff shoulders showed her dismay and contemplation. She was not skilled in hiding her emotions. Jamie furrowed his brow as his breathing intensified and his legs wavered. He was not prepared for bad news, he was not prepared for sorrow.
 
   Jamie said, “April, look at me. Look at me.” April glanced up at Jamie with downcast eyes. Jamie sternly asked, “Is my son okay? Did something happen to Casey?”
 
   April sighed, then responded, “I'm sorry, I'm just... I'm just a little out of it. I'm a little shocked, I guess. I just can't believe it...” As she caught a glimpse of the sudden woe in Jamie's eyes, April shook her head and said, “No, no, I'm sorry. It's not like that. He's fine, Mr. Cruz. Casey is okay. He was... He was involved in an incident, but he's not hurt.”
 
   Jamie loudly sighed in relief as he leaned on the table, his elbows planted on the desk and his fingers on his moist forehead. The solace was overwhelming, his limbs tingled from the reassurance. He stood from the table and ran his fingers through his hair as he gazed at April. He was still baffled by her unnerved manner. Something was afoot and he felt compelled to follow the trail.
 
   Jamie asked, “What kind of incident was it? What happened?”
 
   April pointed towards the hallway behind her and said, “Well, I can't tell you now. You should come to the principal's office and...”
 
   Angry and frustrated, Jamie interrupted, “No, no, tell me about the incident. Tell me what happened to Casey. What did he do? Or... or what did you do to him? Huh? What is it? What are you hiding?”
 
   April nervously glanced around the lobby. Other parents cluttered the neighboring desks and chairs, their prying eyes inconspicuously watching the commotion. April nervously smiled and waved. Her cheeks were blushed from the undesired attention. Jamie huffed and puffed, his chest protruding with each heavy breath.
 
   April said, “Come on, they've been waiting for you.”
 
   Jamie slammed his fists on the table and shouted, “If he's not hurt, bring my son out here! If you're not lying to me, bring him out!” He stood on his tiptoes and cupped his hands around his mouth, then yelled, “Casey! Casey, come out! Stop playing and come out here!”
 
   “Please, he's fine. I promise you, Mr. Cruz, he's okay. Come into the office and we'll explain everything.”
 
   Disregarding April's pleas, Jamie barked, “Casey! Casey! It's your dad! Come here and...”
 
   Jamie stopped his verbal attack on the school. He dropped his arms to his sides as he spotted the police officer standing at the corner of the hall. Upon catching a mere glimpse of the cop, Jamie knew the situation was serious – putting two and two together was simple.
 
   The officer stood six-one with a strapping physique. His eyes were stern, his expression was grave. He wore a standard police uniform – a navy button-up shirt, navy trousers, and black insulated boots. His chest was decorated with a badge and an embroidered nameplate. The nameplate read: Officer B. Garcia.
 
   As his mind raced, Jamie whispered, “What the hell happened?”
 
   In his stentorian voice, Officer Garcia asked, “What's with all the ruckus out here?” Upon spotting Jamie, Garcia wagged his index finger and slowly approached the reception station. He asked, “Are you Mr. Cruz? Are you the father of Casey Cruz?”
 
   Jamie nodded and responded, “Yes.”
 
   “Well, to be blunt, we've been waiting quite some time for your arrival. Where the hell have you been?”
 
   Jamie shook his head and stuttered, “I–I was... I don't know, I was making some calls. I got here as soon as I got the message. What's... What's going on here? What happened to Casey, officer? Is he really okay?”
 
   Garcia planted his hands on his hips as he examined Jamie's distraught appearance – clearly a caring father with stress mounting on his shoulders. He bit his bottom lip and nodded. Jamie stood in silence, patiently waiting for the response he relentlessly sought.
 
   Garcia said, “You're asking the wrong questions, Mr. Cruz. You're not even close. You should be asking: what did Casey do? I've been asking myself: why did Casey do it? What could have possessed him to do such a...”
 
   Jamie interrupted, “What did he do? Tell me.”
 
   Garcia sighed as he stared down at his boots. His eyes widened as he glanced around the unusually silent room – far too silent for the average reception station. Every pair of eyes in the lobby was watching the disturbance – some blatantly staring like nosy drivers watching a violent car wreck.
 
   Garcia stared back at Jamie and said, “Follow me to the principal's office, Mr. Cruz. We have something of significance to discuss. I think we've put on enough of a public spectacle for one day...”
 
   ***
 
   Jamie breathed deeply as he followed Officer Garcia down the narrow hallway – inhaling from his nose, exhaling from his mouth. The stifling hallway made him feel claustrophobic, like if the walls were bearing down on him. His body was drenched in his perpetual perspiration. The beads of sweat streamed down his shimmering skin.
 
   Jamie murmured, “Please, let him be okay...”
 
   Garcia opened the final door on the left, then beckoned to Jamie. Jamie nervously smiled as he rubbed the nape of his neck and stared at the doorway. His agitation was paralyzing. The door was intimidating to him, like if he were a student marching to his punishment. Garcia nodded into the room, gesturing his demands without uttering a single word – get in there. Jamie sighed, then he reluctantly walked inside.
 
   The principal's office was simple and effective. The gray walls were decorated with the principal's awards and achievements – sheets of paper framed for the world to see. There was a hardwood desk towards the center. There was a monitor, a keyboard, a metallic pencil bin, and a pad of sticky notes on top of the table. The plain room got the message across – this is the principal's office. There was nothing out of the ordinary within the office.
 
   Principal Ian Davis sat at the desk with his elbows on the tabletop and his chin resting on his clenched fists. Middle-aged, Davis stood five-eleven with a portly figure. He wore a white button-up shirt, gray pleated trousers, and black dress shoes. The brown hair on his dome was thinning and fading. He had piercing blue eyes and an austere demeanor, but a caring aura surrounded him – like a scolding parent. There were two sturdy wooden chairs at the other side of the table.
 
   Davis nodded towards the chairs and said, “Have a seat, Mr. Cruz. It's nice to see you again.”
 
   Jamie shambled into the room, containing the urge to shout for his son and bark his demands. He winced as the door slammed behind him. His anxiety was evident. Jamie sat on the seat to the left. Garcia moseyed past the desk, then leaned on the table with drawers behind Davis. Jamie smiled as he recognized the woman standing to Davis' left – Wendy Jennings.
 
   As he rubbed his hands together, Davis said, “I believe you've already met Officer Brian Garcia. He's bumped heads with your kid before. You're also already acquainted with Casey's counselor, Ms. Wendy Jennings. We've called you here today due to an incident on campus involving your son.”
 
   Jennings said, “It's a very serious situation, Mr. Cruz. We need you to listen very carefully and approach this with an unbiased mind. But, I promise you, everything's going to be okay. We're going to take care of everything slowly and carefully. You have my word.”
 
   Jamie bit his bottom lip and nodded as he gazed at Jennings. Her mellifluous voice and honeyed words were soothing. Jennings stood five-three with a  petite figure. She wore a white button-up shirt with the sleeves folded up to her forearms. She donned a black a-line skirt down to her kneecaps. Her legs were veiled by black stockings. Her black suede loafers were nonchalant and comfortable. She was simple but elegant.
 
   Jamie said, “Okay, okay... I understand. I think I've been kept in the dark long enough. You keep saying he's fine and everything's okay, but you won't tell me what happened. So, tell me: what happened?”
 
   Davis leaned back in his black rolling chair and said, “First of all, I'd like to personally apologize for the ambiguity of our call and the handling of the situation. I know it must have been stressful. However, I feel this was the best way to keep this under wraps. I believe it is best for all parties involved, at least.”
 
   “What did he do?”
 
   Davis explained, “During lunch period, not much more than an hour ago, Casey slipped a large shard of glass into a classmate's sandwich. He knew what he did and he watched as the young boy chewed it. The victim, a child the same age as Casey, has been rushed to the hospital.”
 
   The chair groaned as Jamie leaned back in his seat. He huffed in disbelief and ran his fingers through his hair. He clenched his fist and tugged at the strands as he struggled to accept Davis' accusation. He grappled with the heinous idea, trying to convince himself to believe it was all a lie – a surreptitious attempt at besmirching his son's character.
 
   Jamie said, “No, no, he didn't do that. He couldn't have done that. I don't... I don't believe it. You're lying. It must be a misunderstanding. I want to see my son. Bring him to me. I'll get to the bottom of this, he'll tell me the truth.”
 
   Jennings shook her head and said, “No, I'm sorry. We're not ready to release him just yet. We need to deal with you first. We need to talk about this before we proceed.”
 
   “Where is he?”
 
   Jennings responded, “Don't worry, he's in my office with the other officers.”
 
   With his arms crossed and his buttocks planted on the table, Garcia said, “He's not being questioned by us, so don't go there. This will be, for the most part, a by-the-books investigation, Mr. Cruz. In fact, it might be a bit more lenient. He should be in juvenile hall right now, but he's not. We're going to need your cooperation if we want to make this better.”
 
   Jamie vigorously rubbed his face and nervously chuckled – the cackle of man on the verge of breaking down. Tears streamed down his face, soaking his rosy cheeks with sorrow and regret. Garcia was not disconcerted by Jamie's reaction, Davis sat in unwavering solidarity, and Jennings held her trembling hand to her mouth. 
 
   As he recomposed himself, Jamie asked, “What... What's going to happen to Casey? If not juvie, what are you going to do to him?”
 
   Davis responded, “Well, we're strongly considering expulsion, Mr. Cruz. This type of behavior is inexcusable. It's inhumane.”
 
   Jamie leaned forward and clasped his hands in front of his chest. He pleaded, “Please, don't expel him. I–I understand the severity of his... his supposed actions, but... Please, Mr. Davis, you can't expel him like this.”
 
   Davis said, “We're considering it, Mr. Cruz. At the same time, we fear expulsion might push him further down the road to delinquency. We want to help him, but we cannot tolerate this type of behavior. Along with his other behavioral issues, this calls for discipline. This calls for consequences that fit the crime.”
 
   Jamie inquired, “Isn't there anything I can do? Can't I pay a fee? Can't he apologize or something?”
 
   Davis explained, “Well, the parents of the victim didn't seem outraged. Surprisingly. They were certainly hurt to see their child in that condition, but they weren't outraged enough to spark media attention. So, I don't believe anyone will force our hands. At least, not yet. We'll have to wait for their response and for the overall damage. We have to wait for the victim's parents to respond, possibly with lawyers. We need a more thorough investigation of the altercation.”
 
   Chiming in, Garcia said, “And, believe me, Mr. Cruz, we will get to the bottom of this. If we find criminal intent and if the parents demand it, he will be prosecuted. Keep that in mind. He's not guaranteed to walk away a free boy.”
 
   Jamie nodded as he absorbed the inordinate amount of information. He absently gazed down at his boots as he thought about his son and the potentially permanent consequences. He couldn't help but ponder Casey's true intentions – why did he do it? His meandering thoughts were shattered as Jennings stepped forward.
 
   Jennings said, “Mr. Cruz, I believe Casey is a good kid, but he's in serious trouble. He's going down the wrong path and it may be a deeper problem. Looking through his records, we can see he only recently began having behavioral issues. It's something to think about. While we investigate, I strongly suggest locating a doctor for Casey. It may even help with his case.”
 
   Jamie swallowed the lump in his throat, like swallowing a can of tuna, then said, “I will. Thank you.”
 
   


  
 

[bookmark: __RefHeading__2566_1846163595]Chapter Six
 
   A Visit to the Doctor
 
    
 
   Jamie placed his hand on Casey's shoulder as the pair strolled down the garish hall. The fluorescent lights gleamed off the pristine tile flooring and spotless white walls. Mechanical beeping and indistinct chattering echoed down the hallway. Nurses and doctors scurried in-and-out of convivial rooms, prancing up-and-down the wide hall. Bad news was not on the menu for the evening. The mood was oddly jovial. The duo stopped as they approached a room with a baby blue door.
 
   Jamie glanced down at his son and said, “Listen to everything they tell you. They're just trying to help you, kiddo. They're not going to hurt you. I'll be right there with you the entire time, too. You understand me?” Casey absently stared into his father's eyes. Jamie gently shook Casey and asked, “Do you understand me?”
 
   Standing with a blank face, Casey did not respond. Jamie stood as he watched his son with a furrowed brow. Casey was dour and somber – inattentive and lost. Once a raucous boy, Casey had metamorphosed into a child with a taciturn demeanor. As he absently stared at the white wall, Casey rubbed his fingertips on his white t-shirt. His loose blue jeans dangled on his legs as he gently kicked. His appearance was plain – the only clothing Jamie could force Casey to wear. His movements were fidgety and erratic.
 
   Jamie snapped his fingers in front of Casey's face and asked, “Are you okay, kiddo? Do you understand me?”
 
   As his spasmodic blinking continued, Casey said, “Yeah... I... I don't understand, dad. What am I doing here? What's going on?”
 
   Jamie knelt down beside his son and said, “You're here to get better. These good doctors and nurses are going to find the root of your problem. They're going to... Well, they're going to find the man in your brain and make him leave. That's what they're going to do, kiddo. They're going to make that evil man disappear.”
 
   As his bottom lip quivered, Casey asked, “Wh–Why did I do that?” Jamie furrowed his brow and tilted his head, confused by Casey's question. Casey clarified, “Why did I put the glass in his lunch? I can't remember it, daddy. I don't remember doing that, but I remember seeing it... I don't know what happened.”
 
   “You don't have to remember it now, Casey. Don't dwell on it. Don't punish yourself like that, kiddo. Just listen to the doctors and everything will be fine. Okay? I'm here to take care of you. I'll always be by your side. I'll... I'll do anything to...”
 
   Disrupting his tender speech, a nurse knocked on the doorway of the adjacent room. The petite nurse donned a sky-blue mock wrap scrub top and matching scrub pants. Her white sneaker squealed on the floor as she twiddled her foot. Her wavy brunette hair was tied in a neat bun. Jamie smiled upon spotting her beatific smile – she was an affable person.
 
   The nurse said, “Okay, come on in, Casey.” As Casey nervously trudged through the doorway, the nurse turned towards Jamie and said, “Hello, my name is Nancy. Dr. Jacobs will be here any minute now. I'm just going to do some quick preliminary tests. You can come inside and stick around.”
 
   Jamie smiled and said, “Thank you.”
 
   Jamie leaned on the doorway and crossed his arms, gliding his eyes across the small room. Warm sunlight poured through the window on the parallel wall from the entrance. Casey sat on the examination table towards the center. Nancy nonchalantly shuffled through the medical supplies in the cabinets on the wall to the right. The room was welcoming and peaceful – nothing out of the ordinary.
 
   Nancy turned towards Casey and said, “Okay, sweetie, I need you to lift your arm with your palm up like this.” Nancy protruded her arm forward, her limb leveled with her heart and her palm facing the ceiling. Nancy asked, “Can you do that for me?”
 
   With his eyebrows centered and lowered, Casey glared at Nancy. His breathing was heavy and loud. He slowly lifted his arm, reluctantly following Nancy's directions. Nancy glanced at Jamie with a nervous smile. Jamie uncrossed his arms and slowly stepped forward, ready to scold at a moment's notice.
 
   Nancy said, “It's okay. It's fine. Some kids get a little grumpy at the doctor's office.” She turned towards Casey and said, “We've all been there, sweetie. I used to hate coming here, but now I'm working here and I love it. I get to help kids like you.”
 
   Casey did not respond. His lip curled and his nose wrinkled as he scowled at the helpful nurse. Nancy furrowed her brow as she snugly wrapped the manual sphygmomanometer around Casey's skinny arm. Her fingers trembled as she adjusted the cuff. Casey's fiendish stare struck fear into her heart.
 
   Nancy said, “It's going to get a little tight, Casey. You'll... You'll feel a little discomfort, but you shouldn't feel any pain. Tell me if you need me to stop, okay?”
 
   Casey sat in absolute silence as he glowered. Nancy gazed at Casey's elbow as she gripped the pump. Slowly, the inflatable cuff tightened around Casey's arm. With her stethoscope, Nancy listened to Casey's blood pressure. Jamie watched with keen eyes, analyzing every twitch on Nancy's face. He was baffled by Casey's sudden shift in mood and Nancy's anxiety. He could sense her perturbation.
 
   Jamie asked, “Is everything okay? Is something wrong?” Nancy did not respond. Jamie inquired, “Nurse, is everything okay? Nurse?”
 
   Nancy wildly blinked as she glanced at Jamie, like if she had suddenly snapped out of a trance. She raised her brow and shook her head, then turned towards the cabinet. She swiftly scribbled on a sheet of paper. Her trembling hands crafted indecipherable notes.
 
   Nancy stuttered, “I–I... I think we should wait for Dr. Jacobs before I go around diagnosing anything. He–He's... He's the expert, you know?”
 
   Jamie nodded and asked, “Okay, so, what's next?”
 
   “Well, I'm going to check his heart rate. I just have to give him a thorough checkup, make sure everything's okay and such.”
 
   Jamie watched Nancy with inquisitive eyes. His mind was brimming with questions and suspicion. Nancy's anxiety was blatant, her apprehension was growing with each passing second. Jamie easily recognized the fear – the dread of uncertainty he had already experienced. Yet, he could not force himself to confront the nurse or his son.
 
   Nancy turned towards Casey and said, “I... I need you to lift your shirt. I just need to check your heart, sweetie.” Casey shook his head. Nancy said, “Come on, sweetheart. I need to make sure everything's okay before the doctor gets here.”
 
   As his teeth chattered, Casey whispered, “Please, don't touch me...”
 
   Jamie said, “Let her do her job, Casey. It's okay. I'm here, I'm watching her. She's a professional. She knows what she's doing. You can trust her like you trust me.”
 
   Casey clenched his jaw, breathing deeply through his nose. He frowned as he slowly lifted his shirt to his neck. Jamie raised his brow as he gazed at Casey's pale and coarse skin – skin textured like spoiled milk. There were vibrant blue veins across his torso, like rivers streaming down a snowy mountain.
 
   Nancy loudly swallowed, then said, “You know, I think we have some body wash to help with your skin, sweetie. We can... We can also prescribe something. Don't worry about it. There's no need to be shy.”
 
   Casey winced as Nancy planted the chestpiece on his torso. She slowly slid the small diaphragm on Casey's lean chest. She tilted her head and narrowed her eyes as she carefully listened, like if her insignificant movements would hone her hearing.
 
   Nancy whispered, “This is... This is not...”
 
   As she glanced towards Casey's dome, Nancy gasped. Casey's eyes were bestial and his glower was barbarous. His minatory glare pierced through her gentle psyche, stripping her of her confidence. Jamie's bottom lip quivered as he staggered towards the table. Once again, the abrupt shift in his son's attitude was shocking and frightening – enraged, pusillanimous, then enraged again. 
 
   Jamie waved at Casey and shouted, “Casey! Casey, snap out of it!”
 
   As Nancy's fingertips touched his bare chest, Casey crawled back towards the wall and yelled, “Stop! Don't touch him, you filthy whore! Don't touch my child! Don't taint my boy!” He tilted his head towards the ceiling and growled. In a hoarse tone, Casey shouted, “She's trying to defile my child! She's trying to rape the boy!”
 
   In utter disbelief, Jamie staggered in reverse and murmured, “Who are... Who are you? What the hell are...”
 
   As he growled and groaned, Casey swiped at Nancy's forearm. His fingernails scratched her soft arm. The marks were thin, like paper cuts. A mere droplet of blood seeped out of one of the wounds. Nancy stumbled back towards the cabinets as she gripped the stinging scratches on her forearm. She was more shocked by the attack than the twinge in her arm.
 
   As Nancy shrieked, doctors and nurses poured into the room to restrain Casey. Casey's inexplicable strength was too much for even the burliest nurse. He overpowered his foes, lifting his arms against their will. Jamie was frozen by his fear. His fight-or-flight response told him to wait-and-see.
 
   Over Casey's ghoulish moans, Nancy shouted, “Get Dr. Jacobs! Bring a damn sedative!”
 
   ***
 
   Jamie gazed down at his groin, nervously fiddling his fingertips as he contemplated. On the tenterhooks, he sat by his lonesome in the office. He constantly glanced at the door, hoping someone would join him. He was yearning for company and information. Only the sound of the consistently ticking clock reverberated through the barren room – tick, tick, tick!
 
   As he patiently waited, Jamie rolled up the sleeves of his white button-up shirt, then swiped at the lint clinging onto his black jeans. He leaned forward in his seat, then scrubbed his black boot with his thumb. Jamie was clearly looking for a distraction – any distraction. He stopped as the sound of thudding footsteps increased.
 
   Dr. Gary Jacobs stopped at the doorway and vigorously dried his hands with a white towel. He tossed the towel on a sturdy table beside the door, then strolled towards his desk. His mind was too preoccupied for formal greetings.
 
   Jamie knocked on the table and asked, “Dr. Jacobs, what's wrong with my kid? What happened to Casey in there?”
 
   Dr. Jacobs bit his bottom lip as he leaned on the wall behind his desk. Jamie watched him with hopeful eyes, begging for help without groveling. Jacobs stood six feet tall with a lean physique. He had gentle blue eyes and dark brown hair with a receding hairline. He wore a white button-up shirt with the sleeves folded up, black trousers, and polished black dress shoes. He had a dour expression, but his gracious aura was dominant.
 
   Jacobs rubbed his brow, then said, “You know, it's too early to say for certain. We have some ideas, I think we're on the right course, but I also think we need more tests before we determine the cause of Casey's erratic behavior. We can't diagnose the kid in a day. That's not happening.”
 
   Jamie responded, “Do you... Look, I don't know much about all this medical stuff. I don't know the medical jargon and all that crap. I've researched a little for my novels, but nothing else. Excuse me if this is a stupid question, but I have to ask. I have to make sure. Do you think it might be schizophrenia?”
 
   Jacobs clicked his tongue, then puckered his lips. He nodded as he walked towards the desk, then he sat on his black leather rolling chair. He contemplated the suggestion, riffling through years of education and practice. Jamie bit his fingernails as he anxiously awaited the doctor's response – each second felt like an hour.
 
   Jacobs sighed, then explained, “Well, many of the symptoms can be linked to schizophrenia. Sure, it's a possibility. As you've said, Casey has had hallucinations and delusions. He believed there was a man in his closet and he believes that man has moved into his mind. He's easily agitated and notably absent. If schizophrenia were as simple as a checklist, maybe he could be diagnosed today.”
 
   Jamie wheezed and whimpered. He rubbed his eyes with his fingertips, clogging the tears from jetting out of his eyelids. The answer was painful. The doctor's simple words caused more agony than any physical pain he had ever experienced. Like interconnected souls, Jamie shared Casey's fight and torment.
 
   Jacobs tapped the table and said, “Listen to me, Jamie. It's too early to say for certain. I'm not diagnosing him now. It's not that simple. A big chunk of the puzzle is missing. Casey seems a bit young for schizophrenia. And, considering his outbursts here and at school, it makes it even less likely. As much as certain stigmas would like you to believe, schizophrenics are usually not violent people, Jamie. Unless, of course...”
 
   As the doctor paused, Jamie asked, “What? What is it?”
 
   “Now, don't take offense to this. Really, I say this only to clarify. To... To eliminate certain options from the slate.”
 
   With a flinty stare, Jamie leaned forward and eagerly asked, “What is it, doctor?”
 
   Jacobs leaned back in his seat and inquired, “Do you keep any drugs in the house?”
 
   “No!” Jamie shouted, vehemently denying the implication.
 
   Jamie scrunched his face and pulled on his hair as he leaned back in his seat. He gazed into Jacobs' gentle eyes as he ruminated. He delved into the past, shuffling through his memories and pondering the possibilities. It was difficult to accept, but Jamie knew he could not withhold any information – each piece was vital.
 
   Jamie nodded and confessed, “I... I smoke weed occasionally. It's bud, you know, it's nothing serious.”
 
   Jacobs responded, “Marijuana? Only marijuana? I need you to be honest with me, Jamie. If you want me to help Casey, you need to tell the truth. You need to be willing to help him.”
 
   Jamie explained, “I know, I know. It was just a little weed, it never hurt anyone. But, at the same time, it's been months since I've smoked, doctor. I mean, I haven't smoked in at least three months, maybe more, and I don't keep a stash in the house. Casey's behavior only took a huge swing about a week or two ago. That doesn't explain it, does it?”
 
   “When you had marijuana in the house, was it laced? PCP or anything like...”
 
   Jamie interrupted, “No, no, not at all. It was nothing. I'm certain he didn't touch it, either.”
 
   Jacobs watched Jamie with narrowed eyes, analyzing each movement on his fidgety body. He stripped him of his lies and dug deep into the truth. Jacobs slowly nodded, then glanced down at his desk – a sign of acceptance and trust.
 
   Jacobs said, “Okay. It's fine. We'll get to the bottom of this with a few more tests. It could be schizophrenia, a tumor, a lesion... We'll see. I can tell you now, he might not be fully responsible for his outbursts, so I hope he can find some leniency in the system. I'll even testify to it myself if I have to. And, our nurse, Nancy, assured me she would not be pressing any charges. She's a bit bothered by the situation, but she doesn't want to press it any further.”
 
   Jamie sighed in relief, then said, “Thank you. I'm very sorry about that...”
 
   Jacobs continued, “We should begin scheduling some appointments as soon as possible. I want to start working with him immediately. For now, I'd like to prescribe some medication, which may be useful. We'll begin with abilify and I'll also recommend a behavioral specialist. This should help in the meantime.”
 
   As Jacobs penned the prescription, Jamie asked, “Abilify? What does it do?”
 
   Scribbling on his pad, Jacobs explained, “For Casey, it will help with his irritability and aggression. It should help control his outbursts. This is only until we perform more tests. When we get results, we'll find something more suitable. If you have any more questions or need any assistance, you can call my office number or you can call my cell.”
 
   The sound of shredding paper echoed through the room. Jacobs smiled as he handed Jamie the prescription. Jamie could see the sincerity in his expression – a smile of hope and reassurance. As he happily accepted the note, a burdensome weight was lifted from his shoulders.
 
   Jamie said, “Thank you, Dr. Jacobs. Thank you for everything...”
 
   


  
 

[bookmark: __RefHeading__2568_1846163595]Chapter Seven
 
   The First Encounter
 
    
 
   Jamie sat on the navy suede sofa towards the center of the living room. He ran his eyes across the baby blue walls and hardwood flooring, then stopped at the dormant fireplace directly across the sitting area. The glass coffee table directly ahead was immaculate. His eyes were narrowed, his mind was curious – he looked at his surroundings as if he were unfamiliar with his own home. The living room was mundane but alien.
 
   Jamie scratched his scruffy hair and murmured, “What the hell do I do? What the hell can I do?”
 
   Jamie tilted his head towards the clean ceiling. A ghoulish groan reverberated from the second story – the peculiar sound had become common. He couldn't help but shudder as he linked the sound to Casey's deteriorating condition rather than a creaky floorboard; floorboards could not groan like the undead. He dug deep into his pocket, sliding his hand into his denim jeans. He bit his bottom lip as coins rattled and keys jingled – the depths of his pockets were seemingly endless.
 
   He pulled out his touchscreen cellphone. Jamie contemplatively gazed at his sleek cellphone, lost in his hopeless thoughts. The luster in his eyes had vanished, the twinkle had dissipated. The sheer despondency was clear. Sorrow loomed in every dim corner of the room, waiting to pounce. Calling for support was a routine custom, but the circumstances were irregular. He thought, what could I possibly say?
 
   Jamie sighed, then murmured, “I need help... I need someone, anyone to talk to... Damn it...”
 
   Jamie leaned back in his seat, then dialed a number on the phone. Sweat trickled down his brow as he held the phone to his ear. The blaring tone was unnerving – each ring was louder than the last, each second amplified the dreadful anticipation. He glanced to his left, watching as the morning sunshine doused the room with warmth and normality.
 
   In a monotonous tone, a man answered, “What do you want?”
 
   Jamie coughed to clear his throat, grunting the jitters away, then said, “Wilson, it's Jamie. It's Jamie Cruz. I need... I need someone to talk to. You're probably surprised to hear from me. I know we've had our differences, I know we don't have the best history, but...”
 
   Wilson asked, “How did you get my number, Jamie?”
 
   “Well, it wasn't hard. You've plastered it all over your books and websites. Look, I just... I just need someone to talk to. I need help.”
 
   Wilson sighed, relishing in the brief moment of silence. Jamie loudly gulped, anxiously waiting for his response. Only silence dominated the unusual conversation. Each man patiently waited for the next word, maneuvering like strategists at war.
 
   Jamie said, “Listen, I know we're not the best of friends. I know that, but... There's no one else to talk to. No one will be able to understand me. No one will believe me. Even if it's about my kid, they'll think I'm insane. That's the truth.”
 
   Wilson responded, “Your kid? You know, I try not get involved in family affairs. They tend to get very personal and... and nasty. Besides, I'm a little busy, pal.”
 
   “Wait, wait, wait. Please, I just need an ear. I need to get this off my chest and hear it in my own words. I need to hear my voice. You understand me? It might... I don't know, you might even be interested in it. This is... This is what you write about, this is what you study. Just give me a few minutes of your time. Please.”
 
   Wilson exhaled loudly, a sigh of indifference. He said, “I'm listening, Jamie. Be quick.”
 
   Jamie nervously smiled and said, “Thank you. I appreciate it. Look, I don't know where to start. I don't know how to put this. My son is... My son is ill. He's sick and we don't know what's wrong with him. I've been taking him to doctors for a few weeks and... I don't know, I've tried everything. He's not getting better. He's... He's getting worse.”
 
   “Jamie, I understand your problem, but you've called the wrong man for this. If he's sick, you need to check him into a hospital, pay up, and hope he gets better. I'm not a doctor. According to you, I'm not even a real psychologist. I'm a para-psychologist. A parapsychologist... Nothing more, nothing less.”
 
   Through his gritted teeth, Jamie shouted, “I know that, damn it!”
 
   Disgruntled by Wilson's nonchalant response, Jamie huffed and wheezed as he shuffled in his seat. He was at a sudden lost for words – his tongue was cut and his lexicon was wiped. Wilson's words stabbed him, a blade jammed deeply into his body. Jamie's reflection of their past encounters twisted the knife.
 
   Jamie said, “I'm sorry about that. I know what I said, I know what I did. That's probably the reason I called. The medicine is not working, the talking is not working, the treatment is not working. You understand me? You're a specialist in your field...”
 
   Wilson interrupted, “'A self-proclaimed specialist in pseudoscience,' according to you...”
 
   “Yes, I know what I said, but... You understand why I called you now, right? What if this is something supernatural? Can a child change or become sick through a supernatural experience? Is that a possibility?”
 
   There was a ten-second moment of silence – an instant of scrutiny. Wilson responded, “You know what I think? I think your boy is sick, Jamie. If it's as serious as you claim, I think he might have some deep-rooted problems and he needs to be in a hospital if he's not there already. You're not just going to stumble upon something 'supernatural,' but he might have stumbled upon something psychological, something cerebral or...”
 
   The floorboards rattled as Jamie violently stomped. Veins bulged from the center of his brow and his jugulars protruded from his neck as he grunted and groaned. His exasperation was uncontrollable, his vexation was blatant – fumes could burst from his ears like a cartoon.
 
   Jamie sternly said, “No. No, I don't believe that anymore. He's had his checkups, they found nothing. He's met his psychiatrist, he found nothing. 'Ifs' and 'maybes,' that's all. Tell me, Wilson, can something psychological give a boy the strength to overpower several people? Can it change the look in his eyes? Can it change his entire personality overnight? I don't believe it. I'm more likely to believe my Casey was kidnapped and replaced with some other child. I'm more likely to believe that boy, that boy in Casey's room, is a goddamn doppelganger.”
 
   Jamie breathed heavily as he stopped his ferocious rant. He reflected on his words, immediately regretting his hostile tone. He feared Wilson would consider it a bluster – a jab at his profession and intelligence. Yet, he could not conjure the words to sincerely apologize. Instead, he bit his tongue and waited.
 
   Wilson responded, “Take the boy to a hospital. He needs help. He doesn't need me to make things worse. Good luck.”
 
   As the call disconnected, Jamie shouted, “Wilson! Wilson!” He glanced at his phone, then yelled, “Damn it! You damn prick!”
 
   ***
 
   The glass clanked and rattled as the phone bounced across the pristine coffee table. Jamie gripped his hair and sobbed. His somber whimpers echoed through the home, wafting through the archways and seeping into the vents. His mind was shattered, thrusting him into a crippling forlorn state. The melancholy was impossible to escape.
 
   As his slimy saliva dripped down his jaw, Jamie cried, “Wh–Why? Why us? Wha–What did we do?”
 
   A ghastly groan reverberated through the home, pouncing on Jamie from the archway behind him. The monstrous bellow was deep and flustering. Jamie sniveled as he glanced back at the curved entrance.
 
   The archway led to the main entrance hall. To the right, there was the forest-green front door. To the left, there was a staircase leading to the second floor; beneath the staircase, there were doors leading to the basement, a storage closet, and a bathroom. The grotesque moan echoed from the second story.
 
   Jamie staggered to his feet, then shambled towards the archway. The trek was strangely onerous. He dragged his feet with each heavy step. He pushed through the fear, then tightly gripped the posh arch entrance. He gazed up the adjacent stairs with narrowed eyes – hoping for the best and preparing for the worse.
 
   Jamie whispered, “What the hell was that?” He sniffled, then cupped his hands around his mouth and shouted, “Casey! Casey, are you okay?!”
 
   Casey did not respond. Instead, a sonorous and raspy moan echoed from the second floor. The resonant groaning was deeper than before – louder than any moans from the days prior. Jamie shook his head, shrugging of the dread clinging on his shoulders. Thoughts of his son's possible pain conjured a surge of confidence within his timorous body. He stumbled forward, then scampered up the creaky stairs.
 
   As he reached the top of the staircase, he glanced at the first room to his right. The warped moaning continued, seeping through the cracks on Casey's bedroom door. The doorknob shook and the door wobbled in the frame. Jamie furrowed his brow as he stared at the floor. He was baffled by the vibration on the floorboards. He grabbed the jiggling doorknob, then shut his eyes and inhaled deeply – mental preparation for the unexpected and heinous. He loudly exhaled, then barged into the room.
 
   Jamie gasped, then said, “No... What the... No, no, no...”
 
   The furniture in the room violently rattled. The bed frame trembled, the nightstand bounced, the dresser vibrated, and the television wobbled. The closet door swung on its own, powerfully slamming with each closing movement. The room was jarring, like if only Casey's bedroom had been struck by a ruinous earthquake.
 
   As he leaned on the doorway and stared towards the bed, Jamie whispered, “This can't be happening... It can't be real...”
 
   The lamp by Casey's bed swayed as it miraculously levitated. The floating lamp hovered a foot over the nightstand, never touching the furniture. Even with the sheer might of the most powerful earthquake, the event was impossible. Jamie's bottom lip quivered as fear and doubt crushed any sense of logic in his mind. He could not contemplate a sensible explanation. An illness was not an option for Jamie. 
 
   Jamie turned towards Casey with tearful eyes. Casey sat up on his bed with his hands to his face. His loose flannel pajamas fluttered on his body, swaying on his limbs like if he were walking through a powerful gale. He appeared distraught in the unbelievable quake. His fidgety movements were difficult to identify with the violent vibrations.
 
   Jamie shouted, “Casey! Casey! Come here! Come here!”
 
   Jamie's eyes widened as he watched his son. Casey dug his fingernails into his forehead, piercing through his rough skin with ease. He gritted his teeth as he scratched his face. The sound of fingernails tearing coarse skin echoed through the rumbling room – a dreadful shredding sound. Blood oozed from the self-inflicted lacerations. His face was painted red with woe and agony. 
 
   Jamie was utterly shocked by Casey's violent behavior. He struggled to reach his son, teetering left-and-right with each step. The shaking floor kept him off balance. Jamie could only weep as he helplessly tried to save Casey from himself. His uselessness was debilitating. The hopelessness seized him, surrounding him with melancholic shadows.
 
   Jamie barked, “Stop, Casey! Stop it!”
 
   In a sonorous, diabolical voice, Casey shouted, “He is tainted! He is defiled! Deflowered and ravaged!”
 
   “Stop, damn it! Stop!”
 
   With the powerful demand, the room stopped quavering. The furniture immediately settled. The lamp shattered as it collided with the steady nightstand. The room had returned to its regular state. Jamie staggered to his feet, shuffling in his disheveled clothing. Before he could utter another word, Casey turned towards Jamie with a devious grin.
 
   Jamie was appalled as he examined his son's horrendously mutilated face. Casey had deep vertical wounds from his forehead to his jawline. The eight lacerations ripped across his tender cheeks, eyelids, lips, and nose. Each gash dripped blood like a leaking faucet. Yet, he did not appear to be in any pain. His eyes were deviant, sharp and zany.
 
   On the verge of tears, Jamie stuttered, “Wha–What have you done to yourself, kiddo? Why–Why are you doing this? Huh? What's wrong with you, Casey? You–You can tell me anything, champ, remember that. Please...”
 
    In a croaky tone, Casey shouted, “You let this happen! You let him take his innocence! You let him poison the purity! It was mine! The boy belongs to me now! You can never take him back!”
 
   Jamie stumbled back, tripping over his feet and tumbling to the floor. On his buttocks, he crawled in reverse as he gazed at his fiendish son. Casey had become a wicked child before his very eyes. Casey's ambiguous message was puzzling. Physically and mentally, the child became unrecognizable to Jamie. Jamie could not find his son in the devilish eyes.
 
   Casey gaped towards his distraught father. His mouth opened as wide as humanly possible. A yellow liquid oozed from his mouth, dribbling from his lip and plopping on his clothing. He croaked and groaned, wheezing as he struggled to breathe. As he stood from the ground and gazed at his suffering son, Jamie gasped and tottered towards the wall behind him – the shock was overwhelming.
 
   Jamie whispered, “What the fuck?”
 
   A group of Devil's coach-horse beetles scurried out of Casey's mouth. The black beetles were drenched in the yellow vomit. The seven beetles' tails were pointed at Jamie as they scampered across Casey's chest and stomach. With the vomit dripping from his lip, Casey smirked at his astonished father. As he shook his head, Jamie lurched out of the room, then shut the door behind him. His cowardice got the best of him.
 
   


  
 

[bookmark: __RefHeading__2570_1846163595]Chapter Eight
 
   The Doctor's Visit
 
    
 
   The doorbell reverberated through the home. The buzzer drifted through the narrow halls and spacious rooms. The rickety stairs creaked and howled with each ponderous step. Jamie tightly gripped the handrail as he shambled down the staircase. His eyes were hollow and his face was steady. He was visibly absent – a man returning from a trip through Hell.
 
   As the door swung open, Dr. Jacobs smiled and said, “Hello, Jamie. Sorry for the slight delay. I know you called this morning, but I was held up at the office. I came as soon as possible. So, how's Casey doing?”
 
   Jamie leaned on the doorway as he examined his tardy visitor. Jacobs donned his regular workplace attire – a white button-up shirt, a red tie, black pleated trousers, and black dress shoes. He had a brown leather briefcase clenched in his right hand. The doctor was going through a regular day, unperturbed. Jacobs bit his bottom lip as he felt Jamie's judgmental eyes piercing into him. The lack of punctuality clearly irked him. 
 
   Jacobs repeated, “How's Casey doing?”
 
   Jamie nodded, pulling on the smothering collar of his white t-shirt. He pondered his explanation, cycling through his limited options. The wording had to be perfect to avoid a psychotic diagnosis for himself. He witnessed the impossible, but he could not openly admit it to a man of science. The lack of practicality was a hindrance.
 
   Jamie said, “Come inside.”
 
   Jacobs furrowed his brow and followed Jamie into the main hall. He glanced around the humble home. He shuddered from the frigid temperature – dozens of degrees colder than the balmy outdoors. The home felt ominous and eerie, like if someone were watching from the dreary shadows.
 
   Jamie gripped the handrail on the staircase and gazed up the stairs. He said, “The room was shaking, doctor. Everything was shaking. The dresser, the bed, the television... Everything was shaking. I wanted to believe it was an earthquake, but it was only his room.”
 
   Jacobs said, “Okay. Anything else?”
 
   “Well, I'm not really sure. I don't know how to explain it to you. There was a lamp and it was... I don't know. He also vomited these... these... He...”
 
   Jamie bit his tongue and paused. He could not bring himself to utter such a preposterous claim. He glanced towards a trash bin next to the archway leading into the living room. He could see the piles of crumpled newspapers protruding from the opening on top. He had buried the secret under a mound of outdated news – crushed beetles.
 
   Jamie said, “You know, Casey scratched himself. He cut his face with his fingernails. It's bad, doctor. It's very bad.”
 
   “Well, it sounds like it was another outburst. He seems to be indulging in these violent tantrums. As long as he did not vomit blood, I think we can help him in the comfort of his home. It's important to keep him hydrated. Remember that, Jamie.”
 
   Jamie nervously smiled as he glanced up towards the second floor. Despite the potentially horrendous consequences, Jamie would rather have Casey vomit blood than beetles. Blood was welcome in his household – pragmatism was welcome in his world.
 
   Jacobs continued, “As for the room shaking, perhaps you saw something... something else. Sometimes, when you see something disturbing or rather violent, your mind may create a farcical chain of events. The bed might shake during a... a pathological state, but he won't cause an earthquake with his strength. It's simply not possible.”
 
   “I know what I saw, doctor. The entire room was shaking.”
 
   Jacobs nodded and responded, “Okay. It's okay. I'll check up on Casey and we'll discuss this afterwards.”
 
   Jacobs nonchalantly strolled up the stairs. He was composed and relaxed. Jamie's bizarre claim did not disturb him in the slightest – it was nothing but a fable. Jamie sighed, then slowly trailed behind the doctor.
 
   As he entered Casey's bedroom, Jacobs crossed his arms and vigorously rubbed his shoulders. The temperature plummeted into frosty conditions. Jacobs could see each stuttering exhale, the vapor dancing in his face. Jamie stood at the doorway as he watched from afar. He breathed into his hands as he peered into the dark room. The sunshine barely pierced through the closed curtains.
 
    Jacobs turned towards Jamie and said, “You have to turn down the air conditioning. You're going to freeze the boy in these conditions.”
 
   Jamie slowly shook his head and stuttered, “I–I don't have air conditioning. We only have a heater...”
 
   Stony-faced, Jacobs stared at Jamie with a raised brow – trying to tell a lie from the truth. His blasé demeanor withered with the revelation. He turned toward Casey. Casey's innocent snores were like a cat's purr – a consistent vibration. His tender face was stained by his blood and scarred by his lacerations.
 
   Jacobs slowly lifted the flannel shirt, shoving the garment up to Casey's neck. He retrieved his stethoscope from his bag, then planted the diaphragm on Casey's chest. Jacobs was surprised to feel Casey's gelid skin. The boy was colder than a body waiting for identification at a morgue.
 
   As he carefully listened, Jacobs tilted his head and furrowed his brow. Casey's heartbeat was sluggish and sonorous – thump! The pounding lacked a healthy rhythm – a single beat every five seconds. Jacobs shook his head, baffled by the peculiar discovery.
 
   As he pondered, Jacobs felt a pair of sharp eyes piercing into him. He glanced towards Casey to his utter dismay. Casey glared at Jacobs with a soul-penetrating stare. His scowl was stern and unwavering. The ferocious glower was disquieting to the doctor. He was baffled by the hostility boiling within the young child.
 
   In a raspy voice, Casey said, “When you die, I will be there to escort your pitiful soul to the foyer of Hell.”
 
   Jacobs clenched his jaw, then said, “Hey, Casey. I know what you're feeling, little buddy. You're confused, you're not feeling like yourself. It's a very scary feeling, isn't it? I know. I know it very well. I've seen it before.”
 
   Casey smirked and said, “You have not seen a thing, doctor. Not yet...”
 
   “I have. I've seen it all before. Believe me, I understand the problem very well. Tell me, Casey, what's wrong with you today? Are you feeling a little queasy or lost? Do you feel the man in your brain? Remember, I can only help you if you talk to me.”
 
   Casey deviously chuckled, then explained, “The boy is strong, but I am stronger. He is getting weaker with each passing day. His will is withering away, dying like the rest of him. He will be mine soon.”
 
   Jacobs asked, “Which boy are you referring to, Casey? Who are you talking about? Someone at school? Someone from the neighborhood? Someone...”
 
   Casey interrupted with a gravelly giggle. He said, “Fool, fool, fool. Casey is not here. The boy is lost. The boy is scarred and defiled, but I will make do. He was nothing but a toy to the man. Inamorato. I will make better use of him. For now, it is only you and I...”
 
   Jacobs sighed, then said, “I see. Listen, I'm going to give you something to...”
 
   Casey snarled, then viciously jabbed at Jacobs' throat. Jacobs coughed and grunted as he stumbled back and gripped his neck. He wheezed and groaned from the surprising blow. Upon watching the strike, Jamie rushed into the room. He pinned Casey's arm to the bed, hopelessly trying to aid while avoiding eye contact.
 
   Flustered, Casey barked, “Let me go! Do not touch the boy!”
 
   The bed frame vibrated, then jounced wildly. Casey kicked his father's groin with all of his might. Jamie whimpered as he staggered back and grimaced from the insufferable pain. Jacobs crawled forward and reached for his briefcase beside the bed. His eyes widened as a pale hand with bloodied fingernails slapped at the floor from beneath the bed. The hand scraped at the floorboards with its fingernails, slowly retreating under the bed.
 
   Mystified, Jacobs murmured, “What the...”
 
   Over Jamie's whimpers, Jacobs leaned down and gazed under the bed. To his utter surprise, the area was empty – only clinging dust and a spider lingered. Jacobs tightly shut his eyes and shook his head. Casey devilishly cackled as he gazed at the ceiling with feral eyes. He had his fun and he was ready to accept a temporary defeat.
 
   With a syringe in hand, Jacobs shoved Jamie aside and said, “He–He needs a sedative... This will knock him out...”
 
   ***
 
   Jamie and Jacobs sat on the snug living room couch. Jamie absently gazed at his tormented reflection on the pristine coffee table. Jacobs sat with his right leg crossed atop his left leg, rubbing his moist brow with his fingertips. The suede sofa was physically pleasant, but the experience was emotionally enervating. There was no comfort to be found in the drab living room. It was not hiding in the shadows or under the cushions – it was nonexistent.
 
   Breaking the dead silence, Jamie asked, “What the hell happened up there, doctor? Why is he so damn strong? Why is he suddenly so violent? What's wrong with his voice? What... What the hell is going on here?”
 
   Jacobs sniffled and shuffled in his seat, then responded, “I... Well, I believe it's like I previously said: it's a pathological state. I believe this... this physical condition, the abnormality in his strength and behavior, is caused by his illness. It must be.”
 
   Irked, Jamie shouted, “Well, what the hell is it?! Huh?! You keep telling me it's a damn illness, but you can't tell me what it is! You can't! What's wrong with my kid, doctor? What's really happening to him?”
 
   “Listen, I understand the outrage, the stress. Believe me, it's getting to me, too. It may, however, be something more serious than we originally believed. It could be a very severe disorder, it may even be a lesion in the brain or a tumor. There are several logical and plausible explanations here, Jamie. Although it seems to be worsening, we shouldn't jump to any conclusions now. We need more time. We need more tests.”
 
   Jamie yelled, “He's not a damn lab rat!”
 
   Jamie sighed as he leaned back in his seat, breathing deeply to control his fury. His mind raced through the several logical possibilities, but the ideas did not match the circumstances. The logical explanations to an illogical situation did not fit. He could not force the pieces of the puzzle to fit together – he could not forcefully jam them together like a child with a jigsaw puzzle.
 
   Jamie glanced at Jacobs and said, “I keep hearing it. I heard it from you, I heard it from the specialist you referred me to, I've heard it from my peers. But, it doesn't make sense. You can't change someone like that. Casey could barely throw a baseball a few weeks ago. You're telling me a lesion is turning him into a monster? That's not possible. It's bullshit and you know it.”
 
   Jacobs waved his arms and said, “Let's calm down, Jamie. Let's just calm down. I know you're angry. I understand that. I would be angry in your position, too. But, you can't help your son in this condition. You need to think logically. You need to consider all of your options.”
 
   “And, what are you recommending now, doctor? What are you trying to say?”
 
   “Well, Casey is clearly sick and he's not getting better. Lord knows I've tried my best to help, but I need more time and more resources. In order to help your son, I need help. It always breaks my heart to recommend this to such caring parents. Believe me, it's always the last option on the table...”
 
   As his eyes swelled with tears, Jamie asked, “What is it?”
 
   Jacobs sighed, then responded, “I recommend you seek a psychiatric evaluation immediately. I can help you find a good hospital for Casey. We can take care of him and we can get to the bottom of this, Jamie. He needs to be hospitalized as soon as possible.”
 
   Jamie furrowed his brow upon receiving the recommendation. Jamie could see the words came from a man of benevolence, but it still caught him by surprise. The option was like a backhanded slap to the face from a virtuous man – it stung more than a kick from a hellish being.
 
   Jamie shook his head and said, “No, no. I can't subject him to that. I can't stigmatize him for the rest of his life. That... That will stick with him until death. I know what goes on in there, I know how you'll treat him. Extensive, never-ending tests... The type of shit he'll go through will never leave him. You don't know what you're talking about, doctor. You're wrong about this.”
 
   Jacobs clicked his tongue, then said, “I'm sorry, Jamie. As a doctor, I believe this is your only option. In fact, I believe you'd be harming him if you did not follow my recommendation. Knowing that, I would have to contact child protective services.”
 
   Jamie glared at Jacobs and sternly asked, “What? Why? Why... Why the hell would you do something like that at a time like this?”
 
   “Because it is at a time like this when he'll need it most. You're not grasping the situation and I fear you're not taking it very seriously. I'm sorry to offend you, but that's the truth. Casey's heartbeat is weak, Jamie. He's not well and he's a danger to himself. He's not strong enough to live outside of a controlled environment. To be blunt, Jamie, Casey may be on his deathbed at this very moment.”
 
   Jamie's minatory glare withered to a pensive stare. The idea of losing his son hurt more than the kick to his groin. Tears streamed down his cheeks with every blink as memories poured through his mind. The image of his deceased wife emerged, amplifying the pain and sorrow. Eternal loneliness was lurking around the corner.
 
   Jamie asked, “Are you telling me there's no hope?”
 
   Jacobs responded, “No, there is hope, but only if you seize the opportunity now. I firmly believe we can still help Casey. He's not a lost cause or anything like that. We can save your son, but you have to make a decision. You have to decide to help your boy improve.”
 
   Jamie contemplatively stared at his reflection on the coffee table. He said, “I understand. I'm... I'm going to consider it, honestly. I just need some time to think. Give me some time to consider everything. If you want to help us, please don't call child protective services. I just need a little more time with him. I'll call you, I'll call 911, I'll call anyone you want me to if anything goes wrong. I promise.”
 
   Jacobs gazed into Jamie's pensive eyes, then nodded. He could hear the sincerity in his cracking voice, he could see the kindness in his eyes. Jamie was a father searching for answers, but not at the cost of his son's life – he understood the consequences. Jacobs' own hidden skepticism fueled his decision. The inexplicable hand scraping at the floor from under the bed taunted his common sense.
 
   Jacobs bit his bottom lip, then said, “Okay. That's fine, Jamie. But, remember, you're running out of time...”
 
   


  
 

[bookmark: __RefHeading__2572_1846163595]Chapter Nine
 
   Old Foes, New Friends
 
    
 
   Jamie walked down the aisle, his loose white button-up shirt rustling with each stride. Like his shirt, his blue jeans were rumpled and begrimed. His brown boots lacked the signature polish he usually wore with pride. At such a traumatic time, laundry was not on the schedule. His appearance was insignificant.
 
   Jamie whispered, “I need something to... Shit, I don't know what I need. I don't know...”
 
   Jamie's eyes glided across the towering aisles in the library, carefully scanning through each book. He quickly read the clear and distorted spines, pondering the information harbored within. The shelves were brimming with voluminous textbooks and moldering novels. The selection was vast, but time was limited. Jamie stopped and stared at the occult section to his left.
 
   He murmured, “This is it, I suppose.”
 
   Jamie read through the spines, mentally picking books for his research before physically picking them out. He couldn't help but glance around his surroundings, though. The enormous library was nearly vacant. The books were countless, the people were sparse. He could hear the thudding and clacking of footsteps, but the bodies were missing. A library of specters, he thought.
 
   Jamie whispered, “There's never anyone around here, is there?”
 
   Jamie turned back to the shelves, whisking away the trivial thoughts. He pulled out a bulky book with a dilapidated spin. He tightly clenched the book with both hands. The thick but decrepit book could crumble with the slightest movement. The cover of the book read: The Encyclopedia of Possession. The book was authored by: Theodore Harris.
 
   Jamie trudged towards the sitting area of the dimly-lit library. He sat at the table at the farthest end of the area. He held the book close to his chest, hiding the title from the few lingering people in the library. Despite the unusual circumstances, he still wanted to avoid the mortification of his actions. He was a staunch supporter of logic and dismissed the supernatural.
 
   As he sat on the sturdy wooden chair, Jamie whispered, “Please, help me. Don't let this be crap like the rest.”
 
   The book's crisp pages whooshed and rustled from the swift opening. He could see the dust spiraling through the air. He blew the particles away, then swiped at the wrinkled page. The book was clearly damaged from years of abuse. The subject was not taken seriously by some of its readers.
 
   From the table of contents, Jamie skipped to a section about poltergeist. The title page of the chapter featured a drawing. The image depicted a set of hardwood chairs miraculously balanced on top of a dining table. The chairs formed an unwavering pyramid.
 
   As he skimmed through the first page of the chapter, Jamie murmured, “Poltergeists are forms of energy, often malevolent, subconsciously controlled by a living person. Although there have been some cited cases, a poltergeist is usually not the perpetrator in acts of human possession...”
 
   Jamie grunted and shook his head in utter disappointment. Poltergeists were swiftly crossed off his checklist. He riffled through the pages, hopelessly searching for valuable information. He skipped back to the table of contents, then browsed through his other options.
 
   In a soft whisper, Jamie read the table of contents: “Background, cases, aliens, poltergeists, ghosts...” His eyes widened as he repeated, “Ghosts.”
 
   Jamie thumbed through the rustling pages, then stopped at the appropriate chapter. The first page of the section depicted a drawn image of a misty black figure looming over a child's bed. The simple image sent chills down Jamie's spine.
 
   As he caught a glimpse of an interesting passage, Jamie read the paragraph aloud: “Ghosts are identified as spirits of the dead clinging to our human world. Many ghosts are benevolent, only seeking to continue living. Often, these ghosts may even provide help to the living. Some ghosts are malevolent, seeking to return by any means necessary. These ghosts will seek a weak but able-bodied person to possess. Their intentions are more often than not to return to the living with a new body.”
 
   Jamie's teeth chattered as he contemplated the haunting passage. He reflected on each word Casey uttered during his disturbing outbursts. The truth was questionable, but the information fit the circumstances. Jamie shook his head as he perused through the pages. His mind was cluttered with terrifying thoughts, the words became muddled nonsense.
 
   He stopped on a page with another eerie drawing. The drawing depicted a tall black figure with lanky limbs and large horns on its dome. Like the ghost, the devilish figure stood over a child's bed. Yet, the fearsome figure was more unsettling than anything he had seen in the book. The title of the page read: Demonic Possession.
 
   In a cracking whisper, Jamie read a passage aloud: “Unlike ghosts, demons do not seek human bodies to return to the living world. Demons seek to cause agony and despair. Demons seek to crush the innocent, to crush the faith of...”
 
   Jamie sniffled as he skimmed through the page. He stopped at another passage and read: “Demons relish in innocence. They seize damaged individuals, including children. Children suffering from severe loneliness, ill-treatment, or sexual abuse are most vulnerable to the demon's prying ways...”
 
   A tear dropped onto the page, soaking the sheet with misery. Jamie bit his bottom lip and leaned back in his seat. He swiped at his tears, covering his eyes to shield the world from his sorrow. His hands trembled and his body gently shuddered from the accumulating fear. He felt utterly helpless and ashamed.
 
   Jamie whispered, “A demon... Could it really be a demon?” He shook his head and glanced around the library as he said, “No, no, it can't be. This isn't real. What the hell am I doing here? What's the point of this? My kid needs me, not a... not a fucking book about possession. It's not aliens, it's not some damn ghost...”
 
   Flustered, Jamie flicked the cover of the book. The decaying sheets settled as he closed the textbook. The information was interesting, but the truth was still out of his reach. He was scratching at the surface, but he needed a shovel to dig deeper. Jamie glanced around the library. He inspected the copious books surrounding him, searching for aid, but to no sudden avail. He stopped and narrowed his eyes upon spotting a man from afar – his shovel. 
 
   Jamie whispered, “Wilson Clark...”
 
   ***
 
   Wilson Clark stood five-eight with a lean but muscular figure – a sinewy physique. He had short black hair boyishly parted to the right. His gentle brown eyes were brimming with curiosity. He wore a black coat over a gray button-up shirt, black jeans, and black boots. He appeared handsome and kind, but his aura was mystifying – he was phlegmatic and dull.
 
   Wilson glanced around the towering aisle, his eyes gliding over the plentiful selection of books. He had an arsenal of educative material at his disposal. He tightly gripped two hardbacks in his right arm, balancing the hardcover books on his forearm. His gaze was attentive to the matter at hand – the world around him was a minor inconvenience.
 
   As he approached, Jamie said, “Wilson, we need to talk.”
 
   Wilson glanced at his uninvited guest and shrugged. He responded, “No, Jamie, we really don't. Then again, I don't think you care. How did you find me?”
 
   “Luck, I suppose.”
 
   “Bullshit. You knew I'd be here at some point and I knew you'd be here. We're following some predictable paths, don't you think? You're not one to let anything go. I know that from experience. It was only a matter of time before we bumped heads again. So, what do you want?”
 
   Jamie ran his fingers through his hair, then explained, “You know exactly what I want... I want your help, Wilson. We ended up on the wrong foot before and we ended up on the wrong foot again when I called. I know that very well. But... I know you can't ignore this. I piqued your interest when I called, didn't I?”
 
   As he continued to scan through the sea of books, disregarding the severity of the situation, Wilson asked, “So, did you get the kid the help he needed? Or were you too fat-headed to call a doctor?”
 
   Jamie bit his bottom lip, stopping himself from barking at Wilson. A shout in the vast library would echo for seconds – his pain would reverberate for the world to hear. He vigorously rubbed his eyes with his knuckles. Wilson's sheer indifference and audacity were upsetting.
 
   As he tamed the fury swelling within, Jamie responded, “They want me to lock him up in a... in a psychiatric hospital. They're asking me to lock up my own kid. They're asking me to give up on him and let the doctors run... run endless tests on him.”
 
   Wilson nonchalantly browsed through the pages in a large black textbook and said, “Well, if it's as serious as you claim, you should. Doctors are not the evil maniacs they're portrayed as nowadays. Psychiatric wards aren't these insane asylums filled with comic book villains and archaic therapy. If your boy is ill, you should take their recommendation seriously. That's all I have to say. Do with it as you please.”
 
   “I can't do that!” Jamie yelled.
 
   Jamie shook his head as he glanced around the quiet library. The lingering patrons peeked at the commotion, watching from the corner of their eyes with sneers of annoyance. Jamie simply waved at the readers, then slumped his head down in shame. Wilson watched Jamie with narrowed eyes – the outburst caught his attention.
 
   Jamie said, “Listen, I think it's more than a lesion or a personality disorder, or whatever they want to call it. I don't believe it's something medical. I've been reading about the other possibilities. That's why I'm here. You're right, though. I could have done this at home, but I was... I was hoping you would be here.”
 
   Wilson gave a perfunctory nod and responded, “Really? And, what book have you been reading exactly?”
 
   Jamie was flabbergasted by Wilson's brief attention. Wilson continued to browse through his books, riffling through the crisp pages, but he was partially engaged in the conversation. The spark of hope became a burning torch.
 
   Jamie said, “The Encyclopedia of Possession by Theodore Harris.”
 
   Wilson glanced at Jamie and responded, “Now, that's a good book. You've found yourself a gold mine. Theodore Harris has a lot of experience in the supernatural and psychological field. He's someone I've studied quite thoroughly. I must admit: I admire the man. I am a student as much as I am a fan. Still, I suggest contacting a doctor.”
 
   Jamie shook his head and said, “No, I've read the book and I think it might be...”
 
   Wilson interrupted, “It doesn't matter what you think it is, right? Reading a book does not make you an expert. It's like reading a manual on health and diagnosing yourself with bipolar disorder. It doesn't work that way. Leave it to the experts.”
 
   “Exactly. It doesn't matter what I think it is, but you can analyze the situation. You are an expert in the field. It could be psychological, it could be a ghost, it could be a demon. The doctors can't solve the problem, they can't even identify it. So, help me eliminate the other options.”
 
   With grave eyes, Wilson responded, “Listen carefully, Jamie: whatever it is, I can't help you. Even if it were something I could identify, I could not help. I can't cleanse a soul. I'm not an exorcist. I'm a parapsychologist and you know that very well.”
 
   Wilson shook his head and indistinctly muttered as he walked away from Jamie. The spark of hope in Jamie's eye was dwindling. He rushed forward, then tugged on Wilson's shoulder. Before he could verbally react, Wilson caught a glimpse of Jamie's bloodshot eyes – beacons of genuine melancholy. He was staring into the eyes of a woefully lost man.
 
   Jamie sniffled and said, “You're only building up my argument and you know it. You can identify the problem. You can at least eliminate the... the improbable. With that, I can at least take him to a hospital knowing I tried. Please, give us a few minutes of your time. Give me the opportunity to save my son from a lifetime of pain.”
 
   Wilson sighed as he stared at his boots. He could feel the pain in every word, he could see the agony in Jamie's worsening condition. Throughout their complicated history, Wilson had never seen Jamie in such a forlorn state. It was not as sweet as he had previously imagined.
 
   Wilson said, “Fine, I'll check it out...” As Jamie smiled in relief, Wilson clarified, “I'll check it out, but I will not be responsible for anything that transpires. Whatever I say tonight, take it with a grain of salt. You understand me? Your kid's life is in your hands. His fate will rest on your shoulders.”
 
   Jamie responded, “I understand. Thank you.”
 
   “Okay. So, where's the kid?”
 
   Jamie glanced over his shoulder and said, “He's sedated at home. I had my neighbor watch him.”
 
   


  
 

[bookmark: __RefHeading__2574_1846163595]Chapter Ten
 
   A Parapsychologist's Visit
 
    
 
   The sun descended beyond the visible horizon. The sky was painted in every shade of orange – a portrait of natural beauty. The breeze was mellow and the streets were tranquil – perfection on any other day. The front door's hinges grated as Jamie and Wilson entered the home.
 
   Janice Miller scurried towards the pair, wagging her index finger and shaking her head like an old fashioned dance. Jamie furrowed his brow as she approached. Wilson leaned on the neighboring archway leading into the living room, seeking a front row view of the inevitable commotion.
 
   Janice Miller was a delicate elderly woman with a petite figure. She wore a gray sweatshirt, a long black skirt down to her ankles, and black loafers. Her white hair was permed to her liking. Her blue eyes were kind and gentle. She was always willing to help and always willing to scold – a true neighbor.
 
   Janice said, “You're late.”
 
   Jamie nervously smiled and nodded – he could not refute a fact and he could not grapple with the sweet woman. He said, “I know, I know. I apologize. I needed to contact a peer for Casey. I appreciate your time, Ms. Miller, I really do. Thank you. You can go home now. We can handle the rest on our own.”
 
   As she grabbed her black purse from a console table in the hall, Janice rolled her eyes and said, “Sure, sure. 'You can go, you can go.' You use me up, then throw me away. You're just like my ex-husband, Jamie. Don't be like that wretched man.”
 
   Jamie nervously chuckled, then said, “No, no. It's not like that at all, Ms. Miller...”
 
   As she continued to prepare for her departure, wrapping a gray scarf around her neck, Janice said, “You tell me to take care of the child, take care of Casey, but the door's locked. The door is locked. You didn't leave a key, Jamie, it's negligent.” She turned towards Wilson and asked, “Do you believe that nonsense?”
 
   As Wilson smirked and shrugged, Jamie explained, “I told you, he's sick. He's very sick, Ms. Miller. I didn't want you to catch anything.”
 
   “It doesn't make any sense to me, Jamie. Not at all. If you didn't want me to check up on him, what's the point of being here? You know, I heard him crying and I couldn't get in there. The poor boy was crying and I couldn't get in. That's not how you take care of children. You know better than that.”
 
   Wide-eyed, Jamie asked, “He was crying? His voice was normal? You heard Casey cry?”
 
   Janice nodded and said, “Yes, of course, and I couldn't do anything about it. I was going to call the cops or the fire department, Jamie, but I gave you the benefit of the doubt. I know you told me not to call, but I was very close. Very, very close. That poor baby...”
 
   Jamie glanced up the staircase with a furrowed brow. His mind was dominated with images and sounds of Casey's terrifying transformation. He turned towards Janice, baffled by her nonchalant demeanor. She was only disturbed by Jamie's negligence, Casey did not seem to bother her in the slightest.
 
   Jamie said, “Okay. Don't worry, I'll check up on him now. Thank you so much for your help. I'll visit soon.”
 
   As she strolled onto the porch, Janice said, “You're always welcome, Jamie. You know I'm always next door.”
 
   As the door shut behind Janice, Wilson said, “She didn't seem very intimidated. I suppose you can cross off a poltergeist, unless you're the one harboring the negative energy.” Wilson squinted as he examined the main hall. He said, “I don't see any notable abnormalities. It is colder in your home, but it could be a draft. Nothing out of the ordinary, I suppose.”
 
   Jamie shook his head and said, “No, wait until you enter his room.”
 
   Wilson puckered his lips and nodded. He said, “Sure.”
 
   Jamie inspected his guest with narrowed eyes, blatantly pondering the situation. Wilson donned the same clothing from the library, but lacked a bag of supplies. His attitude was tranquil – he reeked of foolish laxness.
 
   Jamie asked, “Don't you need some tools to really analyze everything?”
 
   Wilson explained, “No. As much as those 'reality' TV shows rely on them, tools aren't really necessary. A trained eye can catch most anomalies. If I believe there's something deeper afoot, then I'll use some 'special' tools. Otherwise, I should be fine with the recorder on my phone and my eyes.” He tapped his chest and said, “I've brought something along to test him, too. I won't be completely empty-handed.”
 
   Jamie shrugged and asked, “Well, do you... do you need anything from me?”
 
   “Sure. I suppose I'll need some preliminary information if I'm going to take this seriously. Tell me: when did he start showing these erratic symptoms? What sparked all of this? And, please, don't tell me it was a damn Ouija board.”
 
   Jamie sighed as he scratched the back of his head. He stepped in reverse until his back collided with the wall. The picture frames bounced and wiggled. He could pinpoint the date, but he could not identify the source. The answer lurked at the end of the maze, taunting him every step of the way – mocking him with each wrong turn.
 
   Jamie said, “It started a few weeks ago. I... I swear, I couldn't tell you what sparked it. I have no idea.”
 
   Wilson asked, “Has he said anything peculiar? Has he dropped any sort of hint?”
 
   “He... He talked about a man in his closet. That's when it really started, I guess. The next morning, he said the man moved into his head. He has said... a lot of strange things since then. He talked about his mother in vivid detail. Things he couldn't have known. I mean, when he talks nowadays, it's almost like he's another person. Casey's not talking to me, that's someone else...”
 
   Wilson sighed, then said, “I have one more question for you. Don't take offense to this, Jamie. Don't lie about it, either. Your lies can hurt him more than anything else. Your honesty, on the other hand, can save him.”
 
   “Go for it. Ask me anything and I'll tell you the truth.”
 
   Wilson asked, “Have you ever touched the boy?” As Jamie scrunched his face in disgust, Wilson continued, “Have you ever touched that boy in an inappropriate manner? Did you molest...”
 
   Jamie shouted, “No! No! Of course not! How could you...”
 
   Wilson nodded and waved his hands, trying to extinguish the inferno he sparked. Jamie huffed as he leaned back on the wall, despondently staring towards the groaning floorboards. He was flustered by the mere question, but the idea of someone touching his child tormented him more than any accusation. He couldn't help but grimace from the emotional pain. Wilson could see the honesty and empathy in his peer – Jamie couldn't hurt a fly.
 
   Wilson said, “That's all I needed to hear. Let me meet him.”
 
   ***
 
   Jamie and Wilson sauntered up the staircase, each stair howling and groaning. Jamie's pocket jingled and jangled as he dug for the key. His fingers trembled with each daunting step. He could not tame the fear, he could not control his anxiety. Wilson watched his peer with a keen eye – he could feel the dread in the air. 
 
   As he slipped the key into the lock and held the frigid doorknob, Jamie turned towards Wilson and said, “Thank you.”
 
   Wilson bit his bottom lip and nodded. The lock clicked, then the door swung open. Jamie stepped aside as Wilson moseyed into the room. The cold temperature immediately pummeled his body, benumbing his senses with an icy draft. He crossed his arms and vigorously rubbed his shoulders, trying to conjure even a mere spark of warmth. He wrinkled his nose upon catching a whiff of a putrid stench – a vile miasma like a body decomposing in a summer heatwave. 
 
   Wilson's eyes widened upon spotting Casey. Casey rested on the bed, simpering as he watched Wilson with kittenish eyes. His baby blue flannel top was drenched in sweat, blood and vomit. His flannel pants were soiled by urine and feces. The eight marks on his face were dark, the blood had dried. Handcuffs restrained his arms and legs to the sturdy bedposts. Torn bed sheets and comforters were sprawled across the floor.
 
   Wilson glanced back at Jamie and asked, “What have you done?”
 
   Jamie shook his head and explained, “No, it's not what it looks like. It–It's self-inflicted. I had to restrain him so he wouldn't hurt himself or anyone else. I tried the bed sheets, but he was too strong. He... He ripped through them like paper.”
 
   Wilson raised his brow and said, “Sure, sure... Step outside and close the door. Go downstairs and wait for me. I want to talk to him alone. I don't want any interference.”
 
   Jamie reluctantly nodded and shut the door. Wilson turned towards Casey, then retrieved his touchscreen cellphone from his pocket. He lifted the sleek phone towards Casey, aiming the lens at his peculiar subject. With a single tap of the screen, he began recording.
 
   Wilson said, “Hello, Casey, my name is Wilson Clark. I'm one of your father's peers. He called me here today to talk to you.”
 
   In a guttural tone, Casey responded, “There is no need for formal introductions, Clark. I know who  you are. You are nothing to me. You have no power over me. Stop wasting your time.”
 
   Wilson chuckled, then said, “Your voice is a little raspy, Casey. Are you catching a cold? Would you like a cough drop?”
 
   Casey sneered and responded, “I'm not Casey. Though, I admit, you are a funny bastard. A very funny deadbeat, indeed. How does it feel to be a failure, Clark? To be disowned by everyone due to your beliefs? Will you...”
 
   Wilson loudly coughed, interrupting Casey's questions, then said, “You know who I am. You know something about me, at least. So, who are you? If you're not Casey, what's your name?”
 
   “You do not deserve to know my name. My name shall not bless your foolish soul. You are no threat to me. Leave my presence.”
 
   With a deadpan expression Wilson gazed into Casey's sharp eyes. He smiled as he stuffed his hand into his coat's interior pocket. Casey childishly giggled as he observed, like an eager child waiting for a gift. His conniving smile and cackle vanished as Wilson pulled out a wooden cross.
 
   Wilson slowly stepped towards the bed with his arms protruded forward – the cross in his left hand, the phone in his right. Casey growled, then chomped towards the cross. He snarled like a feral animal, saliva streamed down his chin and trickled onto his filthy shirt. Wilson could see Casey's bloodied gums and yellow teeth. 
 
   Casey's breathing intensified as he glared at the cross and flung his head back. His ghastly groans reverberated through the room – moans of agony and suffering. The mere sight of the cross caused inexplicable pain to Casey. Wilson stepped in reverse, then slowly returned the cross to his coat pocket. The results of his tests were intriguing.
 
   Wilson whispered, “That was quite the response...”
 
   Casey glowered at Wilson and sternly asked, “Who do you think you are, Clark? What privilege do you believe you hold over me?”
 
   “That's strange. I thought you already knew me. Tell me: who are you? If you're not Casey, what do you want with the boy?”
 
   “You do not deserve to know my name! My name cannot touch your tongue, swine! You are a peasant to Christ and fodder to the fiends! You are nothing!”
 
   Wilson scoffed, then said, “You talk very big for someone who can't get out of a measly pair of handcuffs. Magicians do it all the time. Some people call it 'witchcraft' or the 'Devil's magic.' If you're not Casey, if you're something greater, show me your power. Show me something. Impress me.”
 
   Casey gave off a smug smile. Wilson could feel the vibration beneath his feet. The floor screeched as the nightstand beside the bed moved an inch forward. As Wilson glanced around the room, the soft trembling stopped. The show of power was finished before it even started. The quake was minuscule compared to the tales Jamie recounted.
 
   Wilson asked, “Is that really all you can do? Hurt yourself and move furniture? You might as well be the ghost of a suicidal furniture mover...”
 
   Casey responded, “I can do much more than that. You cannot fathom what I am truly capable of. You will see my true power in due time. In fact, you will see it first-hand.”
 
   “Well, I think I've had my first-hand experience already. In a sense, it's fortunate. I was nearly convinced you were something wicked. I almost believed you were a demon. I don't think you're anything threatening, though. People cleanse ghosts all the time. It has become a mainstream profession. You'll be out of Casey in no time.”
 
   As Wilson turned towards the door, Casey snapped, “I am not a ghost.”
 
   With his back to Casey, Wilson inquired, “Then, what are you? Who are you?”
 
   Without a stutter in his raspy voice, Casey responded, “Hijo de puta, pudrete en el infierno. Soy el Diablo.” Bug-eyed, Wilson turned towards Casey. Casey continued, “Vaffanculo! Go fuck yourself, Clark.”
 
   Wilson watched Casey with narrowed eyes and a furrowed brow. He was confounded by Casey's speech. His ability to speak different languages without a stutter was puzzling. Casey tilted his head left-and-right as he tittered – he was blatantly proud of himself.
 
   Wilson nervously chuckled, then asked, “You can speak Spanish? What else can you say?”
 
   Casey bit his tongue and shook his head. He responded, “Today, I have shown you more than power. I have shown you fear. If you release me from these chains, I will spare your life.”
 
   Wilson shook his head and said, “I'm not doing that. You didn't show me much. You can't even break those cuffs.”
 
   Casey smirked and said, “Very well then. It is very easy to understand your intentions. Your career is dead. You are the disgrace of the community. There is no one in your life to care for you. I suppose sparing you would not do much, would it? You want me to kill you, don't you? I know you have considered suicide.”
 
   Wilson sighed as he turned towards the bedroom door. As he departed, Wilson responded, “We've all thought of it. That doesn't mean I'll accept the loss.”
 
   As the bedroom door shut behind his interrogator, Casey whispered, “I will see you in Hell, Clark...”
 
   ***
 
   Jamie and Wilson stood at the bottom of the steps. Jamie watched Wilson with hopeful, prying eyes – trying to decipher his manner. Wilson absently gazed at the floor, contemplating the peculiar event – sorting through the facts and browsing through his knowledge. The hallway was dominated by a dead silence.
 
   Jamie asked, “What did you see, Wilson? What's wrong with him?”
 
   Wilson scratched the back of his head and asked, “Can I ask you something? Did you ever teach the kid Spanish or Italian?” Jamie simply shook his head. Wilson nodded and said, “Yeah, yeah... I thought so.”
 
   “Did he speak Spanish? Does that have something to do with... with all of this? Is there something wrong with him or not?”
 
   Wilson disregarded Jamie's questions and asked, “Did you ever tell him about me? Did you... Did you ever tell him about my life or my career? About our feud?”
 
   Jamie sternly responded, “No. Wilson, please, stop dragging me along and answer my damn questions. Is there something wrong with my kid? Is it more than a psychological issue? Is it more than a goddamn lesion in the brain? What is it?” Wilson stood in silence, lost in his muddled thoughts. Jamie shouted, “Answer me!”
 
   Wilson was rattled by Jamie's wrath. Jamie's burning eyes were set on a destructive warpath. His dire need for answers fueled his umbrage. Yet, Wilson struggled to confess his findings. His history of research supported his analysis, but he could not admit the atrocious truth. He could not face another ignominious failure if he were wrong.
 
    Wilson said, “Remember, I'm not responsible for the consequences. The aftermath won't rest on my shoulders. I won't allow you to crucify me should the consequences fail to fit your agenda. It's not going to happen.”
 
   Jamie eagerly said, “Tell me.”
 
   Wilson sighed, then responded, “From my professional point of view, I believe there's certainly something wrong with him. I believe you were correct. He's showing symptoms of some sort of possession, but I can't be too sure yet.”
 
   “What do you mean? You're a professional, Wilson, we both know that. You've studied all of this... this... this supernatural crap for decades. You know what's happening to my son, you know he's not well, and you know it's not a damn personality disorder. Tell me: what is it? What's possessing him?”
 
   Wilson shook his head and said, “Calm down, Jamie. I'm not saying I'm baffled or completely lost. There's a trail and I'm following it. I can't find everything with a single discussion or a single walk-through. Even with my own analysis, we can't rule out the psychological possibilities. We need more time.”
 
   Jamie yelled, “We don't have time!”
 
   Flustered, Jamie shook his head and turned away from Wilson. He planted his damp forehead on the wall, despondently gazing down at his boots. Wilson stood in silence, his hands firmly planted on the sturdy handrail. The home was doused in hopelessness and slathered in sorrow. Jamie turned towards Wilson with teary eyes. Wilson offered little comfort – he simply bit his bottom lip and looked away.
 
   Jamie asked, “So, what do we do now? What's the next step?” As Wilson stood in silence, Jamie inquired, “You're not... You're not planning on abandoning us, are you? You won't quit on my kid, will you? Casey never hurt anyone, he never did anything wrong.”
 
   Wilson swallowed loudly, the gulp could be heard throughout the home. He said, “There's still hope, Jamie. Whether it's demonic, spiritual, or psychological, there's still hope. However, from a supernatural point of view, I can't do anything to help him. I don't cleanse haunted places, I don't cast out ghosts, I don't expel demons.”
 
   Jamie asked, “Should I... I don't know, should I hire a psychic or something?”
 
   “A psychic? Some sort of... television medium? No, don't do that. They're absolutely worthless in this case. Hell, some would argue they're worthless in most. In my opinion, this is a case of possession. Clearly, we can talk to Casey, or, rather, whoever is inside of him. There's no need for another party to tell us what we can already hear.”
 
   Jamie wiped the tears from his eyes and asked, “What do we need, Wilson? What do you have in mind?”
 
   Wilson stared up the staircase and explained, “In order to truly heal Casey, we must expel the malevolent being inside of him. In order to do that, we are going to require an exorcist.”
 
   As he dug into his pocket for his phone, Jamie said, “Okay, I'll call around. I'll call the church. I can... I can call Ms. Miller. She goes to church every Sunday. She must know a priest or two willing to...”
 
   “We can't do that, Jamie. Even if they believed us, it would require weeks for the exorcism to transpire. For the church to become involved, they require more proof than what we have. And, as you've said, we don't have the time to document and deliver said proof. In most cases, we'd be fucked, but...”
 
   In a dubious tone, Jamie repeated, “But?”
 
   Wilson nodded and said, “You'll have to trust me on this one. If this is a demonic possession, and I'm almost certain it is, I know someone who can expel the demon. I know someone with experience in exorcisms. It won't be official, though. It won't be backed by doctors, it won't be sanctioned by the church. It can't be. You have to trust me and my peer. You have to choose for your son.”
 
   Jamie sighed, then glanced up towards the second floor. A faint groan echoed from Casey's room with a dawdling and rumbling tone. The derisive moan was perfectly timed, like if Casey had heard the entire conversation. The ghoulish sound and the perfect timing sent chills down Jamie's spine. He could only consider his son's safety and the bizarre circumstances.
 
   Jamie said, “Okay, I trust you.”
 
   


  
 

[bookmark: __RefHeading__2576_1846163595]Chapter Eleven
 
   The Fallen Angel
 
    
 
   Wilson nonchalantly walked down the bustling plaza, glancing over the crowded pedestrians. He wore a white button-up shirt with the sleeves rolled up and the top three buttons casually unfastened. His blue jeans perfectly veiled his lean legs – a man and a pair of jeans born for each other. The dazzling sun gleamed off his polished black boots. He blended with the patrons, but his aura was still dull.
 
   The shopping center was teeming with people. Couples held hands and flirted, parents searched for their raucous kids, children bickered and bantered, and teenagers fiddled with their phones. The plaza was experiencing another regular day – people whisking away their problems as they searched for an escape.
 
   Wilson stood on his tiptoes, weaving and bobbing his head around the passing patrons. He whispered, “Come on... Where the hell are you? I know you're around here somewhere...” His eyes widened as he spotted his target. Wilson smiled and murmured, “There you are...”
 
   A man stood by his lonesome beside a coffee shop. The man stood six-one with a lanky figure. Despite his spindly limbs, his face was round and cherubic – the last part of his body to starve. He had thin white hair atop his dome and white stubble on his round jaw. The gnarled wrinkles on his face were cavernous. His brown eyes were lusterless and hollow – devoid of faith.
 
   The man wore a black cassock with a white clerical collar. The long-sleeved funereal garb sat down to his ankles. His black dress shoes were scuffed but intact. He held a tin can in his right hand, protruding his arm forward and pleading for money. A once-venerable priest rendered worthless by society wandered the streets asking for aid.
 
   As he approached, Wilson smiled and said, “Father Fabian Fernando... It's been quite a while since we last spoke.”
 
   Father Fabian Fernando frowned upon spotting Wilson. He said, “Don't come near me, son. Please, I think I've had enough of you for one lifetime. I believe we've bumped heads long enough and I don't want to spoil my mood. Please, go find someone else to assist you in your research. I can't help you anymore. I'm tired.”
 
   Wilson leaned on the brick wall of the adjacent building. He said, “We left off on the wrong foot, didn't we? I apologize. It was a hard time for me. I was trying to find what was true and what was fake. For a second, I questioned my own research and... and your own experience. I apologize for that.” He sighed, then said, “This isn't about me, though. This isn't about research. I'm not writing another book. At least, not yet.”
 
   “Well, that's good for you, son. However, I unfortunately can't offer you anything else. I've told you my stories, I've told you my experience. Nothing has changed since the last time we spoke. I'm just a poor man trying to live.”
 
   Wilson gazed at Father Fabian, diligently examining his deteriorating condition. The coins in the can jingled and clanked. The humble priest could barely hold his hand steady, his jitters were uncontrollable. He was sick, but Wilson could not identify the illness – a physical malady, a spiritual ache.
 
   Wilson said, “I understand that, Father. I don't come to you for myself, I come to you for a child. A child plagued by torment. I've been attempting to help a peer recently. I didn't believe him at first, but now I am convinced. I have seen it myself and I've thought about it extensively. I believe this child requires an exorcism.”
 
   Fabian chortled as he held his left hand to his mouth. His face glowed with glee. Stony-faced, Wilson stared at the priest and patiently waited for the end of his guffaw. Upon noticing he laughed alone, Fabian turned to Wilson and furrowed his brow. He couldn't help but question the severity of Wilson's claim.
 
   Fabian asked, “Are you serious?” Wilson nodded. Fabian shook his head and said, “No, no, no. You can't be serious. We've been through this before. Exorcisms do not exist the way you've seen them. It's not like the movies. This isn't Hollywood. If you're serious, take the boy to the hospital. Don't involve me.”
 
   Wilson responded, “I said the same thing when the boy's father asked me for help. I didn't believe him. The boy's been to hospitals, he's seen the doctors and the psychiatrists. He's taken the tests, he's taken the medicine. Medically, it's all been inconclusive. I've seen it myself, Father. Medicine can't cure him. He's possessed by a demon.”
 
   “Son, leave me alone. I'm tired of this. I can't endure it any longer...”
 
   As Fabian tried to walk away, Wilson bolted in front of the priest. Wilson held his arms away from his body, blocking Fabian's path like a basketball player playing defense. Fabian could only scoff at Wilson's attempts. Yet, he knew he would not be able to outrun him. His feeble condition hindered the possibility of a swift escape.
 
   Fabian said, “I'll be blunt with you, son. I liked you, I really did. But, frankly, I've grown tired of you. You continue to pester me, asking me these bizarre questions about the supernatural. You beg me for interviews for your books without a 'thanks' or even a dime in the can. You've taken advantage of me before and I will not tolerate it. You are not a man of God, you are a man of greed and selfishness. Please, let me be.”
 
   Wilson stood in solidarity as he stared at Fabian with glimmering eyes – a sign of vulnerability. He understood his past actions, he understood the harm he inflicted. He had already come to terms with his apathy. He was not a righteous man, but he refused to quit.
 
   Wilson said, “I understand, Father. It's not about me anymore, though. It's about a child. An innocent child. He's suffering and he doesn't know why. In fact, his father hasn't heard from him in weeks. The demon is strong and it's only growing in strength with each day we waste.”
 
   Fabian frowned, then said, “Well, you should stop wasting time. You must take him to a hospital.”
 
   As Fabian walked past him, Wilson asked, “What if I can prove it? What if I can show you the proof right now?”
 
   Fabian turned his cheek and inquired, “What are you talking about, son?”
 
   Wilson nodded and said, “I can show you the unaltered video of my encounter. I can show you the beast.”
 
   ***
 
   Wilson held Fabian's elbow as he helped him sit on the floor. Fabian grimaced as his back slid on the brick wall. As the priest settled on the concrete, Wilson flumped onto the floor beside him. The pair sat with their backs to the wall outside of the cafe. Fabian gazed at the clear sky as Wilson scrolled through his phone.
 
   Wilson said, “Just one second, Father...”
 
   Fabian pensively stared at the blinding sun and said, “Take your time, son. My clock is ticking. My time is running out, but I've got the stamina to live a moment longer. I've lost faith, but faith hasn't lost me. I've got some time to spare, I still have some...”
 
   As he shoved the phone towards Fabian's chest, Wilson said, “Here it is. It's footage I captured while interviewing the child. It's unedited.”
 
   Fabian held the phone in his trembling hands. A video depicting Casey's reactions to the cross played. Casey's demonic growl could be heard through the street. Fabian furrowed his brow and protruded his bottom lip as Casey spoke in different languages – cycling through Spanish, Italian, and English with ease. Yet, the priest was not terrified or baffled. Instead, he wore a steady poker face with pride.
 
   As the video ended, Fabian said, “It's interesting footage. I haven't seen anything like that in decades. The child needs help, but he needs more than faith. He needs a group of talented doctors to save him from his inner demons.”
 
   Wilson furrowed his brow and said, “Father, I've shown you the footage. It's all real. I saw it for myself. This isn't something a doctor can heal...”
 
   “In that case, it's not something I can heal, either. 'El Diablo.' That's what he said. The boy claims he's the Devil himself. I'm not certain I'm prepared to believe that, son. I think he needs to spend more time with doctors.”
 
   Wilson shook his head and said, “No, no. I know you don't believe that. The doctors have already failed. The child's health has deteriorated. If he doesn't receive the aid he needs, the demon or the devil will win and the child will perish. An innocent child will die because we failed to act. That doesn't sit well with me and I know it doesn't sit well with you.”
 
   Fabian frowned and planted the back of his head on the wall behind him. Wilson leaned forward and gazed into Fabian's eyes, pleading without uttering a word – please, save this child. The pair sat in silence, each man contemplating their respective responses.
 
   Breaking the silence, Fabian asked, “Have you taken him to a church? Has he seen a priest? Have you even asked a priest for an opinion on the matter?” He chuckled as he massaged the wiry stubble on his chin. He glanced at Wilson and said, “You may be an expert in a certain field, but you are not a priest. You are not part of the church. You cannot declare this child is possessed by a demon.”
 
   Wilson responded, “I know that, Father. It's just my opinion, but I stand by it. I am convinced. I've interviewed you numerous times before. I've extensively studied the subject. I know everything in the field...”
 
   “You don't know everything...”
 
   “But, I know enough. I know this child is possessed by a malevolent being. I know the church can help. I also know about the restrictions. They'll require more tests and more proof, preferably by someone they trust. We don't have the time to do any of that. The child is on his deathbed. His clock is ticking.”
 
   Fabian stared at the ground and said, “So, you've come to a disgraced, homeless, former priest as a last resort... Unbelievable...” He turned towards Wilson and said, “Even if I were willing to perform the exorcism, I don't know if I would still be effective. If he really is possessed, I'm afraid my faltering faith has rendered me inept. I need the blessing of the church, I need an assistant.”
 
   “I'll assist you. I may not be sanctioned by the church, but I know possession like the back of my hand. I can help. Even if you don't allow me to participate, I can offer moral support. I can be the helping hand you need.”
 
   Wilson leaned forward and eagerly nodded. He could see Fabian was adamant about the situation. Wilson scooted forward, then gripped Fabian's knobbly hand. Fabian was flabbergasted by Wilson's pleas for help. He found a sense of hope in Wilson's change in character – from apathetic to empathetic.
 
   Fabian sighed, then asked, “Why are you so persistent about helping this child, son? Who is he to you?”
 
   Wilson said, “To be honest, I'm not quite sure. I've distanced myself from everything and everyone since the man destroyed my career, but helping his son seems... It seems to have awoken something within me. When I saw him, I knew he wasn't himself. It was like staring into the eyes of a dead boy...”
 
   Fabian sniffled, then asked, “And, you won't take him to the hospital? No matter what I say or do, it's out of the question?” Wilson gave a slight nod – it's out of the question. Fabian continued, “You're willing to risk everything for something of uncertainty? Even in my most pitiful condition, you want me to perform the exorcism?”
 
   Wilson nodded and said, “I understand the consequences of failure. The boy's father, Jamie Cruz, understands the consequences. Our options are limited and our time has been exhausted.” As he witnessed the surging reluctance in Fabian's eyes, Wilson said, “The child doesn't need a doctor. He needs a savior. We can't wait for the church, you are his last hope. Perform one final exorcism, Father. Save this child from an eternity of torment.”
 
   Fabian clenched his jaw as he turned towards the shining sun. The sunshine caressed his delicate body with a reassuring warmth. He glanced around his surroundings as he ruminated. He smiled upon spotting the happy families – flirting couples, bantering teens, and carefree children. The buoyant mood at the plaza was a stark contrast to Wilson's disturbing footage – two different realms rested on the same plane.
 
   As he glanced back towards the sky, Fabian said, “Forgive my sins and accept me as your child once more. Forgive my foolish actions and aid me in one final crusade...”
 
   Wilson asked, “Is that a prayer?”
 
   Fabian shook his head and said, “No, it's a call for help.... I need some supplies. Holy water, a bible... I need to prepare myself, then you can take me to the child.”
 
   


  
 

[bookmark: __RefHeading__2578_1846163595]Chapter Twelve
 
   A Priest's Visit
 
    
 
   Jamie glanced down the staircase as the thudding reverberated through the gloomy home. The front door rattled from the brutish blows, shaking in the doorway with each strike. The dinging doorbell accompanied the persistent knocking, blending in the air to create a cacophonous symphony of urgency.
 
   Jamie breathed heavily as he staggered down the creaky stairs, tightly gripping the handrail with his moist hand. The anxiety was overwhelming. Despite the abnormal cold, sweat spurted from each of his glands like an erupting volcano. As he opened the door, Jamie sighed in relief – an exhalation heard across the neighborhood.
 
   Wilson and Father Fabian stood on the front porch. Wilson's right index finger was planted on the buzzer, his left hand tightly gripped a black briefcase. The satchel swung in his hand – he clearly used the bag to pummel the door. Fabian stood behind him with a wistful smile. Jamie nervously smiled upon spotting the priest.
 
   Wilson pointed at Fabian with his thumb and said, “This is Father Fabian Fernando. He's a good friend of mine. I've trusted him with more than you can possibly imagine. As of now, he's the best chance we have at saving Casey. Please, trust him.”
 
   Jamie nodded as he gazed at Fabian with bright eyes. Fabian appeared as a beacon of hope, a flare of dazzling illumination in a void of despair. The mere sight of Fabian's saintly cassock brought a seraphic smile to Jamie's face. The impenetrable darkness was whisked away and his hope was reignited with the priest's presence.
 
   Jamie said, “It's... It's nice to meet you Father Fernando.”
 
   Fabian shook his head and said, “Call me 'Fabian,' son. There's no need for the formalities. If you must, you can call me 'Father Fabian.' Let's keep it simple.”
 
   Flabbergasted, Jamie nodded and stuttered, “Su–Sure, I... I understand.” He glanced back into the hall and said, “Come on in. I shouldn't keep you waiting out there. Well, the weather is probably better out there than in here anyway, but...”
 
   Fabian and Wilson entered the dreary home. The walls were painted with sorrow, the floors polished with melancholy. The temperature was nippy, the windows and furniture were frosty. The trio could see their exhalations with each breath. Fabian shuddered as he glanced up the stairs – the nefarious ambiance dawned onto him.
 
   Fabian asked, “Is the child in the second story?”
 
   Wilson said, “Yes. He's in the first room in the hall. The door should be unlocked now.”
 
   “Well, I suppose I should check up on him now. If this is a demonic possession, we should not waste time frolicking about. Hand me the holy water, son.”
 
   Wilson leveraged the briefcase on his forearm, then shuffled through the supplies harbored within. He retrieved a glass vial filled with a transparent liquid. He handed the round container to Fabian and nodded. Jamie watched the transfer like a cop watching a drug deal.
 
   As Fabian took his first step up the stairs, Jamie gripped his forearm and said, “Wait. Just wait a second, okay? I don't know what Wilson has told you, but Casey's really not well. Will you really be able to help him? Can you cure him? Can you expel the demon?”
 
   Fabian tapped Jamie's hand and said, “Son, I will do everything in my power to help the child.”
 
   Persistent, Jamie tugged on Fabian's arm and asked, “Don't you need more information before you barge in there? Don't you want my blessing or my help? Don't you want to call the church or another priest?”
 
   “I'm not performing the exorcism now. I trust Wilson's opinion, but I must see the child for myself before I commit to an exorcism. I must meet the demon before I decide to challenge him. Give me a minute, child.”
 
   Jamie sighed as he reluctantly released Fabian's forearm. Fabian shambled up the stairs, his legs wobbling with each stride. Jamie could only watch from the bottom of the steps, helpless. Wilson bit his bottom lip and patted Jamie's shoulder – an unusual sign of support.
 
   Wilson said, “I told you it wouldn't be official. He can't call the church for help, he can't call another priest to assist him. He's not part of the church anymore, not officially. But, he's the only hope for Casey. You must trust him and his opinion. If he says Casey's not possessed, promise me you'll take him to a hospital.”
 
   Jamie glanced at Wilson and said, “If he's not possessed, I'll search for the best psychiatric hospital money can buy. I don't care if he's stigmatized, I'll make sure he gets better. I'll make sure he survives. I'll do anything to ensure his survival.”
 
   “Good. One way or another, I'm sure we'll find a way to help the boy.”
 
   Jamie asked, “If it is a demonic possession, what exactly is going to happen during the exorcism? If Father Fabian is no longer part of the church, can he really cast out a demon? Can he really help Casey without the church's blessing?”
 
   Wilson sighed, then responded, “Well, to be frank, I have no idea. I don't know why he's no longer part of the church. I don't know what hurt his faith. But, I can see his faith has been revitalized. I know he's knowledgeable in the field. I know he's a man with a kind heart. And, I know he has experience with exorcisms.”
 
   In a dubious tone, Jamie repeated, “Experience?”
 
   Wilson nodded and said, “Yes, but that's a story for another time.” Wilson turned towards the living room and said, “Now, we wait until his analysis is complete. Let's take a seat. I'm afraid it's going to be a very long night, Jamie. I hope you're ready for this.”
 
   ***
 
   The door squealed as Fabian walked into the room. His teeth chattered from the freezing temperature – the bedroom was colder than the other rooms in the house. The room was devoid of furniture, only the bed sat towards the center with nightstands at each side. Fabian carefully shut the door behind him, then glanced towards the bed. He furrowed his brow as he examined Casey.
 
   Casey was still restrained to the bed with handcuffs. His wrists and ankles were bloodied and bruised from the pressure. His flannel pajamas were disheveled and filthy. He reeked of feces and urine. Fabian was more astounded by Casey's physical condition. The child was battered, bloodied, and bruised, but his demeanor had shifted. 
 
   Casey appeared as a frightened pup – he looked like a captive in a maniac's dungeon. The visible unscathed skin was milky and smooth. His eyes glimmered with innocence. He softly trembled upon spotting the priest, helplessly trying to squirm away on the bed. Fabian sauntered towards the foot of the bed.
 
   As he examined the marred child, Fabian said, “You must be Casey. I've heard so much about you, child. I've heard about your torment and your suffering. I'm here to offer a helping hand. I'm here to stop the pain.”
 
   In a soft and soothing voice, Casey asked, “You–You're not... You're not here to hurt me?”
 
   Fabian shook his head and said, “No, of course not. Tell me, child, what's happened to you?”
 
   Tears streamed down Casey's mutilated cheeks with each blink. He responded, “I... I don't know. My... My dad and that man are hurting me. I can't escape them. They won't let me go. They won't stop touching me, Father. Please, help me.”
 
   “Your father is abusing you?”
 
   Casey grimaced and rapidly nodded. Fabian was baffled by the sudden revelation. Doubt clouded his mind and distorted his every thought. He pondered the authenticity of the footage, he contemplated the duo's true intentions. Casey's physical torment was blatant, but his true agony could only be seen through his innocent eyes. The child's soul was trapped in despair.
 
   Fabian sighed, then asked, “Casey, do you go to church? Do you believe in God?”
 
   Casey's head swayed in every direction, nodding and shaking in utter uncertainty – yes, no, I don't know. Fabian could see the questionable faith. His examination was still inconclusive. With his own dubiety in mind, he could not judge Casey based off the answer. A lack of faith was not directly correlated to demonic possession.
 
   Casey scrunched his face, creasing his brow and nose, then said, “I don't know, Father. Why would God allow this to happen to me? What did I do wrong?” He stared up at the ceiling and said, “God, I'm... I'm sorry for my sins. I'm sorry if I made you angry. I didn't mean to. I swear, I didn't mean to do anything wrong... Please, let me go. I'm so sorry.”
 
   Fabian felt the lump of sympathy in his throat growing, clogging his airway with sorrow and regret. His eyes swelled with tears as terrifying ideas emerged in his mind. He glared at the bedroom door, fury brimming in his eyes.
 
   Fabian whispered, “They couldn't have done something like this, could they? They wouldn't... No, they wouldn't hurt an innocent child, would they?”
 
   Casey grunted and groaned, then said, “Please, Father, help me...”
 
   Fabian whimpered as he held his hand to his mouth. He ran forward, then staggered to his knees beside the bed. He grabbed the handcuff and inspected the lock, seeking a weakness on the restraint. He grabbed the adjacent bedpost. The wooden support beam groaned with his tugging. Casey frowned as he hopelessly tried to aid the priest.
 
   With their combined strength, the bedpost began splintering. The cracking echoed through the room. Fabian smiled, then glanced at Casey. Fabian was surprised by Casey's devious grin – the dastardly smirk of a conniving child. The smile stretched from ear-to-ear. As Casey tugged at the bedpost with all of his might, Fabian stood up, then stepped in reverse. The boy's smile immediately vanished upon witnessing the priest's withdrawal.
 
   With puppy eyes and a tender voice, Casey asked, “Father, what's wrong? Why won't you help me?”
 
   Fabian whispered, “The deceitful demon in the dark, preying on innocence and exploiting the vulnerable... You're stronger than I imagined.”
 
   Casey stuttered, “Wha–What? What... What are you talking about?”
 
   Fabian pulled the vial from his pocket, then twisted the knob. His arm trembled as he held the container over his head. Fabian's eyes were sharp and determined, penetrating through the demon's facade – his vision was clear, his faith was unwavering. He swung his arm towards the bed, splashing the holy water on Casey's face and neck. Casey shrieked as he writhed with anguish on the dirty mattress.
 
   In a sonorous tone, Casey shouted, “You bastard! You faithless cunt!” Casey moaned as the pain dwindled. He chuckled, then said, “You are going to suffer, Fernando. How dare they send a disgraced swine like yourself to me. You will fail, I will be victorious...”
 
   As he turned the knob on the vial, Fabian said, “You, and solely you, will suffer, demon. You will vacate this innocent child. You will return to the depths of hell from whence you came.”
 
   “No. Not yet, Father, I am not finished. The child was a vessel, but he was already tarnished. I will destroy the body, then, and only then, will I depart.”
 
   Fabian stepped towards the foot of the bed, then asked, “Who are you?”
 
   “You don't deserve to know my name. You are a broken man. A man without authority. A man without jurisdiction,” Casey responded. He giggled, then said, “Even I feel foolish addressing you as 'Father.' You are no better than the swine downstairs.”
 
   Fabian clenched his jaw and nodded. He was insulted and embarrassed of his past. To his utter dismay, he knew Casey was aware of his tormented history. Despite the restraints, Casey was boundless – he was possessed by a fiendish, all-knowing being. In terms of knowledge, the sly demon had the upper-hand.
 
   Fabian retrieved his vial, then turned the knob. Casey grimaced upon spotting the container. He wept and wriggled on the bed, helplessly trying to dodge the burning water. Fabian splashed Casey four times to form two crosses – twice horizontally, twice vertically. It was a symbolic assault on the powerful demon.
 
   Fabian demanded, “Tell me your name, wicked beast!”
 
   As he recomposed himself, Casey cackled uncontrollably – a derisive guffaw. He relished in the pain, savoring the agony like a scrumptious meal. He grinned as he gazed at Fabian. Fabian slowly lowered the vial, shocked and disheartened by the results.
 
   Casey responded, “You will not know my name. Torture me for hours, days, or weeks, I only feel temporary pain. Should he survive, the child will be scarred by your actions. He will carry the burden, not I.”
 
   Awed, Fabian stepped in reverse and asked, “What do you want from him?”
 
   “Death.”
 
   “Why? Why this child? Why now?”
 
   Casey simpered, then said, “I must admit, I made a mistake. I was fooled into believing this child would be the perfect vessel. An immaculate child, innocent and faithful. Unfortunately for both of us, I was wrong.” Casey cackled, then continued, “This boy was not abused by his father. The only 'father' to molest him belongs to the neighborhood and the church. But, which one? A 'father' from the church or a father like Jamie? A priest, a friend, or both? I suppose it does not matter. It was a man like you, Fernando. You and your kind defiled him. You opened the door for me.”
 
   Fabian's legs wobbled as the demon revealed his hand – a version of the truth. Fabian stuttered, “You–You're lying... I–I didn't... No...”
 
   Casey grinned and said, “You did. It is rather disappointing, don't you think? You were thrown away like garbage when they found out. Some of your kind last for generations, hiding your sins for decades. Do you really think you have the strength to stop me? You think a disgraced pedophile can...”
 
   “Stop! Stop, damn it! You are lying!” Fabian barked. “You will not win, beast. You will not harm this child. You will not muddle my mind with lies. You are wrong, demon, you do not know my history or my faith. You will lose.”
 
   Fabian sniffled as he recomposed himself. Casey's diabolical chuckle insulted him, pricking at his wavering composure. Fabian grimaced as he walked towards the door. With his hand on the icy doorknob, he glanced back at Casey – a final glimpse before the inevitable storm. Casey mockingly winked and flicked his tongue at the priest.
 
   As Fabian departed in a hurry, Casey whispered, “Foolish man, you will not win... You have already lost...”
 
   


  
 

[bookmark: __RefHeading__2580_1846163595]Chapter Thirteen
 
   The Devil in the Details
 
    
 
   The shadows danced in the dim corners, engulfing the room in melancholy. Father Fabian stood in front of the unlit fireplace, gazing at a photograph on the mantle. The picture depicted Jamie and Casey at a birthday party. The father-son duo were blissful, their eyes bright enough to illuminate the darkest abyss and inspirit the most broken heart. The image offered a sense of normality during an abnormal situation.
 
   With his hands clasped behind his back, Fabian turned towards the sofa behind him. Despondent and gloomy, Jamie sat to the left and Wilson sat to the right. The room was dominated by a dead silence, like if the rest of the world were whisked away. The trio were abandoned, left to fend for themselves in the darkness.
 
   Fabian said, “I believe Casey is possessed by a demon. An all-powerful, all-knowing demon. This demon is conniving, of course. It will use lies to distort the truth. It will use lies to create doubt. It feeds off this madness.”
 
   Jamie leaned forward, elbows to his knees, and said, “Okay, I understand. But... what does he want with my kid? What does he want with Casey?”
 
   Fabian stared down at his scuffed shoes and asked, “Mr. Cruz... Jamie... Jamie, is there a history of abuse in your household?”
 
   Jamie glanced at Wilson, then towards Fabian – the question was eerily familiar. He shook his head and said, “No. No, I've never laid a finger on him. Why do you keep asking that? Huh? First Wilson, now you. What's wrong with him? What did he say?”
 
   “Well, like I explained, the demon is a liar. A habitual liar. We can ignore him and risk omitting valuable information or we can listen with a grain of salt. Personally, I believe we should consider all of the possibilities, no matter how dreadful.”
 
   Jamie stood from his seat. He jabbed his index finger at Fabian and demanded, “Tell me what he said! Tell me!”
 
   Wilson gripped Jamie's wrist and tugged on his arm – sit down and calm yourself. Jamie inhaled deeply as he struggled to recompose himself. He reluctantly flumped into his seat and rubbed his moist brow with his fingertips. The thought of Casey being abused was worse than death. The failure to protect his child was agonizing. A parent's worst nightmare, a child's perpetual purgatory. Jamie shook his head and sobbed – if it were true, he could not forgive himself.
 
   Fabian said, “I understand it's difficult to hear this, Jamie, but you must. The demon claims your son has been defiled. He claims your child has been molested. I don't believe you touched him, not at all, but I'm inclined to believe he has been recently abused. Something left him vulnerable to the demon's grip, even when the demon himself did not realize it.”
 
   Chiming-in, Wilson asked, “What do you mean he 'didn't realize it?' It was some sort of mistake?”
 
   “Yes. The demon believed Casey was the 'perfect' vessel of innocence. An unscathed soul he could playfully tarnish and abuse. A soul he could personally spiral into despair. Unfortunately, he found Casey was already scarred. He's still having his 'fun' at the child's expense, though. Then again, he could have lied about everything. It's... It's circumstantial, I suppose.”
 
   Jamie sniffled as he said, “Will... Will you perform the exorcism now? Will you save my son?”
 
   Fabian said, “Exorcisms are sacred rites. In order to perform a real exorcism, we will require the church...”
 
   Jamie glowered and shook his head. He said, “No, no, no. Stop with that bullshit. You came here for a reason! You came here to help my son!” He turned towards Wilson and shouted, “You said he could perform the exorcism! You said we wouldn't need the church!”
 
   Wilson responded, “Calm down, Jamie.” He glanced at Fabian and said, “We had an understanding, Father. We don't have time to contact the church. His doctors aren't giving him weeks, they're giving him days at best. We'd be lucky to have hours at this point. You can perform the exorcism. You've told me dozens of times about your exorcisms. I know you can do it.”
 
   Fabian rebutted, “That was decades ago, son, and they were sanctioned by the church! Believe me, I understand the dilemma. I understand the child's pain, but we cannot risk it. Spiritually and legally, we would be held accountable for our actions should anything go wrong.”
 
   As his tears trickled to the floor, Jamie asked, “What about morally? Huh? Can you really leave my kid in this sort of agony? Can you really countdown to his death without feeling a shred of guilt or regret?” He glanced at Fabian with teary eyes and said, “He's running out of time. I want you to perform the exorcism. I know what's best for my kid and I know the exorcism will work. I know it.”
 
   Fabian sighed and shook his head as he turned towards the dormant chimney. He was caught between life and death, freedom and imprisonment, and enlightenment and destruction. His viable paths were foggy, there was no clear finish line. The ending to his choice was unpredictable.
 
   Wilson leaned back in his seat and said, “Well, let me take some of the weight off your shoulders, Father. I suppose I owe you.” Wide-eyed, Fabian glanced over his shoulder. Wilson continued, “I'll take full responsibility for the exorcism. We're all men of honor. I'll take care of it. This way, you won't need to worry about the legal aspect. You only need to worry about your faith.”
 
   Fabian frowned and said, “We still need the church...”
 
   Jamie pushed, “My son could die. That thing inside of him... that monster can kill him. That's not my son. That's not my Casey. But... but, I know he's in there. I know there must be some way to save him. The medicine didn't work, the psychiatric sessions didn't work, none of it worked. So, if you don't perform the exorcism, I'll have to do it myself.”
 
   Fabian sighed, then glanced at Wilson. He asked, “Are you really willing to take legal responsibility over this? If it fails, not only will you be crucified by the media and imprisoned for negligence, but you'll have to live with the consequences. We'll all have to live with it. Even if we perform the exorcism, we could still lose the child.”
 
   Wilson responded, “I'm willing to sacrifice my 'good' name. But...” Jamie and Fabian simultaneously glared at Wilson – under the circumstances, 'but' was not a good sign. Wilson said, “I'll only agree if you allow me to record it.”
 
   Jamie sternly asked, “What? Are you kidding?” Wilson nonchalantly shook his head – nope. His vexatious response ignited Jamie's fury. Jamie snapped, “You rat bastard...”
 
   Wilson said, “Just wait a second, Jamie. I'm willing to help. I'm willing to stick with it until the very end, but I have to record the exorcism. I'll blur his face, I'll change his name. I just need some authentic footage. It's not only to preserve this event, but to... to live again. You owe me, Jamie. You owe me for everything.”
 
   With a blistering fire of rage crepitating in his eyes, Jamie responded, “Fine. You can record it. Hell, you can sell it to the world. If anything happens to him, though, I'm not going to blame myself or Father Fabian. I'm going to blame you.”
 
   Fabian coughed into his hand, purposely trying to disrupt the tension with a throaty grunt. He walked closer to the pair. His kneecaps touched the rim of the coffee table. Like obedient children, the duo simmered down and turned towards the priest.
 
   Fabian said, “It seems like I can't convince you otherwise. I'll perform the exorcism to the best of my ability. I need to make a phone call beforehand. Then, I'll need a minute to prepare myself.”
 
   Jamie said, “There's a phone in the hallway by the staircase.” As Fabian strolled past the sofa, Jamie said, “Thank you, Father.”
 
   ***
 
   Jamie turned towards Wilson and asked, “So, was this your plan all along? Is this what you wanted? You just wanted to use my kid for some book or some movie? Use him as some sort of prop to propel your career?”
 
   Wilson sighed and shook his head, then said, “No, that's not it. I want to help him. Call it greed or selfishness, but I also want to help myself. You sit up here pretending to be a righteous man, but you owe me. You attacked my career, my profession, for no reason. I found it funny when you came crawling to me for help. What was it you said before? 'He writes and sells fiction as nonfiction. He's not a true author or professional. He's a thief. Don't believe his lies.' The city wasn't big enough for two popular authors, I suppose. You needed the fame, didn't you?”
 
   Jamie pensively gazed down at his shoes, lost in a maze of regret and woe. He could feel the pain in Wilson's words and he could feel the shame shuddering through his body. The past awakened from an endless slumber, back from a bottomless grave to exact its revenge. The word repeated in his mind – revenge, revenge, revenge.
 
   Jamie asked, “Was all of this for vengeance, Wilson? You wanted to humiliate me and my kid?”
 
   Wilson shook his head and said, “No. Like I said, I'm here to help. If I can write a book out of it and save myself, then I will, but Casey's safety is my primary concern. When all is said and done, I won't exploit him. I won't share his name or image, but I will share his story with the world.”
 
   Jamie nodded as he felt the sincerity in Wilson's words – as he spotted the sympathy brimming in his eyes. The message was clear: help for the helpless, a two-way street. Without uttering a single word, Jamie accepted the terms and delivered an apology. The weight was lifted from his shoulders.
 
   Jamie sighed, then asked, “How are you going to record it?”
 
   Wilson retrieved a small camera from the briefcase. The black gadget had a narrow body and wide lens. Beside the lens, a large logo read: HD – High Definition. There were three buttons on the side and a clip on the back. Wilson clipped the camera onto his shirt pocket, then modeled the placement for Jamie – protruding his chest and keeping his head high.
 
   Wilson said, “Like this. Simple but effective.”
 
   Jamie furrowed his brow and asked, “Are you sure it won't interfere with anything?”
 
   “I've recorded supernatural events before, no one was ever injured. I don't believe a demon will respond differently, especially considering I already recorded him during our first encounter. The footage may be grainy, but people will be able to see the truth. That's all I want: proof of the coexisting supernatural world.”
 
   Jamie nervously chuckled, then said, “That's right... You recorded him once already, a second round shouldn't do any harm. As long as my kid's safe... I don't care what you do with it as long as I get my Casey back. I just want this nightmare to end.” He glanced over his shoulder, peering towards the archway leading into the main hall. Jamie shouted, “Father Fabian, are you ready?”
 
   There was no response. The home was eerily quiet. Casey's groans were absent and Fabian could not be heard through the living room. Wilson glanced over his shoulder with a furrowed brow. The worrisome silence was out of place for the evening.
 
   Wilson shouted, “Fabian! Fabian, I believe it's time to get started!”
 
   Fabian did not respond. Jamie clenched his jaw and loudly swallowed as he stood from his seat. He was disquieted by the trepidatious quietude of the home. His heart pounded from the fear, he could hear  thrumming with each palpitation. The dread was throbbing through each limb. He crept towards the arch entrance, then peered towards the phone. Fabian stood with the phone to his ear, his whisper like a rat's squeak.
 
   In a faint tone, Fabian said, “Yes, yes, he's had his medical examinations. I've examined him myself... Please understand, the amount of testing does not matter at this time. The child is in danger... No, listen to me, I cannot waste anymore time. If the plan derails, I will exile and punish myself... No, no, I must. I will burden myself with the moral responsibility. You don't have to worry about your image. Goodbye, friend.”
 
   Woebegone, Fabian sighed as he planted the phone on the landline base. He rubbed the gnarled wrinkles on his brow as he mulled over the situation. His body was surrounded by darkness, a black cloud poured onto his timorous figure. Jamie walked back towards the sofa, lost in his own thoughts of despair.
 
   As he stood at the arch entrance, Fabian said, “Hand me the bible and the cross. I am prepared to begin the rite.”
 
   As Wilson shuffled through the briefcase, Jamie asked, “Father, may I join you? Can I help my son?”
 
   Fabian shook his head and responded, “I'm afraid not, my child. This will be a strenuous journey for all parties involved, including Casey. I don't want you to see your beloved son in this condition. Please, don't enter the room. You may even be a liability. Whatever you hear, whatever you feel, take it as a lie from the Devil.”
 
   With the cross and bible in-hand, Wilson said, “I'm coming with you.”
 
   “I'm not sure about that, either, Wilson. You should accompany Jamie at this time. You should stay...”
 
   Wilson shook his head and pushed, “No, I'm coming with you, Father. You can't perform the exorcism and record it at the same time. Besides, I believe I can help. I've heard it all from you, I can support you. I can help you, Father.”
 
   Fabian stared at Wilson with a deadpan expression – an unwavering poker face. Wilson looked like an eager child hoping to join his father in a daring excursion. His candor was welcomed. Fabian couldn't help but smirk and nod.
 
   Fabian said, “Very well. You can join me, but follow my lead. Don't speak to the demon, don't take its lies as facts, stop recording when I tell you so, and leave when I tell you so. Most importantly, listen to and follow all of my directions. Do you understand?”
 
   Wilson nodded and said, “Yes, Father.”
 
   “Good. Let's get started.”
 
   


  
 

[bookmark: __RefHeading__2582_1846163595]Chapter Fourteen
 
   The Exorcism Begins
 
    
 
   Father Fabian held his rosary with a limp grip as he sauntered up the rickety stairs. His murmurs were indistinct, but his aura was clear – he shined like an angel preparing for battle. Wilson inhaled deeply as he trailed the priest, counting the passing seconds in his mind. His shoulders were raised and his limbs were stiff. He could not conceal his apprehension.
 
   Jamie sniffled as he watched the men from the bottom of the steps. His last hope was straggling away from him, drifting towards his tormented son. Fabian and Wilson stopped at the top of the stairs, staring at the bedroom door with narrowed eyes. The room was unusually silent. Casey's ghoulish groans and moans had not been heard for minutes.
 
   Fabian whispered, “Remember, son, do not interfere...”
 
   As Wilson nodded, Fabian strolled towards the door. The door howled as it slowly swung open. Casey smiled at his expected guests, grinning from ear-to-ear and wholeheartedly welcoming the challenge. His face was stained with his blood and yellow vomit. His clothing was bespattered with blood, puke, urine, and feces. The handcuffs rattled as he facetiously giggled.
 
   In his grating voice, Casey asked, “Is it time for the exorcism already, Father?” Upon spotting Wilson's conspicuous camera, Casey said, “I'll put on a marvelous show for you, Clark. Make sure you get my good side.”
 
   Over Casey's maniacal guffaw, Fabian barked in a stentorian tone, “Silence, demon!”
 
   Fabian swung the vial of holy water at the demon, splashing Casey's body with a makeshift cross. Casey tilted his head back and roared. His monstrous howl reverberated through the home. Fabian stopped at the foot of the bed, then nonchalantly skimmed through the bible. He paid little mind to the demon's frenzy. Wilson stood to Fabian's right, holding a bible of his own and ensuring his camera was angled perfectly.
 
   Reciting from his mind, Fabian said, “Our Father who art in heaven, hallowed be thy name. Thy kingdom come. Thy will be done on earth as it is in heaven...”
 
   Casey coughed and spluttered as a vile yellow liquid seeped from his mouth. The foul fluid reeked, staining the air with an odious scent. Wilson grimaced as he caught a whiff of the repulsive stench, gagging and retching as the repugnant aroma pummeled his delicate nostrils. Fabian was unperturbed by the olfactory assault. He had smelled it all before.
 
   Fabian glanced at Wilson and demanded, “Do not respond to its attempts, Wilson. It will try anything to break you.”
 
   Wilson reluctantly nodded, slumping his head into his bible. Before the priest could continue, Casey spat a blob of vomit at Fabian. The goop stained his cassock, dribbling down the garment and plopping on the floor. Casey spat again – the blob landed on Wilson's rumpled pants. Wilson breathed heavily as he helplessly tried to ignore it.
 
   Calmly swiping at the vomit, Fabian continued, “Give us this day our daily bread, and forgive our trespasses, as we forgive those who trespass against us, and lead us not into temptation...”
 
   Casey surged forward on the bed, only pulled back by the tight cuffs. He yelled, “Will He forgive you for fiddling children, Father? Will those boys forgive you for the fondling? The rape? Can they forgive the abuse and penetra...”
 
   Fabian scowled and shouted, “Quiet! Silence, demon! I command you, demon...”
 
   Casey shook his head and barked, “Fuck you! Fuck you!” He impishly giggled, then asked, “Or would you like to fuck me, Father?”
 
   “Silence!”
 
   The room violently trembled with the priest's vehement demand. Casey leaned forward and flicked his tongue at the prying pair. Wilson gasped and stepped in reverse, his legs wobbled with each frightened step – his breath was taken with a simple gesture. Fabian watched in utter awe. 
 
   The duo could see Casey's serpent tongue with each flick. His long and narrow tongue was sliced two inches down the center. His tongue moved fluidly, quivering with each snap and jerk like a rippling wave.
 
   Casey smirked and said, “Fall to your temptations, Father. You were led here for a reason. You're abominable. You want to fuck the...”
 
   Fabian interrupted, “Quiet. You will not tempt me, demon. You will not better me, for I am here under God's will. You will be punished, demon, you will repent...”
 
   Fabian scowled, then splashed the holy water on Casey's ailing body. Casey convulsed as he wept and growled. The sacred water burned his flesh with each droplet – each bead was like acid. Wilson was awed as he spotted the steam lifting from Casey's visible skin. A cloud of vapor materialized above the child's face and neck.
 
   Wilson stuttered, “Fa–Father... Fabian... You'll... You'll kill him...” He glanced at the determined priest and shouted, “Father, stop, you'll kill him! Stop!”
 
   Fabian yelled, “Don't believe its lies, Wilson! It wants to deceive you!”
 
   Through his gritted teeth, Casey cried in a sonorous tone, “Stop! Stop! It hurts! It hurts! I'm burning! I'm burning!”
 
   Wilson tightly gripped Fabian's forearm and shouted, “Father, stop! You'll kill the child!”
 
   As Fabian swung the vial at the bed, the light in the room turned off. The reassuring illumination was whisked away in a second. The room was dominated by an ominous darkness. Fabian and Wilson immediately stopped their quarrel as they were engulfed by the baleful shadows. The pair were surrounded by indistinct whispering, derisive giggling, and eerie snickering.
 
   As he trembled, Wilson stuttered, “Wha–What happened to the lights? Wha–What's going on?” Fabian did not respond. Wilson shouted, “The lights! What the hell happened to the lights?!”
 
   Fabian snapped, “Calm yourself, son! You must...”
 
   Disrupting the conversation, a barrage of capering footsteps echoed through the room. The rapid footsteps surrounded the arguing pair. Wilson leaned closer to the priest as he glanced around the room. Sweat spurted from each gland, his body was doused in his perspiration.
 
   As he followed the gamboling steps with his wandering eyes, Fabian whispered, “It's playing a game, Wilson. It's trying its damnedest to interfere with the exorcism. Do not be frightened, child. It is weak...”
 
   As the racket stopped, Fabian swung the holy water towards the bed. The lights instantly returned and the shadows were swept away with the illumination. To their utter dismay, Casey had miraculously vanished. The secured handcuffs rested on the bed, incapable of restraining the flowing air.
 
   As he glanced around the room, Wilson said, “He's... He's gone..” He glanced at Fabian and asked, “Where did he go, Father? Where's the child?”
 
   ***
 
   A soft drizzle befell the area, pummeling the home with a granular rainfall. The droplets of rain streamed down the frosty window, dribbling off the home and plummeting to the moist ground. The surrounding world was unaware of the nightmarish experience in the Cruz home, moving at its own pace without consideration.
 
   Fabian whispered, “The demon is playing games with us, Wilson. It sees a weakness and it intends on using it to its advantage. You must not falter. If you cannot come to terms with your fear and your faith, you must leave this room now before the circumstances worsen. Do you understand me?”
 
   Wilson slowly nodded as he scanned the empty room. He said, “I understand, Father. I understand very well. But... where's the child? Are you sure he's still here?”
 
   Fabian responded, “Yes. The demon will not leave, the demon will not balk at our challenge. This is what it wants... Madness...”
 
   Fabian's concentration was shattered by the childish snickering behind him. The obnoxious simper was derisive and eerie. A mocking call to the guests – catch me if you can. Fabian turned, then stopped as he gazed at the closet door.
 
   Fabian whispered, “There...”
 
   With the glass vial tightly clenched in his hand, Fabian walked towards the closet door. Wilson lowered his bible and adjusted the camera on his shirt as he trailed the priest. Despite the fear, he couldn't help but seek the best camera angle – it was an impulse he could not control. Fabian swiped at the cold sweat on his brow, then reached for the doorknob. With one final exhale, Fabian simultaneously pulled the door open and lifted the bottle over his head.
 
   Mystified, Fabian murmured, “He's not here...”
 
   Wilson trudged forward, weaving and bobbing his head for a better view. He asked, “Where could he be?”
 
   The closet space was empty. The hanging coats and shirts swayed and rustled, but there wasn't a single lingering soul in the cramped storage room. The pair were baffled by the revelation, their minds wandered into the deepest crevices of doubt. They could feel themselves being lured into a trap, but they couldn't help but follow the trail.
 
   In a raspy tone, Casey said, “I'm here...”
 
   The duo quickly turned towards the bed. To their utter surprise, the bed was still empty. With flickering eyelids, Wilson glanced at every dusty corner of the ceiling. With downcast eyes, Fabian gazed at the creaking floorboards. The pair were lost in the small room, like if they had stumbled into a maze.
 
   Wilson asked, “Where are you, Casey?” As he stared at the ceiling, Wilson moseyed towards the door and murmured, “Where did you go?”
 
   Fabian walked towards the bed. He inhaled deeply, then staggered to his knees. He crawled towards the side of the bed, peering at the impenetrable darkness at the bottom. Like a child at night, he was too frightened to heedlessly check under the bed. The boogeyman was the least of his problems.
 
   From afar, Wilson said, “Father, be careful...”
 
   Fabian nodded, then slowly lowered his torso towards the ground. He sneered upon spotting Casey under the bed. Casey smirked and snickered, covering his mouth with his hand. His puckish attitude was insulting but warranted – the demon was aware of his dominance and he relished in his temporary victory.
 
   As he glared at Casey, Fabian said, “I've found him, Wilson. I have found the child. We must work together to restrain him again. Remember, do not...”
 
   Wilson stuttered, “N–No... No, Father... You...”
 
   Without taking his eyes off of Casey, Fabian said, “You must aid me. If you are not willing, then you must leave. Do not waste my time with your reluctance. I thought you understood the circumstances, I thought...”
 
   Wilson interrupted, “It's... It's not that, Father. The child is here. He's on the bed...”
 
   Fabian furrowed his brow upon hearing Wilson's perplexing message. He watched the child under the bed with narrowed eyes, struggling to comprehend the situation. He shook his head, then slowly staggered to his feet. He was shocked to see Casey had returned to the bed – handcuffed to the bedposts like if nothing had happened.
 
   Fabian murmured, “He's quite the magician...”
 
   Fabian sniffled, then stepped in reverse. He leaned forward and peered under the bed. He was relieved to find the child on the ground had vanished. The trick was masterfully deceptive – fooling two experienced minds with one move. Wilson leaned on the wall behind him, petrified and shocked by the event.
 
   As he glanced at his assistant, Fabian said, “Wilson, I can feel your fear from here. It's obvious. Do not let the demon pierce your armor. Do not let the demon find your weakness. It will not end well for any of us.”
 
   Wilson gazed at Casey and asked, “How are you doing this?”
 
   Fabian stomped and demanded, “Do not speak directly to the demon, Wilson! Do not interact without my...”
 
   Interrupting Fabian's instructions, Casey responded, “I warned you, Mr. Clark. You had the opportunity to survive and live a better life, but you denied me.” As Wilson sniveled, Casey said, “You are weak. Your life is worthless, but you still cherish it, correct? How about we make a deal, Mr. Clark? Give me your body, your soul, and I will...”
 
   Fabian splashed the holy water on Casey and yelled, “Enough! Silence, demon! You will not barter for innocence in my presence! You wicked beast, you shall be punished for your sins! You will be chastened!”
 
   Casey roared as the water burned his skin. His skin blistered and fumed with each droplet. Sobbing and snarling, he writhed from the insufferable pain. The tawny vomit dripped from his mouth, oozing onto the mattress in large clumps.
 
   Fabian turned towards Wilson and sternly said, “Leave. You have done enough, Wilson. I cannot have you jeopardizing this exorcism. Go.”
 
   Wilson sniffled as mucus dripped down his lip. He said, “I... I'm sorry, Father, it was a mistake. That's all. I can... I can still help. I know I can help you. We can...”
 
   “No. If I need your assistance, I will call your name. Leave this room before you are attacked by the demon. Leave this room and save your soul.”
 
   Wilson's teeth chattered as he gazed into Fabian's somber eyes. The severity of the warning was genuine. His options and opportunities were swept away with the arrival of his crippling weakness. He could not conceal his fear, he could not trounce the terror – he wore his dread like a badge of embarrassment.
 
   Over Casey's sluggish groans, Wilson said, “Fine... I'll leave. Please, be careful, Father.”
 
   Wilson staggered towards the door. He stopped as he gripped the icy doorknob. He wanted to speak, he wanted to plead, but the words were clogged in his throat. He loudly gulped, then departed the bedroom. Fabian opened his bible and turned his attention to Casey.
 
   


  
 

[bookmark: __RefHeading__2584_1846163595]Chapter Fifteen
 
   The Rite and the Intervention
 
    
 
   Rattled by the sacred rite, Wilson walked down the stairs with a blank expression. His hands trembled and his legs wobbled. He could not comprehend his failure. His knowledge and his experience were useless. With each calculated step, the creaky stairs echoed through the home – announcing his arrival to the world.
 
   Jamie stumbled through the archway with wide eyes – eyes burning with hope. The hope was extinguished as he analyzed Wilson's shell-shocked appearance. Wilson looked like a brave soldier arriving home from a horrifying war. Composed but scarred, the parapsychologist could not utter a single word.
 
   Jamie asked, “What happened? Is Casey okay?” Wilson stopped at the bottom of the steps, mute and distracted. Jamie grabbed Wilson's shoulders and said, “Wilson, talk to me. Tell me what happened up there. What are you doing here? Huh? What happened to my son?”
 
   Wilson turned towards Jamie and asked, “You... You didn't hear it? You didn't hear the... the commotion?” Jamie slowly shook his head. Wilson glanced down at floor and said, “Well, I... I don't know. I've never seen anything like it, Jamie. He's... I don't know what to say to you. I just don't know what to say. I'm sorry.”
 
   Jamie grabbed Wilson by the nape of the neck and pulled him closer. The pair met at their foreheads, hopelessly attempting to endure the mental strain and pain. Wilson couldn't help but sob as he struggled to find the correct words. Every grunt and croak was a result of the terrifying images flashing in his mind.
 
   Through his gritted teeth, Jamie said, “Tell me: is Casey okay?” He bit his bottom lip and whimpered, then asked, “Is... Is he still alive? Is my boy still alive, Wilson?”
 
   “He's not fine, Jamie... He's... He's a monster. I don't know what to say to you, I just don't know what to say. Do you get that? I've never felt like this before, I've never been so damn scared in my life. I was... I was just so damn scared, Jamie! I don't know!”
 
   “What happened? What are you doing down here?”
 
   Wilson staggered back, then leaned on the adjacent wall. He glanced up the staircase and explained, “I couldn't handle it. The demon was too... too strong. It was doing things I could never imagine. I mean, I had heard the stories, but I don't think even Father Fabian had seen things like that before. The vomit, the tongue, the lights, the... It was impossible. Even every word he uttered was disturbing. It was just too much for me to handle. I had to leave or I'd compromise the exorcism. I had to leave, Jamie...”
 
   Jamie turned towards the unusually daunting stairs and asked, “Can Father Fabian actually perform the exorcism by himself? Doesn't he need help?” Wilson shrugged as he wiped his tears. Jamie said, “Maybe I can help him. Maybe I can...”
 
   “No. Don't go up there, Jamie. Please, leave it to him. I thought I saw the worst of the worst, but this was... This was something I couldn't endure. This was real. If I couldn't handle it, then you can't handle it. You can't help. Don't risk it.”
 
   Jamie shook his head and said, “You did your best. I can see that. You tried, you really did. But, this is my kid. I have to save him, even if it means risking my own life. I've been with him through the worst. I've seen him vomit beetles for crying out loud. I will not abandon him. I won't allow that thing to win.”
 
   A ghastly groan reverberated through the house. The furniture rattled and the floor vibrated with the grotesque moan. The picture frames jounced on the wall, clicking and clanking with each rapid collision. Jamie and Wilson gazed up the stairs. The battle between good and evil intensified with each passing second. Jamie scowled, then took his first step up the stairs. 
 
   As he watched Jamie's trek, Wilson said, “It's dangerous, Jamie. Don't risk it for something of uncertainty. You're... You're risking everything by going in there. You're risking Casey's life, damn it! Let Father Fabian handle the exorcism. Please, don't do this...” As Jamie turned the corner on the second floor and vanished from his view, Wilson whispered, “It's hopeless, Jamie. You can't win against him...”
 
   Jamie stood in the hall, gazing at the disconcerting door. The door was inexplicably menacing. Not once in his life did he ever think a door could strike fear into his heart. He could hear indistinct muttering beneath the ghoulish groans. Fabian continued the exorcism without Wilson's aid. Jamie stepped forward, then gripped the cold doorknob.
 
   Jamie whispered, “I'm coming for you, Casey. I won't let anything happen to you. I'll never give up on you, kiddo.”
 
   ***
 
   As the bedroom door swung open, Jamie found himself in a bewildered state. He could only conjure a croak of a word as his bottom lip quivered and his teeth chattered. He was caught off guard by the unexpected discovery. Jamie slowly stepped towards the doorway, then inspected his unforeseen surroundings.
 
   The bedroom door opened up to a wide road. There were lush trees at each side, protruding from the ground at regular intervals. The night was clear, the traffic was nonexistent. The luminous moonlight dawned onto the road, illuminating the environment with a celestial glow. Jamie glanced over his shoulder – he could still see into the home's hallway. Only the door and frame sat at the center of the street.
 
   Jamie turned back towards the road and whispered, “What the hell is going on here? How is this happening?”
 
   The sound of squealing wheels reverberated from over the horizon – a car skidding to a sudden stop. The screeching sound was followed by a booming thump and a shrill shriek. The delicate cry echoed towards the doorway, pummeling Jamie's ears with sorrow and pain. His body trembled as he recognized the context.
 
   Jamie furrowed his brow and said, “Wait... Wait a second. I know that voice. I know this street.”
 
   Brimming with reluctance, Jamie walked away from the doorway. He walked down the center of the avenue, glancing at his surroundings with fearful eyes. At the back of his mind, he knew what he would find. The street and the ambiance resembled a persistent nightmare. The déjà vu was clear like the night sky. Shattering his contemplation, the sound of screeching wheels reverberated again. The sound dwindled as the vehicle departed at a breakneck speed.
 
   Jamie said, “No, this can't be happening. It's not real... It's not real.”
 
   As he shambled forward, Jamie held his hand to his mouth and sobbed. A woman was sprawled on the ground towards the center of the road. The short woman's face was veiled by her beach blonde hair. She wore a white gown down to her unclad ankles. The garment and her hair were drenched in blood.
 
   As he recognized the woman and the event, Jamie jogged forward and said, “Samantha... Christ, Samantha, please, don't die. I'm here now. I can help you. I can save you. Please, sweetie, don't die. I need you... Casey needs you.”
 
   Jamie staggered to his knees and crawled towards his wife's body. He lifted Samantha's head, then squeezed his knee beneath her dome. He swiped the hair away from her face, then caressed her cheek. He was immediately hypnotized by her ethereal beauty. Despite the pain and agony, Samantha glowed like a beacon of light.
 
   Jamie stuttered, “I–I can save you, sweetie, I can finally save you...”
 
   He glanced down at her torso. She had a large wound on her stomach. The laceration spurted blood like a garden sprinkler. Jamie planted his palm on the gash to stop the excessive bleeding, but to no avail – the blood seeped through the slits between his fingers. He turned towards Samantha's face to his utter dismay. She was leaking blood from a wound beneath her thick hair and her forehead was already bruising from the brutish impact. The love of his life was dying in his arms.
 
   Jamie said, “Samantha, please wake up. Don't sleep, don't sleep now. Don't die. Casey needs you, sweetie. He's fighting to survive, too. You need to fight for him. He needs you by his side to... to be freed from his pain. He needs his mother. Please, don't die...”
 
   As he sniveled, Jamie opened Samantha's eyelids. He couldn't help but smile as he gazed into her glistering blue eyes – crystal blue eyes shimmering like diamonds in the sun. Knowing there was nothing he could do, Jamie grimaced and wept. His lamentation was sincere, his cries could be heard for miles. As his plaintive cries echoed, Samantha coughed and grunted.
 
   With wide eyes, Jamie said, “Samantha, you're... you're alive.” He wiped his tears, clearing his blurred vision for a better view. He said, “I thought you were dead. I thought I lost you again, sweetheart.”
 
   In a tender tone, Samantha said, “You can't save me...”
 
   Jamie shook his head and responded, “No, don't say that. I can. I can save you, sweetie. I just need to find a way to... to make this...”
 
   In a dubious tone, Samantha said, “Real?”
 
   “No, it's already real. It is real, Samantha, I can feel it. I just need to... I need to carry you back to our house. It's not more than a mile away. Okay? I have a first-aid kit at home. We can call an ambulance. We'll get you patched up and we can live happily ever after. That's what you always wanted, right? I'll give you that. I'll give you a fairy-tale ending.”
 
   Samantha smiled as she gazed into Jamie's teary eyes. Jamie returned the smile as euphoria rushed through his veins. He giggled like a child flirting with his crush for the first time. Shattering the delightful ambiance, Samantha scoffed and rolled her eyes. She deviously chuckled as she glanced around the avenue.
 
   With a furrowed brow, Jamie asked, “What? What is it?”
 
   With a half-smile, Samantha muttered, “So, this is where the bitch died...” She glanced at Jamie and said, “You could not save the woman. You could not avenge her death. What make you think you can save the boy?”
 
   Jamie leaned away from Samantha as he watched her with narrowed eyes. The sudden shift in demeanor was strange but familiar – he had seen it before. He realized the woman was similar in appearance, but different at heart. He did not coddle his beloved wife. She was a mere caricature of the past.
 
   As her voice changed from tender to raspy, Samantha said, “The boy belongs to me. You cannot save the child from my torment, you cannot shield the child from my despair. The boy is tarnished, but he is mine for the keeping.”
 
   Jamie staggered to his feet, then walked in reverse. He asked, “Who the hell are you? What do you want with Casey?”
 
   Samantha smirked as she stood. She said, “I want him to suffer like your wife. She is sucking cocks and fucking demons in Hell. She is ravaged by a thousand cocks a day. The pleasure stopped after the first. The boy will suffer the same fate.”
 
   As Samantha guffawed, searing flames ignited the trees at each side of the road. The crepitating fire reverberated through the street, loudly snapping and crackling. Jamie coughed and grunted as the dense black smoke attacked his lungs. Chaos erupted in an instant – a dream seamlessly metamorphosed into a nightmare.
 
   Jamie held his hands to his ears and lowered his head. He said, “No... No, that's not true. You're a liar. You're trying to deceive me. You can't have Casey. You won't take my son from me. I won't allow it.”
 
   In a sonorous tone, Samantha yelled, “He is already my property! He will...”
 
   Tears streaming down his cheeks, Jamie barked, “No! Shut up! Shut your fucking mouth!”
 
   ***
 
   Fabian shouted, “Wake up, Jamie! Wake up and depart this chamber before it's too late!”
 
   Jamie gasped and shook his head as he suddenly awoke. His body was damp and slimy from his sweat. His constant wheezing and grunting echoed through the room. He erratically blinked as he inspected his newfound surroundings. Fabian stood at the foot of the bed, Casey was cuffed to the bedposts. The hinges squeaked as the bedroom door swung.
 
   Flabbergasted, Jamie whispered, “What the fuck? What the hell is happening?”
 
   Fabian yelled, “Jamie, you must leave! You cannot help him in your condition! The demon is already in your mind, son. Leave, Jamie, leave!”
 
   Fabian's warning did not frighten Jamie. He was only concerned for his son. He leaned forward, then crawled towards the bed. On his knees, he gazed at his tormented child. Casey wiggled on the bed like a worm in mud, helplessly trying to escape the stinging water and the restraints to no avail.
 
   The child was scarred, like if he were savagely beaten – brutally whipped and sliced. The sight was utterly appalling. Jamie was at a lost for words. He could not apologize. He did not know who would receive his apology – his beloved son, a sinister demon, or a figment of his imagination.
 
   Fabian grabbed Jamie's shoulder and said, “Jamie, you must leave. The demon knows your weakness, the demon will feed off your fears. It will manipulate you by any means necessary. Allow me to complete the exorcism without interference. Allow me to save the child.”
 
   Over Casey's raspy groans of agony, Jamie scowled and said, “You haven't saved him, you're only causing him pain. You're hurting him, Father, you're killing my child. I can't... I can't let this happen to him.”
 
   With contrite eyes, Fabian responded, “No, that is not the intention, Jamie. You know that very well. The demon must be exorcised. Expulsion by adjuration will work when the demon is weakened. Believe me, Casey will not feel the pain. He...”
 
   “No! There has to be another way. There has to be a way to save him now, not tomorrow or next week. Not through torture or... or...”
 
   The bed violently trembled. The entire bed frame jounced, thudding and screeching on the hardwood flooring. In a tender, boyish tone, Casey whimpered and muttered – his words were an indecipherable garble of nonsense. Jamie could clearly see the change. He could see his son's eyes – he could see his son's soul. Jamie gripped the trembling bedpost as he staggered to his feet.
 
   Teary-eyed, Jamie shouted, “Casey! Casey! Daddy's still here, kiddo! Daddy's still here! I love you! I love you, champ!”
 
   Casey convulsed and sobbed as he yelled, “Daddy! I'm... I'm burning! I'm on fire! Help me! Dad... Dad! Please!”
 
   Jamie gritted his teeth as he leaned on the bedpost and tried to ground the bouncing frame, but to no avail. The bed was violently trembling, despite all of Jamie's weight and force. Fabian tightly gripped the vial, waiting for the opportunity to strike if Jamie failed.
 
   Fabian said, “He must fight the demon, Jamie. If this is your son, he must overwhelm it.”
 
   Jamie turned towards Casey and said, “Casey, you have to... you have to fight it. You can't let it win. You have to fight back, okay? You have to fight him with everything you've got. Please, don't give up. Help us and we can help you, Casey.”
 
   Casey grimaced as his torso swiftly jerked left-and-right. He cried, “Help me! Please!”
 
   “I'm trying, Casey! I'm trying!”
 
   As his father sobbed, Casey's eyes whitened. As the bed rattled, he turned towards Jamie and Fabian. He coughed and snorted, filling his mouth with a goop of vomit. As the pair grimaced in disgust, Casey spat the yellow slug at his father. The fetid blob plopped on his shirt, then dripped down to the floor. Jamie was baffled, Fabian was infuriated.
 
   Fabian shoved Jamie aside and shouted, “It was never your child, Jamie! He's manipulating you, can't you see that! He's baiting you with Casey's voice, he's taunting you with Casey's personality! You are not prepared for this holy battle! Now, leave and let me finish the rite!”
 
   Jamie rebutted, “That's my son! I will not abandon him! Tell me what to do, tell me how I can help!”
 
   “You can't!”
 
   Amidst the infighting, the entire bedroom trembled. A quake of monumentally disastrous proportions struck the home. The floorboards groaned and splintered. A gaping crack ripped through the blank ceiling. The window shattered into dozens of sparkling shards. Jamie and Fabian wavered with the powerful quake, struggling to stay on their feet. Bouncing from wall-to-wall, Wilson approached the room.
 
   As he stood at the doorway, staring at the fracturing ceiling, Wilson shouted, “We have to stop! He's too powerful, Father! The house will collapse!”
 
   Fabian turned towards Casey. As he swung the vial, Fabian said, “I command you, demon... I exorcise you, impure spirit...”
 
   Relishing in the pain, Casey responded, “More, Father! Hurt me more!”
 
   Fabian continued, “The begetter of despair dwelling in sorrow, I exorcise you. In the name of Jesus Christ, I command you to leave this child! Christ commands you to leave this child!” 
 
   Casey yelled, “In the name of the Devil, I command you to suck my cock!”
 
   Casey maniacally giggled as he frantically shook his head. The holy commands were ineffective. Refusing to admit defeat, Fabian vigorously swung his arm and helplessly tried to contain the demon with the holy water. His attempts were futile. He glanced at the vial to his utter dismay.
 
   Casey chuckled, then asked, “Is there a problem, Father? Are you out of your juice?”
 
   Jamie walked to the foot of the bed, then shouted, “Stop! Please, stop! Take me instead! Take me to Hell! I'll go with you! I'll go with you, I swear...” As he wept, Jamie stuttered, “I–I'll go... I'll go with you... Please...”
 
   Casey tittered as he gazed at Jamie. Jamie was petrified, but his words were not fueled by his dread. His offer was sincere. Through the tears, Casey could see Jamie's pure soul – a father willing to give up everything for his son. He was innocent, he was valuable.
 
   Casey smirked and said, “I think I prefer it that way. I did not want perished fruit anyway...”
 
   The quake stopped in an instant. The handcuffs miraculously snapped, one-by-one. Casey was flung forward, his body tossed 180-degrees on the bed by an incorporeal force. His face was buried on the foot of the mattress, his feet were firmly planted on the headrest. The trio of adults were baffled by the movements.
 
   In his tender tone, Casey sobbed as his legs were slowly lifted upward. The sounds of his bones popping and crunching reverberated through the room. The painful shift stopped as his feet dangled over the back of his head. The three men watched in utter awe as Jamie's body was contorted. His body was shaped like a cock-tail beetle raising its tail. Casey's feet were pointed at Jamie.
 
   Jamie stuttered, “Wha–What are you doing? What are you... What the hell are you doing to my kid?” As he gazed at his physically-twisted son, Jamie trudged forward and whimpered. He asked, “Casey, are you okay? Is he gone? Is he...”
 
   Before he could finish, Jamie gasped and walked in reverse. His body undulated with each step. He grimaced and gripped his shirt at the chest, struggling to breathe. His head swayed as his back collided with the wall behind him. Fabian watched with a furrowed brow, analyzing the situation.
 
   Fabian asked, “Jamie, are you okay? What's happening? Did...”
 
   Fabian stopped as Jamie lifted his head. He could see Jamie's whitened eyes and pale skin. His lips were discolored and thick blue veins bulged on his brow. The demon had transferred vessels, jumping from one innocent soul to another. Jamie was aware of the invasion. He was purposely depriving himself of air, trying his best to suffocate the demon within.
 
   Through his gritted teeth, Jamie sternly whispered, “Kill me... Kill me.”
 
   Fabian reached for Jamie and said, “Jamie, I can still save you. We can still defeat the demon. Please, let me...”
 
   Jamie stared at the obliging priest. His eyes widened with fear upon spotting the rosary hidden beneath his clerical collar. He stepped in reverse, then lurched through the doorway. With hurried steps, Wilson stepped away and dodged Jamie. Before Fabian could reach the hall, Jamie tumbled down the stairs. The stairs groaned and the adjacent handrail splintered from the devastating fall. 
 
   With his head stretched as far from his torso as humanly possible, Wilson glanced down the stairs – a reluctant peek. His teeth chattered as he stared down at Jamie's motionless body. His eyes brimming with grief, Fabian slowly shook his head as he absorbed the melancholic loss.
 
   The pair's sincere grieving was disrupted as helpless whimpers emerged from the bedroom. The duo walked towards the doorway, then peered inside. With his face buried into the mattress, Casey rubbed his lower back and hopelessly bawled.
 
   In a muffled, childish tone, Casey cried, “Daddy, help me. I'm sorry. I'm so sorry. Please...”
 
   With a half-smile, Fabian said, “He saved him. He saved the boy...”
 
   Fabian sighed as he contemplated the bittersweet moment – life and death dawned onto him. Jamie's sacrificial offering left Casey without a father. A father's selfless sacrifice rescued his child from an eternity of torment. Regardless of his thought pattern, Fabian could only think about life and death – good and evil.
 
   With downcast eyes, Fabian glanced at Wilson and said, “Alas, this is the ending I feared. There are no other options, son. You must call the authorities.”
 
   


  
 

[bookmark: __RefHeading__2586_1846163595]Chapter Sixteen
 
   Consequences
 
    
 
   The warm morning sunshine pierced through the fluffy white clouds, beaming onto the home from the Heavens above. The blades of grass swayed with the gentle breeze, rippling with the wind. A sense of tranquility dominated the area – the world was motionless for a moment of silence. Wilson sat at the top of the stoop as he gazed at the sky.
 
   A man in a white button-up shirt and black dress pants said, “Excuse me, sir.”
 
   Snapping out of his trance, Wilson glanced over his shoulder, then slid aside. Two similarly-dressed men carried a stretcher out of the Cruz home. The body was neatly veiled by a thick white sheet, covered from head-to-toe. Wilson despondently stared at the stretcher as the paramedics walked away. The rest of the world was blissfully unaware, but Wilson knew the man beneath the sheet.
 
   Wilson sighed, then said, “I'm sorry, Jamie. I thought I knew what I was doing, I thought we could help. I just... I just wanted to help. I'm sorry. I never meant for it to end this way.”
 
   Wilson staggered to his feet as he glanced around the somber area. Three police cruisers were parked in front of the home. The red-and-blue lights from one vehicle flowed through the neighborhood – an announcement of trouble. Officers in plain navy uniforms chattered – some sipping coffee, others munching snacks. For the beat cops, it was another routine call. Accident or homicide, abuse or neglect, it was not their duty to decide.
 
   Wilson bit his bottom lip and shook his head as he caught a glimpse of the first police cruiser to his left. Father Fabian Fernando sat in the backseat, his head slumped downward in blatant shame. Yet, through his contrition, Fabian was unusually placid considering the nightmarish circumstances. Failure and success sat on each shoulder, keeping his demeanor and virtue balanced.
 
   Hoping the priest could hear him, Wilson said, “I'm sorry, Father. I'm sorry for dragging you into this. I fear we did more harm than good. We should have waited for the church, we should have begged for help. I shouldn't have... I shouldn't have done anything. Please, forgive me for my sins.”
 
   Teary-eyed, Wilson sniffled and panted as he glanced at the neighboring car. Trembling like a frightened pup, Casey sat in the front seat of the police vehicle. His shivering body was wrapped in a warm blue police blanket. The wounds on his face were treated and cleaned. He stared at the dashboard with woeful eyes. He was lost in his contemplation, he was adrift without his beloved father. The dreadful experience took a toll on his psyche. He bereaved in the silence and loneliness.
 
   Wilson said, “I'm sorry, Casey. I'm so sorry. I could have grabbed him. I could have stopped him from falling. I didn't want it to... I don't know, I was afraid he'd pass it on to me. It's my fault, it's all my fault.”
 
   Wilson's heartfelt apology was disrupted by the sound of thudding footsteps. Wilson blinked erratically and swiped at his tears, looking away to buy himself time. Even after the harrowing experience had ended, he feared showing weakness. Evil was lurking around every corner and he could not risk showing any vulnerabilities.
 
   In a stentorian voice, a man asked, “You're Wilson Clark, correct?”
 
   Wilson inhaled deeply, then turned towards the voice. He glanced at the man standing at the doorway. The man stood six-one with a burly figure. He donned a white button-up shirt beneath his long black coat. He wore black trousers and polished black dress shoes. His slimy black hair was slicked back. The man was stern but fairly handsome – appealingly grim. The mysterious man held a cup of coffee in his hand.
 
   Wilson gazed into the man's brown eyes and asked, “What do you want from me? Who are you?”
 
   The man sighed, then responded, “My name is Joe Daemon. You can refer to me as 'Detective Daemon.' I'll be leading this... this peculiar case. So, considering there was a death involved, I figured it would be best if I got started with the investigation. Does that sound good to you, sir?”
 
   Wilson nervously chuckled. He nodded and said, “Sure. I'm sorry about the attitude. It's just...”
 
   Daemon interrupted, “Don't worry about it. Attitude isn't against the law. Besides, with you mumbling out here by your lonesome, I figured you went through something. On the other hand, murder and child abuse certainly are against the law and...”
 
   “No, no, there was no murder. There was no child abuse. It was nothing like that, officer...”
 
   “Detective.”
 
   Filled with anxiety, Wilson nervously smiled and said, “Detective, it was nothing like that. It was... It was all a misunderstanding. A very unfortunate misunderstanding. I can explain everything to you. I swear, it was nothing malicious.”
 
   Daemon strolled down the stoop, bouncing with each swaggering step. He stopped at the bottom of the steps, then he stared up at the beautiful sky. His confidence was unwavering, his demeanor was resolute. Wilson followed Daemon's lead.
 
   As the pair stood on the decomposed granite walkway, Daemon said, “I could tell from the onset someone would be crucified over this case. Whoever is responsible, he's going to be torn to bits by the media and the community. It's not going to be a pretty sight. We're almost certain about our primary suspect and that man will pay for his crimes.” He glanced at Wilson and said, “There's a reason you're not in handcuffs. Do you understand what I'm saying?”
 
   Wilson responded, “Yes.”
 
   “Will you cooperate with this investigation?”
 
   Wilson glanced at Fabian, then turned towards Casey. The pieces were easy to connect, the implication was blatant. One man would be pinned for the disastrous event and one child would be deemed the victim.
 
   Wilson said, “Yes...”
 
   ***
 
   Detective Daemon and Wilson stood on the front lawn, watching as the emergency personnel scurried in-and-out of the home like ants at a picnic. The ambulance had already departed with Jamie's body. The house was cordoned off by the police, wrapped in vibrant yellow tape. The tape read: Do not cross.
 
   Daemon said, “The kid's going to ride with me. Usually, we send them off with the paramedics, but we're short on wagons and he doesn't seem to be in any pain. He's been patched up, but it really didn't make a difference. Considering his wounds, some old and some fresh, it's very unusual. He simply doesn't seem affected by any of it. He's out of it... Poor kid...”
 
   Daemon sipped his scorching coffee, holding the paperboard cup in his right hand. The warm steam caressed his dour face as he watched Casey with a keen eye. Wilson stood beside the nonchalant detective, absorbing the chatter and absently gazing at his surroundings. He blocked the ruckus as he contemplated – planning his answers before receiving the questions.
 
   Daemon coughed, then said, “Give me the condensed version. Tell me what happened in there. Only the important details, we can iron everything out at the station. I just need something to get started, something to release to the higher-ups and press.” Daemon nodded towards the police cruisers and continued, “Since these two aren't very talkative, you're my last hope.”
 
   Wilson sniffled, then said, “Casey, the boy, was sick. His father, Jamie, the... the deceased, came to me for help.”
 
   Daemon asked, “What kind of sickness did he have? What was he diagnosed with?”
 
   “They never found it. He was just acting erratically and violently, but the doctors couldn't link it to anything conclusive.”
 
   Daemon sipped his coffee, then said, “Continue.”
 
   Wilson rubbed the nape of his neck and said, “Well, Jamie suggested something supernatural. He believed Casey was possessed by a malevolent spirit. An evil spirit, you know? So, I came to check on him and...”
 
   Wilson paused as he contemplated his answer. The words would not roll off his tongue, he could not confess to his deeds. Catching a whiff of suspicion, Daemon glanced at Wilson. With a furrowed brow, Daemon beckoned to him without saying a word – go on.
 
   Wilson nodded and said, “Yes, I came to check up on him and I found nothing conclusive. That was my judgment as a parapsychologist. I offered Jamie some religious counseling through Father Fabian Fernando. I did not know he was no longer part of the church. Under... Under Jamie's orders, Father Fabian performed an exorcism on Casey. From there, I don't know what happened. I was downstairs the entire time.”
 
   “An exorcism...” Daemon murmured, mystified. He nodded, accepting the peculiar explanation, then he asked, “How did the kid get all of those scratches and burn marks on his body?”
 
   “Father Fabian threw something at him. He said it was holy water, but it could have been anything. It could have been acid, I suppose. I don't know.”
 
   Daemon huffed, then asked, “And, how exactly would you know that?”
 
   Wilson shut his eyes and sighed, hanging his head in shame from his hasty response. He was easily caught in a web of lies and Daemon was the tarantula sauntering towards him. The urge to tell the truth was overpowered by his habitual deceit. He could not bury his duplicity. Daemon bit his bottom lip as he grabbed Wilson's shoulder and pulled him closer.
 
   Daemon sternly said, “Don't lie to me, Mr. Clark. I'm trying to help you out. I'm giving you an opportunity here. But, don't take my kindness for weakness. I have a job to do. I don't mind taking everyone down for this. Now, if you weren't responsible, just tell me the truth. How do you know about the wounds on the boy's body?”
 
   Wilson dug into his pocket, then retrieved the compact camera. He explained, “I recorded the exorcism. I just wanted to document it. I wanted to make sure Casey was okay. That's all. I left the room after a few minutes. I couldn't handle his pain. I was too afraid to call 911. Everything was just so... so surreal. It happened so fast.”
 
   With an open hand, Daemon directed, “Hand it over.” Wilson sighed as he reluctantly delivered the camera. Daemon shoved the camera into his coat pocket, then said, “We'll analyze this footage at the station. If it checks out, if you didn't lay a finger on that child, I'll ask for some leniency. Your cooperation is appreciated, so I'm sure you won't serve time.”
 
   Wilson said, “You won't believe what you see on there, detective. I told you, it's surreal. I've studied paranormal events my entire life and I've never seen anything like this.”
 
   Daemon asked, “Are you telling me you believe this child was possessed?”
 
   Once again, Wilson bit his tongue – the truth was outlandish. He said, “No, but he... It was...”
 
   “If there's anything questionable in the footage, it may be tossed out. However, it gives us an idea of the event. It helps us paint a picture. Depending on the corroboration, the footage may not be as important anyway. It's a starting point. I think it's safe to say mental illness played a large role in this incident. I'm sure some sort of mental illness ran in the family. Meet us at the station. We'll have you fill out a report and get going on the investigation. Thank you for your cooperation.”
 
   Before Daemon could walk away, Wilson asked, “If it's exactly what I told you, if the boy and the priest corroborate, what will happen to them? I get to walk free, but what happens to Casey and Father Fabian?”
 
   Daemon sipped his coffee, then responded, “Well, the priest will likely serve time depending on the charges and court cases. But, whether it's manslaughter, child abuse, or both, he will likely spend the rest of his life in prison.”
 
   “What about the boy?”
 
   “The boy? Well, it's a little more complicated. Depending on the footage and his medical records, if you weren't lying, he'll either be sent to a new home or sent to a psychiatric hospital. Regardless, I believe he'll be treated better than this. He'll find the help he needs. I'll make sure of that.”
 
   Wilson stared down at his shoes and whispered, “A psychiatric hospital...”
 
   Daemon walked away and said, “Yeah. Meet us at the station, Mr. Clark.”
 
   In disbelief, Wilson murmured, “What have I done?”
 
   Wilson looked towards Fabian and Casey. He gazed at the disgraced father and fatherless son. As Daemon drove off, the other police cruisers followed. The convoy of dolor and despair slowly drove down the residential street. Wilson staggered towards the center of the road, then stared at the departing vehicles.
 
   As the cars turned the corner, he could see Casey's grief and Fabian's dolefulness – the battle was neck-and-neck, but evil ultimately reigned victorious. Sorrowful tears streamed down Wilson's blushed cheeks, dripping off his jaw and plopping on the ground. He opened his mouth to shout, but he could not conjure the words to retract his statement – sadness clogged his throat.
 
   As he hopelessly whimpered, Wilson whispered, “What have I done? Christ, what have I done?”
 
   


  
 

Join the Mailing List
 
    
 
   Love reading? Enjoyed the book? Would you like to be the first to know when one of my books will be free on Amazon? Great! You can join my mailing list and I'll send you periodic updates! Don't worry, you'll likely only receive 1-2 emails a month and each email will contain valuable updates. It's greatly appreciated and requires little effort. Click here to sign-up: http://eepurl.com/bNl1CP
 
   


  
 

Dear Reader,
 
   First and foremost, thank you for reading! As usual, this was a product of passion. In the Name of the Devil is a creation stemming from my love for horror and storytelling. Your readership is invaluable. Although I aimed to horrify, this book was not intended to offend or appall. I only wanted to entertain through a horror book. If you were offended by the content, I hope you will accept my sincerest apologies.
 
    
 
   Clearly, this book was inspired by the iconic novel/film titled The Exorcist – you've probably heard of it. As part of my tradition, I watch the film every year on Halloween. In 2015, my viewing of the film inspired the writing of this book. I never wanted to match the film or novel, I believe that's an impossible task for myself, but I wanted to create something with similar themes. At the same time, I wanted to create something different from the recent string of disappointing possession films. (As you can see, I'm a big movie fan.)
 
    
 
   Immediately, you probably noticed the biggest change: the characters. I decided to opt for a single father trying to save his son. If you've dabbled in the genre long enough, you've probably noticed a very familiar character through most narratives – a female possession victim. While doing my research, I found males were also susceptible to possession. In fact, The Exorcist was largely inspired by a boy's possession. In other words, I wanted to change the cast for my attempt, especially since it would still be accurate. In terms of characters, I also wanted to add the often underutilized parapsychologist – I felt he added a little more character to my formula.
 
    
 
   Although I don't claim to be completely original, I also wanted to break away from some other clichés. I was never a big fan of the constant bone-popping we see in modern possession films, so I wanted to keep that to a minimum. Instead of Latin, I wanted to dabble in some other languages. I didn't want the demon to be easily identifiable, either. (This is why I chose the 'man in the closet/shadowy figure' approach.) I didn't only want medical or demonic options, I wanted to delve a bit into ghosts and poltergeist without being too heavy-handed. I initially wanted to end this book in a hospital setting, but when I wrote the scene, it felt out of place. So, I decided to keep the whole 'trapped in a room' aspect. 
 
    
 
   Anyway, if you enjoyed this book, please leave an honest review on Amazon.com. Your review is incredibly significant. My career depends on your review. Your feedback will help me improve on future books – for example, was my vocabulary to wide? Should I tone it down or was it just enough? Was the horror effective? Did you like the ending? Answering questions like these in a review will help me improve. It will also help other readers find this book. Reviews also help me gauge interest for certain genres and themes. I have ideas for a sequel and even a potential spin-off about Theodore Harris – the fictional parapsychologist mentioned in this book. If you would like to see these books come to fruition, please let me know in a review. Your words have the power to influence my writing – please use them wisely.
 
    
 
   Also, feel free to share this book with your family and friends. Tweet it to your followers on Twitter, share it with your friends and family on Facebook, lend it to them, or even read it to them over the phone or video chat. Special event coming up? Birthday? Christmas? Buy them a copy as a gift. Word-of-mouth is an excellent method in supporting independent authors – and it's mostly free. My diet still consists of cheap noodles and tap water – maybe some leftovers, too. I'm going to need your support to sustain this lifestyle.
 
    
 
   Finally, if you enjoy scary stories or thrillers, feel free to visit my Amazon's Author page. I've published over a dozen horror anthologies as well as some novellas. Loved the tone of this book? Need something darker? If you love disturbing thrillers, I highly recommend reading my revenge-thriller, The Harbinger of Vengeance. (I bet you can't guess the ending!) Prefer something less tense or grisly? Check out my Twilight Zone-inspired anthology, Enter The Vortex Vol. 3: Surreal Tales of Horror and Fantasy. Best of all, many of my books are available on Kindle Unlimited for your reading pleasure! I publish books frequently, so please keep your eyes peeled for the next release. I'm currently writing a thriller about serial killers – it's going to be an insane ride! Once again, thank you for reading! Your readership keeps me going through the pessimism and I'm forever grateful.
 
    
 
   Until our next venture into the dark and disturbing,
 
   Jon Athan
 
    
 
   P.S. If you have questions or comments, you'll receive the quickest response via Twitter @Jonny_Athan. If you are an aspiring author, I'm always happy to lend a helping hand. From experience, I know how hard it can be to get started, so feel free to ask. Thanks again!
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