Chapter 2


The longer Trent Miller stood in the room, the more he wished he’d chosen another path in life instead of becoming a cop.


The room reeked of death; a fresh corpse lay on the floor, cold and stiff. The throat had been cut, as had been the wrists. A stab wound had taken out the heart. To make matters worse, as if the sight of a corpse wasn’t enough terror, some sick bastard had taken the blood of his prey and spread it across the floor, in a complete circle, with savage images located within the circle; all of it written in blood. The coppery smell was almost enough to make a man gag and heave his breakfast.


But luck was on Miller’s side; he hadn’t had time to eat breakfast before he’d arrived on the scene. Rather, he’d been deep in sleep, lying in bed next to his fiancée when the phone had gone off, screeching. Although Miller had been born as a naturally-talented athlete, his instincts weren’t enough to scoop the phone up before it had completely deafened him and his beloved.


“Yeah?” he didn’t bother opening his eyes as he spoke.


“Hey man, it’s Jurz. We’ve got another one.”


And an hour and a half later, he was here, at the scene of the crime, wondering what in God’s name provoked a man (or woman; sometimes you never knew.) to cause this kind of madness and chaos. There never had been a good explanation for man’s treachery against his own kind; at least, not that Miller had ever heard.


He finally let out a hiss of air, and scratched his blonde head. This wasn’t exactly how he’d wanted to spend his day, picking up the pieces of yet another massacre. 


“Hey, big guy,” Bryan Jurz, fellow detective and friend hailed from the doorway of the apartment. “Need some more alone-time?”


After giving the circle one last look, Miller shook his head. “Might as well come in.”


Jurz hesitated for a moment, taking a look around the room. His face paled, and the blue eyes behind his specs seemed to enlarge slightly as he fixed his eyes on the corpse. “Here we go again.” Miller heard him mutter before he stepped into the room.


Jurz then joined Miller in the middle of the circle. “Hope you don’t believe in luck or anything like that,” the younger man chuckled at Miller before frowning. “God, this is some sick stuff.”


“Just noticed that, huh?” Miller nodded in agreement. “And you know what pisses me off? No one seems to know what to think about this.”


“Well, it is a bit tricky to figure out murder, right?” Jurz chuckled again. “Am I right?”


Miller was in no mood to make light of the situation. “We’ll see,” he said in a quiet voice, continuing on as if he hadn’t heard Jurz at all. “I’m gonna pay another visit to Dokham; maybe he’s found something on this circle.”


“What, this one?” Jurz pointed down, and Miller nodded again. “You already sent him a photo, then?” Jurz then whistled. “Man, you are fast.”


Miller then did allow himself a small smile. “It’s the first thing I do now.”


“Since when?” Jurz followed him to the door.


“Since I started seeing this same circle in three other cases.” Miller said.


Jurz halted abruptly then, and Miller kept walking, having failed to notice his friend’s surprise. “What?” Jurz called after him.


“Yeah,” Miller continued thoughtfully as Jurz caught up with him hastily. “I don’t know how you didn’t notice it; same circle, same images.”


“Aw, come on, man,” Jurz said. “You know me; I’m more of a hands-on kinda person. I leave all the thinking to you; you leave all the arresting and shooting me, remember?”


“M-hm.” They both reached Jurz’s car. “So we’re headed to the Labs?”


“And Dokham. Yeah. You drive.” Miller got in the passenger seat.


As they made their way to the labs within the city, Miller chose to remain silent as Jurz informed the Chief of their initial scouting of the crime scene. Instead, Miller let his eyes walk around outside of the passenger window, watching as the city rose up in front of him.


The sun was starting to shine in the sky, high and bright. Its beams hit the skyscrapers, giving them an unearthly ambience. With just a bit of imagination, Miller could pretend the skyscrapers were rockets blasting off into space, and the beams of light fire that surged all around the launch pad.


Very few were out yet; after all, it was a Sunday. The main churches of the city didn’t start their sermons for another few hours. And despite the horrid apartment scene Miller had just witnessed, he found himself wondering when the last time he’d even entered a church was. It had been some time, indeed; so long ago that he couldn’t remember it. 


And although he was a rational man, Miller couldn’t escape the feeling of fear that had crept through him as he had stood in that apartment, staring down at the circle and the nearby corpse. Such images of hate and death often common now in murders, but that never made it any easier for Miller or any man of considerable experience as a cop or soldier or mercenary to see such pure evil and malice put forth in the world.


And maybe that was why so many went to church in these dark, and strange times. Perhaps the general conclusion of the public was, ‘if there’s something evil out there, then God can keep us safe’ and Miller had no problem with that thinking. He knew better than to question the faith of those who chose to believe such things; mostly because he believed in a bit of it himself.


How could he not believe, after all the things he had witnessed in his twenty-seven years? Men ripped in half, others tortured on camera and the tapes sent to HQ. Meanwhile, women raped every week or so, and others dying from overdose and suicide. Miller had seen most of these things; and that was why he, now more than ever, considered a return to church.


If God was out there, regardless of what kind of person Miller was, God would have to accept him if Miller was sincere, correct? Miller certainly hoped so; otherwise, he stood no chance at all.


And there was no questioning that these murder cases of late, the ones concerning this blood-made circle of death, had a religious intent to them. What kind of intent, Miller didn’t want to know. He wanted nothing to do with it all. But he knew, deep down in his heart, he’d find out whether he wanted to or not. 

And the chances were he’d find out fairly soon.


He shut his eyes, hoping to catch a nap before they arrived at the Labs. He hoped that somehow Jurz caught the morning-rush of traffic that came through the main strip on the highway. He wanted to sleep, and sleep without nightmares chasing after him, chasing after his sanity…nightmares like that apartment; cold, dark, and reeking of bodily fluids spilt and rotting flesh... 


Gregory Dokham was one of the smartest men in the city, and one of the best analysts Miller had ever met. 


At the moment, Dokham’s dorm room was covered in heaps of books, spread all over the table, the floor, and even on his bed. He had seven photos of the circles that Miller had sent him, and they had scribbling in red marker ink all over them. Dokham himself was a resemblance of his room; his hair was sticking up in several places, and his beard had grown long and unkempt. His skin was pale from constant work in the labs, which was his home as well. Dokham rarely left; in fact, Miller could never recall having see this man anywhere else, but here.


The man needed to get out more.


Miller had tuned out everything but the visions of blood in his head from the scene apartment. When he saw Dokham turn to him, he only saw Dokham’s lips moving…but no sound came out.


“…”


Miller blinked. And as he did so, he felt pain flare up in his forehead as if something had hit that area with a sledgehammer, sending him reeling, his hand to his head. He tried to focus on Dokham, who was clearly trying to speak to him, lips still moving on mute.


“…saw this coming…no flesh where the darkness grows…killed in the heat of sacrifice and glory…”


Miller didn’t know where these whispered words had come from, but they were not the same words that were formed by Dokham’s lips. No, this was something else; like someone Upstairs had screwed up and had thrown a switch, sending Miller’s ears into another world.


“Blood.” This time, with the word, the pain hit harder, and Miller winced again. Dokham now looked concerned, and reached out for him.


Miller pushed him away, trying to figure out what was happening. Jurz then came into focus, shouting something that Miller still couldn’t hear.


“There’s no end to the weakness, to the madness…you must kill the body before you can take the head. Blood hath no use for dead flesh.”


Stop. Make it stop; get off of the ride. Find a way to turn it all off. Miller concentrated on his breathing. He was now in his own place, his home away from home; a small shack out in the moutnains. No one came here and no one could. He was untouchable.


He breathed deeply; slowly. And jabbering whispers reached a crescendo, shrieking at him, and then subsided just ask quickly as they had started. And now, all Miller could hear was his heart pounding, hard like the hammer that hit his head again and again…


“Hey!” This was Jurz’s voice; Miller could recognize the deepness of it, recognized the hands that lifted his chin up so that he looked Jurz right in the eye. Jurz was looking very startled. “Hey man, you read me?”


“What?” Miller managed to sputter.


“I said, ‘can you read me’ as in, are you okay? Can you make it?” Jurz cursed as he glared at Miller. “Seriously, what just happened?”


“Nothing.” Miller waved him and Dokham both away. “I’m okay…it’s…uh…it’s just-”


“The headaches?” Jurz interrupted.


“Yeah. Just the headache. Nothing unusual.” Nothing that Jurz could help with, at any rate. Miller pinched the bridge of his nose tightly for a moment and sighed. “I’m sorry, Dok; what were you saying before all of that? I didn’t hear it.”


“What I was saying is,” Dokham started over. “I took a look through everything I could find on all the documented cults around here; here, on the outskirts, in the other territories; I couldn’t find anything. What you have here,” he went over to the table to scoop up a photo. “Is something new; something I don’t think anyone’s seen before.”

“Aw, come on!” Snapped Jurz. “Give me a break; how can that even be? You said there were hundreds of occults here in the Semad alone. That leaves three more territories with God knows how many cults they must have. Are you trying to tell me that this is something that we can’t plan for?”


As Miller’s headache slowly faded, he contemplated this. The Semad was the largest of the four territories that made up the world; each had its own counties, made up of several cities and villages. A census taken up by the governments of the Four combined and working together had totaled over four-billion people living in the Four. The sheer amount of possible cults and gatherings of dangerous activities was very high.


And the fact that Dokham couldn’t find anything on these circles made this fact a lot more troubling.


Dokham glanced at Jurz. “Look, I’ve been searching and searching…and I just can’t find anything that matches this. Whatever it is, it’s not your average cult business.” He tipped his head, as if shrugging. “Now, that doesn’t mean that these cases weren’t religiously motivated. I think it’s obvious that they were.”


“What’s your take on it?” Miller cut to the chase, looking him right in the eye.


Dokham scratches his head, going back over to the table to stare at the photos. After a moment he sighed and retrieved a nearby book. The title read:


The Satanic Bible


“Oh, for the love of God…” Jurz had had enough and stormed off, shaking his head. Miller leaned in for a closer look as Dokham stared at the cover for a moment.


“Satanists?” Miller inquired.


Dokham took a breath. “That’s what I first thought, when I saw the first photo you sent me; the one of that guy being hung in his basement.”


“Okay,” Miller nodded, satisfied. They were getting somewhere.


“You said that people who knew this man claimed that he’d stayed in his house, locked all doors and windows, and was heard screaming about a curse, and being damned.” Dokham continued. “Said he could do nothing about it. Is that right?”


“Yeah!” Miller nodded again eagerly. “Satanists?”


“Give me a minute, will you?” Dokham glared at him sternly. “I’m trying to explain things here. Given his strange activity, I assumed immediately that, yes, the victim might’ve brushed shoulders with a Satanist.” 


“Come on, man!” Jurz yelled from the opposite wall of the labs. “We’re talkin’ about those people who worship ye Old Lucifer?”


Miller rolled his eyes; Dokham shook his head. “Your ignorance only keeps you in the dark, detective.” He said. “Satanism is not exactly about the Devil of old times, the one in the Christian Bible. Anton LaVey, the man who wrote The Satanic Bible, has a take on the devil that is similar to that of the Satan that John Milton wrote about; an independent creature that is proud of itself and its independence.”


It was hard for Miller not to smirk at Jurz, who averted his eyes in the manner of a child who’d been properly chastised in public. Dokham continued his speaking.


“Now, as I was saying,” he said. “After seeing a few of your photos of these circles, I immediately drew up everything I could about Satanism and ran through it all about a thousand times now. And I’ve come across something in the Satanic Bible here that says that a Satanist is not to condone any kind of criminal activity; this includes murder.”


“…So, uh…” Miller now was baffled, wondering what Dokham was getting at. “Then they placed a curse on him, assuming that he’d be taken care of?”


“Yeah, in a way,” Dokham shrugged. “They’re only to place a curse on a person who deserves it.”


“Then isn’t it possible that a curse is what’s causing all this?” Miller glanced at Jurz, who was once again standing on the other side of the room, looking irritated.


“I don’t know,” Dokham leaned back in his chair, tapping a pen against the table, his mind in deep thought. “Think about it. You said the man locked all the doors and windows, correct?”


“Yeah.” Miller nodded.


“But then you found the only window in the basement was smashed open and glass was all over the place?” Dokham’s eyes were burning intensely with frustration. 


Miller had forgotten about that entirely. Dokham was right. “Yeah,” he admitted. “So then what? Do you think someone’s just ignoring the basics of Satanism and trying to get away with it?”


“I’m thinking that whoever’s doing all of these killings is somewhat inspired by Satanism as a whole,” Dokham said, taking another look at the cover of the Satanic Bible. “But they aren’t Satanists themselves. It’s almost as if they’re mocking the religion itself by what they do.”


“Well, this is a great conversation,” Jurz strode over to the table, a grim look on his face. “But how does it help us in any way? What you’re telling us is that it’s going to be virtually impossible to track this killer.”


“You wanted information; I’m giving it to you.” Dokham stood up, now looking weary. “I don’t know what else to tell you, detective Jurz. I did my best. I’m sorry if this info isn’t what you were expecting.”


“It’s fine,” Miller cut Jurz off before he could speak. “It’s exactly what I expected to hear.”


“What?” Jurz stared at him. Dokham blinked.


Miller nodded slowly. “You mind if I borrow that?” he reached out for the Satanic Bible, picking it up gingerly.


“Yeah, go ahead; it’s yours,” Dokham chuckled nervously. “I don’t want it anymore. Take it away and don’t bring it back.”


“What, scared of the evil spirits lurking within the book, Dok?” Jurz laughed as he and Miller made their way to the door.


“As a matter of fact, yes I am,” Dokham said calmly. “Because last night, when I opened it, several the lights on that side of the room over there broke and went out.”


Miller halted at this, halfway through the door. Jurz stood behind, his hand resting on the wall, his eyes glaring with impatience, begging Miller silently not to take the bait.


Miller ignored him, whirling around to walk to the side of the room. “Which side?” he asked Dokham, who pointed to the wall where the cot lay, ten yards away.


Miller stopped short of the bed and looked up. There were a total of twelve lights above the bed. His eyes narrowed as he noticed which lights were broke, the glass swept neatly into a corner nearby. “How many lights did you say broke?” he asked softly.


“Six.” Dokham said. “Do you see what I’m talking about?”


Miller did indeed. The six lights that were broken had formed a circle around the cot.


“Still don’t believe?” Dokham nudged Jurz, who had started to move towards the cot to examine the light for himself. “This is something that you two don’t understand; and for that matter, neither do I. I advise you guys, whatever you do, do it carefully. There’s a real darkness in these mystical beliefs and cults; and it’s a darkness that no man in the world can face alone.”
-


He arrived late at the apartment that night, fumbling with the door as he staggered in, exhausted and needing sleep. He laid the keys of the kitchen table, slipped out of his boots and jacket, removed his gun, and paused for a moment, hoping that she was in bed, and hadn’t bothered waiting for him.


Upon stripping down to his jeans, Miller gripped the bedroom door knob tightly and gritted his teeth. After a moment of hesitation, he twisted the knob and pushed lightly on the door, hardly daring to breathe as he peeked in the dark room.


Maria’s form was in the bed, the sheets pulled up halfway across her body. Her dark hair hung all around her face and shoulders, messy yet beautiful. Her fiery blue eyes were hidden by eyelids shut over in sleep. Her chest rose steadily up and down.


The picture was enough to warm Miller’s heart for a moment, and he relaxed his grip on the doorknob. Stepping into the room, he tip-toed as quietly as he could to the bathroom, so that he could at the very least brush his teeth before bed.


As soon as the bathroom door was shut, he flipped the switch, and the room flooded with light. He squinted at himself in the mirror, frightened by what he saw.


A man unshaven, looking bloody miserable and confused. But confused about what? He’d left that book in the car, hoping to avoid any kind of unwanted darkness. Even so, he could still feel something clawing at him, from a distance. Something icy, and lecherous in character.


Splashing cold water on his face did nothing but waken him from the drowsy state he found himself in, and when he looked back up at the mirror noticed that he was no longer alone in the room. Standing behind him, smirking, was a man with skin as pale as the white bathroom floor tiles, and blood-red hair that looked like it had been dyed. 


But the eyes were what mesmerized Miller. One eye was green, but the other red, never still for a moment, always moving about the room. The man’s lips peeled upwards into a savage grin.


Miller spun around, throwing a hefty punch, hitting the wall. He froze when he realized that there was no man behind him. He jerked his hand away from the hole he had just punched in the wall, spinning about wildly, searching the bathroom.


But it was clear. No one was in the room save for Miller himself. Looking back at the mirror, however, the same man was there, still in the same spot, now grinning even wider. Miller stared at the image, his mind reeling and his fist feeling like he’d shattered a bone, hurting on a level of viciousness that took his all of his will to ignore.


The man in the mirror just smirked at him. And then he spoke softly, as if to be quiet enough in order to keep Maria asleep. “It’s fun, isn’t it, to chase shadows?” 


Miller couldn’t think of a response. He clutched his fist with his other hand, his heart pounding hard enough against his chest to pop out of his body, it felt.


The man shrugged. “Be silent then. I don’t care. If you want to take down the killer you’re gonna have to take a trip on the wild-side. You get me?”


“What are you?” Miller couldn’t think of anything better to say. He hissed the question, more out of pain than maintain quiet for Maria’s sake.


“I have no idea; do you?” The man just laughed softly. “Figure it out for yourself, dickhead. I’ll see you on the other side when you’re ready to play ball.”


In front of Miller’s eyes then, he dematerialized, fading away in almost an instant. Before he could move, the bathroom door opened, and Maria stood there, now blinking in the light. She glanced him up and down, an eyebrow raising up against her forehead.


And then she noticed him clutching his hand. “What happened?” She said, concerned. She then noticed the wall, and she gasped. “Trent! My God, what did you do?”



“It’s nothing,” he said quickly, letting go of his hand and flexing it a few times. To his wonder, the pain had faded, but his knuckles were starting to turn black and blue, and enlarge. “I’m just having a rough day,” he finished lamely.


“I don’t care,” She said angrily. “Get out here; we need to get some ice on that.”


He followed her to the kitchen, but he swore that as he left the bathroom, he could hear a silent, half-whispered chuckled emanating from the bathroom darkness.


Trent Miller now had a reason to go to church, and there was no ducking it, this time.

