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    Chapter One 
 
      
 
      
 
    Charles strode down the hallway with his palm stuck to his holstered revolver. Years of hunting the world’s most treacherous monsters and demons would keep any man on edge with their hand ready to draw. The heels of his dark leather boots clacked against the stone, his footsteps echoing down the hallway to a pair of large cathedral doors. He scratched his dark scruffy beard just before pushing open the heavy doors. After entering the annular room, Charles folded his fingers in front of his navel and bowed his head to the four men and four women that were seated across from him. The council bowed their heads in return. 
 
    The man in the center addressed him first. “Minister Charles, we have received another summon, we believe you would be the best fit of the ministers available.” 
 
    “And what’s being asked of in this summon, Bishop Alban?” Charles responded. 
 
    “It’s in a small town called Levittown on Long Island, a bit outside of the city. The mayor of Levittown believes that a changeling is abducting children.” 
 
    “A changeling huh? How many children have gone missing?” 
 
    “Eleven, so far.” 
 
    “Eleven? How did it get to such a high number before a summon was issued?” Charles inquired. 
 
    “We aren’t sure. Financial reasons possibly.” 
 
    “What is the bounty for the summon?” 
 
    “$3500.” 
 
    “That’s a fair price. Has a vicar accepted?” Charles asked, looking to the four women seated on the left. 
 
    The woman next to Alban leaned forward, “yes. Vicar Maria has accepted.” 
 
    “A bit young for a so called eleven-life changeling isn’t she?” 
 
    The woman raised a brow at the Minister’s question. Most in The Ministry didn’t question the Vicars selected for a summon, yet Charles’ tenure allowed him to prod the council without fear of retribution. “Young, but exceptionally gifted,” she responded. “She has already been summoned for a bounty with a changeling before, and is extremely eager to take this bounty as well. If memory serves me right Minister, you have not received a summon for a changeling as of yet, despite being a part of The Ministry for many years.” 
 
    Her response to the Minister’s lack of experience would seem like a slight to his resume, yet his gifts in hunting the damned usually directed him towards accepting summons of different types of creatures. While Charles would not be considered a veteran, being a part of The Ministry in his 30s made him older than the majority of active ministers still taking summons on a regular basis. Charles thought back to the many summons that he collected bounties upon. He had killed many creatures, but it was true that he’d never faced a changeling.  
 
    “That would be correct Bishop Edna, which leads me to my next question. Of all the ministers, why have I been chosen for this summon?” 
 
    “You weren’t our first choice, or second for that matter,” Bishop Alban responded while folding his fingers in front of his face. Charles almost winced as if the words by the bishop bit him like a horse fly on the back of his neck. “However, with your experience and of the ministers available for the summon, we believe you are the best option for success.” 
 
    So, I just happen to be the best of the worst available then? Or are they pairing me with a vicar much younger than me again because of my past? Charles thought, but decided it was best to keep his lips sealed on that matter. “Very well, before I accept, how will the bounty be split?” Charles asked. 
 
    “80-20 as usual. The 80 percent going to you and Maria of course, and the 20 percent going to general upkeep and training for the students.” 
 
    After receiving a few final pieces of information on Levittown, Charles pocketed the wax seal containing the summon and exited the council with a bow. In the hallway was a young woman with her shoulder leaned against the wall and her arms crossed, waiting for Charles to emerge. 
 
    “I hear you accepted the summon,” the woman said, brushing the blonde hair out of her sky-blue eyes. 
 
    “Eavesdropping huh? You couldn’t wait until the council informed you of your partner?” Charles responded as he continued to walk passed her, refusing to even grant her a sideways glance. She followed close behind him, nearly stepping on his heels as she followed. 
 
    “Minister Charles, it is an honor to be working with a minister that carries the amount of prestige you do. However, tales of your abrasiveness do not put me at ease, given we are to be partners.” 
 
    “Abrasiveness?” Charles grunted. 
 
    “Oh yes, I’ve heard quite a bit from previous vicars that-” 
 
    “Vicar Maria.” Charles interjected, freezing in place to turn and look at her. He eyed her dark Victorian style dress and let out a sigh. The various weavings of lace spun up and down her dress as intricate as a freshly woven spider web. “I don’t want to hear of the opinions of ‘previous vicars’. And don’t think stories of your lack of discipline and brash empathetic decisions have gone unheard of either. I’m here to do my job and collect a bounty, that’s it. Just meet me in the square at dawn, and I hope you plan on dressing in something more… practical. It’s going to be a long ride.” Charles turned and exited the hallway leaving Maria behind. 
 
    Maria scoffed at Charles’ departure, “abrasive would be putting it lightly,” she mumbled. Why is it that I’m always getting stuck with all the grouchy ministers? Maria thought to herself. She found it almost insulting to The Ministry’s reputation when a minister like Charles views a summon as just a paycheck. Maria found it to be an honor to represent an organization with such stature. On every summon she not only holds herself accountable to complete her job, but also represents The Ministry’s image as a symbol of protection for those in need. Hopefully, this Charles would loosen up a bit on their journey south. Maria shrugged and departed the hallway while exhaling a sigh. 
 
    After exiting the gothic basilica, the sound of a woman’s heels clacked behind her. Maria turned over her shoulder to see Bishop Edna approaching her with her hands folded in front of her waist. She pushed back a grayed strand of hair behind her ear as they both bowed their heads to each other. Bishop Edna smiled, her skin crinkling under her eyes and her age marked cheeks met the rims of her glasses. 
 
    “Bishop Edna, I apologize for my extreme eagerness to take this summon. I realize I may have overstepped my-” The bishop raised her hand to quiet her. 
 
    “Maria, I have no doubt in your ability as a vicar with this case. However, it would be foolish of me to not voice my concern. We do not need to speak of events from the past, but I fear emotions may be clouding your judgement. Don’t think that I’m the only one on the council who has noticed either. Keep your wits about you, especially for this summon.” 
 
    “Yes, Lady Edna,” Maria responded. 
 
    Bishop Edna leaned forward and checked her surroundings quickly before whispering to her, “If I see that your abilities are being compromised, I may be forced to inform the council. They are already aware of our close relationship and they will question me if it comes to it.” 
 
    They both bowed to each other, each of them knew nothing more needed to be said and the bishop departed back toward her seat on the council in the basilica. Maria closed her eyes and took a few deep breaths before the tension in her stomach subsided. Every minister and vicar sacrificed much to be a part of The Ministry, and Maria wasn’t about to let her position to be compromised after the sacrifices she made. 
 
    The next morning, the sun just peeked over the horizon illuminating the large gray buildings throughout The Ministry. The windows in the stone gothic buildings started to awake with moving shadows as the students began to rise for their daily lessons. Maria scanned the castle-like buildings thinking back to her dorm up on the 7th floor, she eyed the exact window of the dorm room that she shared with her friend Sylvia. It wasn’t that long ago that she was waking up with the other students, soon to be vicars, in the morning preparing for class as well. While she didn’t live too far from The Ministry since she was given a home that was close by as a commencement gift from her father, she did miss living right here amongst her peers. Already waiting on her mount, Maria heard the slow trot of another rider approaching behind her. The horse came to a stop next to her. 
 
    “Excuse my tardiness Vicar Maria. I presume you are ready to depart?” Charles asked. 
 
    “I am. Have your bullets been blessed?” Maria asked 
 
    “Only the ones loaded in my revolver, but it was some time ago and I can sense that the potency is starting to fade. None of my rifle ammunitions have been though.” 
 
    “I’ll bless them tonight when we set up camp just in case, then once more before we get to Levittown.” 
 
    “Very well. I see you refused to change out of that frilly dress of yours,” Charles added, motioning to Maria’s black dress that stretched down to her ankles. “Are you at least armed?”  
 
    Maria gripped the hem of her dress and pulled it up slightly revealing a dagger strapped to her boot paired with a revolver holstered to her calf. “As you know, a prayer isn’t always the best or easiest solution, especially when dealing with humans.” 
 
    “Smart.” Charles nodded. “Alright, well let’s get going. We’ve got more than just a few nights of traveling ahead of us.” 
 
    Maria and Charles nudged their horses forward, exiting the square at the heart of the ministry. As they departed through the gates, they both nodded to the ministers standing guard with their rifles.  
 
    Charles and Maria silently rode for nearly the entire day. After the bees had returned to their hives for the night and owls began hooting from the trees, they hopped down from their saddles and stretched their legs while leading their horses to a creek to drink. 
 
    After a fire pit was set up by Charles, Maria knelt down beside the tent of wood. She brought a closed fist to her mouth while muttering a quick prayer under her breath, and then blew into her clenched fingers which sparked a small fire in her palm. She lowered her open hand between the pyramid of logs, catching the wood aflame. She pulled her hand from the fire and clenched her fingers, extinguishing the flame from her palm. Charles sat down across from Maria on the other side of the fire. 
 
    “You can perform pyromancy?” Charles asked. 
 
    “Only on a very basic level. I’m particularly gifted with light-based and stunning enchantments and prayers.” 
 
    “Sometimes I wish I could just do some simple enchants, for convenience like that.” 
 
    “Most men can’t.” 
 
    “Odd isn’t it? That God chose mostly women to be vicars and the receivers of prayers.” 
 
    Maria looked through the smoke rising from the fire. “I don’t believe God chose women per se. Women tend to just naturally have more clairvoyance when it comes to prayers and enchantments.” 
 
    Charles stared into the fire, a million miles away. 
 
    “Well, while we are on the topic of prayer, where are your ammunitions?” Maria asked. “Blessing them before it gets too dark would be wise.” 
 
    Charles unstrapped his pack from the saddle and placed it next to Maria. She pulled out the boxes of silver bullets, the brass casings clashing off each other as she opened the box. Charles sat back down beside the fire as Maria held her hands over the box of bullets and began whispering a prayer with her eyes closed. After a few moments she opened her eyes, closed the box, and placed the bullets back into the pack. 
 
    “All set, the enchantment should last a few days before the effectiveness starts to wear. If you can feel it diminishing, let me know.” 
 
    Charles nodded, “thanks.” 
 
    Both of them sat by the fire, now well into the night snacking on their reserve of food, exchanging a few stories of the monsters and demons that they hunted in the past. Charles asked Maria about the changeling that she had dealt with. In her previous summon the creature had also attacked a small town, however, it only managed to take the lives of four children as opposed to eleven. Changelings were foul demons; their true forms were hard to come across because they were always taking the shape of the children’s bodies that they possessed to fuel their ability to live. The soul of a changeling was extremely taxing on the host’s body and the physical body would often deteriorate to a point where they would either die or be forced to take the body of another host, like a virus. This cycle would repeat until they had collected the bodies of many host children. Most changelings were a product created from warlocks, witches, or other demons. Sometimes they were summoned by sheer mistake of people meddling about with dark forms of prayer or rituals, but usually they were created with intent. 
 
    Luring children away from their friends or family while disguised as another child was often how changelings would possess their next victim. Taking eleven lives implied that this demon was exceptionally intelligent, and there was the possibility of it receiving help from someone or something. It was even possible there could be more than one. Multiple changelings working together was extremely rare, since they tended to compete with each other to satiate their desire to possess, but there had been cases in the past.  
 
    Maria was disgusted with the way that changelings would feed off children, and after her encounter with the last changeling, she found it of utmost importance to stop this one as well. She also needed to prove to the council that she could keep her emotions in check this time, yet when it came to defending children she found it to be terribly difficult. She felt the repugnance of the pathetic demons starting to boil inside her just thinking about them. 
 
     After a moment of silent contemplation, Maria could feel her eyes getting heavy. She laid out her bedroll and pulled the covers over her. 
 
    “I’ll keep watch while you rest,” Charles said. 
 
    “No need, I already placed a barrier enchantment around the perimeter of our camp. If anything of significant size breaks the barrier, I’ll be awoken.” Maria closed her eyes and rolled over to her side. 
 
    “Even if something without a physical form breaks the barrier?” Charles asked. 
 
    “Mhm,” Maria nodded. 
 
    Charles was impressed. Bishop Edna was right, she was extremely gifted for a vicar that was only 22 years old. Despite Maria’s enchantment, Charles had a tough time trusting it and stayed up for a few hours to keep watch regardless. Now alone with his thoughts, he flicked blades of grass into the fire and watched them wilt to ash. Maybe I am getting a bit old for this? He pondered. As someone in his 30s, he had plenty of money that he collected over the years. He could easily take some time off to himself. He studied Maria’s young face. He knew that it was no coincidence that he was continually being partnered with vicars much younger than him. The council doubted him, and he found it almost insulting that they believed he would allow the history of his past to repeat itself. Bah, maybe after this I’ll finally take that trip to Alaska and buy that cabin? It wasn’t until his eyes started to fail him and he felt himself lulling to sleep before he gave up and fell asleep on his bedroll as well. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Two 
 
      
 
      
 
    Charles woke up to a few birds chirping in the trees. He turned over with just one eye barely squinting open. Maria was kneeling in her bedroll with her fingers interlocked and her eyes closed. Right on cue, he thought. Every single Vicar that Charles had ever partnered with prayed first thing in the morning. Charles pulled himself up and rubbed his eyes with the palms of his hands. 
 
    Without opening her eyes Maria chimed, “about damn time. I’ve been waiting for you to awake for at least an hour now.” 
 
    Charles groaned a reply and started packing up his bedroll. “Are you ready to go?” Charles asked. 
 
    “I’ve been ready. Let’s not dally.” 
 
    “Dally? Relax, I’ve just awoken princess,” Charles snapped. 
 
     Maria shot a glare at him. “The lives of children are at stake here, I don’t want that death toll to increase because of our tardiness.” 
 
    “Alright, alright! I’m well aware of the importance of the job,” Charles scoffed. Maria rolled her eyes and crossed her arms as he turned his back to her and stretched his arms up above his head while yawning. 
 
    Charles and Maria both climbed into their saddles and continued their trek south through New York. Only a few more nights of camping out. They traveled day and night and even had the opportunity to stay at an inn in a small town along the way. Charles always preferred a night at an inn due to the warm food and a bed to sleep in. Maria however argued against it. Maria often had problems with people at inns, men more specifically. Vicars didn’t particularly hide the fact that they were part of the Ministry either, as they all wore the prestigious emblem of the Ministry on their collar bone; a kite shield with the letter M inside. Most people usually left vicars alone because a minister was almost always close by, however, logic and reason tended to be abandoned by those that frequently visited a saloon after a few drinks.  
 
    While most people throughout America looked to The Ministry for protection against the various evil and dark creatures that plagued their towns and homes, many conspiracy theories surrounded the organization that date back many centuries, well before the birth of America. Some believe that The Ministry spawns evil demons and creatures as a plot, only to let them run rampant on the people to keep the entire organization alive like a self-sustaining business model. While others fail to see much of a difference between The Ministry themselves and the evil creatures that cause such destruction. By some, ministers and vicars tend to get lumped into anyone with supernatural abilities, regardless if they are being used for good or evil. They see all supernatural abilities as a nefarious disease on the world in general, and that everyone would be better off without their presence at to begin with. Maria tended to have an involuntary knack of attracting the folk that disliked The Ministry like wasps to a sugary drink, especially when it was late into the night and their speech was slurred. She had a sense that something would have gone wrong that night if they stayed at the inn, and her predictions like this were rarely incorrect. 
 
    Maria sat at the bar sipping an ale as Charles was seated in the corner of the tavern at a round table playing a few hands of poker. Charles had advised against her sitting at the bar alone, yet she insisted that she “wasn’t one to gamble and could handle herself,” and refused to move from her stool. She knew Charles was correct, yet she was still frustrated with the minister after refusing to accept her request to set up a camp like the previous nights. Maria took another swig from her glass still thinking about their short argument, but no, this grumpy geezer just had to sleep in a bed. She was content to seethe in her thoughts away from Charles for the moment until she heard a few footsteps approach behind her and a man speak.   
 
    “I thought preachers like yourself abstained from alcohol? Especially the women.” Maria had already rolled her eyes before he finished his sentence as if she expected this at any moment now, here we go, she fumed in her head. She spun around in her stool and three men stood there, all of them flush in the face with a pint in hand. 
 
    “Common misconception,” Maria said shortly, taking a swig from her glass. Maria started to spin back in her stool toward the bar again before a hand gripped her shoulder, the man stared into her eyes. 
 
    “Well, why don’t you show me what other sins you partake in, huh sweetheart?” The two henchmen behind him chuckled. The smell of alcohol on the man’s breath flooded Maria’s nose like a dense fog and the man licked his stained yellow teeth with a smirk. 
 
    “Get your hand off me.” Maria kept her voice low, not wanting to attract more attention. 
 
    “Aww.. come on sweetie just a-” 
 
    The man’s words were cut short and she flipped a knife from under the hem of her dress. Fast as a cat, the blade pressed against the wrist clamped on her shoulder. 
 
    “I said, get your hand off me,” she said sternly. 
 
    The hand withdrew, but the taunting continued. “Ohh... looks like we found ourselves one uppity enchantress huh boys? Well, what are you gonna do? Put a spell on me?” The man took a step back from the knife and pulled a pistol out from behind his coat. The other two men drew their weapons as well, the three of them now cocking their hammers back with simultaneous clicks. 
 
    The entire inn instantly fell silent and stared at the bar. Charles still sat in the corner of the room with a fan of cards in front of his face. The man next to him whispered to him breaking the dead silence in the room. “She’s with you, right?” 
 
    “She can handle herself,” Charles mumbled, as he slid his hand down to his holster. Although, the Minister wasn’t so sure if she was capable of handling the confrontation. 
 
    A pair of men stood up from their table and approached the group of men harassing Maria. “How about you let the woman be. Can’t you tell who she is? Just walk away,” one of the men said. 
 
    “How about you mind your own damn business?” The man snapped, refusing take his eyes off the vicar. Maria let out a sigh and rolled her eyes in annoyance. She closed her eyes as she bowed her head. 
 
    “Nuh uh bitch, you aren’t going to be letting out any prayers to that useless god of-” the man was cut short with a sudden flash like a photographer’s camera. The man’s gun clattered to the floor and the pint glass he was holding shattered into pieces before his feet. Beer splashed across the floor, wetting their boots. His hands snapped up to his eyes. “What the hell did you do!” he screamed. Now whimpering in fear, the two other men behind him then followed suit seconds after and dropped their weapons. While everyone in the tavern blinked away the sudden flash of light seemingly unfazed, the color of the three harasser’s eyes slowly drained, turning gray and glazed over.  
 
    “Why can’t I see? I can’t see anything! It burns make it… make it stop!” The three men dropped to their knees and screamed in pain while they rubbed their eyes in panic. Their pants soaked into the spilled ale riddled with broken glass. The wet floor around them slowly puddled with red from the glass cutting into through the fabric of their pants and into their flesh. Maria turned around in her stool, gulped down the rest of her drink and then slammed her mug on the bar. The bartender quickly grabbed the mug and started to refill it from the tap without a word. After everyone gawked at the men on their knees in agony for a few moments, the pair of men that attempted to warn them to not meddle with the vicar hoisted the three blinded men under their arms and dragged them outside of the bar leaving their guns on the floor. The men were tossed outside the door to the ground and the door was slammed shut behind them. 
 
    Charles removed his hand from the grip of his revolver letting out a small sigh of relief. He was genuinely surprised, most vicars shied away from confrontation unless they absolutely had to defend themselves, yet this one in particular stared it right in the eyes. Nice to not work with a pacifist for once, Charles thought. After the floor was cleaned, the inn slowly returned back to their normal activities and conversations. Maria continued to sit at the bar knocking down drink after drink to ease her nerves. Her now buzzed mind was stained with the man’s nauseating breath and yellow teeth. Other sins you partake in… She tried to shake the man from her thoughts with another gulp and wiped her lip with her wrist. A part of her wished she had just killed him, and she wondered if the world would have been better off if she had. His words continued to etch into her mind, other sins you partake in… sins you partake in… sins. 
 
     After a few more rounds of poker and a few rounds of ale, the bar started to empty out and people slipped into their rooms for the night and back to their wives at home. Maria slid her glass across the bar and waved the bartender off with a hiccup. Charles and Maria retired to their room. Maria gripped the railing tightly as she slowly pulled herself up the stairs behind Charles, each step proving to be a much harder challenge than she thought. Charles blew the candle out on the desk in their room and he slid under the covers of his cot. Maria stood up from her nightly prayer at the side of the bed, her body slightly swaying from side to side. “You weren’t kidding about being a magnet for creeps huh?” Charles asked. 
 
    “They… hic… deserved it,” she grumbled. 
 
    “Oh, I’m not saying they didn’t. Blinding them though?” 
 
    “It’s temporary, they should… hic… get their sight back in a few hours.” 
 
    “You certainly had your fair share of drinks,” Charles stared. 
 
    “Thish is… rare fer me,” Maria snapped with a slur. 
 
    “Alright, fair enough. Let’s get some rest. We should be able to reach Levittown in a day or so, and we’ll reach the city in the late morning.” 
 
    The next morning, Charles and Maria started to pass more people on the roads as they grew closer to the city. Maria squinted her eyes at the brightness of the morning sun and pressed her fingers into her brow, attempting to shake her self-induced headache. Many took note of Charles’ signature long leather coat, which the majority of hunters in The Ministry wore. The emblem of The Ministry on Maria’s dress received a fair share of glances as well. Most nodded as they passed, while some refused to make eye contact or turned their cheek in a contorted face of disapproval. As Charles and Maria came to the crest of a hill, the city was in the distance. 
 
    A smog of black clouds hovered over the city like a balloon. The large factories that towered over the buildings continued to pump black soot from their volcano-like towers, feeding the ever-growing smudge. 
 
    “Have you ever been to New York before?” Charles asked. 
 
    “No, have you?” 
 
    “Many times, stay close as we pass through.” 
 
    Maria scoffed, “I’m sure that I’ll be-” 
 
    “Just, stay close,” Charles interrupted. He nudged his heels into his horse and trotted down the hill. Maria stared at Charles’ back and crossed her arms, wanting to retort again. Instead she bit her lip and followed behind, choking back angry words.  
 
    As the two hunters pushed into the streets of the city Maria gawked at the sheer amount of buildings and people roaming around. She had never seen so many people crammed into such tight, dirty spaces. While she was raised in a city, she had never imagined the sheer size of New York to be anything like this. Everything was stained with a dark hue from the top of buildings down to the roads. Even the people seemed sullied, as if covered in a film of soot. Their faces shaded in a black residue with rings around their eyes. Children with tattered clothes and grubby faces played games of stickball and tag throughout the alleys and streets. The boys had their hair sticking out in every which way, and a group of young girls with long blonde hair in their early teens were playing a word game on a small chalkboard. Flashes of the previous changeling Maria was summoned to take care of flooded her mind at the sight of the playing children. The signature glowing eyes and the smirking clench of a child’s teeth, was an almost telltale sign of demonic possession. Maria silently hoped that these children would never have to endure such affliction. 
 
    As she took in the sheer size of New York City, Maria began to think that everyone just lived out on the streets wandering around without a home. It seemed almost impossible that this amount of people could possibly fit into the buildings they passed. Then the two hunters passed into one of the richer districts. There were large houses that seemed just as towering as the castles at The Ministry. Greek pillars lined the front facades with wrap around porches, and there were even windows the size of elephants, draped with silk curtains. 
 
    Women walked the streets under their parasols, whispering to each other as they passed, while the men nodded and tipped their hats. Maria rolled her eyes at the sight of the women in their colorful dresses, silk gloves, and pale skin that avoided the sun as if it were an earthworm desperately trying to burrow into the soil. Maria looked up at the sky and its heavy bed of clouds. What exactly are they hiding from? She diverted her eyes away from the women, ignoring their dainty damsel in distress demeanor, which reminded her of her sisters. That was one thing Maria did not miss after being recruited into the Ministry, her mother and father’s galas. The women and their stupid whispering and gossiping, and those stupid white gloves, the sight of them almost made her gag. 
 
    Maria noticed that Charles was expressing almost the exact same face of disgust as she was. Seems that he isn’t particularly fond of the rich either? She wondered. Maria looked down at her own dress. Even though she hated the “proper” way she was raised as a child, she did find it difficult to escape the nuances of her upbringing, even after being secluded from it for many years now. Maybe this was why he commented on the lack of practicality of my clothes? Maria didn’t think her attire was that different compared to other vicars though. They all wore dark intricate dresses for the most part. Or maybe it was the way she wore her hair loosely tied up behind her head so that blonde strands of hair slightly hung down beside her face? While she knew that she was likely overthinking it, Maria couldn’t help but wonder about Charles’ troubled past that was so unlike her own. 
 
    Just about everyone in the city knew that the pair of hunters were part of The Ministry. If the way that they dressed wasn’t enough of a giveaway, most could tell by the aura that a minister and vicar carried with them no matter where they went. It was an aura that could silence an entire tavern upon entrance on the rare occasion. People didn’t know if the aura perceived was just a figment of their imagination, like when a celebrity enters a venue and everyone hushes up to stare, or if there really was something supernatural that effected the very air that surrounded them. This unexplainable sensation was often described similarly to walking into a house that was supposedly haunted, or like the sense that one would get while walking home at night alone with the feeling of being watched. A sixth sense. 
 
     “Everyone is staring,” Maria said. “More than usual.” 
 
    Charles grunted his agreement. “I might get a glance or a nod of acknowledgement here and there, but with your… uh… ambience, we stick out like a buffalo in a herd of sheep.” 
 
    “My ambience?” She inquired. 
 
    “Well, to be blunt, you’re a young woman with certain physical attributes that may draw a few extra stares, which doesn’t help for starters. Also, when a minister and vicar are together, their aura can be quite piercing on occasion. Even alarming.” 
 
    “I guess I never noticed in the smaller towns I’ve been to.” 
 
    “Being the largest city in the United States, there’s something to New York unlike any other city in the world. Even the damned rats act different. Especially when walking through the upper-class areas, it’s like a whole different world and they notice everything. Especially the women, their whispers will travel from one end of the district to the other end in minutes.” 
 
    “Oh, trust me, I know. I’ve been around plenty of women just like this in my life,” Maria snorted. 
 
    After finally passing through the city, they camped out for one more night before they reached Levittown. Levittown was more like the places Maria was accustomed to. On the outskirts of the town was a large orchard of cherry trees lined in perfect symmetrical rows. A few people were walking through the aisles of the green trees freckled with small red fruits, along with baskets hanging off their forearms. From a distance, Levittown seemingly had a small population of around 1,000 people that looked to only have a handful of houses in the epicenter of the town at first glance. Upon closer inspection, the town was a bit larger than it seemed. In the town center there were a few places for food, some shops for goods and tools, a town hall, and a small church with a bell tower that seemed to be converted into what looked like a schoolhouse. As they trotted through the town, the people that they passed mumbled to each other. The few children that they came across were always in pairs or larger groups and they whispered in each other’s ears at the sight of them and pointed. The news of their arrival was spreading quickly. 
 
    Just as the hunters were tethering their horses down near some poorly kept or half-finished topiary, the large door to the town hall swung open. A woman gestured to the two of them, “come on in. Mayor Marten is waiting for you.” Charles and Maria followed the woman to the mayor’s office. As soon as they entered the mayor snapped up from his seat. 
 
    “Ah, Minister Charles and Vicar Maria is it?” The mayor asked, hurriedly approaching them while pulling the glasses off his face and hanging them on his collar. “Welcome, welcome! I’ve eagerly awaited your arrival since I received the acceptance letter from The Ministry.” 
 
    Charles and Maria both bowed their heads. “Mayor Marten,” Charles acknowledged. 
 
    The mayor stretched his arm out before him and shook Charles’ hand. “Please, no need for formalities. Samuel or just Sam is fine.” Sam then shook Maria’s hand and smiled. “I have also heard about you vicar, quite the young enchantress the stories tell.” Maria nodded and smiled in response. “I already have a room prepared for two upstairs here right in the town hall. I apologize for the lack of space, but there is only one guest room. However, it may be possible to arrange something else if the two of you need more privacy. There is a washroom exclusively for you two as well. I’m sure you both already received the gist of our problem here. Of course, with your experience and expertise Minister Charles, I expect this would be a task of little difficulty.” 
 
    “Forgive me Samuel, but this is actually my first time dealing with a changeling. If this even really is a changeling, that is. Vicar Maria here, is the one with more experience when it comes to the creatures.” 
 
    “Oh I see… very well,” Sam responded with a bit of surprise while looking at the young woman for a moment. 
 
    “I do have a few questions before we begin our investigation mayor,” Maria said. Sam motioned to the chairs in front of his desk as he walked around to his seat. Maria and Charles sat, Maria placed her elbows on the table and folded her fingers under her chin. “I’m assuming all the children that have gone missing have disappeared at night?” She asked. 
 
    Sam nodded, “That’s true.” 
 
    “Also, per your summon request we were informed that eleven children have gone missing already. Has that number changed?” 
 
    “Thankfully, no it has not.” 
 
    “If this is in fact a changeling, it is extremely likely that the changeling is already here in the town disguised as a child that has already been taken. Meaning that twelve children have actually been stolen and it’s infiltrated itself into a family. Have there been any reports of a particular child acting out of the ordinary?” 
 
    “Not that I am aware of. Everyone has been keeping their children on a very tight leash as of late.” 
 
    Maria drummed her fingers against the mayor’s desk. “How about a child with a slight change in looks? Could be a change in eye color, a difference in hair color, general hygiene or out of the ordinary dress changes, or maybe even an abnormal amount of aging or growth?” 
 
    “No, not that I have noticed. Nobody has brought anything like that to my attention either. If anyone would have noticed any changes like that in the children, it would be Mrs. Trelavan. She’s is the only teacher as of right now here in town.”  
 
    Charles chimed in, “have you instituted a curfew?” 
 
    “Yes, a week or so ago.” 
 
    “I’m assuming you have some local police? We would like to meet them by nightfall.” 
 
    “I should be able to arrange a meeting here by dusk. Will that suffice?” Samuel asked. 
 
    The minister nodded. Maria leaned back in her chair and crossed her arms, “That’s perfect. In the meantime, I want a list of every family with a child and where they live as soon as possible.” 
 
    “I can make sure you have that by tomorrow morning.” 
 
    “No tonight. I want that list tonight,” Maria pressed. “And where can I find this teacher?” 
 
    “Very well, I’ll get my secretary to work on it immediately. Mrs. Trelavan can be found in the schoolhouse almost every day. Tall building with the bell tower, can’t miss it, she practically lives there.” 
 
    “Thank you Samuel, that’s everything I need to know for now. We will find you if we require anything else. For now, we’ll rest up until the evening and do some investigating around town.” The two hunters exited the mayor’s office and his secretary showed them to their room that was prepared for them upstairs.

  

 
   
    Chapter Three 
 
      
 
      
 
    Charles grumpily complained to himself that he would have to share a room with Maria as he stuffed his spare clothes into a dresser. “Let’s just get this job done and over with quick before I decide the money isn’t even worth the effort of sharing a space with you. Thank the lord we at least have separate beds.” Maria ignored him and shook her head before kneeling down for a prayer, clasping her fingers together and resting her elbows onto the mattress. The two hunters got a few hours of rest before the evening. Just before they were about to explore the town, there was a knock on the door. It was the mayor’s secretary handing over the list of families that had children. 
 
    “That was quick,” Charles said as he passed the piece parchment to Maria. She looked down the list of family names. “This is a good amount of families, we’ll start our questioning tonight.” The mayor’s secretary started to shut the door behind her before Maria called to her. “Excuse me miss, and what is your name?” 
 
    “Oh, I’m sorry I haven’t introduced myself. My name’s Virginia, if you need anything please do let me know Vicar Maria.” Virginia brushed a strand of her black hair behind her ear and smiled. She was a younger woman maybe only a few years older than Maria, yet her eyes were darkened like an insomniac’s and premature wrinkles were forming above her brow. The moment Maria met new people she always tried to get a sense of the emotions radiating off of them. She could immediately sense that Mayor Marten was a fairly good person that cared for the community and his job due to general worry and anxiety that he was giving off, but Virginia was almost a blank slate. She felt completely neutral to Maria, almost as if she were an animated manikin. It was odd, but not necessarily alarming. 
 
    “Thank you, Virginia. We appreciate the hospitality,” Maria responded with a smile of her own. Virginia then nodded and shut the door shut behind her as she departed. Maria looked down at the list of families in her hand. The list was much larger than she would have thought. Levittown certainly carried the feeling of being a small town, but was larger than it seemed. Of course, a town that had a cherry orchard of such a large scale would need a fair number of workers to tend to it. Maria knew that herself and Charles were going to be quite busy for some time investigating these families.  
 
    Maria was eager to get started with meeting the families, particularly the children. She rushed a lethargic Charles to get himself together. She wanted to visit every single family on the long list that was provided to her as soon as possible. The sooner that she met everyone in the town, the easier it would be to notice anything out of the ordinary which could lead to the capture of the changeling. Charles on the other hand, felt burdened by the list. Meeting every single family just seemed like a waste of time that would only make the job take longer. He wanted to take care of the problem, collect his money, and get out as soon as possible. The way he saw it, the least amount of time he spent trapped in this old boring town, the better. More money in his pocket, and it was all the sooner he could take his retreat to Alaska that has been put off for far too long now. The moment he arrived in this town, his itch to be get out of New York and away from his duties as a minister pestered him even more. Being surrounded by wilderness secluded from everyone was much more enticing than anything to him right now. 
 
    The two hunters attempted to visit Mrs. Trelavan at the school first thing, yet the entrance was locked and nobody answered their knocks. After waiting a moment, they peered through the windows to see that the building was empty. Deciding not to waste any more time trying to find the teacher, they started visiting families one by one. Charles did most of the talking and questioning while Maria remained silent, biting her lip and observing the families and their homes. Maria took a mental note of every little detail she could; accents, mannerisms, posture, how they fidgeted while Charles questioned them, their attire, scars, and even the general aura of the house. Vicars had a strong sense of detecting anything odd, sniffing out even a small amount of ominous activity that related to the supernatural and otherworldly was second nature to Maria. She meticulously eyed the children in their homes and chewed at her lower lip with even more scrutiny as the boisterous ones loudly played throughout the house with their siblings and the introverted ones hid behind their mother’s legs. But even Maria’s gifts failed to turn up any leads. 
 
    As the hunters checked house after house, nothing was striking Maria’s attention as out of the ordinary. Either they hadn’t come across the changeling yet, or it was exceptionally good at covering its scent. A thought also struck her that this might not be the work of a changeling at all, though all clues pointed in the direction of one. Only children were going missing, everything happened after dark, and there was no sign of damage to property, or evidence of break-ins that were typical of other demons and general kidnappings. From the stories being told by the locals, the children seemingly got up and left in the night, with the family waking up to an empty, unkempt bed. Even the children that had shared a bedroom with their missing sibling hadn’t awoken to see anything at all. The only exception was one boy, who’d assumed his little brother had left his bed to get some milk. He didn’t think much of it at the time, but later thought it odd the rambunctious five-year-old had shut the bedroom door in a quiet, thoughtful manner, which wasn’t like him at all. 
 
     To vicars, every living and non-living being carried a scent or an imprint; demons and the supernatural in particular. Everyone experiences these feelings, like the chill one gets when walking into a room where a murder took place. But what is an instinctual hunch to most, is a sixth sense that’s amplified to a vicar, in the same way a hound can track a scent no human could hope to catch. Haunted houses, dark alleyways, graveyards, abandoned and decrepit structures in the woods; all of these areas carry an aura that is indescribable and alien to the typical human. To a hunter in The Ministry, the presence of irregular energy is as obvious as the touch of a hand over dry grass or the instant, electric stimulus of biting into a wedge of freshly cut lemon. 
 
    Despite being trained by the Ministry since childhood, Maria was having trouble pinpointing the aura of this particular changeling, but there was no doubt in her mind that it was there, lurking in the shadows somewhere. Usually the aura left by a demon was as noxious to Maria as the smell of a strong, fetid dead animal. She could sense it was there, but it was muddled and covered up, as if a particularly strong perfume was being used to mask it. 
 
     As the crescent moon started rising higher and the early evening turned to night, Maria and Charles met with the handful of local police at the steps of the town hall. The head of police, Officer Ridley only acknowledged Charles with a slight nod and nearly ignored Maria altogether as they approached him. The mayor was waiting outside with them as well. Charles outstretched his hand to shake Ridley’s, “Minister Charles, and this is Vicar Maria.” 
 
    Ridley ignored Charles’ hand, “I’m well aware of who you are.” Ridley turned to the mayor with his arms still crossed over his chest. A lit cigarette hung from his lips and wiggled between his teeth as he spoke. “Sam, I still think bringin’ these two into the town was useless. We could have used that money for so much more, and we could have cleaned this all up for less than half that price.” 
 
    Charles couldn’t help but smirk at his ignored attempt to shake the sheriff’s hand and retracted his arm back to his side. The mayor looked to the sheriff, then to Charles, and then back to the sheriff again. His face reminded Charles of a lost puppy being forced to choose between two parents. Clearly this wasn’t the first time the sheriff had voiced his disapproval to Sam and now he was purposefully making it known to Charles and Maria. 
 
    Sam attempted to ease the sheriff. “Well too late Ridley, they’re already here. Please do try to work together.” 
 
    The minister wasn’t known for being keen on passive aggressive behavior. “I have to agree with the mayor. Trust me, I don’t want to be here any longer than I have to. The sooner we cooperate the sooner we can get out of your town,” Charles said. 
 
    “Yeah, we’ll see about that. Just know that I’m the one who is in charge of my men here. They answer to me, not you.” Ridley stepped forward staring right into Charles’ eyes. Everyone was silent as the two men glared at each without any exchange of words. They both remained frozen as if they had just found themselves inches away from a rattlesnake and any slight movement would cause the other to strike.  
 
    Deciding to break the tension, Maria cleared her throat and spoke. “Alright, well why don’t you break up into pairs, so we can start the patrol?” 
 
    Ridley broke his stare, and quickly spat at Maria, “’scuse me woman?” He pulled the cigarette from his mouth and pointed it at her. “You deaf or sumthin’? Did I not just say that they take orders from me, and me only?” As he waved his cigarette at her, he spit into the dirt, his glob of saliva narrowly missing Charles’ boot. “You especially, is the last thing this town needs.” 
 
    You could almost feel the anger radiating out of Charles’ body at this point. He barked back at the sheriff, “I would advise you to watch your tone around us.” Charles stepped even closer to the sheriff, their noses nearly touching at this point. “I’m known to be quite patient. However, I wouldn’t want to be on the wrong side of a vicar. Especially this one.” Charles motioned with his head towards Maria, he then broke his stare and turned his back to Ridley. “Come on Maria. Let’s leave the sheriff to his work.” After departing from the group and starting their patrol Maria looked at Charles, who was still silently fuming in his thoughts. 
 
    Charles had been wondering how such a small town allowed eleven children to go missing before requesting aid from The Ministry. It was now apparent to him that sheriff Ridley was clearly a big reason for the delay of the summon. The thought of a nobody cop arguing against help to stop a demon that murdered children boiled up anger within Charles much more than he would ever admit. He seethed silently as he walked beside Maria with the smell of the sheriff’s tobacco stained breath still clinging to his nostrils, and for the first time since his arrival in Levittown he felt himself radiating with emotion. 
 
    Maria observed Charles lost in his own thoughts and could sense his enraged aura. She was impressed. Maybe he’s not as apathetic as he likes to show? “What was his issue?” She asked in an attempt bring her partner back to the present. 
 
    “Don’t know and don’t care, but if he doesn’t fix his attitude, then I will,” the minister growled. “And we should keep a close watch on him. He’s suspicious.” 
 
    Maria decided to leave it at that and continued their patrol. She could sense that the group of police had broken into pairs and were patrolling the town as well, just as Maria had suggested before Ridley snapped at her. The curfew was in place so nobody without direct permission was to be outside. After remaining out throughout the night, dawn approached, and Charles and Maria decided to retire until morning. The most success they’d had that first night was disrupting the raccoon making a mess of the trash left outside a row of houses. After returning to their room back at the town hall, Maria stood up as she finished her prayer at the edge of the bed. 
 
    “Maybe we are being too obvious?” Charles asked. 
 
    “Oh, I’m almost certain it knows that we’re looking for it already with the welcome that we had when we arrived. I would have caught wind of something at least somewhat substantial to its location if it wasn’t already hiding or aware of us.” 
 
    “I always knew they were smart, but not smart enough to allude the senses of a vicar like yourself.” 
 
    “They have human level intellect, and the ability to blend in with people like nothing more than a shadow in a crowd. We probably tipped off that we were summoned here to eliminate it the second we got here. As you said before, we stick out like buffalo in a herd of sheep.” 
 
    “Is there a chance that this could just be a serial killer targeting children?” Charles wondered out loud. 
 
    “It very well could be, but I have a sense that something larger is awry here. This isn’t a mere person with vile fetish.” 
 
    “Alright, well maybe tomorrow we will see some success.” 
 
    Charles slid into his bed and lulled to sleep almost immediately. Maria stared out the window for a while. Hoping to maybe catch a glimpse of something suspicious but there was nothing. After a while her eyes grew heavy and she decided to let herself get some rest. 
 
    The next morning, Charles groggily stumbled down the stairs to see Maria eating some eggs in the dining area with her face hidden behind an open book before her eyes peeked over the top of the cover. She ignored Charles as he entered the room, her eyes returning back to the pages. The walls in the dining area were covered in shelves of books, and a fire was crackling in the fireplace behind Maria. “Good morning minister,” a voice came from behind him. Virginia bowed her head to him and smiled. “I hope you like eggs. I’ll bring breakfast right out to you.” Charles nodded and grumbled as she disappeared into the kitchen. Charles sat down at the table across from Maria. 
 
    “Sleep well?” She asked, still masking her face behind the leather-bound book. 
 
    “Mm...” Charles grunted. They sat in silence for a few moments before Virginia returned and placed a plate of eggs and bacon in front of Charles with some steaming coffee and a couple slices of browned toast.  
 
    “Let me know if you need anything, also, the mayor is in his office if you require him,” Virginia said as she departed. 
 
    Without looking up from her book Maria said, “I want to finish investigating the rest of the families.” 
 
    “Can I take a damn second to eat first?” Charles snorted with a mouthful of scrambled eggs. 
 
    Maria ignored the temper in her partner’s voice. “Also, with the little success we had last night, I would like to try to visit to the teacher in town again if we don’t find anything odd with the remaining families. She sees all the children nearly on a daily basis. Just as the mayor said, she could provide a tip in the right direction. If we can’t find her, we need to figure out a way to track her down.” 
 
    Charles pulled off a bite of meat with his teeth from a strip of bacon. “Fair enough,” he grunted. 
 
    Charles and Maria finished their breakfast, geared up, and headed back out into the town to pay a visit to the remaining families. After finding the schoolhouse still empty and wondering where the teacher was, the hunters started their approach a bit more tactfully. They picked up where they left off before yesterday evening, with the families that had missing children. Every parent was distraught by their child going missing. Many of the parents believed it was possible for them to get their children back, however changelings didn’t simply borrow the bodies that they took. They took them permanently, once the changeling had possession of their body, it was theirs to use as a host for their parasitic demand to live, at least until the changeling was killed or the demon used up all of the host’s energy. Over the past many centuries, The Ministry had done hundreds of experiments on changelings in attempt to retrieve the children’s souls with no success. Maria had broken the news to each parent that if the reason the children were disappearing was in fact because of a changeling, then the children would be dead by now. Ms. Nilest, a pregnant single mother, and one of the first to have a child go missing, clutched at Maria’s gown with wild eyes. 
 
    “What do you mean? Are you saying my son is dead?” 
 
    Maria sighed and bit her lip, “Ms. Nilest, your son could very much be alive still. However, I just want you to be aware of the reality of this situation. If this is indeed a changeling, it is very likely that your son’s soul has already-” 
 
    “I don’t want to hear anything more about my son’s soul!” Ms. Nilest shrieked while choking back tears and pacing around the living room with a shaking hand over her mouth. 
 
    “Very well, just let us know if you see him or if he comes back home,” Maria conceded. 
 
    Maria and Charles stepped out of her house and walked back toward the center of town. “That went well,” Charles piped. 
 
    “I would be distraught too if I had lost my husband and then less than a year later, two hunters from The Ministry show up on your doorstep saying that your missing son is likely dead as well.” Maria sighed as she felt a sullen weight pull all emotion from her chest down into a lurching pit behind her navel. 
 
    “How do you know she lost her husband?” 
 
    “His gravestone was next to the tree beside her house,” she replied. “Let’s just find this teacher,” the vicar mumbled while massaging her temples between her thumb and middle finger. The pregnant woman’s reaction to Maria’s ill bearing news clearly was taking an emotional toll on her. 
 
    Charles and Maria came to the front steps of the small building. Charles pushed open the front doors after a knock and standing at the desk in front of the chalkboard was an older woman with greying hair tied behind her head in a bun. She was sorting through papers on her desk when they walked into the empty room, and she looked up at them squinting. The woman grabbed the glasses off the top of her head and placed them on the bridge of her nose, her eyes now bulging open as if looking through a magnifying glass. 
 
    “Ah, I thought you two might stop in for a visit at some point. Come in, come in. I do apologize for my absence from the school, I heard that you have been looking for me. When I’m not here, I’m often helping out in the orchard.” 
 
    “That would explain why you were absent from your home when we stopped by,” Charles said. 
 
    “That would be correct,” she confirmed. 
 
    Charles and Maria strolled between the small children’s desks lined up in rows that lead to the front of the room. “Tea?” the woman asked pointing to a kettle hovering over an unlit fireplace. “Or maybe you wish to help yourself to some freshly picked cherries? They’re very sweet this year.” She motioned to a basket resting on her desk that was filled to the brim with plump crimson cherries. 
 
    “No thank you,” Maria said, holding up a hand. Charles denied the offer with a slight smile and shook his head. 
 
    “Well I’m Ethel but most call me Mrs. Trelavan. Formalities of being a teacher and all.” 
 
    “Minister Charles,” Charles stretched out his arm and lightly shook Mrs. Trelavan’s hand. 
 
    Maria bowed her head to the teacher, “Vicar Maria. Pleased to meet you.” 
 
    “Yes, yes. Though the circumstances are sad,” she murmured. “I have heard you are here regarding the disappearances?” 
 
    “Well as the sole educator in town, I’m sure you see the children very often. I’d like to know if any of the children have been acting strange?” Maria asked. 
 
    “Well, all of the kids are acting strange to be honest. Everyone has been on edge lately, especially the kids.” 
 
    “Anything that is even out of the norm, given the circumstances?” Charles asked. 
 
    She thought for a few moments, then shrugged. “Maybe if there was something in particular that I should look for, I’d be happy to report to you if I see anything. You both are also more than welcome to visit during class and observe for yourself if you would like.” 
 
    Charles clicked his tongue, “See I don’t think I-” 
 
    “I would like to stop in for a visit,” Maria chimed. “If you don’t mind me asking. How long have you been teaching in Levittown?” 
 
    “Oh gosh. Years dear! Years! What, the wrinkles under my eyes didn’t give it away?” 
 
    “Just curious is all.” Maria wandered around the schoolhouse for a minute or so as Mrs. Trelavan explained that Levittown had turned into a whole different place ever since the kids started to go missing. The children weren’t running about playing games, and the boys weren’t causing mischief like usual. The laughter from both the children and adults that usually rang throughout the town on a daily basis had come to a complete halt. 
 
    “Although, the cherry festival is coming up soon. That should cheer people up a bit!” Mrs. Trelavan exclaimed, with a quiver in her voice. 
 
    “The cherry festival?” Charles asked. 
 
    “Yes yes, the mayor did not inform you? People from neighboring towns visit us every year for it and it’s great for the local economy. Games, delicious foods, and most importantly, all different sorts of cherry desserts created from the freshly farmed orchard just outside the town. Almost half of everyone in Levittown currently works or has worked in the past on that cherry farm.” 
 
    “Hmm... I’m not so sure if having a festival during this time would be the best idea. Especially if people from out of town visit,” Charles said. 
 
    “That’s what I thought initially too. Well reason being, I didn’t think Ridley has been handling this entire situation that well. However, I figured with the arrival of two hunters from The Ministry it would be fine to continue on with the celebration. I was under the impression that those in The Ministry were the best in the field when it came to handling things such as this? Surely the town would be safe under your protection, no?” 
 
    Charles and Maria both turned to each other after the teacher had just seemingly challenged their abilities, whether it was intentional or not. “The two of us will further discuss this with the mayor, thank you for the information. We must be going though, be seeing you soon Ethel.” Maria bowed her head. 
 
    Charles and Maria exited the schoolhouse. Maria was pushing her fingers into her temples again as they walked through the town. Charles examined her, she clearly was distressed from the lack of clues she had been getting from the interrogations. 
 
    “So, what do you think about this festival?” Charles asked, with the sun inching closer to the horizon. 
 
    “I don’t know. It doesn’t seem like a good idea does it?” 
 
    “I think it’s a terrible idea, but at the same time it could boost town morale. Did you sense anything from Mrs. Trelevan at all?” 
 
    “No. I’m not getting a damned thing from anyone in this town,” Maria exclaimed in frustration. 
 
    “Is it unusual for you to not sense anything after searching for this long?” 
 
    “Very. Usually I can at least gauge something from somebody, or feel something from a room in a house, or an object at the very least. I’m getting absolutely nothing though. This is all very strange, we’re looking in the wrong places.” 
 
    “I always knew changelings were smart. This smart though?” 
 
    “It is very peculiar. It’s either in a good hiding spot that we aren’t aware of, or its moving around constantly so it can’t leave a particularly strong imprint on anything.” 
 
    Charles scratched and twirled at the dark scruff on his chin, “Well the sun seems to be departing for the night. Should we prepare for another patrol?” Charles asked. 
 
    Maria nodded in approval and they headed back to their room to prepare for the night. Maria clicked her tongue in frustration as they walked back to the town hall. She was getting increasingly annoyed that she has been unsuccessful in her hunt for the changeling thus far. The changeling was here, that was apparent to her, but it was pestering her like a sharp kernel of popcorn lodged deep between the molars in the back of her mouth that just refused to come out no matter how much she pried and flicked at it with her tongue. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Four 
 
      
 
      
 
    Maria handed the revolver back to Charles after blessing his ammunition. Charles spun the cylinder in his revolver and flicked it shut while holstering the weapon to his hip in a swift motion. 
 
    “You still think it’s a good idea to allow this festival to happen?” Charles asked while adjusting the rifle on his back. 
 
    Maria shrugged. “We haven’t had any luck finding this thing. It might actually be our best chance to lure it out.” 
 
    “All right. I’m not opposed, we just have to stay extra cautious. I’ve seen too many plans of using bait go terribly wrong.” 
 
    The entire town had amassed at the festival and you could smell the various cherry desserts miles away from the actual festivities. Right next to the lines of cherry trees just on the outskirts of town were various tents lined up in rows. Tents filled with cherry cider, cherry pie, cherry streusel, cherry cake, cherry ice cream, anything and everything you could imagine in cherry. Every tent was decorated with streamers and posters of various shades of deep crimson to bright pink. 
 
    Of course, eating only cherry desserts the whole day would make even the most resilient stomach sick. Littered throughout the tents were also various foods such as fresh produce and meats like turkey legs, salted pork, and an assortment of meats and vegetables skewered into kebabs. A tent with various cuts of turkey and venison was run by two local young hunters with the same eyes and nose. Their shotguns were by their sides, leaning against their display of freshly hunted game meats. Charles made eye contact with the older brother and gave him a nod of acknowledgement as he passed the tent. 
 
    Kids were running in and out of the tents playing various games like tag and hide and seek, however the children were always under the watchful eyes of their parents. The high-pitched laughter that was echoing throughout the festival was a welcome sound that was absent from the moment Charles and Maria arrived in the town. With a town that had been so melancholy, it was almost as if the town had completely forgotten that it was haunted by a murderous demon when the smell of sweet cherries overwhelmed their noses. 
 
    The festival had passed late into the evening and Charles and Maria had just returned to the large canopy after a quick patrol of the now emptying tents. This large tent in the center of the festival was where everyone began to congregate for the night to talk over a few drinks. Charles and Ridley shared a glancing leer as Ridley took a swig from his ale before turning back to the conversation he was having with a woman. Just as the sun was setting below the horizon, some families had returned back to their homes after the long day, however the festival was still quite busy with evening activities. The large tent had a bar which served various cherry flavored beers, wines, and ciders. The bar grew to be fairly busy as more people piled in from the day’s activities to relax after selling out of their items and foods that they had on display. 
 
    Charles and Maria were now patrolling around the outside of the tent where the crowd of people were merrily drinking. With everyone now flocking to the bar, the rest of the festival was now quiet. The kids were still playing in and out of the large tent within sight of their parents, however it seemed that after a few hours of drinking throughout the day their watchful eyes have gone astray.  
 
    While Charles decided to grab a drink, Maria refused to allow herself to relax until the entire town was resting for the night. The last thing she wanted was even a single sip of alcohol tainting her mind with the moon growing brighter behind the clouds. The crowd that congregated around the bar was laughing at a man who just chugged his entire pint of beer after his friend called “Buffalo” on him. Charles chuckled under his breath after taking a hefty gulp from his sweet cherry mead before he pushed through the crowd to return to his partner. After wiping away pink liquid that clung to his mustache, he noticed Maria was not laughing with the crowd and was peering in the distance out of the corner of her eye with her lower lip pinched between her teeth. 
 
    Sensing her unease, Charles lowered the mug of ale from his lips, “what is it?” He asked her. 
 
    “Something isn’t right.” She said looking over her shoulder into the dimming sky. She quickly pushed through the center of the tent while ignoring the loud chatter of people as her eyes scanned low for children. She reached the other end of the tent and looked toward the town in the distance. “The kids went quiet. Where are they?” Maria whispered. 
 
    With haste in her step, she immediately began walking towards the houses. Charles followed close behind her, pulling his revolver off his hip as he forced the rest of his mead down his throat and slammed the mug down on a busy table. A scream from a young girl suddenly pierced their ears, which was followed by multiple other screams from various children. Charles and Maria instantly sprinted into the town toward the screaming children. From around the back of a house came a group of kids, with a young boy screaming, “back there! Back there! It’s dragging her away!” 
 
    They rounded behind the back of the house and a boy with glowering yellow eyes was dragging a girl by her hair into a house. The girl was screaming and scratching at the boy’s grip on her hair, tears streaming down her cheeks as she kicked and struggled. She gripped the doorway refusing to be pulled into the house. The boy then abruptly yanked her by her hair which snapped her head back like a doll, the force from the pull broke her grip from the door and he lazily tossed her into the house. He slammed the door shut just before Charles and Maria reached the porch. Charles leapt over the steps and tried to shoulder the door open. His body just bounced off the door and he wriggled the locked handle. From the other side of the door, there were various thuds, bangs, and crashes of glass as the girl continued to scream and fight. 
 
    “Maria!” he shouted, stepping aside for her and motioning towards the door. Maria placed a hand on the doorknob, muttered a prayer under her breath and after a sudden click the door swung open. She ran inside, with Charles close behind her. In the corner of the room was the small girl, her clothes were tattered, and scrapes on her arms, neck, and face were soaking her dress red with blood. Behind the girl, the boy had a grip on the girl’s hair as he slunk behind her shoulders, hiding himself from the two hunters. 
 
    “It’s- it’s Ben,” the girl stuttered, her entire body shaking in a combination of fear and pain. He peeked just around the back of her head. The boy’s glaring eyes were glowing yellow and he bared his teeth at the two hunters letting out a small growl. 
 
    “Don’t move, you’re going to be okay,” Maria whispered to the girl. Charles kept his pistol at the ready at his side. “Let her go,” Maria said, taking a step towards the demon. 
 
    The changeling then hoisted the girl up by hair, her feet lifted off the floor as he flung her forward at the hunters like a ragdoll. The girl slammed into the floor on her stomach and the yellow-eyed child immediately turned and leapt through the window behind him, shattering the glass as he dove through it. Charles hurdled out the window after it. Maria immediately helped the girl up and sat her down onto a couch. “Stay here,” she told her, and she ran out the front door. 
 
    Charles chased after the boy and fired a shot from his revolver just as the boy turned around the corner of a house, the bullet whizzed just behind his head. The boy was running much faster than a typical child, his legs seemed to chop the ground under him like a cat, tossing up grass and dirt behind him with each step. Charles was struggling to keep him in his sight as the demon whipped around corners and down alleys between neighboring homes. As Charles followed he could see the child running towards the woods on the outskirts of the town. Just as Charles thought he was about to lose the demon, Maria sprinted out from behind a house and with a spin she swung her leg around her body with a kick. Her heel clipped the boy in the mouth sending him sprawling into the air and he landed in the dirt on his back with a thump. The boy tried to find his footing to sprint away, but Maria grabbed a tuft of hair on his head and yanked him backwards. The boy reeled back and clawed at Maria’s wrist, digging his nails into her skin. The boy’s yellow eyes locked with hers just as she opened them after muttering a prayer. Suddenly the boy froze and was as still as a statue. 
 
    “Why can’t I move, you witch!” he hissed between his clenched teeth. Maria still gripped the boy by his hair. Charles finally caught up and slowly pressed the barrel of his revolver into the creature’s temple. Maria looked to Charles and nodded. Charles pulled the trigger, a splatter of blood erupted from the other side of his head and onto the ground. The boy went limp for a second and his eyes curled to the back of his head. The boy’s hair suddenly changed from a dark brown to a blonde and the hair grew under Maria’s fingers. The bullet had passed through both sides of the demon’s temple leaving two large bloody holes in its head, but the gunshot wounds quickly began mending back together. The mess of sinew and bone burned away as the tissues connected, and glowing yellow eyes snapped forward in their darkened sockets. It glared at Charles out of the corner of its eye. The boy’s face then morphed as if a sculptor had been shaping clay into a young girl’s face. The young girl’s eyes then snapped to meet Maria’s.  
 
    Tears welled up in her eyes and she began to cry. The voice of the changeling switched from a boy’s to match the young girl’s appearance now. She begged for her life, “please let me go. Please miss… please don’t hurt me-” Another bullet ripped into the demon’s skull after Charles’ gun flashed with a roar from the muzzle blast. The girl went limp before its face slowly began to morph into another child’s and the bullet wounds were mending themselves back together again. This time its face taking shape of another boy. 
 
    “My mother is going to kill you both. You’ll regret this,” the boy growled. Charles let another bullet tear into the demon’s temple, and he went limp again. The sound of the bullets exploding out of the barrel from Charles’ revolver started to draw the town to their location, and people slowly started to trickle out of their houses to see the commotion. Everyone was staring in complete silence and covering their mouths as they saw each child morph into another, this time a young girl with dark hair. Everyone knew that the real child was lost, and that the empty shell was little more than a marionette whose body was controlled by invisible strings. Charles let another bullet pass through the demon’s head, and another splatter of blood stained the dirt. Some of the villagers cried, others retorted in disgust. Whether the horror and disgust was being directed at Charles for his brutal execution or the demon itself, wasn’t entirely clear. 
 
    By now, Charles emptied all six bullets in his revolver into the morphing changeling and he flicked open the cylinder to reload as the demon’s face contorted into another boy’s. Maria refused to loosen the grip she had on the demon’s hair even though the demon was still under the enchantment that paralyzed him. Charles released the shells from the cylinder and began cycling in new silver bullets. The small crowd continued watching as the hunters slowly chipped away at the demon’s life, piece by piece. Ridley and a few of the other officers were standing in front of the crowd watching in silence as well. Charles sensed a small figure pushing through the line of people in the corner of his eye. “Will!” 
 
    He turned to look at the woman. She had fallen to her hands and knees, tears streaming down her face. It was Ms. Nilest. The boy screamed back at the woman, “Mom! Mom help me!” For a moment the mother and demon locked eyes, everyone was caught in the horror of the demon’s manipulation. Charles was about to order Ridley to take the woman away, when Ms. Nilest sprang up to her feet and darted towards them. 
 
    “Ms. Nilest, stop! It’s a trick!” But it was too late. Charles had tried to step in front to intercept her, but she shook away from his grip and tackled Maria to the ground. Maria’s grip on the boy had released, the enchantment was broken along with the changeling’s paralysis. Ridley and his officers surged in with their revolvers drawn at this point. The boy clamored to his feet and began to sprint toward the edge of the woods. The officers had already began firing at the demon upon Ridley’s command as he sprinted away. Charles was about to give chase to the demon again as he pulled his own rifle off his back. However, he realized it was too late as he would enter the line of fire ordered by Ridley. It was impossible to catch him without putting himself in danger of being shot, and by the time the officers realized that the demon was too elusive to hit, he had already reached the edge of the woods. 
 
    Charles dropped to his knee and took aim with his rifle. Just before disappearing into the shadow of the woods, Charles released a shot at the demon. The bullet had connected with the back of the boy’s head and he limply fell into the dirt. Ms. Nilest, still lying on the ground next to Maria let out a shriek, tears still streaming down her face. The demon then rolled over on its back and then abruptly sat up straight, snapping his torso upward like a puppet being jerked around on strings. Its yellow cat-like eyes were glowing back at them as the hole that had passed from the back of its skull and exited through his forehead started regenerating itself again. As the flesh in the demon’s forehead mended itself back together, a bloody piece of shrapnel from Charles’ bullet pushed itself out of his forehead and fell into his lap. The boy stood, his face now morphing into a girl’s as hair fell to her shoulders. The girl waved back at them while smirking, then walked backwards into the woods with her eyes fixed upon Charles. The demon slowly began fading into the lining of the trees as Charles racked the lever of his rifle priming another bullet. Before Charles could release the shot, the demon had disappeared into the shadow of the trees, and its glowing yellow eyes were swallowed by the darkness. 
 
    Charles turned to look at Maria, who was still lying on her stomach in the grass. She was in shock, with a horrified expression on her face. Ms. Nilest was whimpering next to her, tears still shining on her cheeks. The crowd of people watched in silence and Ms. Nilest let out a whisper under her breath, “come back!” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Five 
 
      
 
      
 
    Ridley had decided that following Charles and Maria back to the town hall and berating them the entire way for their failure was his way of showing that he did indeed have everything under control without them. A few of the officers followed Ridley inside the town hall as well, remaining silent behind him as he raged. The mayor and Maria watched as the two heated men were in a shouting match. 
 
    “If you hadn’t ordered your men to fire upon the demon, I could have chased it down. You haven’t the slightest idea of what you are dealing with!” Charles screamed. 
 
    “You two’er just going to make this town worse and draw out even more unwanted attention to us!” Ridley retorted. 
 
    Charles was about to continue the argument in a barrage of yelling, but he drew in a deep breath before responding in a stern, even tone. “I have been hunting demons like this my entire life. I know what I’m doing, and I don’t need to be ridiculed by a cop on a power trip that has no idea what he’s talking about.” 
 
    “You ain’t know nothing of this town! I’ve been keepin’ us safe for years now. Plus, it seems to me that ya hardly taking control of this situation at all. Yer’ allowing a harlot that is hardly a step away from being a witch herself-” 
 
    “Excuse me?” Charles snapped, his eyes now piercing into Ridley’s. “What did you just call her?” Maria was now glaring at Ridley as well. The mayor’s eyes flicked between the three of them nervously. 
 
    “Y’heard me! I mean look at her, she’s a har-” Charles’ fist had connected with Ridley’s mouth before he could finish his sentence. Within seconds they were swinging wildly at each other as they tumbled to the floor, Charles had his knee pressed into Ridley’s chest and they exchanged a few blows. Maria and a few of the other sheriffs quickly jumped in to break up the fight. Maria pulled Charles back by his collar, and the second he felt her fingers on his neck he forced his hands down to his side and pulled off of Ridley. Ridley was being restrained by two men that had him hooked beneath his arms. 
 
    “All right, all right! Geroff me, geroff!” The men released their grip from him. Charles and Ridley refused to take their eyes off each other. Ridley’s lip was bloodied, and he spat a glob of red saliva onto the hardwood floor. 
 
    The mayor stepped forward between the tension, “I think it would be best for everyone if we retired for the night. Let’s have a discussion with a calm head in the morning.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Charles flushed his face with a basin of water in the bathroom, washing the changeling’s blood from his beard. He flung his blood speckled tunic to the floor and leaned over the sink staring at himself in the mirror. An older, tired man stared back at him. He exhaled deeply and walked back to the room he shared with Maria. Maria was kneeling beside her bed with her fingers interlocked in front of her face. “The washroom is all yours,” he said. 
 
    Charles kicked off his boots and sunk into his bed as Maria exited to clean herself up. After a few minutes of Charles sitting in silence, Maria returned and pulled open the drawer of her nightstand. She scanned over the list of families that was provided to her, making sure that every family had a checkmark next to their name. She crinkled the paper in her hands and stuffed it back into the drawer, she had visited every family in the entire town. Where was this thing hiding, somewhere in the woods where it retreated to? She asked herself while sliding into bed. Maria broke their silence, “I’d appreciate it if you didn’t get into brawls with the citizens of the town we are supposed to protect Charles.” 
 
    “He deserved it,” the minister spat. 
 
    “You’re not wrong, but I can defend my own honor without your help. The next time somebody insults me I’ll take care of it. Also, from now on maybe you should leave talking with Ridley to me.”               
 
    Charles chuckled, “fine by me,” he agreed. “Well, at least we know it’s a changeling for sure now.” 
 
    “Except this just got a lot harder. I highly doubt it’s going to stay in Levittown now that we’ve found it.” 
 
    “Don’t changelings typically get attached to one place?” 
 
    “Yes, but that’s not always the case. Changelings have been known to travel, especially when something forces them to.” 
 
    “So we’re going to have to go hunting for it now?” 
 
    Maria chewed at her lip as she shifted to lay on her side, “most likely.” 
 
    “Don’t you think we should stay in town for a bit?” Charles asked. “It might come back if we leave.” 
 
    “That’s a fair point. But if we wait to go out searching for it, we could also lose it entirely. I fear it might pursue the trail of a family leaving the festival and show up in a neighboring town, then ultimately this would all be for nothing. A failed summon.” Maria sighed and pressed her fingers into her eyelids. She has yet to fail a summon since becoming a vicar. 
 
    “Well, let’s rest on it for the night, the changeling will be too weak to try anything else tonight.” Charles suggested, and Maria silently agreed. 
 
    Both Maria and Charles struggled to find sleep that night. Maria tossed and turned in her bed for a while before she gave up and decided to open a book. Charles eyes snapped open from the dim light of the candle Maria lit and the noise from the pages she flipped through. He would have shot her a glare if her face wasn’t hidden behind her book. He read the title on the binding that Maria was hiding her face behind, The American Civil War. 
 
    Charles and Maria were lucky to have been born after the war. It was a dark time for everyone in America and this included those in The Ministry as well. Many ministers and vicars deserted their allegiance to The Ministry to fight for their families. The Ministry tried to always abstain from getting involved with wars, however the war was plagued with so many monsters and demons it became impossible to remain neutral. The Ministry joining the war ended up being the tipping point that allowed the Union to win, but wasn’t enough to stop President Lincoln from getting assassinated by infamous actor and vampire, John Wilkes Booth. 
 
    Charles not being much of a reader, decided to get a breath of fresh air and take a walk around the town under the stars. He couldn’t get his mind off the changeling. How eerily it spoke, waving to him with a curled lip before disappearing into the woods. It probably wasn’t the best idea while alone at night, but Charles decided to put his tracking skills to the test and head back to where they had the encounter with the changeling. Kneeling down beside the spatter of blood, Charles ran a hand along the ground. 
 
    The thought of him repeatedly passing a bullet through a demon’s head that took the shape of a child was new experience for him. While he knew it was necessary to kill a changeling this way, he couldn’t get Maria’s expression out of his mind as he pulled the trigger each time. She winced and refused to look at the child’s face each time he pulled the trigger, almost as if she was in pain. While Maria seemed disturbed, each time that bullet passed through the child’s possessed skull he felt years of anger that he had locked up inside relinquish itself out of him. It was almost relieving to him, like speaking to a close friend or therapist about an issue that has been plaguing his mind for years. Being a hunter for many years did harden his psych from the treacherous impact that demons had on the mind, but the demons that possessed the lives of others like a parasite he found to be particularly vile creatures that deserved nothing more than anguish and damnation to the deepest depths of hell. He held an acute hatred to demons that prayed on the minds and souls of others. 
 
     Charles stood up from his kneel over the bloodstained ground. He was far from being the best tracker in The Ministry. However, with fresh prints he was capable of stalking even the most elusive demons. He followed the changeling’s footprints to the edge of the woods and held up his lantern. “Alright, let’s see if you lead me to something,” he mumbled. 
 
    The hunter originally planned to wait until morning to track the changeling in the light of day. It would have proved much easier to track the demon with more visibility, despite losing time. During the night they would likely lose the changeling in the darkness of the woods anyway. Yet, when one can’t sleep regardless he figured he might as well get something productive done.  
 
    He plunged into the woods holding his lantern low to the ground before him. As Charles followed the footsteps deeper into the woods, he would sometimes lose track of the imprints, then eventually he would relocate with the help of his heightened tracking senses. Taking a moment to focus on the environment around him, the indent of a footprint, or the unnatural broken branch on the ground would light up with a glow that only he could see which always kept him from being led astray. 
 
    The wind howled through the trees, and owls hooted at him as they perched on their branches. He would hear the occasional snap of a twig and shine his lantern in its direction with his hand on his holstered revolver to see nothing but swaying branches in the trees. Charles was coming across nothing unusual besides the occasional varmint or perched owl, and as Charles thought he traversed deeper into the woods, he soon realized he wasn’t going deep into the woods at all. The tracks were always veering to the left, like the changeling was refusing to stray too far from the village. The tracks then lead Charles into a clearing to one of the main roads that led to the south side of Levittown. The changeling hadn’t fled into the woods, it had circled around the outskirts of the town and re-entered on the opposite side. Charles lowered his lantern close to the gravel but was unable to locate which prints were the demon’s because of the road being heavily traveled after the recent festival. 
 
    Maria was right, this changeling was a lot smarter than Charles anticipated. It knew that it was likely going to be followed, so it had come to a road where its tracks would be near impossible to follow. Charles scratched at his beard, trying to delve into the mind of a changeling. It seemed almost suicide to continue to prey off a town protected by two hunters in The Ministry, especially ones that had just taken seven of its supposed eleven lives. Unless, there was something, or someone, in Levittown keeping it there. 
 
    Realizing that the changeling had essentially led him to a dead end, Charles had circled back to the town hall. He quietly crept up the stairs and into his quarters, where Maria had fallen asleep with a book on her lap. Charles blew out the candle next to her and crawled into his bed on the other side of the room. 
 
    Charles dreamt. His boots sloshed in the mud and the rain pelted off his bearded face. He wiped his mouth with his wrist, whisking away the water from his mustache. He turned around multiple times as he squinted through the heavy rain. He was in a forest, trees surrounded him in every direction. The sound of a woman screaming in the distance reverberated through the air. Charles started to follow in the direction of the sound, his wet coat weighing him down heavier with each step. As the woman’s voice grew clear, it was familiar to him and he was able to make out his name. “Charles! Charles help me!” He started to run as a flash of lightning snapped in the sky above him, followed by the roar of thunder. 
 
    He came to a clearing in the trees, an empty circle except for one waterlogged leafless dead tree in the middle. Maria had her wrists chained above her head, which were bolted into the tree. Her black dress and blonde hair were matted against her skin from the rain. “Charles, you have to help me. We need to get out of here!” 
 
    “Okay h-hold on a second, I’ll find a way to get you free,” Charles stammered as he began looking around the ground. He searched for something, anything that he could possibly use break the chains before his hand fell to the gun at his hip. He drew his revolver, his wet fingers wrapping around the grip. 
 
    “Charles!” Maria yelped. Charles turned to see a woman with her arm wrapped around Maria’s throat, and in her other hand was a pistol that was pushed into her temple. The woman’s blonde hair hung over her face, shadowing her face from his view. Charles raised his gun, pointing it toward them. 
 
    “Let her go,” Charles demanded. 
 
    “Or what? What are you gonna do Charles? Kill me? You already did that, remember?” The woman slowly raised her head, her wet hair falling to the side of her face. 
 
    “Catherine?” Charles whispered. Her face looked exactly how he remembered her six years ago. The vicar he was partnered with when he had only been an ordained minister for a few years. The bullet hole in Catherine’s forehead still dripped with fresh blood. The stream of diluted blood and rain water streamed over her open eye and down her cheek. A flash back of all the memories they had together rushed back to him. The summons they’d shared, the nights at the taverns they traveled to, the house they had secretly purchased together which was secluded in the mountains. 
 
    “This one’s pretty. She even wears her hair like me. Moved on already, I see?” Catherine snarled. “Or are you going to put a bullet in her head just like you did to me?” She asked while pointing the barrel of the revolver to her own forehead. 
 
    Charles’ revolver slipped from his fingers and stuck into the mud next to his feet. “Catherine I.. I didn’t..” 
 
    “I don’t want to hear your excuses! You could have found a way!” Catherine spat. 
 
    “You were possessed, I didn’t know what to-” 
 
    “Oh shut up!” She screamed. 
 
    “This.. this isn’t you,” Charles stammered. “This isn’t the Catherine that I knew. You know I did everything in my power that I could to try and save you.” He wanted that to be true, but he lied to himself. He knew there had to be a way to save her. There could have been other options to explore. If he had just been able to reach The Ministry in time he could have consulted with the vicars for help. Or maybe if he wasn’t so absorbed in simply putting bullets into demons and actually studied demonology when he was a student he could have saved her. Maybe if his abilities weren’t so pathetic compared to other ministers, he could have actually found an answer through prayer. 
 
    “All you were ever capable of was slaying whatever it was in your path. Did you ever think that maybe keeping that stupid gun of yours holstered for more than one second to stop and think, there may have been a solution? No matter how strong you like to think you are, you’re nothing more than a mindless weak fool.” Charles remained silent at a loss for words. 
 
    “What nothing to say for yourself? So pitiful.” Catherine’s lip curled behind her wet blonde hair. “Well, since you’re trigger shy for the first time in your life, here let me just make this easier on you.” The barrel pressed against Maria’s pale temple. “This one is going to die eventually anyway.” Catherine clicked the hammer back on her revolver. 
 
    “No!” Charles screamed, stretching his hand out in front of him. There was a bang, and a flash erupted from the revolver. Charles clenched his eyes shut and turned away. He dropped to his hands and knees, mud seeping through his fingers as he fell. He could feel tears push through his clamped shut eyes. Footsteps sloshed through the mud towards him, but he refused to open his eyes as the rain pelted against his bare neck. 
 
    “Charles… Charles… Charles!” Maria’s voice snapped him awake. “Are you okay? You were grumbling in your sleep.” 
 
    He blinked up at her expecting to see blood and rage, but was met instead with a pair of clear eyes, widened in concern.  
 
    “Yeah,” he mumbled. “Just a dream.” 
 
    “The mayor wishes to see us. He wants to have a discussion about last night.” Charles threw the covers off him while rubbing one of his eyes with his knuckle. His back felt cold and damp. Turning to look at the mattress he realized his sweat had soaked through his clothes and left a large dark wet spot in the sheets. 
 
    “Alright, I’ll be down in a minute.” After cleaning himself up a bit and throwing on some fresh clothes, Charles stepped down the staircase. Sam and Maria were sitting in the common room around a small coffee table. The fire crackling behind them illuminated the thousands of books on the walls and the detailed paintings of American men of history. Abraham Lincoln, Thomas Jefferson, Benjamin Franklin, and many others stared back at him as he entered the room. 
 
    “Good morning Minister Charles, I do hope the town hall’s quarters have been comfortable enough for you?” Mayor Sam asked. 
 
    “They have. Thank you,” Charles nodded. 
 
    “Please, have a seat,” the mayor gestured at the sofa next to Maria. As Charles sat down, the mayor’s secretary walked into the room and poured each of them a cup of coffee, then promptly disappeared around the corner. “So, the changeling escaped, and clearly you and the sheriff are at odds.” 
 
    Maria nodded, “It fled into the woods. We would have been able kill it if we weren’t, well... interrupted.” 
 
    “Ah... Margaret Nilest. Yes of course, this was brought to my attention as well. About that, believe me when I say this. The town really does want your support. This has just been a tremendous amount of stress for us. Margaret in particular.” 
 
    Charles shook his head, “Samuel. We need everyone in the town to cooperate with us if we are to be successful. This could have all been finished last night and we would be on our merry way this morning. Due to the intrusion from Ms. Nilest and Ridley, this may have gotten much harder than it needs to be. I suggest you have a talk with the sheriff.” 
 
    “Excuse me Charles?” Maria spat. “Don’t act like you are completely without fault in this. You should not have lashed out in the way you did. Your decision to act with your fists as opposed to taking a moment to think likely made this summon much more difficult than it needs to be.” 
 
    “We would already be done with this summon if it weren’t for him! And don’t even get me started with Ms. Nilest.” Charles shouted. 
 
    “Any mother would have acted the same upon seeing their child about to get executed!” Maria retorted, the anger in her voice matching her partner’s now. “Regardless, what’s done is done, we cannot change the past.” 
 
    Sam let out a deep sigh and picked up his cup of coffee. “I’ll issue a letter to every citizen of Levittown explaining that everyone is under no circumstance to interfere with your work. I’ll also have a chat with the sheriff. As far as Margaret acting the way she did, I do hope you would see it from her point of view, can you really blame her for what she did?” 
 
    “She still should not have interfered,” Charles said sternly. 
 
    “Well maybe you could have exterminated the changeling in a more secluded area, so the entire town wouldn’t have to witness their children being executed in front of their parents?” The mayor asked in critique. 
 
    “Regardless! I would expect to finish this job without the intrusion of-” 
 
    “Charles! Enough already!” Maria interjected. “Have some respect for what this town has gone through will you? I apologize Sam, attempting to execute the demon in public was an oversight on my part and a mistake as such will not happen again.” 
 
    Maria sipped at her coffee and took in a deep breath to calm her voice, “What happened last night doesn’t matter now. We need to learn from it and move on. Mistakes were made, and this problem may have just spread into another town, or it could return once again.” 
 
    “Yes, actually about the changeling fleeing. I did a little tracking last night,” Charles said. 
 
    Maria beamed at Charles. “A little tracking? After what happened last night you decided to do that without me?” 
 
    “I was restless, and I didn’t want to bother you princess. I needed some time to myself mull over the events of last night.” 
 
    Maria shook her head and decided it was futile to feed into her partner’s tantrum. “Well? What did you find?” She asked sharply. 
 
    Sam’s secretary popped into the room with a small tray of pastries and set them on the coffee table. “Is there anything else that you require sir?” She asked. 
 
    “That would be all Virginia, thank you.” Virginia bowed her head with a weak smile before leaving the room. 
 
    Charles slid one of the pastries on the saucer next to his cup of untouched coffee. “Last night I tracked it around the outside of the town, until it stopped at the main south road. I believe it went to a heavily trafficked area so I wouldn’t be able to trace the prints back to wherever it may be hiding.” 
 
    “So, what does this mean?” Sam asked. 
 
    “I think it’s still in the town, or very close by. It doesn’t make much sense for it to circle so close to the town, only to flee from the area.” 
 
    “Unless it’s specifically trying to throw us off,” Maria said. 
 
    “Yes, which is possible as well. Or it was looking for something, or someone. I’ve been thinking about these past few days we’ve been trying to track it down. Maria, as you said, you’ve had an enormously tough time finding any trace of it, right?” 
 
    She nodded, eyes tight with guilt. 
 
    “So I’m thinking one of two things. Either the changeling isn’t staying in the town at all but is within close proximity of it. Or, somebody in the town is protecting it.” 
 
    The mayor seemed almost appalled with this statement. “Somebody protecting this thing? Why would anyone do that?” 
 
    Charles shrugged. “I’m not sure, but I think we need to start by paying Ms. Nilest a visit.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Six 
 
      
 
      
 
    Maria rapped her hand against the door. There were some footsteps and the door pulled open. Ms. Nilest blankly stared back at them. “Ms. Nilest we would like-” the door slammed in their faces. “Ms. Nilest we need to talk,” Maria shouted through the timber. 
 
    “I have nothing to say to you. Go away!” 
 
    Maria turned to Charles. He nodded to her and motioned at the doorknob, “just open it.” Maria placed her hand on the handle, after a few seconds it clicked and swung open. Ms. Nilest immediately started screaming insults and profanities at them. 
 
    “What do you think you’re doing?!? I’ll have you both arrested for breaking into my house!” 
 
    Charles held up a piece of parchment with Mayor Marten’s signature on it. “Take it up with the mayor if you have an issue. Now please, we would just like to have another quick look around if you don’t mind.” 
 
    “I do mind!” She screamed, with a hand on her voluminous belly. 
 
    “Margaret, if I may call you by your name, we just need a moment. We don’t want another child to go missing and we need your cooperation for just a moment please,” Maria requested. 
 
    Ms. Nilest defiantly shook her head and crossed her arms grumbling, “cooperation... sure.” 
 
    Charles and Maria started wandering around the small house, running their hands along the walls, and peeking under piles of books, parchment, and antiques. While the house was small enough to be almost considered an enlarged storage shed to some, it held an enormous amount of clutter. Not particularly clean, but every little knick-knack and seemingly useless item was tucked away into its own nook and cranny.  
 
    “We have suspicion that you may be hiding the changeling.” Charles said abruptly, while turning over an old broken statue of some sort. 
 
    “You suspect what? Why in God’s name would I ever hide that… that… thing in my house?” She exclaimed. 
 
    Charles turned and stared into her eyes, “We were hoping you could tell us that.” 
 
    “Margaret,” Maria said in a calm voice. “We’ve been having an enormous amount of trouble and we just want to make sure that another child doesn’t become a victim. Please just allow us to inspect the area quickly so we can indefinitely cross you off the list, then we will leave you alone.” From her years of training as a student in The Ministry, Maria knew she was looking for the coldest place in the house. Changelings were a lot more sensitive to heat compared to typical demons and they tried to keep their body temperature as low as possible. Upon possessing a child, the changeling would expel body heat extremely quickly. In the warmer months of the year, they would dwell in cold and dark places until the sun would set. It was also easier to remain unseen and prey upon children in the night. 
 
    “Is there a cellar that we can inspect?” Maria asked. 
 
    “Do either of you have children?” Ms. Nilest snapped, ignoring the vicar’s question. Her face burned red with anger. Both Charles and Maria looked at each other silently. “Oh, that’s right, the two of you aren’t allowed to have children in that organization of yours, is that right?” 
 
    Ms. Nilest sunk into a chair in the living room. Tears started to well up in her eyes. “I didn’t mean to cause any problems. Just seeing him like that... trapped... possessed by that thing. I had just an inkling of hope, just for a second that I could still save him. I had a feeling I would never get to see him again, but seeing him like that was much worse. I wish I had never seen his face like that... with those eyes.” Ms. Nilest choked back a lump in her throat while whisking away tears from her cheeks with her palm. 
 
    “I never even got to say a proper goodbye. William didn’t deserve a death like that. After losing my husband, he was the only family I had left.” She placed a hand back on her belly. “He was so excited to be a big brother too,” she whispered. 
 
    Maria sat down in the chair next to her, “We are both very sorry about your son. We are trying to make things right.” Maria placed her hand on her shoulder. Ms. Nilest flinched and pulled away from her hand and stood up from her chair. “The cellar door is outside around the back, look around as much as you want. I would like to be left alone after you’re done here, and I certainly don’t need your sympathy. I’ve heard enough apologies from everyone.” 
 
    At a loss for words, Maria stood up and walked to the door still left open from Maria forcibly swinging it open. Charles silently followed behind her, quietly closing the door behind him as they walked around the house. They came to an old wooden cellar door with a rusted handle that looked as if it could disintegrate to pieces at any moment. Charles pulled it open and the smell of stale damp air rushed to their noses. They stepped down into the cellar, lit only by the sun shining in through the door. The moist ground beneath them squished under their boots. Despite the large amount of clutter from within the house, the cellar was completely empty, not even a single box of storage or rusted tools.  
 
    “There’s nothing here, and I’m not sensing anything either,” Maria sighed while crossing her arms. 
 
    “You’re sure? I know she seems genuine but-” 
 
    “Positive. If anyone is protecting this changeling, it’s not Ms. Nilest.” 
 
    After moving on from Ms. Nilest, the two hunters did some searching around the town to see if they could find any sign of the changeling returning. However, like usual, Maria was unable to sense any sign of it in the town. They had decided to wait a few days to see if the changeling would make a return to Levittown, but they found no trace of it in the following nights either. It seemed possible that the changeling had moved on to another place, after all. Maria however, expressed her doubts and refused to leave. While a changeling preferred to feed off of new souls every few days if possible, they could often wait many weeks, and even months before attempted their next harvest. Although, the longer a changeling would go without harvesting a new soul, the more desperate it would get in order to satiate its hunger. It was only a matter of time before it turned up again, but Maria had been struggling to find an aura that pinpointed the exact location of the changeling. She could still sense something was odd about the town. Almost like a strange, leftover film of its presence was staining the atmosphere.  
 
    On nothing but a hunch from Charles, the two hunters had devised a new strategy. In an attempt to broaden their search, Maria stayed in the town, while Charles went hunting around the farms and outskirts of the town. After putting their plan into action for the second night in a row, Charles wandered a bit too far from Levittown, and returned to see that their plan had failed horribly. 
 
    It started when he spotted sparks of green flames erupting in the night sky above the tree line. “Maria,” he whispered, dropping his lantern to the ground and cursing as glass shattered at his feet. Within seconds he was running back towards the town, swatting away branches as he pushed through the dense foliage that scraped at his skin. Charles knew that she wouldn’t use that signal unless she had come back in contact with the changeling or something extremely dangerous. His heart slammed against his chest as he sprinted past the trees. It seemed like he was running for hours until he got close enough to hear the commotion. 
 
    Not again, I won’t allow it to happen again, Charles thought to himself as his mind raced through the worst possibilities. The nightmare he had of Maria forced itself back to the forefront of his thoughts. He couldn’t allow himself to lose another partner. Charles had been partnered with many vicars in the past, yet for some reason Maria in particular reminded him of her. The way she composed herself, her golden hair, and even the way she talked was disturbingly similar to Catherine’s mannerisms. Charles shook the thoughts from his head, pushing himself towards the direction of his partner.  
 
    In the distance, multiple gunshots were being fired and people could be heard shouting. As he exited the woods and the town came into sight, a shriek echoed from the center of the town that Charles recognized as Maria’s. His lungs burned, and he could feel them expanding with each ragged pull of oxygen. As he sprinted between two buildings and pushed past the small group of people staring from a distance. Maria was kneeling in the stone cobbled street. A knife was protruding from her ribs, and her clothes were soaked with blood. Charles ran up to her and placed a hand on her back. 
 
    “Maria!” She seemed in another world. “Don’t touch the knife.” Charles knew from experience that a vicar could survive most knife wounds, but not if they bled to death before they had the chance to heal. 
 
    Ignoring him, Maria gripped the handle and violently ripped it out, letting out a scream. She dropped the blade on the ground. “It took another one Charles, and I let it get away.” Maria spit some blood into the dirt. “I let it get away.”

  

 
   
    Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
    An hour earlier 
 
      
 
    Maria held a lantern, though she walked with her eyes closed. She was still unsure if splitting up with Charles was the best idea. Still unable to sense any aura from the changeling, she was hoping their plan would work. This was the second night Charles and Maria had decided to split up. The image of the changeling’s gunshot wounds mending back together were stained in Maria’s mind. After their first encounter she was hoping they would finally find the changeling and end the horror once and for all, yet at same time she wished she’d never have to lay eyes on the wretched thing again. 
 
    Ms. Nilest haunted her when she was alone with her thoughts. She was right in a sense, Maria didn’t know what it was like to raise a child as a mother. She wanted to be a mother at some point in the future, but as long as she was a part of The Ministry, having a child was strictly forbidden. Even those who’d already had children were forbidden from entering. It wasn’t that Ministers and Vicars were forced to be celibate, they were simply prohibited from starting families. This was always easier for a man than a woman though. While it wasn’t uncommon for regular women to abort unwanted children, women who were part of The Ministry were forbidden from doing so. Of course, there were some hushed cases that were never talked about unless in a room with extremely thick walls and a heavy door. For most women, The Ministry was all they had. It was where they had been raised, and leaving it to have a child was an extremely difficult decision. It meant leaving behind friends and family, and to many, the only family that they had. 
 
    Maria on the other hand was lucky enough to have been born into a supportive and wealthy family, generally speaking. Even though she didn’t particularly like the expectations that were thrust upon her when she was a child, or the standards set by her older siblings, she was the only one of her sisters that attracted The Ministry’s notice and received an invitation to join. Most vicars were hand selected from private schools, but many of the boys who’d grown into ministers had turned to The Ministry with nowhere else to go, just as Charles did. Maria knew very little about Charles’ past, except that he’d been an orphan before his arrival at the gates of The Ministry. 
 
    Shaking away her distracting thoughts, Maria continued her search. Still unable to grasp a good sense of where the changeling resided, Maria was wondering if Charles was having any luck in the outskirts of Levittown. She fingered the handle of the flare gun strapped to her thigh and looked up at the moonlit sky. She exhaled an audible groan. The location of the changeling was now more frustrating than annoying to the vicar. Her sense of the changeling resembled a rotting smell in your home that you simply can’t locate the source of. Was it a dead mouse in the wall? Expired food decaying in the kitchen? Mold in the plumbing? You can feel it, you can smell it, you know it’s there, but the source seemed to pull from multiple different rooms in the house all at once. You swear you can smell it in the crevice of the kitchen, yet when you get down on your hands and knees to examine what you think to be the source, the smell seems to disappear and come from the bathroom now. 
 
    Maria hoped her partner hadn’t wandered too far off, as she sensed the changeling was still close by, but Charles had insisted on expanding the search. It was too risky for both of them to leave the town she asserted, but Charles thought it was best to split up to cover more ground and possibly lure it out even though Maria was almost certain the changeling would return to town for a second visit after giving it some time. To Charles, splitting up meant they could entice the changeling to come out sooner, even if it needed to return eventually anyway. Maria was quickly beginning to learn that patience was not one of her partner’s strongest attributes. 
 
    As Maria patrolled around in the night, following her instincts and hoping her senses were leading her in the right direction, an aura started to engulf her like a wet blanket. It was a dense, leaden fog that quickly clouded her mind. She could sense the demon close by, but it seemed to come from various directions. Maria opened her eyes and spun, examining each house around her. Nearly every light was off, their sleeping families inside.  
 
    She searched the darkness, then closed her eyes again, folding her hands at her waist and exhaling a deep breath to concentrate. The fog that shrouded her senses slowly cleared, then a pungent smell pierced Maria’s senses like the scent of blood to a hungry shark. The changeling’s location lit up like a beacon in a bedroom to her left. She immediately sprinted towards the house. 
 
    The door was unlocked, and she bounded up the stairs, aiming for the room the aura was seeping from. She could nearly see the changling’s aura leaking out from under the door of the room at the end of the hall. The family stirred awake as she passed their bedroom doors, and the parents shouted out for their kids. Maria swiftly pushed the door open, her lantern thrust before her. On the bed was an unconscious boy, and next to the child was a girl with piercing yellow eyes squinting from the sudden light from Maria’s lantern. The demon was hunched over on the bed like a spider ready to dig its fangs into its prey as it had its hand clamped over the child’s face. The demon dug its nails into the child’s cheek, as a smile curled at the corner of her mouth. Dark nails pierced into skin drawing droplets of blood, yet the boy continued to lie motionless. The changeling’s body then faded into a translucent dark shadow and then melded with the boy’s body. 
 
    “No,” Maria whispered, and then called forth the prayers she needed. But even as she spoke, it was too late—the bloodied cuts on his face had started healing and the boy’s eyes sprung open, revealing a fiery yellow tint. Maria held the lantern out as she continued to pray, a bright beam of light emitting from it and blasting the changeling in the face. The demon let out a scream and rolled off the bed, covering its eyes. As she stepped forward it sprung from behind the bed like a cat onto all fours, and Maria reflexively swung the lantern, hitting the demon across the face. The changeling hissed in pain as it gripped Maria’s arm and bit into her wrist, forcing her to drop the lantern. It shattered against the hardwood floor and the room plunged back into darkness. With the child’s teeth clamping down on her wrist, Maria knew she wouldn’t be able to effectively paralyze the demon with a prayer and scrambled under the hem of her skirt for her revolver with her free arm. After pulling the pistol from the holster above her ankle, she aimed for the demon’s head. At the sight of the gun, the changeling swatted at Maria’s wrist, knocking her aim upward while a pair of bullets erupted out of the barrel and into the ceiling above them. With the changeling continuing to bite down on the other arm, the explosions from the gun dulled Maria’s hearing with severe tinnitus. The demon suddenly released its grip with its jaws and clamped its teeth down again into her wrist now holding the revolver. The pain that exploded in her wrist was too much for her to maintain her grip on the revolver. The gun clattered to the floor as the changeling released her and sprinted out of the bedroom, leaping down the stairs. 
 
    Maria chased after it while clamping a hand around her wrist to stifle the bleeding. Maria knew that the amount of blood pouring from her wrist likely meant that the demon had nicked her radial artery. She would have to heal her wound soon or she could faint from blood loss, yet she didn’t have the time without risk of allowing the changeling to escape once again. The boy’s parents were at the bottom of the stairs, the father holding his wife as she cried out in emotional pain and confusion. As Maria sprinted past the parents she yelled an order at them to stay inside, then ran out into the town in close pursuit of the changeling. With her teeth, she tightened a piece of cloth she ripped from the hem of her dress around her wrist to stifle blood flow. As she continued to chase the demon she reached for her gun, realizing that she had forgotten it on the floor in the house. She then gripped the flare gun strapped to her calf and pointed it up in the air. She pulled the trigger which was followed by a loud crack, lighting up the sky in a flare of green. “Come on Charles!”  
 
    Maria heard Ridley’s voice barking orders at some of the police behind her as she ran in pursuit after the changeling. The police behind her fired a few shots while seemingly aiming at the demon. The bullets whizzed by her head as she covered the back of her head with her bloodied arms. Please don’t hit me, now’s not the time to open fire! She was following close behind the changeling and pulled off the knife she had strapped to her calf. This changeling is fast, abnormally fast. She knew that if she didn’t do something quick, the demon was going to slip away into the woods just like their first encounter. 
 
    Unfortunately, running at full speed made it extremely difficult to successfully create an enchantment powerful enough to immobilize the demon, especially one moving so erratically. Maria knew it was a long shot but weighed the handle of her knife in her palm. She muttered a short prayer in an attempt to improve her accuracy, took aim, and without even contemplating if her feeble attempt of a prayer worked or not she whipped the knife toward the demon. 
 
    The blade of the knife sunk into the calf of the changeling and sent the creature tumbling to the ground. Maria caught up to the changeling and gripped the collar of its shirt, yanking it upward onto its feet. She began muttering a prayer, however the changeling was smart enough to know that it couldn’t let itself become paralyzed again. The demon reeled around swinging wildly, a fist connecting with Maria’s cheek and breaking her concentration. The changeling then gripped Maria’s wrist and sunk its teeth into her forearm once more. Maria let out a scream and gripped the changeling by its neck, ripping the demon’s jaw off her arm and ignoring the pain from her torn flesh. She slammed the changeling into the dirt and stomped her boot into its throat. Maria then dropped her knee onto its chest with a loud thud that cracked its ribs. 
 
    She clasped her hands together and began to mutter an enchantment, but it struggled ever more violently. Various curses hissed out of her mouth from behind her clenched teeth. This was why ministers and vicars worked together. Unable to compose herself, she gave up on the wordy prayer and resorted to the only option she had, slamming her fists into the changeling in a ferocious series of punches. Her knuckles stained with blood as they sunk into the demon’s face again and again. Maria couldn’t believe that she allowed this monster to take the life of another child and she screamed in anger with each strike. Ridley and a couple policemen had finally caught up with their guns drawn, and unsure of what to do, gawked at the vicar from a distance as her blows connected with the child’s face.  
 
    The changeling clawed for its life and screamed in a combination of pain and fear. The scream pierced Maria’s ears but she refused to stop. She refused to let this spawn from Hell take one more innocent life, and infused her anger into each swing of her fist. Tears streamed down her face. She had failed another family, another mother like Ms. Nilest would be forced to live without her child for the rest of her life. Another mother like herself, forced to live without her child. 
 
    The past and present fused together as Maria’s eyes glazed over and her fists flew. Bishop Edna was standing beside her bedside holding a large tome. “Maria, are you sure you want to do this? There is no shame in leaving The Ministry to rear a child,” the older woman said. 
 
    Maria placed a hand on her belly, while not yet enlarged, she undoubtedly felt the very small life growing within her. “And how would I raise the child? The Ministry is my home, I have no way to provide for a family. The father would disown me and refuse to care for it. My family would refuse financial support since the child was born out of wedlock.” 
 
    “The life of an innocent child often surpasses old traditions, you should at least discuss this with your family before making a decision like this. Even if they do refuse to support you, there are other ways to care for a child. Going through with this will be a burden you carry for the rest of your life.” 
 
    “No, if they find out word will surely travel to The Ministry. My family isn’t known for keeping secrets. Just do it, Edna. I can’t bear to think on this any longer.” 
 
    Bishop Edna’s face darkened as she pushed her glasses up the bridge of her nose and placed a hand on Maria’s belly. She buried her eyes into the tome and began mumbling the words etched on the pages. “Wait..” Maria muttered, filled with creeping shame. “I’ll… I’ll do it. Just hold up book so I can read it.” 
 
    “Maria you shouldn’t-” 
 
    “It’s my child, and my decision.” Tears ran fat and heavy down her cheeks. “Show me.” 
 
    Maria snapped back to the present with heavy tears streaming down her face as the screeching demon clawed at her face, chest, wrists, legs, anything it could connect with. Clearly fatigued, it flailed like a fish out of water, its limbs dropping to the ground as its energy slowly diminished. As the demon was weakening, Maria noticed that the demon was grasping down at its calf. It gripped the handle of the knife still protruding from its leg, ripping the blade out of its muscle, it then stabbed the blade in-between Maria’s ribs. 
 
    Maria let out a scream in agony as the blade drove into her body just under her breasts. She looked down at the knife in her side. Before she could react, the changeling slithered from under her knee and sprinted toward the woods. Maria stood up to chase after it before a sharp pain erupted in her chest and buckled her knees. As she fell she was forced to catch herself with the palms of her hands or she would have landed directly on the knife that protruded from her ribs.  
 
    The policemen started firing at the demon as it ran away, but within seconds it had disappeared into the woods again. Maria pounded her knuckles into the dirt and screamed in a combination of frustration and pain. She could sense people staring at her, their eyes boring into the back of her neck. Seconds later, Charles then came up next to her placing a hand on her back and muttered something she couldn’t understand. Her ears were ringing from the brawl she just had physically with the demon, but also mentally with the memory that she relived from her past. She ripped the knife out of her ribs and flung it to the ground. 
 
    “It took another child Charles, and I let it get away.” Maria spat into the dirt from her bloodied lip. “I let it get away.”

  

 
   
    Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
      
 
    Charles kicked the front door open of the town hall while holding a bloodstained Maria up. Maria had her arm over Charles’ shoulder and her other hand pressed against the wound on her ribs as they limped inside. Charles placed her on a chair in the common room. “What do you need to patch yourself up?” 
 
    “Nothing, I’ll heal it myself. Just get some rags so we can clean this blood up.” 
 
    Charles nodded and left for the restroom. He grabbed a few rags to clean up the trail of blood from the door. As he entered back into the common room, the bodice of Maria’s dress was hanging loosely by her waist. Her chest was covered by a tight garment and she had a hand over her bloodied open wound. Her hand was glowing a bright white color, and she was controlling her breathing with deep smooth breaths. Charles had approached her slowly and tried to peek under her hand. 
 
    “It seems the bleeding is being stifled.” 
 
    “From the outside, yes. But this wound is going to take up to an hour to heal. I have a lot of internal bleeding.” 
 
    “Did it puncture anything vital?” Charles asked, concern wavering in his voice. 
 
    “No I don’t think so. I wasn’t coughing up blood so it didn’t hit my lungs, and it’s well below my heart, so I’ll be fine. I’ve also mended the wound on my wrist well enough for now.” 
 
    “Would you like me to get you something to drink?” 
 
    “Water.” Charles hovered, distressed by the sight of her covered in so much blood. “And have some decency, Charles. Stop staring at my chest,” Maria smirked. 
 
    “I wasn’t staring at... well, maybe you should have the decency to cover yourself up. Vicar.” 
 
    “I’m kinda busy here,” Maria gestured to her glowing hand. 
 
    Charles left, shaking the smirk from his face. The way she speaks, and that damn golden hair was all too similar to hers. Charles returned from the kitchen a few moments later with a glass of water. When he handed the glass to her, Maria gulped it down in seconds. “Uh... I’ll grab you another.” He rushed to the kitchen and returned with the glass full again. This time she took smaller sips and color was starting to return to her pale face. Charles grabbed the rags and continued cleaning the blood trail from the chair his partner sat in all the way back to the front entrance. The amount of blood Maria had lost from the walk to the town hall was enormous, he couldn’t believe she was still conscious. The walk was a little less than a mile, with a steady trail of red she had left behind the entire way. She’d even refused Charles’ help at first, before finally allowing him to be a crutch. 
 
    When Charles returned with a heap of blood-soaked rags in his arms, he found Maria standing and stretching her upper body from side to side, her hands planted on her hips. She stretched her arm up, pointing it at the ceiling and then twisted her body around quickly, which cracked her back.  
 
    “All healed already? You had me worried for a minute.” 
 
    “The wound wasn’t as bad as it seemed.” 
 
    “Well, I cleaned up your mess,” Charles said, waving around the bloody rags in his hands. “You should get some rest. I’m sure the mayor will want to have another talk in the morning.” 
 
    “I know that splitting up was my idea in the first place, but didn’t I just say last night that I was afraid something like this would happen? The moment I uttered the idea of separating, I wished I could have taken that suggestion and shoved the words right back into my mouth.” Maria said. 
 
    “You’re probably right,” Charles admitted. “I apologize for leaving you, we should avoid splitting up if possible.” Charles felt a pit of deep regret lurch from deep inside his abdomen. Lurking so far outside the town was a grave mistake, if he had stayed closer to town there may have been a chance at capturing the demon. He couldn’t believe that he willingly allowed her out of his sight like that. That’s how he lost Catherine, and he couldn’t allow another vicar die from the same mistakes of his past. 
 
    While Maria continued to do various stretches to make sure that she had fully healed her wound, Charles studied the curvature of her body that reminded him too much of her. It seemed almost evil that fate had seemed to put the one vicar in The Ministry that looked like a younger version of Catherine before his eyes every single day. Or maybe it wasn’t simply fate? Charles thought to the council. Could the council really have paired us together because of her striking resemblance to Catherine? Maria turned to look at him and his eyes quickly snapped out of his gaze and down at the floor before his feet. 
 
    The two hunters then retired to their room. The second they slid into their beds they slipped into a deep slumber. The following morning it was Charles who was shaking Maria awake. 
 
    “You sleep okay?” he asked while pulling his hand off her shoulder. 
 
    “Yeah,” she grumbled. 
 
    “Virginia has breakfast ready downstairs. The mayor is here too.” 
 
    “Alright, I’ll be down in a second.” 
 
    Charles and Maria sat at the table in the dining room as Virginia placed plates of food and coffee in front of them. Virginia was humming with a smile on her face as she busily prepared breakfast. At least someone in the town was in a cheerful mood.  
 
    They silently picked at their meals for a bit before the Mayor came in. 
 
    “Mind if I have a seat?”  
 
    “It’s your dining room.” Charles said, gesturing toward an empty chair at the round table. 
 
    “Another unsuccessful night then?” Both Charles and Maria winced at his question and nodded. “So, now what’s your plan?” The mayor asked. 
 
    “Well, we aren’t splitting up and leaving the town again, that’s for sure. The changeling is attached to the town for some reason. There’s something keeping it here, or someone.” Maria said. 
 
    “You’re sure?”  
 
    “Almost certain. There’s definitely something more to these occurrences than we know.” 
 
    “Mm.. and I heard another child was taken?” Sam asked in a dismal voice. Maria swallowed and nodded.  
 
    “If there’s another incident like last night, I’m not sure you’ll be allowed to stay.” 
 
    Charles scoffed, “what do you mean allowed to stay?” 
 
    The mayors tone lowered to almost a whisper as if he was scared of being eavesdropped on. “The people are getting weary. There’s already a lot of talk of families moving out of town. I’m not sure how much longer the people will support you, or my sanctions. Some think that your presence is making these occurrences worse, and others have suggested your departure.” 
 
    “And by some, you mean Ridley?” Charles asked. 
 
    “Well.. partially yes.” 
 
    Maria started biting at her lower lip, her usual habit when her thoughts troubled her. Charles was still seemingly a bit irritated by what the mayor had just said. “Well if we don’t help the town, who else is going to? Your local police, how many of them are there again? You said you could almost count them on one hand yourself, or is Ridley going to have the president of the United States send in the Army?” 
 
    “Look I’m on your side, all I’m saying is the town’s hope and morale is dwindling fast.” 
 
    “We’ll stay as long as we need to,” Maria said. “But Charles is right, if we leave, the town will spiral downhill fast. Levittown will turn to a ghost town, and you will be a mayor of nothing. For now, we go back to our regular routine of policing the town. So far, the changeling has only been around at night, so that’s when we need to be on our toes.” 
 
    Sam exhaled a long breathe and sunk back into his chair, “Alright. I guess if that’s all we can do.” 
 
    “In the meantime, I think I’m going to visit the schoolhouse and attend a class. Who knows? I might pick up on something.” 
 
    Maria visited Mrs. Trelavan’s schoolhouse that morning before she started teaching a class of pre-teens. While Maria sat in the back of the classroom observing for the day, Charles and Sam started brainstorming ideas to see how they could approach things differently. While Charles wasn’t too keen on the idea, the mayor invited Ridley to join them to keep everyone on the same page. Sam and Maria agreed that it was important to at least have Ridley involved so he wouldn’t obstruct their plans involuntarily. Even though Charles and Ridley could hardly look each other in the eye for more than a second, at the very least, it was progress from one of them getting a clenched fist to the jaw. 
 
    The best idea Charles, Sam, and Ridley were able to come up with was hiring more police, however both Charles and the mayor expressed their doubts. Samuel wasn’t so sure about the idea of sinking more of the town’s already diminishing funds into capturing the demon, and Charles just thought that more police would get in the way of Maria and himself. On the other hand, Maria came up with an idea with some inspiration from a young girl that she observed in class. She felt confident that the plan could boost the towns morale and could finally help capture the changeling. 
 
    In the corner of the schoolhouse, Maria sat in a chair observing while Mrs. Trelavan stood at the front of the small class of 9 students, scribbling simple math equations on the board. The children participated in the equations as a group, being called on one by one. None of the children had their own writing utensils or paper, presumably due to the limited resources of a small town’s coffers. Everything about the schoolhouse was as basic as possible. Very few books, only a little paper. Hell, Maria was beginning to think Mrs. Trelavan was funding the school all on her own. 
 
    After the math lesson was over, the kids were supposed to take a recess outside, however a thunderstorm had rolled in. The entire town darkened, and heavy droplets of water pelted the roof while strong winds rattled the windows. Lightning flashed as the children stared outside in a mixture of fright and excitement, while some clasped their ears with the palms of their hands. 
 
    “Well class, looks like recess is going to have to be indoors for today.” The children let out a disappointed groan. “I did notice quite a few of you peeking over your shoulders at the young lady we have visiting today. I’m sure many of you have already seen her around town. Everyone, say hello to Vicar Maria.” 
 
    The class turned to Maria and greeted her in unison. “Hello Vicar Maria!” 
 
    “As I’m sure most of you already know, Vicar Maria and her partner Minister Charles are here to help the town,” Mrs. Trelavan said. One of the boys raised their hand. “Yes, Theodore?” Mrs. Trelavan called while gesturing toward the boy. 
 
    Theodore turned to Maria, “You’re here to catch the monster, right? My dad says you’re a monster hunter.” 
 
    Maria let out a small laugh. “In a sense, yes I do hunt monsters. I’m also here to protect you, and I think you may be able to help me.” 
 
    Another boy asked, “You want us to help you hunt the monster?” 
 
    “Well, no not exactly,” Maria laughed. “I just need all of you pay extra attention and if you see anything suspicious, tell your parents or an adult so they can tell me right away okay?” The class nodded before another boy interjected. 
 
    “Everyone knows that the monster is here because of Claudia. She’s a witch.” The boy said pointing at a dark-haired girl next to him. 
 
    “I am not a witch!” The girl screeched. 
 
    “Yes you are, everyone knows it.” 
 
    “Now that’s enough!” Mrs. Trelavan shouted. The children snapped forward in their desks and fell silent. “Before I change my mind about recess, I suggest that everyone acts a bit more appropriately around our guest. Am I clear?” 
 
    “Yes, Mrs. Trelavan,” the children replied in unison. 
 
    Many of the kids seemed a combination of nervous and scared, but a few boys were puffing up their chest like they were proud to be asked for help from a vicar. During recess the kids played various word games with each other. Some of the girls played with dolls that they brought, and the boys were bragging about how they “weren’t scared of no monster.” During the recess, the girl named Claudia was talking with her friends. She gave Maria a new idea and approach that could boost morale and rally the town behind herself and Charles. Maria did find it a bit odd that a boy claimed that she was a witch, however she knew her senses would have alluded to her being a witch and she felt no unnatural aura from the girl. 
 
    While brushing her doll’s hair Claudia said, “my mom and dad have been fighting cause of me lately, and the monster. My daddy said he didn’t want to move back to city because this was our home. Last night I heard him tell my mom that he wants to help catch the monster but doesn’t know how.” The other three girls explained similar discussions they had overheard late into the night after they were supposed to be tucked under into bed.  
 
    The people didn’t want to leave Levittown. This was their home; they’d built their lives here, raised families here, and many of those families had been here for generations. They felt helpless simply because they didn’t know how to stop a threat such as a demon, and Maria had been working almost exclusively with Charles up until now. This wasn’t because they didn’t trust the town, it was just how most ministers and vicars completed their summons, they worked alone. While this seemed like an obvious possible solution, The Ministry generally advised against getting more people involved with summons as it usually never ends up going smoothly. The more involved civilians get dramatically increases the likelihood of serious injury or death. Outside involvement also increases the chance of public and political backlash for The Ministry as a whole. However, without the help of the town, Maria realized that more lives would be lost before they manage to stop the changeling. The risk seemed worth it. 
 
    Now she simply had to convince Charles to agree with her, which might prove to be the biggest challenge to her newfound idea. 

  

 
   
    Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
      
 
    Maria flung open the door to the town hall and shook her dampened hair. A flash of lightning followed, and a rumble of thunder rattled the windows. Charles and Sam were sitting in the common room with a fire crackling. Maria entered the room and stood in front of the fire with her arms outstretched towards the flames to warm up and dry off. “New plan. Sam, as soon as the storm passes I would like you to call for a mandatory meeting for everyone in the town. Where’s Ridley?” 
 
    “Woah, hold on a second. What plan?” Charles asked. 
 
    “Ridley left just a few moments ago,” Sam said. 
 
    “I want anyone that is capable and wishes to help. I listened to a lot of the kids’ converse with each other today and they talked about their parents a lot. The children were saying that their parents were feeling helpless but wanted to be involved with finding a solution to this. I’ve realized that the people don’t want to flee. This is their home, they want to stay. They just don’t know how to defend it.” 
 
    “So, get the town more involved? And if more people are hurt, or killed?” Charles asked looking from Maria to the mayor. 
 
    “The town is already in danger. We aren’t having any luck with just us and a handful of local policemen doing all of the work. I’m not saying that we round up everyone with a gun to go demon hunting. Let’s just give everyone in town a chance to make a difference. We increase the town’s vigilance, give them a sense of purpose, and in turn it will boost morale and the people’s trust in us. Most importantly, we need Ridley more involved. It’s clear that many people believe in his leadership and we need him on our side.” 
 
    “And how do you propose we uhh... do this? Get the people involved I mean.” Sam asked. 
 
    “First we hold a meeting to gain interest. Also, and this key, we need Ridley to publicly state that he will be working together with us with his full support. Then if we have enough people we can host sessions where we teach basic gun safety for anyone that doesn’t know how, we get people involved in setting traps to capture the changeling, and we discuss strategies to capture it. I can even bless everyone’s bullets during these sessions as well. We are essentially sitting on a ready militia right now which could be our greatest asset. In time the town will be able to police itself, and when something happens, Charles and I can hopefully get to the scene with enough time to spare to catch this damn thing. We do nothing different that we’ve been doing at night except now we will have a vigilant population.” 
 
    “Well, I’m open to it, seems simple enough. How do you feel about this Charles?” Sam asked. 
 
    “Ridley has already expressed his stance on Maria and me. And I don’t know if you’ve noticed but in our little brainstorming session, we didn’t particularly become pals all of a sudden either. To be honest, I’m not sure if I trust him to even work together with us.” Charles crossed his arms over his chest. 
 
    “Charles, we need his support. Clearly there are people that agree with his position, and we need the police on our side. The people look up to him.” 
 
    “If he can be convinced to work together with us, then fine.” Charles turned to the mayor, “but you need to talk to him about this. It’s on you to convince him, because clearly he has no intention of listening to anything Maria and I suggest.” 
 
    Sam nodded, “I’ll talk to him.” 
 
    By a crackling fire, Charles and Maria waited for Sam’s return with Ridley. Charles paced around the room fiddling with a blessed silver bullet that he rolled between his fingers as Maria sat in a chair with her thighs crossed and her face hiding behind an opened book. After Maria read through a few chapters of her book, Sam and Ridley barged through the front door and into the living room, they were dripping wet from the storm that continued to rage outside. Charles slipped the bullet into his coat pocket, and Maria rested the open book on her thigh, waiting for one of the two men to speak. 
 
    “Sam filled me in. Since you two ain’t leavin’ until this thing is dead, fine, you have my full support and we will do things your way,” Ridley said. Charles and Maria nodded. “However, I got one condition. If one more child gets taken, just one more, we do things my way.” Ridley pressed his thumb into his chest with a stern voice. 
 
    “It won’t come to that sheriff. So, moving forward we have a truce then?” Maria asked looking from Ridley to Charles. 
 
    Ridley and Charles stared at each other for a few moments before they both nodded and replied in unison, “truce.” 
 
    The local police and Sam went door to door in the heavy storm spreading the news that there was to be a town meeting for anyone willing to help Charles and Maria catch the changeling. Simple word of mouth about the meeting spread throughout the town within a few hours and almost everyone showed up at the steps in front of the town hall. The town’s entire population stood there in a huge mass in the rain, which was reduced to a slight drizzle by this point in the evening. Sam and Ridley stood on the porch of the town hall with Charles and Maria beside them. With everyone’s arrival, the mayor cleared his throat and then addressed the people. 
 
    “I see almost everyone is here tonight. I know all of you are well aware of Charles and Maria by now. We called you all here this evening because we have come to the conclusion that we need your help, everyone’s help, in order to rid the town of this monster that has plagued our homes for far too long. We have come up with a very simple plan to help rid us of this evil for good. I’ll leave Ridley to explain the plan.” 
 
    “Now, I know that I have spoken with some of y’all about my concerns with the arrival of these two hunters. My stance ain’t exactly a secret. However, we’ve come to an agreement. It has become clear to me that we all need to support each other in these tryin’ times. Minister Charles and Vicar Maria need our full cooperation as Mayor Samuel has already mentioned to all of y’all.” 
 
    Ridley did a quick scan of the crowd before continuing to address everyone. “I see some of you men have brought your firearms I see, which is good. Now you may be disappointed, but we ain’t going on a massive hunt for this thing. What we are doing, or what we hope to do if y’all willing, is to volunteer your time and hold gun safety sessions for those that need it. We want anyone with a gun that is willin’ and knows how to use it to train each other with help from myself and Minister Charles.” 
 
    Maria stepped forward next to Ridley, “Now we are aware that most of you already know how to handle a firearm. However, do your wives? Do your sons and daughters? We want everyone involved, and yes, I reiterate, this includes your wives and daughters. If you believe your children are responsible and old enough to handle a firearm, now would be the time for them to learn.” 
 
    Charles now stepped forward to address the crowd. “Every evening, right here in front of the town hall, we would like everyone who is willing to meet us for basic self-defense, and gun safety training starting tomorrow. Most importantly, we will also be having sit down discussions explaining various strategies to defend against demons effectively. Also, we ask that everyone in the town to act as our eyes and ears, especially at night. Maria and I have determined that this demon will return. It isn’t a matter of if, it’s a matter of when.” Charles pulled the revolver from his hip, pointed it up into the air fired a shot. Some people in the crowd jumped from the discharge of his weapon and clasped their ears. The blast from the shot echoed through the town and into the woods far into the distance for a few seconds until the sound dissipated.  
 
    Charles waited for everyone to settle themselves for a few seconds, “A fired gun is extremely loud and will be heard across the entire town. A gunshot will act as a signal for Ridley, myself, and Maria. We want nobody to discharge any weapon unless it is an emergency. If you are certain that you have come in contact with the demon, fire your gun into the air, or in a safe direction where nobody can get hurt. Now if you hear a gunshot, we do not want anyone to rush to the scene from across town because it is of utmost importance that myself, Vicar Maria, and Sheriff Ridley are able to reach the scene as soon as possible. I repeat, do not rush to the scene. However, if you do hear a gunshot close by, ready yourself and be on high alert. Is everyone following me?” Charles asked the crowd. 
 
    The crowd of people grunted and nodded in approval. Charles took a step back to allow Ridley to address everyone again. “Now, fer people that don’t wish to learn how to use a firearm or learn self-defense can still help. We’ll need volunteers to provide support and general supplies such as food and water during these lessons. So, show of hands, who’s interested in learnin’ to defend themselves, or volunteer their time to help for these sessions?” 
 
    Almost everyone in the crowd raised their hands immediately, showing their approval of the plan. This was all it took for the people of Levittown to lend their full support to Charles and Maria, just a simple purpose. A cause for everyone to rally behind, and a sheriff’s support. “Alright, everyone meet here tomorrow evenin’. Everyone with a firearm and munitions please bring ‘em for Vicar Maria to inspect.” 
 
    The first session had nearly the entire town in attendance. Charles, Ridley and the local police, and many of the men that were accustomed to handling a firearm were teaching women and young teenagers basic gun safety. Many of the women and younger teenagers were handling a gun for the first time in their lives. While the group of women and teens that were being taught how to wield the weapons, another group was learning about traps to be set up in the house at night to alert them of any intruders. Those that were unable or did not wish to partake in learning how to use a weapon or self-defense attended the session on building and deploying doorway traps.  
 
    For the initial session, Maria’s sole focus was blessing everyone’s ammunition. She sat there on the porch of town hall with her eyes closed, hovering her hands over box after box of bullets as she slowly muttered her enchantments. When the town gathered all of their ammunition together, they had enough bullets for a small army. The crates of bullets that were stacked up on the town hall’s porch was tall enough to reach Maria’s eyes and took up enough space to fill up a large tool shed. She didn’t expect a small town to be so well armed with ammunition. 
 
    To conclude the first session, Maria explained to everyone in a short lesson that enchanted bullets were no guarantee in killing a demon, however they were generally much more effective against demons than regular bullets. Even something as simple as splashing water blessed by a vicar onto a demon could result in them writhing in pain, but on occasion, some demons show the effects of blessings have very little to no negative effect on them at all. Maria continued her explicit explanation of how to kill a changeling. In order to kill them indefinitely they had to be shot in the head, and multiple times at that. For each soul the changeling harvested, it would take shape of a previous child after being killed and it would need to be executed again. If the number of victims were correct, this particular changeling had five more souls which would need to be killed, possibly more from any victims prior to Levittown. 
 
    Over the next few days, the two hunters and Ridley gave lessons every evening until sundown. The town soon rallied behind them and began trusting their judgement, while the dynamic between Ridley and Charles was starting to show some semblance of civility. Ridley even thanked the minister and mentioned that his knowledge of demons was expanding enormously, and he couldn’t believe how expansive the knowledge of just two members of The Ministry had in demon hunting. 
 
    Every night, as Charles and Maria did their nightly surveys of the town, Maria could sense that the town was more alert. Every house with a children’s bedroom had a trap behind the entrances and windows that could be easily accessed, fathers sat with each other on their neighbor’s porches with rifles resting in their laps late into the night, and mothers stayed awake with their children until they fell asleep and were tucked into bed. Many houses even strung lines of bells around their property and throughout their house to alert them of any movement. Levittown as a whole was a much more vigilant community now that everyone was getting involved with the safety of their families and their neighbors. 
 
    It had been so long since the appearance of the changeling that Ridley wondered if the changeling had left to terrorize a new town. Ridley sent a pair of his local police to the closest town east of Levittown to ask of any activity there. Upon their return they reported nothing unusual. Ridley thought that the changeling may have left permanently and even suggested that Charles and Maria could head back to The Ministry. However, the two of them refused to abandon their summon. Maria knew that this was exactly what the changeling would want them to do, to drop their guard and leave. Maria refused to even think for a fraction of a second in putting the fate of the children of the town in Ridley’s hands. In her mind, this would guarantee the return of the demon and more of the children’s souls would perish.  
 
    Charles and Maria were examining the strings of bells throughout the town before sundown, while usually these bells were used as decoration for the winter holidays, a family had the idea of putting them to use as an alarm system around their property. This idea was quickly adopted by everyone in the town and soon every home was connected to their neighbor’s in a web of bells and string. After Maria tested the various knots of string by pulling the lines and jingling the bells, they came to Ms. Nilest’s house in passing, and the two hunters waved to her as she stared back from the creaking rocking chair on her small water damaged porch. By the sharp stares the two of them received from her, it was clear that even though she was cooperating with their plans, she was still harboring an animosity towards them. Ms. Nilest’s hand fell to her swollen belly and she finally broke her piercing gaze to hide her face behind a book. Charles shook the line of bells that was strung around her house to test the sound, while Maria’s thoughts wandered as she stared at Ms. Nilest’s hand that rested on her belly. 
 
    Maria’s thoughts returned to the night she had the engagement with the changeling. While it wasn’t the brutal brawl that she had with the demon that festered in her mind, it was the flashback she had of herself with Bishop Edna that she toiled with. Performing the extremely dark enchantment that she did could get her permanently excommunicated from The Ministry if it was revealed to the council. Bishop Edna even allowing her to perform the enchantment could result in her being removed not only from the council, but it was also even possible for her to be excommunicated from The Ministry altogether as well. Maria couldn’t believe that she allowed herself to take the life her own unborn child. She couldn’t believe that Bishop Edna even allowed her to do so, yet no matter how much blame she tried to deflect to her old mentor, it was ultimately her decision to follow through with the abortion. She wished she had never asked the bishop to show her that treacherous book, and she wondered why The Ministry even decided to keep a tome of such vile enchantments. If any argument could be made for the destruction of knowledge, this would be one of the books that deserves abolishment. 
 
    Bishop Edna stared at her hand resting on Maria’s belly. She sighed and turned the book toward her at Maria’s request. Maria met eyes with Edna for a moment before the bishop looked away and closed her eyes in disbelief and disgust. Not disgust for Maria, but disgust for herself that she was allowing her own pupil to follow through with a choice that would burden her for the rest of her life. She removed her hand from Maria’s belly, relinquishing the final decision to Maria. 
 
    Maria placed her hands on her abdomen and began whispering the foreign, yet vaguely familiar tongue etched in the tome. After a few moments her hands began to glow a deep shade of violet. Maria closed her eyes, clenching back her welling tears. She could feel her baby inside her, the life she herself had created. Even though it had only been a few months since conception, Maria could sense a tiny heartbeat. A heartbeat that was now fading. The aura of life that she had brought into this world was slowly diminishing. The amount of time between each heartbeat steadily grew farther and farther apart, until they had come to complete halt. Tears escaped from her enclosed eyelids and streaked down her cheeks. Bishop Edna sat down next to her and Maria rested her head on her shoulder, refusing to remove her shaking hands from her still belly. 
 
    A hand that fell onto Maria’s back snapped her back to the present, “you sense something? You seem distant.” Charles asked. 
 
    “Uhh...” Maria gulped down the lump in her throat, “no... just, thinking,” she uttered while looking down at the dirt and turning away from him slightly. She quickly brushed her eyes with her palms to stop the forming tears. 
 
    “You okay? You look pale.” 
 
    “I’m fine. Let’s continue with our inspection.” Maria pressed on to the closest house away from Ms. Nilest’s. Charles followed behind her, glancing at the gravestone by the tree on the side of the house. It displayed the name, Stanley Nilest. 
 
    As the pair of hunters continued to check the traps throughout the town, Maria could still sense something. From the moment she arrived in Levittown, Maria had felt the aura that loomed over the town like a dark fog. At first, she had assumed it was because of the changeling, however after staying in Levittown for almost a month now, she had the sense that something much larger was at play. She always knew that someone was likely helping the changeling, yet now she had confirmation. It took Maria some time, but she eventually was able to deduce that there were two different dark auras she could sense. This second aura was unique; constantly suffocating the town, as if hovering over Maria’s shoulder only to disappear the second she tried to turn and look at it. 
 
    After a quiet night of patrolling the town, Maria caught word that she had received a letter late in the evening and returned to the town hall with her partner. She assumed the letter would have been left in her room, yet she returned to see the room undisturbed. After searching under her pillow and the nightstand drawer, the mayor’s secretary knocked on the door of their room. Maria inched open the door to get a glimpse of her visitor. “Hello Virginia,” Maria said, now opening the gap wider for the woman.  
 
    “Vicar Maria, you have a letter. It looked important, so I wanted to hand deliver it to you.” Virginia handed an envelope to her that had her name scribbled across the front in a cursive font. It was sealed shut with the wax seal of The Ministry. 
 
    “Thank you for bringing this to me long after your working hours. Have a restful night.” 
 
    The secretary wished her goodnight with a slight bow and left. 
 
    “The Ministry?” Charles asked. 
 
    “Yes.” Maria slid her finger under the seal and pried open the envelope. The letter was written by another Vicar and her closest friend in The Ministry.

  

 
   
    Dear Maria, 
 
      
 
    I know that we said we would catch up when I returned from my summon, but it appears that you have gone off again before my return. 
 
    The mission was a success, but the small cult of Necromancers outside of Philadelphia proved to be relatively difficult to handle. Fortunately, Minister Lawrence and I have been working together much better as of late, and we returned home fairly unscathed. The Ministry even decided to permanently partner us as a team from this point on, official decree of the council. 
 
    Bishop Edna informed me of your partnership with Minister Charles, and she expressed to me that she is concerned about you. I must admit, I am as well. Especially upon hearing about the details of this summon. Another changeling? Please do try to keep your head this time. I worry that you may become a bit obsessive with summons like this. Alas, I know there is nothing I can say that Bishop Edna probably already hasn’t discussed with you. 
 
    I’m writing this in the library and a group of young pupils are studying for an exam. Takes me back to the many sleepless nights we had studying in the library and the dorms. I do miss the simplicity of student life despite how difficult our studies were. I do hope you and Minister Charles are doing well. I know you’ve dealt with a changeling before, so hopefully you’ll be back quickly, and I’ll get to see you before my next summon. Next time we are together, I’ll treat you to something nice. Maybe we can share another sleepless night together just like we did back then, only this time over a bottle of wine and without the pressure of a test at dawn. I’ll see you soon, and do take care of yourself. 
 
      
 
    Your Friend, 
 
    Sylvia 
 
      
 
    P.S. Expect a package from me soon. It may be of some use to you.

  

 
   
    “Well?” Charles asked. 
 
    “It was my friend, Vicar Sylvia. She’s been permanently partnered with Minister Lawrence.” 
 
    “Oh is that so? Well, good for them. I’ve heard they have become quite the team in the past year.” 
 
    “They have seen a lot of success recently. I just hope they don’t get in over their head with the praise that they are receiving. Do you know Minister Lawrence well?” 
 
    “We have worked together in the past once or twice. He is a talented minister even though his methods are a bit uhh... let’s say unorthodox.” 
 
    “In what way?” Maria asked, with a bit of concern on her face. 
 
    Charles chuckled, “he just has a lot of energy and can be a bit of a wildcard. He is a fairly young minister that has a lot to learn. During our couple summons in the past we did have our disagreements. Extremely gifted though, and he means well.” 
 
    “Seems like the exact antithesis to Sylvia,” Maria smirked. 
 
    “Which is probably why they work so well together. She probably keeps him under wraps fairly well. He has a lot of passion though, I’ll give him that,” Charles shrugged. 
 
    The two hunters returned outside into the cool night and decided to rest on the porch of the town hall for a moment before returning to their patrol. The night was calm, and the moon was shining brightly before a dark shadow of clouds passed in front of the beacon of light that hovered in the star speckled sky. The wind had awoken and swirled through the town, kissing their faces with a brisk breeze. The bells that were strung around the houses started to chime in the ominous darkness. The sound of small shaking bells drowned the town in chimes. The bells were soothing, and the town was almost lulling to sleep by their hypnosis. 
 
    Abruptly shaking the hunters from their stupor, a gunshot erupted in the distance, which was then shortly followed by volley of multiple shots. The two hunters both jumped up to their feet, took a brief second to collect themselves, and sprinted in the general direction of the gunshots. The echo of the gunshots reverberated off the town hall and the other surrounding buildings making it difficult to deduce where the blasts were coming from. Maria closed her eyes and tried to sense where the commotion was located. “North east of us,” she muttered. Charles and Maria sprinted in that direction and were starting to pass others that had come outside and stood on their porches to see the commotion. They approached a small group of about five people, with a few of them visibly shaken up. Ridley who had already arrived, had his revolver drawn and approached the pair of hunters. 
 
    “The Browns seem to have had an altercation with the demon and Mr. Brown claims it was in his daughter’s room. He chased it out and his daughter seems to be in shock, but unpossessed as far as I can tell.” 
 
    Charles nodded in approval of Ridley’s prompt response time and approached Mr. Brown while Maria hurried to the house to speak with his daughter. 
 
    “The gunshots, were those from you Mr. Brown?” Charles asked. 
 
    “They were. I shot at the yellow eyed freak, but I don’t believe I hit it and if I did it was unfazed. It then jumped out the window and I tried shooting at it again, but it disappeared off into the woods down over there.” Mr. Brown pointed to the line of trees. Charles looked up to the second-floor bedroom window. The glass from the window was shattered and scattered on the ground below. 
 
    “And your daughter, she’s okay?” 
 
    “It seems so. I was hoping you could tell me that.”  
 
    Charles looked over Mr. Brown’s shoulder and approached the front porch of their house where his daughter was hugging her mother’s leg. Maria was knelt down in front of the girl. 
 
    “Look at you, so brave to face the monster like you did!” Maria attempted to cheer the girl up although she remained shied behind her mother’s leg. The vicar turned to Mr. Brown, “well if you chased it off then your daughter should be fine since she’s right here. Although, it doesn’t hurt to check just to be safe. Callie, are you hurt?” Maria asked the child, as Charles and Mr. Brown stepped onto the porch. Callie shook her head. 
 
    “Can I see your hands please?” Maria asked, holding out her hands, palms up to her. Callie gave a look to her mother as if asking for approval before her mother gave her a nod and motioned to Maria, urging her to comply. 
 
    “Go on honey,” her mother whispered.  
 
    She then shuffled from behind her mother and approached Maria as she knelt before her and raised her trembling hands. The young girl’s pupils were dilated so wide that her green irises were nearly completely hidden. Her entire body shivered in shock. Maria closed her eyes for a moment while holding the young girl’s palms. Then Maria put a hand on Callie’s forehead as if feeling for a fever, but she was checking for any signs of hypothermia. “She’s fine, definitely not possessed by a changeling. She’s just pale from being in a bit of shock.” Mr. and Mrs. Brown sighed in relief. 
 
    “You did well Mr. Brown,” Charles said. “This is why we started holding the lessons, to prepare for instances like this. What alerted you? A door trap, the bells?” 
 
    “Well.. both kinda. I heard the bells a bit louder than usual and I went to check outside through the window, although I thought it was just a strong gust of wind. Then the trap went off just a moment later. I don’t know how it managed to not get caught in the bear trap, and I don’t know how it was able to sneak by me either.” 
 
    “Callie, were you sleeping when you saw the changeling? Did it say anything to you?” Maria asked. The girl nodded. Her teeth were clattering, and she was breathing in short erratic breaths. 
 
    “Can you tell me what it said?” Maria asked, putting a hand on her shoulder. Callie looked down at her shoes, struggling to speak. 
 
    Her mother lifted her up by her waist and held her against her chest. “It’s okay honey, you’re safe now. Daddy fought it off and it’s not coming back. Can you remember what it said for Ms. Maria?” Mrs. Brown asked her daughter. 
 
    “That’s right, that monster won’t bother with you ever again after you showed it how brave you are, and it definitely won’t come back when your dad is around. We’re going to stay right here tonight and make sure it doesn’t come back. Now can you remember what it said to you?” Maria urged her again. 
 
    “He said... he said... he was g-going to eat me,” Callie responded through her chattering teeth. 
 
    “To eat you?” Maria responded, crossing her arms over her chest. 
 
    “Y-yes. Then I d-don’t know what happened. I screamed and ran out of my bed, and... and then all I remember was daddy was shooting at it.” 
 
    Maria rubbed the child’s back for a moment as she clung to her mother and looked up at Charles. “Do you think you could try to track the changeling with Ridley while I stay with her?” 
 
    “Absolutely not, we aren’t splitting up again. Especially at night. You come with me and I’ll track it,” Charles protested. 
 
    “I’m not leaving this child.” 
 
    “We might have an opportunity to track it down and end this tonight Maria. I’m not separating myself from you again, it could be a trap.” 
 
    Maria paced around for a moment as she weighed choices. “I don’t think leaving the town at night is a smart decision,” she replied. 
 
    Ridley interjected, “I’ll go. I’m a decent tracker.” 
 
    Maria’s spine stiffened. “You sure you can handle that?” She asked. 
 
    “Of course I can, I obviously won’t be going alone though.” 
 
    Maria looked to her partner. “I guess I’m not opposed. What do you think Charles?” She deferred to his judgement as he scratched at his chin for a moment. He didn’t exactly trust Ridley, although this did seem like a good alternative to splitting up. 
 
    “Bring at least two others with you and don’t be gone long. The last thing we need is to go searching for you in the midst of this. Check back in with us tomorrow morning at town hall.” 
 
    “It’s settled then,” Maria concluded. 
 
    Ridley nodded and promptly collected a pair of his sheriffs before taking his leave. Charles accompanied the three of them while they tracked the changeling’s footsteps to the edge of the woods. He clasped Ridley on the shoulder and wished him luck, and Ridley responded with a nod before they disappeared into the night. Charles returned to his partner outside the Brown’s home, after some time almost everyone had retreated back into their houses. The two hunters remained on their patrol around the house and they were quick to inspect even the slightest jingle from the bells. Charles and Maria kept watch for much longer than they had originally planned before they sat down on the steps of the Brown’s porch. They stayed throughout the night, and before they knew it, the sun was starting to peek over the horizon. Maria snapped awake at first light and wiped the excess saliva from the corner of her mouth. She had fallen asleep next to Charles. 
 
    “Good morning sleeping beauty. Finally done using my shoulder as a pillow?” Charles piped. 
 
    “Shut up,” Maria grunted.  
 
    Charles was sitting with his rifle resting in his lap and his arms folded over the stock. “Not the best watch dog now are ya?” 
 
    “I guess not. You stayed awake the entire night?” 
 
    “Yup.” Charles grunted while standing up and stretching out his back. He then slung his rifle over his shoulder. 
 
    “Well, I guess it’s pretty safe to assume that the changeling isn’t coming back, at least for the time being. Ridley should be back soon, why don’t we head back and see what he has to report?” Maria asked while stretching her arms over her head and yawning. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
      
 
    Ridley returned in the morning with the exact report that Charles suspected. The demon circled around the outskirts of town in the shadow of the trees just like it did when Charles had tracked it. This only confirmed their suspicions that the changeling has a strong attachment to Levittown and that it would remain in hiding here despite how difficult Charles and Maria made it for the demon. 
 
    Maria re-blessed the ammunition that Charles had stored in his bags while he was resting from his overnight vigil at the Brown’s house. When not on the hunt for demons or studying them deep within the vast bookshelves of the archive at The Ministry, Maria was commonly found with her nose buried in a book curled up in chair in the corner of a room. She always had a new book packed in her bag on a summon, but she had already flipped through the pages from cover to cover not once, but twice, just on her journey on the way down to Levittown. 
 
    Thankfully, the mayor had quite the extensive collection of books and dusty tomes for Maria to immerse herself in as she tried to find any hint of knowledge about the town that could possibly help her in her hunt. The vicar was curious, she wondered if this was the first time the town had any supernatural occurrences. Some small towns did have a knack for repeatedly attracting various demons and unnatural creatures for unknown reasons over the course of time. However, after finishing a short history of Levittown written by an author that seemingly lived in the town many decades ago, it seemed the town had no demons or anything supernatural for that matter in the past, at least from what was recorded. 
 
    She slid the book back onto the shelf where she left her piece of parchment as a place marker and continued to scan the shelves. Maria doubted that she would find anything in the mayor’s collection that referred to demons, yet she couldn’t help herself from checking due to the itch in the back of her mind that kept telling her that the answer to capturing the changeling could be etched in ink somewhere in a chapter amongst the thousands of pages resting on the shelves right under her nose. She had known that changelings would get attached to specific locations, but she always thought if something forced it to leave it would relocate to prey upon an easier area. What was it about this town in particular that is keeping it so attached here, and what attracted the demon here in the first place? Maria wracked her mind as she examined the titles etched into the leather spines on the shelves. 
 
    As Maria rapidly flipped through a dull book about the accelerated change of weather in recent years, the screech of a hawk snapped her eyes away from the old yellowed pages. Wondering why she was even wasting her time with the book, she slammed the cover shut and approached the hawk that was perched on the window and was tapping the glass with its beak. She opened the window and the hawk greeted her with another screech. Clutched in its talons was a small rectangular package that had Vicar Maria cleanly inscribed across the top. Maria recognized the neat handwriting that looked as if it was meticulously written with the purpose of being artsy. Maria pulled the box out from under the hawk and it took back off into the sky, heading back north to return to its roost. Maria shut the window and flipped the package over to see the wax seal symbol of the kite shield. Maria smirked at the note after she ripped the package open. 
 
      
 
    Thought this could help you, since I know that you probably finished the book that you brought down with you ages ago. It might prove to be insightful. 
 
      
 
    -Sylvia 
 
      
 
     She flipped the book over to look at the cover, Thomas Jefferson’s Life as an Occultist. Her friend Sylvia knew her well. Maria had always been fascinated with the founding of America and those that had fought so hard to defend it throughout the country’s history. Some of the founding fathers were close friends to The Ministry or were even members themselves. Soon, Maria found herself lost in the biography that was sent to her. Being the accelerated reader that she was, she read through every page of the book in an afternoon, learning about Jefferson’s history, yet nowhere in the biography did it specifically mention anything about changelings. 
 
    Many of the presidents had lives that delved deep into demonology, the paranormal, witchcraft and sorceries, and some even partook in monster hunting not unlike the hunters in The Ministry itself. George Washington was one of the most renowned werewolf hunters of his time, and while Jefferson may not have been a demon hunter, his contributions and experiments that he did involving parapsychology and demonology ended up forever changing the understanding of demons to date.  
 
    Thomas Jefferson was not only a founding father of the United States of America, but also a key founding father of the understanding of occultism in society across the world. Jefferson also studied with his slaves and the various voodoo rituals that they were known to perform. Many of the cultures that partook in voodoo were still prevalent in many southern communities. Maria wasn’t aware of how deeply involved Jefferson actually was in the study of demons until she read about the organization of occultists founded by Thomas Jefferson in Charlottesville near his own home, Monticello. This small group of occultists was known as The Jeffersonian Occult, and they still remain to be one of The Ministry’s greatest allies of knowledge that even rivaled the studies of The Ministry itself. 
 
    The Encyclopedia of Creatures of the Deep is still edited and updated by The Jeffersonian Occult to date. This encyclopedia is the main source of knowledge for almost all monsters and demons in the world, all kept up to date and edited with new editions each year by such a small group. As a young student still early in her studies of becoming a Vicar, Maria nearly had to memorize the encyclopedia from cover to cover as an assignment. The creatures within the large lexicon ranged from the most renowned beings such as vampires and werewolves, to the not so well known like blood puppets, and shadow crawlers. Since Maria’s job as a Vicar was to support Ministers, she was forced to learn every single boon and bane of every nefarious creature known to man. 
 
    After awakening, Charles crept down the stairs and into the common room. Virginia entered the room just behind him and offered to prepare some food for them in the kitchen. Both Charles and Maria politely accepted. After eating, they prepared themselves for the daily lesson with the town. 
 
    The lessons began as usual. Charles and the local police officers were monitoring the women and teenagers with the firearms, making sure everyone was following basic safety procedures while Maria continued to bless ammunition on the porch of the town hall. Charles was surprised with how quickly everyone had grown accustom to using the firearms. As a town that made most of its living from the cherry orchard and farming, they were progressing rapidly. The only people in the town that had even been in battle were a few grandparents of the American Civil War which was decades ago. 
 
    As Maria had her eyes closed and hovered her hands over the ammunition, she tried to ignore the whispers of a pair of men that were arguing about the lessons. One man was claiming that the women and children should flee from the threat of a demon and avoid confrontation with weapons at all costs, while the other man argued that they weren’t doing nearly enough in preparation. He believed that a group of people should go out hunting for the demon every night, and even hire a group of trained mercenaries to go with them to hunt for it. This man was under the impression that trusting two hunters with a few supernatural abilities was only going to escalate the demon’s activity with provocation. It was clear from this man’s point of view that due to their multiple failures in allowing the demon to escape, hiring help from The Ministry was a waste of the town’s tax money. 
 
    Maria shifted her mind to a pair of women that were handing out water for everyone, while some people were disagreement, the two women were discussing the recent change in the towns mood for the better among the vast majority of people. They discussed how everyone was more observant, how everyone felt a bit safer now that everyone was involved, and how the children even started to feel more comfortable. As Maria continued to bless the town’s ammunitions, she opened her eyes for a second to see the familiar voices were Virginia and Mrs. Trelaven. 
 
    “Yes, yes, even during class the kids seem much happier. It makes such a significant difference when the parents are in a good mood,” said Mrs. Trelaven. 
 
    “Well good. I’m glad that the children are starting to be a bit more relaxed.” 
 
    “How has your son been during all of this Virginia? You still homeschooling him?” 
 
    “Oh, yes,” she smiled. “He’s been doing much better. Since I’ve been more confident he has been too, now that you mention it.” 
 
    “Well that’s good. Young minds are like sponges. Is he getting lots of exercise?” 
 
    “Well, I’ve been very nervous about this whole situation, so I’ve kept him from going out much,” Virginia continued. “But it’s been difficult to keep him occupied.” 
 
    Maria continued on blessing the bullets, pretending not to pay any attention of their conversation. Virginia has a son? She tried to think back to the list of families that Virginia herself organized and created for them when they arrived in Levittown. She couldn’t remember seeing Virginia’s name on the list of people that had children. Maria didn’t want to confront her about this just yet, especially not now in front of the entire town. But how had she not heard about Virginia having a son until now? Why hadn’t Mayor Marten said anything? Virginia had created the list, and they had trusted it without question. Maria waited until the town’s lesson was over before she pulled Charles aside. 
 
    “Meet me in our room in ten minutes,” she whispered to him. Sensing her urgency, Charles nodded but continued to mingle with the remaining stragglers to avoid a scene. Maria met eyes with Ms. Nilest before she quickly diverted her eyes back to her lap. She returned to cleaning the revolver that was left behind from her husband, yet she clearly had taken notice of Maria’s newfound concern. 
 
    Maria hurried up to her room on the upper level of the town hall. She yanked open the drawer in her night stand and there was the crumpled parchment with the list of all the people with children. She flattened it out, uncrinkling the wrinkles and scanned down the list of families. She checked it once, twice, and again for a third time, but Virginia’s name wasn’t on the list. Maria couldn’t believe how stupid she’d been to blindly trust a single source of information. She bit at her lip in frustration and wondered if it was an honest mistake. She didn’t want to jump to any conclusions; the woman could have simply forgotten to put her own name down because she knew she didn’t warrant investigating. After wondering where Charles was and pacing around the room for a few minutes, he finally opened the door. 
 
    “What is it?” He asked with a bit of confusion in his voice. 
 
    “Shut the door,” Maria mumbled. “Did anyone follow you?”  
 
    “No,” Charles shut the door behind him. 
 
    “Virginia has a child,” Maria whispered. 
 
    “Really?” He shrugged. “How did we miss that?” 
 
    “We assumed the list that was given to us was correct. Virginia, being the mayor’s secretary, made this list.” Maria said, shaking the parchment in front of her. 
 
    “Should we bring this to the mayor?” 
 
    “I don’t know. I don’t want to jump to any conclusions and put the mayor offside. Virginia seems like a lovely woman, and this place wouldn’t run without her.” 
 
    Charles sat down on the bed, scratching his face. “I don’t think the mayor knew about this. I think he just trusted Virginia to do it.” 
 
    “I certainly hope that’s the case. It wouldn’t make much sense for the mayor to be hiding the changeling, given he is the one that summoned us here in the first place. I think we should inquire about this with him.” 
 
    “Fine by me,” Charles agreed. 
 
    Charles opened the door and headed downstairs to the Mayor’s office with Maria right behind him. Maria had the list of families still clutched in her fist. Charles rapped his knuckles against the door at the end of the hall. 
 
    “Come in,” the mayors voice called and the pair of hunters promptly entered his office. “Ah, I do hope the lessons this evening went well for you both. How can I help you two?” Maria slid the parchment across his desk to him. He peered down at it.  
 
    “What’s this?” He asked. 
 
    “It’s the list of families that your secretary made for us,” Maria replied. He blinked at them in confusion. “From what we can tell it’s mostly accurate, except that Virginia isn’t on the list herself. I’ve come to find out that she has a son.” 
 
    “She does indeed,” the mayor replied while scanning down the list of names scribbled on the parchment. “It looks like this is the same list of the families that attend class with Mrs. Trelavan. Which would be everyone except Virginia’s son. She home schools him because he is sickly and can’t attend regularly.” 
 
    Now concerned, Charles and Maria’s snapped to meet each other’s eyes for a moment. The tension in the room was now causing the mayor’s forehead to visibly bead with sweat. “Let me ask you this Mr. Marten. How long has Virginia been your secretary?” Charles asked. 
 
    “Almost a year now.” 
 
    “Just to confirm, the children started to disappear this past winter. About six months ago correct?” Maria asked. 
 
    “That’s right.” 
 
    “Has Virginia always lived here?” Maria asked. 
 
    “No, she moved here from the city as a single mother looking for work. She purchased a home right away and settled in fairly quickly, she claimed she received the funds from a life insurance payout after her husband’s sudden death in the city. She wanted a quieter place to raise her son due to his illness. Shortly after her arrival here, she came to me for an opportunity to work and I never prodded about her past because it was a sensitive subject for her.” 
 
    “And where is she at this moment?” 
 
    “I believe she said she was heading home for the night not even fifteen minutes ago. She has a small house on the outside of town. Are you really suggesting that Virginia is the one responsible for these attacks?” 
 
    Charles paced around the office for a moment and pulled at his beard. “It’s a possibility. Either way, we need to confront her about this,” Charles said. 
 
    “I’m ready when you are,” Maria agreed. 
 
    “Oh, I’m ready now,” Charles said, pulling back the hammer of his revolver in his holster with a click.

  

 
   
    Chapter Eleven 
 
      
 
      
 
    Both Charles and Maria walked towards Virginia’s house in the southern part of town with enough urgency to rally a small army behind them, which they unintentionally did. As they walked through the town, people watched from their windows and some even followed from a distance to see where they were going. Just at the mere sight of them, everyone instantly knew that something was wrong. The aura they radiated was almost intoxicating to those around them and the townsfolk couldn’t help but pursue in curiosity. 
 
    Vicars spent years meditating to control their emotions. When a Vicar felt fear it was contagious, spreading to others just like any other strong emotion. It could be used as an advantage, or become a serious bane if left uncontrolled. The second Maria had overhead Virginia talk about her son to Mrs. Trelavan, she had sensed that everything was about to change. She knew that this was the missing piece she’d been searching for.  
 
    With the town roused and watching from a distance the two hunters stepped up onto Virginia’s front porch, even though it was obvious they were being followed by the town, they remained far behind them and tried to remain as inconspicuous as possible. Charles raised his hand to knock at the front door. It pulled open before his knuckles could hit the wood, revealing a smiling Virginia. She scanned behind the hunters, glancing over the many eyes that were trying to hide in the distance. “Minister Charles, Vicar Maria, this is a pleasant surprise.” 
 
    Maria glared at the fake smile that contorted Virginia’s cheeks into dimples. She had always known that something was odd about her expressions, like she was always trying to hide behind a mask. She was always smiling at everyone around her, yet the smile seemed empty or disingenuous.   
 
    “May we come in?” Charles asked. 
 
    “Of course, of course. I’m sorry my place is a mess, I don’t usually have visitors at this hour.” Virginia motioned for them to enter. Charles immediately started peering around the house, which looked like any standard home to him. The place had a standard kitchen, a common room, and some books littered about the house. Life-like dolls were also scattered around, sitting in chairs, on the mantle of the fireplace, one was even hiding behind the couch while another stood in the corner with its eyes covered, as if counting in a game of hide and seek. An odd motif, but people do tend to have various quirks which tends to show through the décor of their home. 
 
    “I do hope we aren’t disturbing you Virginia, but we came to ask you about this.” Maria pulled out the parchment listing the families with children. Virginia’s face tightened up at the sight of the list and her posture stiffened. “I heard that you have a son, who doesn’t appear to have been included on this list.” 
 
    “I do apologize. A simple error on my part. I guess I did not even think to include myself.” 
 
    “And where is your son Virginia?” Charles asked. 
 
    “Oh, he is out in the woods behind the house somewhere. He’s always playing that boy.” 
 
    “Is that so? I’ve never seen him,” Maria snipped. “Because I heard you say to Mrs. Trelavan that you have been quite protective of him as of late and you shelter him inside mostly, no?” 
 
    Virginia turned away scratching at the back of her neck. “That’s true, but-” 
 
    “Isn’t it getting a bit late for a child to be out in the woods,” Maria interjected. “Especially since the mayor has just informed me that your son is fighting an illness? Given recent events, a sickly child surely should be not outside alone. It’s getting very close to curfew.” 
 
    “Well, he’s been recovering quite well in the recent months.” 
 
    “Indeed,” Maria mumbled. 
 
    “Do you mind if we look around for a bit?” Charles asked. 
 
    “Not at all! Go right ahead,” Virginia said, her voice quavering slightly as if swallowing a lump in her throat. 
 
    Charles wandered into the kitchen with Maria right behind him. The layout of the house connected like a circle, in the hallway by the front door were two small bedrooms. One was the larger of the two rooms, clearly where Virginia spent her nights. The bed was cleanly made, and beside her bed on the nightstand was a stack of untitled leather-bound books. The bedroom next to hers seemed to be her son’s. The room was still, as if completely untouched for weeks. No toys, no books, no wrinkles in the blanket on the bed, dust was even settling on the small bedside dresser. Charles looked at Maria, “sensing anything?” He whispered.  
 
    After scanning over the room Maria looked out the bedroom door, it seemed Virginia was still waiting for them in the common room. She paced from the sofa and back to the rocking chair on the other side of the living room with her back turned to them. Maria’s suspicions become clearer with each passing second in the house. This “children’s bedroom” was no bedroom at all. It was a decoy of one. Maria ran her finger along the top of a dresser, leaving a clean trail in the dust on the wood. Her thoughts traced back to the book she received from her friend Sylvia. In his studies, Jefferson discovered that on occasion, demons became imprinted on people. Emotionally attached, almost like a bond that is formed between somebody and a pet dog. 
 
    “This room feels untouched for a long time, I don’t think it’s even used, but something is here, very close by. I can feel it. And there’s something else about this place. Something isn’t right,” she whispered. “I need to ask Virginia something.” 
 
    They returned to the living room to see Virginia with her back turned to them and hunched over in the corner in front of one of her toddler sized dolls. The doll looked about ready to snap awake and join in with the game of hide and seek that the other dolls were playing. “Well, anything else I can help you with?” She asked, still with her back facing them. 
 
    “Yes, actually. Do you have a cellar?” Maria asked 
 
    “Oh yes, here I’ll show you where it is.” Virginia stood up and motioned for them to follow her to the back door in the kitchen. She was refusing turn her face towards them. Was that... mist coming out of her mouth? I must be imagining things. Charles wrapped his hand around the grip of his revolver as he closely watched her hands for any sudden movements. What is she playing at? Charles thought. 
 
    After they entered into the kitchen, she brought a hand to her mouth and made a deep grumble in her throat as if she was hawking up phlegm from deep within her lungs. She then immediately turned with her mouth wide open and her tongue hanging down over her chin. Thick smoke then poured heavily from her mouth with a deep whispered screech. Charles reeled backward pulling the gun from his hip. The house immediately filled with smoke and stung the two hunters’ eyes as tears starting to well up under their eyelids. Maria immediately clenched her eyes shut, and Charles was virtually blinded from the smoke as he tried to fight off the tears forming in his eyes. The sound of Virginia’s footsteps disappeared as she ran away in the cover of the smokescreen, and a door slammed shut. Virginia’s voice was then screaming from outside of the house, as if yelling a demand at someone. Maria grabbed Charles’ hand and led him back to the front door of the house as they held their sleeves in front of their mouths with their burning eyes clenched shut. 
 
    Maria shouldered the door open and gasped for air as she hunched over coughing. Charles coughed into his sleeve and wiped his reddened eyes. As they were in a coughing fit on the front porch, Ridley with a group of people following close behind him were approaching. Maria shouted to them, “no Ridley, stay there! She’s dangerous!” 
 
    Virginia approached around the corner of her house with a ball of fire hovering in her hand. She swung her arm across her body launching the fireball directly at Maria’s face. Maria reflexively grabbed the fireball in her hand and snuffed it out with a quick prayer. Charles raised his revolver but before he could take aim another fireball flew at his head. He was forced to duck under the flame, which was quickly followed by another fireball he had to dodge to the side. Both Charles and Maria leapt over the railing around the porch and took cover behind the other side of the house. With their backs to the house they both took in deep breaths to recuperate and wiped the tears from their eyes with their sleeves. It was as if the smokescreen left a film of foggy mist that clung to their eyes that continued to sting, after a moment of whisking away tears their vision slowly restored back into focus. 
 
    “What the hell was that?” Charles gasped. 
 
    “She’s a witch,” Maria coughed, now spitting into the grass in attempt to relieve the burning sensation in her throat. “And seems like an exceptionally gifted one at that.” 
 
    “Thanks, I figured that much,” Charles said sarcastically. “I’ve just never seen a smokescreen like that before.” 
 
    “This would explain why I was having trouble sensing her. She must be powerful if she’s been able to disguise her aura from me this long.” 
 
     “How delightful.” Charles took a peek around the corner of the house and was forced to retreat back into cover as another orb of fire exploded against the side of the house next to his face. 
 
    From the distance came a shout from Virginia. “Luther run! I told you, go now! I’ll catch up!” 
 
    Charles peeked around the corner of the house to see a child running in the distance. The boy turned to look at Virginia as he ran, his unmistakable yellow eyes flashing through the twilight. Charles stepped out to take a shot at him, but his shoulder was quickly pelted with a fireball. He reeled back into cover, gasping as Maria snuffed out the fire that started spreading across the front of his coat.  
 
    “We have to stop it from escaping Charles, this might be our last chance to-” A gunshot in the distance erupted. Charles and Maria peeked around the corner to see Ms. Nilest in the distance. Her arm was outstretched holding a revolver and her other hand resting on her pregnant belly. Ridley and a group of people were chasing behind her trying to catch up. Her shot had connected with the back of changeling’s head. The boy dropped to his knees, then his body fell face first into the dirt. Ms. Nilest continued to approach the boy with her pistol still outstretched towards the boy lying in the dirt and she cocked back the hammer with her thumb, chambering another round. 
 
    “No!” Virginia screamed, igniting a fireball in the palm of her hand. She reached back to launch it at Ms. Nilest, but Charles popped around the corner of the house and fired at the witch. The bullet connected with her shoulder and she let out a scream as she dropped to a knee and gripped her shoulder, she then crawled behind the porch for cover. 
 
    Ms. Nilest had approached the changeling on the ground. It seemed the boy had changed into the form of a girl and had attempted to crawl away before Ms. Nilest released another shot into the changeling’s spine, dropping its chest back to the ground. A huddle of people started to form around the changeling, all with various guns in hand. 
 
    Charles ran around the porch after Virginia to see her with her back against the wall and a fireball ready in one hand, as the other clutched her shoulder. She tossed the fireball at Charles, but he dodged under and started sprinting at her. Virginia opened her mouth, her long tongue stretching out from behind her teeth with strands of saliva sticking from her tongue to the roof of her mouth. She chanted a guttural spell in the back of her throat and a fountain of flames poured out of her mouth. Charles rolled under the stream of flames, the heat singeing the hair off his neck as Virginia continued to exhale the inferno.  
 
    Virginia spun her body around with her heel planted in the ground forming a ring of fire around her that acted like a shield for herself. She ignited two fireballs into both her palms and launched them in Charles’ direction. He was forced to dive to the ground to dodge them, but as she was igniting another pair, Charles took aim with his revolver, his belly in the dirt. He fired a shot that connected with her shin and forced her to drop to her hands, the fireballs in her palms extinguishing into the earth. As she struggled to pull herself back up, Maria suddenly appeared behind Virginia and jumped over the ring of fire that burned upon the ground. Maria’s hand gripped Virginia by the back of her neck and then her body started quivering as every muscle in her body tensed like hardened leather. Virginia was paralyzed by Maria’s enchantment. 
 
    In the distance, a long barrage on gunshots erupted from the tight huddle of villagers. Tears streamed down Virginia’s face as her body trembled in Maria’s grip. The enchantment locked her entire body in place, unmoving like a statue except for slight trembles and twitches from her muscles as the witch tried to forcefully break from the enchantment to no avail. The ring of fire around Maria and Virginia was extinguished as Virginia screamed, as if in a deep agonizing pain. A black ring in the ground around them was charred into the grass from her ring of fire. The gunshots from the huddle continued to fire into the dirt for a moment and then the barrage went silent. 
 
    “Release me you filthy zealot,” Virginia spat between her tightened jaw in a slur of words. Her cheeks were glistening wet with tears. “I’m going to kill you for this. My coven is going to kill you both. Then after you two are dead, we’re going to move onto your friends and kill them one by one until the entire Ministry is dead.” 
 
    Maria hoisted Virginia to her feet with her hand gripping the back of her dress. Charles approached, giving a nod to Maria, he took her arm and they began dragging her into the town. They passed by the crowd of people that had formed a half circle around the dead changeling, revealing what looked to be pitch-black imp. The demon’s body looked as if it had been charred in a fire for many hours. The only color from it were its yellow eyes still wide as it laid there, littered with bullet holes in its back. Blood streamed out of the bullet wounds forming a maroon puddle around the carcass. As they dragged Virginia passed the crowd of people, they tantalized her with various threats. 
 
    “Kill the witch!” 
 
    “Hang her, hang her!” 
 
    “Burn her alive!” 
 
    “Execution!” 
 
    Ms. Nilest then gripped the dead blackened husk of the demon by its wrist and began dragging it across the ground. As Charles and Maria continue to push through the angry crowd, Ms. Nilest stood in front of them and dropped the carcass in front of Virginia. “That’s for taking my son,” she sneered. 
 
    Virginia’s eyes slowly rose from the dead demon and met Ms. Niliest’s eyes. “I’m going to kill you, Margaret. But first I’m going to rip that baby out of your belly and force you to watch me eat it alive,” Virginia spat. Charles and Maria silently dragged her around the demon’s corpse and continued through the town, the mob shouting at their backs. Virginia was still crying, muttering words to herself as she hung her head. “My baby.. my poor baby,” she whimpered.

  

 
   
     
 
    Chapter Twelve 
 
      
 
      
 
    Charles kicked the door shut behind him with his heel while he dragged Virginia. The mayor was standing in the foyer staring at them. “Virginia! I can’t… it was you? How… why?” Sam stuttered, struggling to form a complete question. 
 
    “Stay back, she’s a witch. Do we have anywhere where we can lock her up? She’s extremely dangerous,” Charles asked. 
 
    “No. We’ve never had to imprison anyone here,” Sam said. 
 
    “Fine. Well, get something to tie her up with for now. We’ll figure that out later.” Sam left for the kitchen and returned with a wooden chair and a spool of rope. Sam set the chair down in the common room in front of the fire place. Ridley suddenly came bursting in while addressing somebody over the shouting of the crowd outside. “You keep them under control, I’ll be back out in a moment,” he ordered the man before shutting the door. 
 
    “Get some water to extinguish that fire immediately,” Maria immediately demanded at Ridley, pointing to the hearth in the common room. The sheriff paused and looked at her for a moment in confusion. “Now!” She shouted. 
 
    Charles pushed Virginia into the chair and Maria immediately started to tie down her ankles to the legs of the chair. Sam and Ridley were working on extinguishing the fireplace. Sweat beaded on Virginia’s forehead and her skin started slowly turning to a shade a pink. Her clothes quickly began to soak with sweat. Maria put the back of her hand on her forehead. “She’s extremely hot. Seems she developed a fever from being in shock or something,” Maria said. “I need to heal her wounds.” 
 
    “I’m going to kill you,” Virginia mumbled while hanging her head with her black greasy hair draped over her face.  
 
    Charles pulled out his revolver and pressed it against Virginia’s forehead. “You hear those people chanting outside?” Charles pointed to the windows. The entire town was outside the town hall, demanding her execution. “I would put a bullet in your head right now, but it seems like the town may have other plans for you.” 
 
    “We aren’t going to kill her. We are taking her back to The Ministry,” Maria said as her hands began glowing and she hovered them over the wound in her shoulder. 
 
    “And why should we do that?” Charles yelled, throwing his hands up as he paced around the room, adrenaline still clearly pumping through his veins. 
 
    “She’s a part of a coven. There’s a lot more of them like her around that want us dead.” 
 
    “So what? That’s what witches do! They form covens, that’s nothing new. Who cares about a few witches.” 
 
    “We are going to make her tell us where they are, so The Ministry can get more information out of her.” Maria moved her glowing hands to the wound on her shin. The skin around the bullet hole started to move and shift like putty and the bloody bullet from Charles’ revolver plopped out of her leg and onto the hardwood floor. 
 
    “That’s insane,” Charles exclaimed. “And look at them!” He motioned toward the window. “We won’t get two feet out the door before she gets snatched up and beaten to death.” 
 
    Maria tightened Virginia’s wrists together behind the chair. She groaned and mumbled quietly, “my coven is going to kill everyone for what you did. This entire town will burn.” 
 
    “I should just kill her. Put an end to this entire thing. We obviously can’t just keep her tied up to a chair. She’s too powerful to keep hostage without the proper facilities or equipment.” Charles sneered. 
 
    “I agree with Charles, who named you the arbiter for this?” Ridley asked, eyes jumping between Maria and Virginia. 
 
    Ignoring Ridley’s question, Maria knelt down in front of the witch, her face just inches away from her nose. “Virginia, we may be able to keep you alive, but you have to cooperate with us.” 
 
    “Why should I cooperate, or even believe you?” Virginia asked snapping her head up to beam into Maria’s eyes. 
 
    “You don’t have to believe me, but it looks like I am the only one advocating for your life. So I suggest you start talking, before I change my mind. I just want to know why? Why bring the changeling here? Was this something that you and your coven planned?” 
 
    Virginia chuckled. “Something planned? This wasn’t some grand scheme set in place by myself or my coven. No, I came here on my own accord.” 
 
    “Why?” Maria asked, circled around her with a pair of glowing hands again. She pressed her hands back on the wound in her shoulder. 
 
    “To save my son. The son that you took from me, my boy…killed by that bitch outside!” The witch screeched and twisted her neck to gesture at the crowd of people chanting outside. 
 
    “Your son? Are you referring to the changeling, the demon?” Maria asked. 
 
    “He wasn’t a demon!” She spat. “He was my boy, and... and I did what I had to do to save him.” 
 
    As the fever raged against Maria’s powers, Virginia began to delve into her background. Apparently, she had lived in the slums of New York City, and had been in a secret relationship with a man from a wealthy family. After she had gotten pregnant, the man suddenly disappeared. To her chagrin, it reminded Maria of herself not too long ago. Soon after his birth, Virginia’s son Luther had fallen ill. Virginia turned to as many doctors as she possibly could, but had been unable to find a cure for the sickness. Her son was so weak he couldn’t even cry—even breathing was a struggle for the infant. 
 
    With her back against the wall, Virginia had heard about black magic saving lives on occasion. Baby in her arms, she traveled to every dark alley and hidden bar in the city, and had almost given up when she eventually was steered to a Jamaican witchdoctor that practiced voodoo. Upon finding the woman, she was unable heal her child but advised Virginia to visit a coven that were known to heal unknown illnesses, for a price. She had searched for weeks, looking deep into areas of the city that she didn’t even know existed. It turned out an entire network of people and demons practiced dark magic right under the nose of the city. After wandering into many shady saloons and conversing with people that had questionable reputations, she was finally given a tip on where to look. Upon finding the group of witches, Luther’s life was spared by the coven by summoning the soul of a changeling. The changeling had phased into Luther’s body restoring strength into the boy and curing the sickness. However, the only way for Luther to survive was to feed on the souls of other children. 
 
     Now indebted to the coven, Virginia pledged herself to their order. Learning the ways of witchcraft was the only way for her to provide for her son’s now ravenous hunger. She stayed and raised Luther in the city for a while, but people began to grow suspicious. One of the signature signs of possession by a demon was rapid growth. In just two years, Luther, had grown from an infant into a boy that looked to be roughly the age of six or seven. Virginia wasn’t particularly close with any family in the city, the coven had become her family, however people that saw her regularly knew that something was wrong with her boy. Rumors began to spread around about her son. In order to save herself, her son, and not draw too much attention to the coven she decided to leave the city for a smaller town close enough to remain in contact with her sisters when needed. 
 
    “Witchcraft was the only option I had!” 
 
    “No,” she said gently. “You killed your son the second you allowed that thing to possess his soul.” 
 
    “How dare you even criticize my choice. He may not have been completely himself, but it was still him. The gall that you have, you’re pathetic. Like you’re such a perfect and pure vicar. You really think you can patronize me after what you did in your past. At least I gave my child a chance, you killed yours before it even was able to fill its lungs with its first breath of air.” 
 
    Maria stumbled backwards away from the witch, her face now pale and cold. “Wh… what did you just say?” She stammered over the lump that swelled in her throat. 
 
    Virginia lifted her head up, staring into Maria’s eyes. The corners of Virginia’s lips curled revealing a deep yellow-teethed smile. This was not one of her typical emotionless and empty smiles that she wore. This contorted evil smile expressed genuine happiness as she looked at Maria. She then broke in a hysterical laughter. The two hunters, Ridley, and Samuel stared at the witch at a loss for words. “Oooh.. look how tense we suddenly got. Really struck a nerve with that one huh?” Virginia was almost struggling to choke back her laughter.  
 
    “Tell me Maria,” Virginia continued. “How do you live with yourself? How do you put yourself up on a pedestal and pretend you’re higher than everyone else? You must feel like such a hypocrite every time you put a dress on in the morning that bears that sigil on it.” Virginia motioned with her head at the symbol of The Ministry by Maria’s collar. “How does that pristine organization of yours even bear the sight of you knowing that you’re a baby killer?” 
 
    Charles turned and stared at Maria’s cold face. “Oh! Now it makes sense! He doesn’t know! Tsk.. tsk.. What a secret to keep locked up in that feeble little head of yours.” 
 
    “You lie!” Maria shouted. 
 
    “Oh please,” Virginia groaned and rolled her eyes. “I’ve been around enough death to sense it in my sleep. I don’t know what little enchantment you did to kill that baby, but your uterus is basically oozing with energy that my sisters would be very, very jealous of. I’ve been keeping an eye on you the second you arrived, and you must be exceptionally powerful to be able to harbor that energy inside of you with seemingly no ill effect. My sisters could make you great you know?” 
 
    “Shut up,” Maria mumbled. Her eyes staring down at her feet. 
 
    “It’s still inside you, ya know?” Virginia spat. Maria’s eyes snapped up to meet the witch’s. “The baby. I can sense the little dead fetus still-” Maria’s open palm had struck across Virginia’s face silencing her. The vicar had seemingly flashed across the room instantly. Other than Maria’s erratic heavy breathing, the room fell completely still in silence. The chaos outside was no longer drowned out by the witch’s monologue. The crowd outside was in a frenzy, and one of the police officers fired their gun into the air to regain order.  
 
    Ridley ran outside to calm the mob. Charles rushed to the window to see the commotion. “These people are on the brink of a riot, and I say we let them have their wish. Give the witch to them,” Charles persisted. He knew that if his partner was going to accept his proposal of killing Virginia, she had to agree to it now while she was still in a rage from the witch revealing a secret that she had planned on carrying to her grave. 
 
    Ridley opened the front door to the town hall a moment later. “Mayor Marten, you should address the people. We ain’t sure how much longer we can control them.” 
 
    Mayor Marten let out a sigh and bit at his thumb nail, “very well.” He walked out onto the porch and motioned with his arms telling everyone to quiet down. Ridley nodded to Charles and Maria and shut the door behind him.  
 
    Mayor Marten spoke to the crowd of people outside for a while. Every few moments, the people would break into a short uproar. It didn’t seem like he was managing or diffusing their anger very well. Eventually though, people slowly started to disperse back to their homes as the moon grew brighter in the sky. Mayor Marten returned inside and looked at Charles and Maria with sullen eyes. 
 
    “She is to be put to death tomorrow morning. I proposed a trial, but the people wouldn’t have it. They’ll riot if it’s any other way.” 
 
    Charles looked at a cold Maria, awaiting her response. The vicar shot a glare at the witch and spat, “so be it.” 
 
     
 
     
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Thirteen 
 
      
 
      
 
    The sun was low over the horizon and despite the large crowd that gathered in the town center, only a few seldom whispers were exchanged throughout the entire crowd. A thick rope with a noose was slung over a branch from a large tree in the middle of town square, there was a large wooden contraption with a door on the floor with a lever attached to the side. The wooden contraption resembled a cart, the axles on the wheels underneath it looked rusted and worn as if centuries old. Covered in cobwebs, the cart had been stored away and untouched for a long time. 
 
     In a way, the death of the witch was a celebration for everyone in Levittown. Finally, they were going to be rid of the evil energy that had plagued the town for so many long months. Even the children had gathered with their parents to watch. Virginia, with her hands tied behind her back, was directed on top of the cart by Ridley and one of his sheriffs. The entire population was in the square, but if it wasn’t for the slight breeze rustling the leaves in the trees, Maria would have been able to hear her own heartbeat. She stood by Charles on the porch of the town hall. As they hung the rope around Virginia’s neck, Maria’s stomach lurched up to her throat. 
 
    Mayor Marten approached them, “Either of you wish to do the honors?” 
 
    Maria considered the offer for a moment before she crossed her arms and gave a terse shake of the head.  
 
    “You approved of this execution, Samuel. As mayor, you follow through with it yourself,” Charles asserted. 
 
    Sam looked around him for a moment, realizing every pair of eyes was on him. Charles left him with no choice. “Very well,” he gulped. 
 
    Mayor Marten circled around the crowd to the worn cart. Maria glared at Virginia as Samuel approached the witch. The mayor’s hands were trembling, it was clear that this was the first time that somebody was going to die by his hand. As Mayor Marten stopped before the wooden lever, he looked up at Virginia. Ridley and the other sheriff stood atop of the cart on either side her with their pistols drawn and pointed directly at her chest as a precaution. The mayor cleared his throat, “I, Samwell Marten, as Mayor of Levittown, sentence you to die. Do you have any last words?” 
 
    Virginia continued to stare straight ahead silently, refusing to look at him, she glared into the eyes of the angry yet silent crowd staring up at her. Virginia’s dress was soaked with sweat. Her face was red as blood, and her brow was glistening wet with perspiration. Despite the heat of the weather, and the sun beaming down over the people, steam could be seen rising off the top of her head. As she scanned over the crowd, the mayor then lowered his hand to the lever on the cart. Just as Sam was about to pull, Virginia’s body began contorting and heaving as if she was going to be violently ill. Gagging, she vomited a yellowish bile upon cart before her bound feet. Charles and Maria looked at her curiously, Charles’ hand instinctively falling to the revolver at his hip. Ridley and the sheriff took a step back, staring at the yellow substance. 
 
    The globs of bile from Virginia’s mouth started disintegrating the wood like acid. She then contorted her neck sideways and hawked a yellow glob onto the mayor’s hand, still resting on the lever. He reared back and immediately and started screaming in pain while wiping his hand on his trousers.  
 
    “Ridley shoot her!” Charles yelled, but the witch was already snapping her head erratically and spewing more yellow bile around her, which splattered across both the sheriff’s bodies. They both fell off the wooden contraption in pain as the bile burned through their clothes on onto their skin. They dropped their guns and wiped at the bile with their sleeves in a panic. The crowd of people began backing away from the witch, murmuring in fear. 
 
    The witch snapped her head back up at the sky and her belly swelled to the size of a pumpkin within seconds. People started to scream, and others ran as she continued vomiting a stream of yellow like a hose. Her lower jaw then detached with a crack as something large and grey formed in the back of her throat. Her head snapped downward, and with a loud guttural scream a smoking grey ball plopped out from behind her lips onto the wood between her feet. Returning her jaw to position like a giant serpent, Virginia’s eyes connected with both Charles and Maria’s. Yellow bile dripped from her lips and she grinned at the two hunters as she began laughing through her stained teeth. Charles clicked the hammer back on his revolver and was about to fire a shot when the grey ball at her feet started glowing like molten iron. 
 
    “Everyone get clear of the cart!” Maria screamed to the remaining stragglers still near the cart, too paralyzed by fear to have moved away. Maria attempted to mutter a prayer to contain the glowing orb, but it was too late. The ball exploded, and thick grey smoke poured in every direction, suffocating the people as they dropped to their knees gasping for oxygen. Charles and Maria held their sleeves in front of their faces attempting to filter out the smoke they inhaled into their lungs. Unable to see two feet in front of them, Maria grabbed Charles by his collar and pulled him off the porch of the town hall. She began pushing through the crowd of panicking people. 
 
    Through the darkness came an eerie laugh. “You pitiful fools!” Virginia screamed. “Did you really think that you could kill me? Me?!? Shows how clueless The Ministry really is! I’m almost insulted that you thought I was a mere fire witch!”  
 
    Virginia screamed through the fire that had grown into an inferno the size of a small house. “I’m going to raze this entire town to the ground, and I’ll be back with an army of demons that will devour every single one of you!” 
 
    Maria followed her senses and the scream of the witch that echoed in the distance. As they chased after her the smoke finally began to clear as they reached the outer perimeter of the smokescreen. The light grey haze had spread as far as the edge of the woods surrounding the town. Virginia severed the rope that bound her hands together behind her back with a bright flare that singed the rope off her body. Her clothes were half burned off and falling away from her body in rags, and a noose was still tied around her neck with the rope dragging on the ground behind her as she retreated. Charles reached for his revolver before deciding she was too far away to take the shot and he was about to give chase into the woods before Maria’s hand gripped his shoulder and held him back. 
 
    “Charles wait! I have to go back to clear up that smoke, that could poison the entire town and possibly kill them if we allow it to persist.” 
 
    “We can’t allow her to get away Maria!” 
 
    “Then you go after her, I have to go back. I can’t let more people die. I don’t know how lethal that smog is.” 
 
    Charles turned to the woods, and then back to Maria. The thought of separating himself from Maria again pulled him away from the woods and back to his partner. His knuckles whitened as he gripped his revolver and he screamed in frustration. Virginia had slipped into the woods, just like the changeling had evaded their grasp multiple times as well. 
 
    Charles and Maria entered back into the dense smoke towards the center of the town. Most of the crowd had retreated inside buildings, but a group of people were barking commands at each other between hoarse coughs in the middle of the square. A large fire had erupted on the cart Virginia had stood upon. People were tossing buckets of water and dirt on the fire in an attempt to suffocate it. As the two hunters approached the inferno, Maria closed her eyes and clasped her hands together while quietly muttering a prayer. A translucent bubble slowly started to form around the roaring bonfire. The bubble suffocated the fire for a minute before it dwindled down to nothing more than glowing embers. As the smoke had finally cleared due to Maria’s prayers, people began to pour back out into the center of the town. Many covered their mouths with their hands in disbelief, some gawked at the empty pile of smoking blackened wood, and mothers clutched their children in an attempt to shield them from unseen evil. Virginia, the witch, had escaped.

  

 
   
    Chapter Fourteen 
 
      
 
      
 
    Charles pounded his fists on the coffee table in the common room. “What the hell just happened? Did we really just let a witch slip right through our fingers?” 
 
    Maria paced around the room with her teeth gnawing at the inside of her dry mouth. “I don’t know Charles.” 
 
    “I knew that she wouldn’t actually roll over and die that easily. I figured having two guns pointed right at her would be enough, yet Ridley just stood there like a statue. How did we underestimate her abilities?” 
 
    “Because I don’t believe she’s just a witch,” Maria said. 
 
    “What do you mean?” Charles asked. 
 
    “I think it’s possible she was suppressing her abilities when we had our first confrontation. She is clearly a witch, yet her knowledge in demonology seems to suggest that she may be drawing her powers from the source of something much more powerful.” 
 
    “So you think she has some sort of connection to a deeper power?” 
 
    “Remember after her capture she seemed to just give up? She developed an abnormal fever and was sweating profusely. I thought it was a bit strange, yet I didn’t think of it as anything too abnormal for a witch. I believe she started calling upon the help of something else right then. Maybe she started brewing that grey orb inside of her that caused the explosion right after we captured her. That would explain why she developed a fever so quickly and her skin was flushed, I should have noticed.” 
 
    “Well, clearly we were both taken for fools. Now there’s an angry witch in a coven with a vendetta, and now you’re saying she has a connection to some evil being of who knows what now?” Charles ranted. 
 
    “We’re going to have to remain here incase Virginia does come back, which is very likely. I think we should call for aid from The Ministry as well.” 
 
    “We should send a message right away then.” 
 
    “I’ll call for a pigeon.” 
 
    Maria went up to her room and pushed open a window. She knelt down before the window-sill and muttered a quick prayer, then cupped her hands together and emitted a bird call. Once the long whistle had left her hands, she pulled out a parchment of paper to begin writing a message for The Ministry.

  

 
   
    Honored Councilors, 
 
      
 
    Charles and I have recently encountered a much larger problem here in Levittown. Due to our many failures, a powerful witch in a coven that I believe to have a connection to a powerful entity is threatening the lives of the entire town. We request immediate assistance to combat the coven. 
 
      
 
    Sincerely, 
 
    Vicar Maria

  

 
   
    Maria sat in silence as she waited for the pigeon’s arrival. Tears started to blur her vision as she tried to blink them away. Virginia’s words wrenched a deep pain into her abdomen, “At least I gave my child a chance.” She had shared only a few simple exchanges with the woman, yet the witch was able to pry her deepest secret right from her mind with ease. How can Charles even stand to be in my presence? A mother that stole the life from her own child. A hand fell onto Maria’s back, startling her spine straight as she turned. She quickly wiped the tears from her eyes with her sleeve. 
 
    “Charles, sorry you frightened me.” 
 
    “I apologize. I didn’t meet to sneak up on you. How are you holding up?” He asked. 
 
    “I’m fine. Listen.. about what Virginia said last night-” 
 
    Charles held up a hand, “It’s okay Maria. Your secret is safe with me. It’s none of my business. We all carry a past that can burden our present. You don’t have to explain yourself, but if you want to I’m here for you.” 
 
    “Thank you Charles,” Maria nodded and looked down at the floor. 
 
    “I’ll be downstairs.” 
 
    After Charles exited, Maria waited for a few minutes before the pigeon arrived and perched on the window with a chirp. Maria cupped the pigeon in her hands before releasing the bird into the sky and the message was sent. She returned to the common room to see Charles drumming his fingers on the coffee table while he leaned forward in his chair. 
 
    “I think we should pay Virginia’s house a visit again. Maybe there’s some information we can find out about her or the coven,” Charles said. 
 
    “That’s a good idea.” 
 
    “I also talked to Ridley and Sam. They both mentioned that some families are talking about fleeing from the town. They’re out discussing with the town to see what the majority of them wish to do.” 
 
    Charles and Maria took a walk back to Virginia’s house. On the way there, many people of the town had stopped them to express their worries and concerns. Some asked them if they were going to continue the defense lessons. They were happy that the lessons were to be continued because the town was more scared than ever. Just two hunters from The Ministry and a few sheriffs were not enough to defend against a coven and a horde of demons. Neither Charles nor Maria knew what monsters the witch might summon. Summoning demons was no easy task; however, the existence of the changeling was enough to prove they were powerful enough to perform summons if given the time and space to build their army. Plus, Virginia is undoubtedly much more powerful that they first believed. Now, whether The Ministry would arrive in time or not was a different matter. 
 
    Charles and Maria approached Virginia’s house. Blackened burn marks stained the wood from the blasts of fire Virginia had launched at them the day before. As they were stepping onto the porch, Maria stretched out her arm, blocking Charles from walking any further. 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “Something isn’t right,” she said. “I’m sensing something, but it could just be an imprint that was left behind from before.” 
 
    Charles and Maria slowly crept up the porch and to the front door. Charles pulled his revolver from his holster and held it ready in his hand. He reached for the handle and pushed the door open, slowly peeking inside. The house was completely still. “It seems empty to me.” 
 
    “Alright, just be careful. I’m right behind you,” Maria cautioned. 
 
    Charles stepped inside the house behind the barrel of his gun with Maria just a half-step behind. They peered around the house, the large dolls playing hide and seek still in their places from the previous night. They started rummaging through the books lying about the house. They tried to find anything that pointed toward witchcraft or demonology. Aside from the creepy dolls, it looked like a fairly normal cottage. 
 
    “We should check the cellar,” Maria said. 
 
    “Good idea.” 
 
    Charles and Maria exited through the back door in the kitchen. The cellar door was just under the kitchen window. With his gun pointing in front of him, Charles grabbed the handle and slowly pulled it open to peek inside. Unable to see anything, he quickly yanked it wider. Dust flew up from the door slamming against the ground, and Charles pointed his gun into the gloom. As the cloud settled, the stairs remained empty. “Maria can I get a light?” 
 
    Maria cupped her hands together while whispering and an orb of white light emitted from her palm. She held the orb low and peered into the cellar. The air was as still and stuffy as an abandoned attic. Charles stepped down onto the wooden steps which creaked under his weight. A small cot stood in the corner of the cellar, as well as a desk with stacks of large leather books. In the center of the room was a pentagram in the dirt. It appeared to be formed of one continuous piece of string. Painted over the string was a dark red substance that looked to be dried blood. At the tip of each point of the pentagram sat an unlit candle with a burned wick. Charles and Maria squatted down and looked at the pentagram. The candles were soft, hinting at their recent use. They walked around the emblem on the floor and started examining the books on the desk. Some were diaries that someone had scribbled in, using a coded language neither Charles nor Maria recognized. 
 
    The books were littered with symbols known by The Ministry to be signs of witchcraft. One book had an entire section about changelings, another about hellhounds; large wolf-like dogs with ram-like horns that curled out of their skulls. There was another book about pyromancy, and another about entomology, the study of insects. 
 
    Charles opened up a small leather diary filled from front to back with scribbles. As he flipped through it he came across a page with the names of nine women organized into a list. At the top, the name Maude was underlined. The last on the list was Virginia. 
 
    “Maria look at this,” Charles handed her the book. “You think this means that there are nine of them in the coven?” 
 
    “It could be, nine is a fairly large coven though.” Maria flipped through a few pages scanning the entries in the diary. 
 
    “I know, they usually diverge into separate sects due to power struggles once they reach more than ten or so.” 
 
    “We should hold onto this book,” Maria said tucking the diary under her arm. She knelt before the pentagram again as Charles continued to rummage through the books. Maria rubbed her thumb across the maroon line in the dirtied floor and studied the stain on the pad of her finger. “Definitely blood,” she confirmed. She looked over the cot in the corner of the room and wondered if this was where the changeling slept. This definitely seemed to be where Virginia performed any witchcraft in secrecy. Maria tapped the red lines of the pentagram with her foot. She knew tampering with a pentagram was usually not a good idea, yet her curiosity was getting the best of her. A dark aura was surrounding this pentagram and she wasn’t sure if it was because it had been used for many instances of spells and witchcraft in the past, or if it was because it was an active spell currently waiting to be triggered by something. Maria looked up to Charles, he had his back turned to her as he rummaged through a book. Deciding against her better judgement, she then stepped into the center of the pentagram.  
 
    “Ready yourself Charles,” she warned him. 
 
    Charles turned to see her standing in the middle of the pentagram. He couldn’t believe her stupidity, tampering with a pentagram that was clearly connected to a witch was not something to be taken lightly. He was about to protest her decision, yet Maria had already activated the spell. The candles immediately ignited, and an odd stench filled his nose and flooded into his lungs, like breathing in a gallon of water. Maria’s eyes rolled to the back of her head and she collapsed into the dirt like a rag doll.  
 
    Charles pulled his sleeve over his mouth and nose attempting to filter the noxious smell. His lungs started to burn like he was breathing through a dense cloth soaked with gasoline. As vertigo rushed to his head, his knees started to wobble and the walls around him started spinning. The strings under the blood in the pentagram then lit up in a spark and started to traverse towards the center of the star. Fighting the fatigue that washed over him, Charles immediately grabbed Maria under her arms and dragged her toward the cellar door. Two other cellar doors blurred around the center one as the spell attempted to trick his dizzied mind. After wrenching his partner up the stairs, with her heels clacking against each step, Charles immediately took a deep breath of unpolluted air as he pulled Maria over the last step. Relieved to be outside and in the sunlight, he tossed Maria over his shoulder as his vertigo subsided and his vision returned to focus. A mounting sense of dread was building in his head telling him to get as far away as possible as he sprinted away from the house, and they’d barely made it a few dozen feet when a loud explosion was followed by a rush of heat that slammed into his back. He stumbled forward and dropped to his knees, allowing Maria to roll onto the grass. Behind them, the entire lower level of the house was ablaze, the flames were spitting out the windows like the fire was gasping for oxygen and wicking away at the painted wood siding on the outside. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Fifteen 
 
      
 
      
 
    Maria snapped awake. Flinging her body over the side of the bed, she vomited into the bin next to her. Her face was pale, and her forehead was glistening with sweat. Her damp clothes were sticking to her fevered body. Charles was sitting on his bed across the room from her. He stood up and approached her. “Are you alright?” 
 
    “Does it look like I’m alright? What happened?” She asked, clumsily reaching for the mug of water resting at her bedside. 
 
    “Well you almost killed the both of us. The cellar was clearly a trap, and you stupidly decided to trigger it with almost no warning. You were knocked out with some sort of poisonous incense or gas from the candles, and the pentagram had some sort of spell on it. I was able to get you out, but the entire house burned down.” 
 
    “I don’t know what came over me. You’re right, that was incredibly stupid. It was like the pentagram was calling out to me, nearly felt like I had been hypnotized to tamper with it. I wonder if when I first touched it I released a spell that clouds judgement.” 
 
    “Well next time you get an idea like that, tell me. You would think a vicar as knowledgeable as yourself would take a bit more than a second to think before tampering with the pentagram of a witch that’s as powerful as you say she is. Leave the stupid decisions to me from now on at the very least.” 
 
    “I know, I’m sorry. It won’t happen again. What about those books? Were you able to save any of them?” 
 
    “No, unfortunately not.” 
 
    The vicar winced, her partner’s response clearly stinging her ego. “Damn. We should go back and see if we can salvage anything,” Maria said, wicking away the sweat from her brow with her sleeve. 
 
    “I already checked Maria, they’re gone. Forget the books, how are you feeling?” 
 
    “I’ve been worse,” she groaned. 
 
    “Good, rest up a bit. It seems Virginia could still be close. Not sure if she paid a visit to her house before she disappeared or if she set up that trap beforehand, but we have to be vigilant. She wouldn’t have had the house trapped for no reason. Either she didn’t want us to see something, or it was an effort to kill us, knowing we would continue to hunt her.” 
 
    “So now what?” Maria began to stand up before she yelped instinctively and immediately sat back down on the bed. A pain erupted in her abdomen like a hot knife stabbed into her navel. She slid off the side of the bed to the floor and fell to her knees before vomiting into the bin again. 
 
    “You just rest. It seems the poison in the incense may have taken a bit of a toll on you. I need you to be at one hundred percent if she comes back. I can handle things myself for now. I’ll keep watch, and I’ll be hosting some lessons for the town.” 
 
    Refusing to look up from the bin under her chin, she spit into the bucket after clearing her throat of bile. “How long was I out for?” 
 
    “A few hours, not too long. Just rest until tomorrow. I can handle things myself in the meantime.” 
 
    “Fine,” she agreed. 
 
    Maria spent the rest of the day reading through the book Sylvia sent her while Charles monitored the town, but even reading ended up proving to be a difficult task as her vision was constantly hazing in and out of focus. She tried blessing some of Charles extra ammunitions to overcome the feeling of being useless, yet she was unable to concentrate on her prayers and the enchantments left her head feeling as if someone was hammering nails into her temple. She decided Charles was right and taking the day to actually rest would be the best option for her health. 
 
    *** 
 
    With his hand glued to the revolver at his hip, and his rifle slung around his back, Charles patrolled around the town. While he had nowhere near the same abilities as Maria in sensing negative auras, even he could sense something ominous looming above them. Like a wolf stalking a fawn from the brush, Charles knew Levittown was being watched. While he originally assumed that this feeling of being watched was likely Virginia, he had a feeling that this aura, whatever it was, was different. 
 
    While Charles was an extremely gifted hunter, times like these made him wish he was more in tune with his sacraments like Maria and the other vicars. Women in general were much more in tune with their divine senses compared men, but even men in The Ministry could often perform basic prayers and enchantments. While Charles had been able to on occasion, enchantment and prayer abilities never came naturally to him, and when he was able to perform them he was inconsistent at best. He had always relied much more heavily on his own instinct, intuition, experience, and when the time came for it, his revolver. 
 
    With Maria bed-ridden, Charles had to rely on himself to locate the source of the ominous aura surrounding the town. In order to concentrate, he took a walk to the outskirts of town. He found his eyes constantly being drawn to the woods that surrounded the town in search of Virginia or anything out of the ordinary. He was drawn to the smell of the fresh cherry orchard and the bees buzzing between the branches as they collected the sugars from the fruit for their hives. As Charles circled through the rows of cherry trees he calmed his senses with each breath and tried to reach out to locate the aura he sensed. Whatever was watching the town must have been exceptionally powerful to be sensed by him so clearly. The aura should have been noticeable to Maria right away, yet for some reason she had not commented on it when she had awoken. The poison from the incense of the candles must have clouded her senses. Charles wondered if potentially, they themselves had activated the spell that created the aura when they entered the cellar of Virginia’s house. 
 
     Away from town after exiting the orchard, Charles kneeled down in the shadow of a tree with his back to the trunk. He closed his eyes, folded his hands in his lap and drew in a few deep breaths to begin his meditation. He whispered a prayer before repeating it in his mind. He concentrated on his breathing and voiced the mantra over and over. His breath, he slowly drew in to hold for a few second, then released the breath in a long and even exhale. His mind calmed and the world around him fell silent as he drowned out its distractions by soaking in every bit of life around him, from the hive of bees above his head, to the patch of mushrooms growing on a wet log behind him. An hour had passed before he was able to tap into a deep enough state to advance his senses beyond his physical body.  
 
    His spirit was being pulled away like a glass bottle in a tranquil ocean, wave after wave. Then, the hunter felt as if he was weightless and slowly floating into the air like a balloon. He opened his eyes. Below him sat his physical body in the shadow cast by the tree, his hands clasped in his lap and eyes closed. In the distance was Levittown. He slowly drifted upward until he floated above the entire town, the small roads like veins all connected to the heart, the center at the town hall. A couple hundred yards away from the center of town was the schoolhouse on the opposite side of the town square. He could see everything. Maria was sitting up in her bed with her back against a pillow on the wall and looking out the window, Mayor Marten was sitting at his desk scribbling away with his pen, some of the policemen were patrolling in pairs between the buildings and houses, and Ridley seemed to be in a heated conversation with a few men. The children were sitting in school at their desks being taught by Mrs. Trelavan, while their parents managed their shops, cultivated their crops and small gardens, and tended to the cherry trees on the outside of the town. 
 
    Charles however was paying very little attention to the physical aspects around him. It was rare that Charles could get focused enough to pass into the spirit state, and he planned to utilize it. He tried to delve deeper, to see through the physicality of the town. That was when everything around his spirit form started fading into deep shades of blues and greys. Charles then not only sensed, but could also visually see an aura hovering down over the town. The aura looked like waves resembling heat rising up from a dark stone road on a hot summer’s day. Except these waves, or aura was not rising up, it was beaming down onto the town from a source above, covering it like a dense woolen blanket. Charles turned and followed the waves upward, and there it was. The source of the aura that was hovering over them. 
 
    In the sky, floating just above the clouds was a single round bloodshot eye that looked to be twice the size of the moon. The veins in the orb were glowing blood red, and the eyeball was pulsating like an unhealthy heart against a ribcage. The arteries circled around the back of the eye ball and connected to a vein-like tail that dangled behind it. It looked as if the eye had been plucked right from the socket of a human skull. The eye glared right at Charles, and it knew Charles was staring right back at it. The pupil in the eye dilated into a large black well that almost felt as if it was going to suck Charles into a never-ending abyss.  
 
    Charles felt his consciousness slowly being pulled back to his physical body. The sight of the eye was breaking his concentration. The spirit state began fading as colors started to revert from the washed-out greys and blues to their original hues. His soul was then inhaled back into his body in a single, sharp breath, and he was in his body with his back against the tree once more. He stood up and looked up at the sky where the eye had been. While he was not able to see it clearly like before, there was no mistaking the large, semi-invisible ripples swarming in a circular formation amidst the clouds. Charles felt the gaze of the eye piercing into him, and he answered the gaze with a leer of his own. Charles rose his palms up gesturing to the sky, “Well, what are you waiting for Virginia?” Charles shouted, challenging her.  
 
    A deep voice then probed into his mind causing a sharp pain to erupt in his forehead. He instinctively clasped his hands around his head as it felt like his brain started pulsating against the inside of his skull. You are mistaken minister, that witch is just a mere pawn of mine. A pawn I keep around simply for my own amusement. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Sixteen 
 
      
 
      
 
    As Charles walked back to town hall to prepare for the evening lesson with the town, he could sense the eye peering down at him. The sharp pain in his skull had subsided and left behind a minor migraine. Charles had faced many creatures, yet beings and entities that were able to probe into the minds of others were exceptionally powerful. Sometimes these entities were even revered as gods in some circles. There were tales of even the strongest ministers and vicars in The Ministry being killed or possessed by such beings, and if they weren’t killed in the process they were usually driven into madness. The ones driven into madness by these entities often turned to suicide and if they didn’t off themselves they usually turned into a nonsensical rambling shell of a human, muttering things in gibberish and incomprehensible languages. 
 
    Charles didn’t understand the motive of these entities, or if they even had a motive for anything at all. This entity in the form of an eye, made no attempt to hide its presence after revealing itself to Charles, and it continued to stare down at the town like a warden monitoring its prisoners. Originally, Charles guessed the eye was Virginia herself. Clearly this was something much more threatening, but perhaps he was looking too deep into it. It very likely could just have been witchcraft done by a powerful witch in her coven. After all, the entity had only arrived after Virginia’s house was destroyed.  
 
    He opened the door to their room to see Maria lying in her bed with her eyes closed. Her face was still pale, and Charles could almost feel the heat radiating off her sickened body. Her eyelids fluttered open. 
 
    “Sorry to wake you,” he said gruffly, uncomfortable with how vulnerable she looked. “I discovered something disturbing.” 
 
    “Hmm?” She hummed and perked up a bit in her bed. 
 
    “We’re being watched by something,” Charles said, pointing at the ceiling. 
 
    “Ah, so that’s what I’m sensing? Every time I try to pray to locate the source, I develop a blinding migraine.” 
 
    “There’s some large eye hovering in the sky above the town watching down upon us.” 
 
    Maria turned to look out the window. “An eye?” 
 
    “If you concentrate you may be able to see it slightly, it’s somehow obscuring itself.” 
 
    Turning to the window, the vicar squinted her eyes and focused on the translucent waves hovering in the bright rays of the sun. “How were you able to see it?” 
 
    “I prayed.” 
 
    “Prayed? Huh, that’s rare for you,” Maria said with a bit of surprise in her voice. 
 
    “I know. Every now and then I have moments that remind me why I was accepted into The Ministry in the first place.” 
 
    “We severely underestimated Virginia’s abilities. This is some new type of witchcraft that I was not taught as a student,” Maria said. 
 
    “I’m not so sure that this thing is Virginia’s doing. I do believe its connected to Virginia in some way though. When I found it, he could see me in my spirit state. Then it was able to probe into my mind to speak with me. Whatever it is, its exceptionally powerful. I need you to continue to rest, hopefully you are feeling better by tomorrow. I’m going to need you.” 
 
    Evening was approaching when Charles discovered Mayor Marten sitting in the dining room biting his thumb nail. He seemed perplexed. Worrying about the town and protecting the people from witches and demons was clearly taxing on his mind and body. He noticed Charles standing at the bottom of the staircase and flashed a smile at him while giving him a slight wave. Charles nodded back in acknowledgement and stepped outside onto the front porch. 
 
    People slowly started appearing for the lessons that were planned for the evening. After waiting for everyone to arrive and striking up small conversations with the people as they trickled in, Charles delved into the lesson right after telling everyone that Maria would be absent for the night. Charles knew that he and Maria would have to re-evaluate a new plan to defend the town. Simply training people in self-defense clearly would not be enough anymore. Yet, he was unsure if he wanted to disclose any information to instill any more panic amongst the town, so Charles decided the best course of action was to continue as normal with the usual lessons for now. As it was, the town was uneasy enough already, and some started expressing their loss of faith in The Ministry’s ability to protect them.  
 
    As Charles explained to the people attending that everything was going to remain as planned for now, a woman cried out, “that demon already took many of our children and the witch escaped your clutches. If two ministry hunters haven’t stopped them, what hope do we have as simple farmers? Especially now that Vicar Maria is ill, who knows how long it will be until she recovers?” Many grunted and nodded in agreement. It was fair for the woman to voice her concern, and Charles was actually wondering the same thing himself, he wasn’t so sure with Maria being sick how he could protect them. He was hoping a message from The Ministry would return soon, yet it would take a couple days for a reply. 
 
    “I assure you Maria will recover quickly,” Charles lied. Truth be told, he had no idea when she would recover. “It is true that Maria and I have faced certain… challenges. But if you need any proof of your capabilities, look no further than the demise of the changeling. We may not have killed the demon without your support. And I’m calling upon that support to continue.” 
 
    The people were uneasy and many suggested that fleeing the town was their only option. What the two hunters didn’t admit was that a powerful coven in the area could splinter and spread across the lands, slowly poisoning every community in its path. The demise of others fed their dark sorcery, and their hunger was insatiable. If it was this village or another, they had to be stopped.  
 
    After the lesson had ended many people splintered into groups discussing various plans for their future, the people were restless. Eventually everyone had dispersed back to their homes, and a pair of young men in their mid to late teens came up to Charles with loaded shotguns in hand. Both of them had dark grey eyes and strawberry blonde hair. The older of the two was shorter and stockier, and a curved scar on his chin cut into his stubby blonde beard. The taller youth was a stretched-out and lankier version of his older brother except cleaner in the face.  
 
    “Excuse me minister. We would like to ask you something,” the stocky sibling said. 
 
    Charles gestured to the young man. “Edwin, right?”  
 
    “Correct.” 
 
    “And Jason?” The lanky teen nodded in confirmation. “You were the two that had the stand of game meats during the festival.” The brothers nodded, both of them revealing a small smile that Charles remembered them and their food from the festival. “So, what can I help you with?” 
 
    “Jason and I have been wondering,” Edwin said. “What the witch said, do you really think she is going to come back?” 
 
    “I’m not sure. But I do think it’s likely. Let me ask you something, have you noticed anything different as of late? A general feeling of dread in the pit of your stomach, or almost like a fog hovering over the town that stifles your breath?” 
 
    Edwin and Jason looked at each other. “Actually yes. But we just assumed it was because everyone was on edge, no?” The eldest brother replied. 
 
    “Well, that is definitely a part of it. However, do you have the feeling that you are being watched?” Charles asked while quickly glancing up at the sky that was now dimming. The orange and pink rays were blending behind the clouds as the sun was sinking lower behind the trees in the distance. Charles could feel the eye beaming down on the back of his neck like the sun in a cloudless sky in the middle of August. 
 
    “I suppose so,” Edwin confirmed. 
 
    “Then you two have some sense of intuition, which is good. That’s because we are being watched, the entire town.” 
 
    “By the witch?” Jason blurted. 
 
    “I’m not entirely sure, but keep your wits about you,” Charles said tapping the side of his head with his finger. 
 
    “Is there anything that we can do? Both of us are more than willing to help. We are quite capable of handling ourselves, and we are both good pelt hunters that know our way around a gun.” 
 
    “Ah yes, I suppose the two of you would be, but I would stay out of the woods for a little while. There could be some dangerous things lurking out there, things much worse than a couple coyote or a black bear. We are going to need men like yourself here in the town if anything dangerous should arise.” 
 
    “We can do that.” 
 
    “Good. If you don’t mind I need to be going. Stay alert tonight.” 
 
    Edwin and Jason nodded while hoisting their shotguns closer to their chests. Charles gave them a nod while slinging his rifle over his shoulder and departed back towards the town hall. As he was walking away he looked back at the schoolhouse and noticed the small bell tower on the roof, leftover from the church that was originally there. He turned to the brothers that were departing back to their home. 
 
    “Hey!” They turned as Charles approached them. “The two of you had quite the variety of meat at your stand during the festival. Leads me to believe that you may have more than those shotguns. I’m curious, do you two hunt strictly with those shotguns or do you have any rifles?” 
 
    “Oh, a couple years ago both of us got these new bolt-action rifles in a trade. They’re really nice. We are most comfortable with these because this is what we grew up with when our father took us out hunting, but nothing beats the rifles for long distance shots. Why do you ask?” Edwin inquired. 
 
    “Are the two of you good shots with them yet?” 
 
    “Well, I’m no expert by any means but I can hit a tin can at fifty paces. Jason is a better shot, for sure. Got our mother’s eyes.” 
 
    “See that bell tower up there on the schoolhouse?” Charles asked, pointing his thumb over his shoulder at the tower behind him. 
 
    “Yeah,” they both nodded. 
 
    “That’s the highest point of the town. I would like you both to be the town’s eyes, do you think you could both stay up there with those rifles of yours and be the town’s watch tonight?” Charles couldn’t believe he was asking for help from two boys. He preferred to work in solitude, yet these brothers seemed of good character and eager enough to help. 
 
    They looked at each other and nodded. “Of course, Anything that we can do the help sir,” Edwin said, tightening his arms across his stocky chest. 
 
    “Great. If I’m not within shouting distance, ring the bell as an alarm if you see anything suspicious. You think you two can get those rifles of yours and be up there before nightfall?” 
 
    “Definitely,” Edwin nodded. 
 
    “Good, try to be up there as soon as you can. I’ll be on patrol tonight and I want you two to watch my back.” 
 
    After departing from the brothers, Charles returned to his room with Maria still in bed and an open book resting in her lap. The poison was still causing her to have random sharp migraines and pains that erupted throughout her belly. She was forced to continue resting and remain inside for the nightly watch despite her wish to help. Charles explained that the brothers would be assisting him by taking watch in the bell tower. Maria agreed that requesting their help was a good idea. If the bell was rung Maria decided she would come out to help regardless of her illness. Charles originally protested against this, yet he decided to allow it because he knew she would leave her bed regardless of his demands. 
 
    When Charles started his nightly watch, he nodded to the two brothers up at the tower and they nodded back in response. Their rifles were perched against the edge of the bell tower with their stocks pressed into their shoulders. They had even begun their watch before Charles had. The two brothers were both determined to help and excited that they had gotten a job assigned to them by a minister from The Ministry itself. 
 
    The night started to get darker, and the handful of local police broke into pairs as they scanned to the outskirts of town to keep watch. Charles could still feel the eye surveying the town from above him. The moon grew brighter minute after minute into the passing night. Every few moments a cloud would pass over the moon, darkening the town until the moon would reveal itself again from behind the clouds and provide a bit of light. The air around the town was still and not a single voice could be heard, however the people were still awake, ready for anything to happen. Bedroom lights continued to stay on much later into the night than they usually did. 
 
    Footsteps approached behind Charles as he leaned against a tree while staring out into the woods. He looked over his shoulder to see Edwin jogging towards him with his bolt-action rifle in hand. He slung the rifle over his shoulder and caught his breath for a moment before speaking. 
 
    “Excuse me minister, we may have spotted something but it’s too dark to tell. We didn’t think of it as something worth sounding the bell and alarming everyone though.” 
 
    “Where?” Charles asked. 
 
    “It’s nothing but movement. Some shadows in the woods.” 
 
    “Just shadows?” 
 
    “Jason and I are both experienced enough as hunters to recognize when there’s abnormal movement of some sort. We don’t usually hunt at night, but there is something out in the woods to the east. It seems like it could just be a pack of yotes or dogs, even wolves maybe? But wolves are extremely rare on the island and almost never come close to the towns if they do make it this far east. There’s more than one for sure, and it definitely seems like animals of some sort.” 
 
    Or demons, Charles thought to himself. “Alright, is your brother still on top of the schoolhouse?” 
 
    “Yeah, I figured he should stay up there since he’s the better shot.” 
 
    “Smart thinking. Alright, I’ll head east and check if I can see anything. You get back to the school.” 
 
    Edwin jogged back to the schoolhouse as Charles began to head east. When he reached the outskirts of town he took a seat, with his back resting against a house. He sat for hours scanning over the woods, but was unable to spot anything. As the sky started to gain light Charles yawned and stood up. When he returned to the center of town and looked up on top of the schoolhouse he saw that the two boys were still wide awake with their rifles perched against the side of the small tower. Their eyes were scouring through streets and out to the woods beyond. 
 
    “You boys should get some rest!” Charles shouted up to them. 
 
    “We’re fine!” Jason replied. “We have enough of jerky and water to camp up here for days.” 
 
    “Alright, well if you really want to stay up you should at least sleep in alternating shifts. I’m going to need your eyes awake and alert, particularly during the night.” 
 
    “Will do!” Edwin shouted down. 
 
    Charles waved to them and headed back to the town hall. He was genuinely surprised with the two boys. Having people keep watch in that tower should have been something he thought of earlier. The two of them even exceeded his expectations. Not utilizing the bell tower was an oversight on his part that should have been taken advantage of the first night in town, yet Charles was too adamant in his traditional ways to use the help of locals. It was almost an unwritten rule amongst hunters in The Ministry that bringing in inexperienced people to aid with the affairs of demons was more often than not the wrong decision. Most people would end up severely injured or dead.  
 
    Charles opened the door to their room, Maria sat up rubbing an eye with the palm of her hand. Her hair fell over the other side of her face in a tangle of unkempt weaves. It was obvious she had tossed and turned throughout the night. 
 
    “Morning,” Charles groaned, before slumping face first into his pillow.  
 
    *** 
 
    Maria smirked and assumed the night was long but fairly stress free if he was collapsing into his bed so easily. She dragged herself out of the mess of sheets on her mattress feeling much better than the day before. Her symptoms of vomiting, nausea, and migraines had all seemed to have passed. She made herself a cup of coffee in the kitchen, almost expecting Virginia to walk in at any moment to offer breakfast. Lost in thought, she walked out onto the porch. In the distance she could see the two boys sitting in the small bell tower. Maria raised a hand to wave at them when they noticed her leaning against the railing of the porch. The boys waved in return, and she sat down in the wooden rocking chair and pulled the cup of coffee to her nose. With a deep inhale, the scent of the roasted coffee beans smothered her nostrils and the bitter liquid nearly scalded the tip of her tongue as she sipped at the edge of her mug. 
 
    She closed her eyes and expanded her mind into her surroundings to see if she could sense anything. Her mind was much clearer now without the intense migraine, and she could sense the magnificent aura pulsating like an overworked heart over the town. It was just as Charles described, she felt its energy staring down right at her. She looked up at the sky and could see the translucent waves, warping the clouds in an odd twisting motion, like murky water being swirled in a glass bottle. Its presence was unlike anything she had sensed before. 
 
    After gulping down the last bit of her coffee Maria decided to take a walk to get her legs active again. As she passed by the heavy eyes of those still shaking away their morning grogginess, she eventually came to Ms. Nilest’s house. The woman was sitting in a wicker chair on her porch with her fingers holding two knitting needles and a ball of yarn over her enlarged belly. She took a small sip of a hot drink from a mug on the wicker table next to her when she made eye contact with Maria. Maria gave her a wave and Ms. Nilest responded with a small smile from behind her steaming mug. Maria gestured to the empty wicker chair next to her, “may I?”  
 
    “As long as you don’t pester me with your sympathy,” Ms. Nilest sighed in response. 
 
    Maria stepped up onto the porch and took the seat next to her. “Fair enough, no sympathy. What are you knitting?” Maria pointed to the yellow weaves of yarn. 
 
    “A hat for my child.” 
 
    “Ah, and when is the little one set to arrive?” 
 
    “Should be any day now.” Tension sat in a tight mask across her face. “Tea?” Ms. Nilest motioned to the mug next to her. She clearly was trying to steer the topic into a new direction. “I have some more inside if you would like.” 
 
    “Oh no thank you, I just had some coffee. Margaret, I promise I won’t allow any harm to befall to you or your child,” Maria said softly. 
 
    “Why are you promising me something that you aren’t sure you can keep?” Ms. Nilest replied sharply after sticking her needles into the ball of yellow yarn that rested in her lap. Her eyes pierced into Maria’s. 
 
    “I know how you feel. Losing a child.. and a husband-” 
 
    “You know nothing,” she snapped. “And I know an empty promise when I hear one. I also believe I requested to not be bothered with your sympathies.” 
 
    “You’re right, forgive me. You have endured enough. Although, I must warn you that this witch has you marked somewhere in her plot, whatever that plot may be.” 
 
    “I couldn’t allow that foul creature to roam another second near my baby,” Ms. Nilest spat. Gripping the sewing needles again she began looping and twiddling the needles into tight yellow weaves. Her eyes now refusing to look up from her small unfinished yellow hat. 
 
    “I don’t blame you for what you did. I would have done the same. Just take extra care of yourself okay?”  
 
    “I already have a neighbor keeping watch for me in my own home.” 
 
    “Good, well if you need anything do let me know.” 
 
    “I’m fine thanks,” Ms. Nilest responded sharply. 
 
    Maria frowned. She couldn’t blame Ms. Nilest for the animosity that she received from her. Charles and herself put the woman through much more scrutiny than anyone else in the town, and she ended up being completely innocent. The woman had lost both her husband and first-born son in such a short amount of time, and then she felt the need to kill the changeling with her own hands, becoming a target in the process. Another of Maria’s failures.  
 
    Deciding to leave Ms. Nilest to her knitting in solitude, Maria spent the remainder of the morning stretching her mind to see if she could sense anything odd or threatening. As she sat on the porch of the town hall, she said hello to a few people passing by. To anyone that asked, she informed that the lessons were to continue in the evening at the regular time. When it came time for the lesson, Maria was fit enough to re-bless everyone’s ammunitions to maintain their potency. 
 
    A few days had passed with nothing odd happening other than the unmoved apparition in the sky that was still peering down upon the town. The lessons still continued each evening, and everyone debated and refined their strategies. In case of a large scale attack the entire town was to retreat to the town square in between the schoolhouse and the town hall. The schoolhouse would act as the main point for defense, due to its thick walls and low risk of burning. With only one entry point in the front it made it the easiest building to defend and barricade from the inside. 
 
    Slowly the entire town had turned into a militia that was ready for anything at all times. More people volunteered to keep watch during the night and the two brothers on the schoolhouse refused to step down from their post for more than a few minutes at a time. The only exceptions were to use the restroom or accept packages of food and water. The two boys had continued to spot movement in the woods yet were still unable to determine what the shadows were exactly. Charles and Maria feared the distraction might be a trap, to lure them away from protecting the town. This was the calm before the storm, and everyone sensed something terrible was waiting on the horizon. 
 
    *** 
 
    Charles paced before the large window in the town hall common room with the morning sun beaming onto the back of his neck before he took a couple large gulps from his coffee and practically slammed the empty mug onto the table. “I know Maria, but I feel like we are being way too idle! We have to do something. We can’t just continue to wait for something to happen!” 
 
    “Charles I can’t leave the children in this town! If the town gets attacked while you and I are out trying to find Virginia, the casualties could be enormous.” 
 
    Charles pulled out a chair and swiftly sat across from Maria. He pressed his fingers into his eyes and groaned. “Are we not hunters? It’s our job to track out what we are summoned to do and eliminate the threat. We are meant to search and destroy, not to defend and protect. We were selected for this summon because we are in The Ministry, if they wanted to hire a couple of body guards then they would have done that!” 
 
    “I know but we aren’t just dealing with simple beast or demon here! This is a witch!” Maria shouted. “One that is much more powerful than we thought, and she’s clearly tactful and collected.” 
 
    Charles pressed his elbows into the table hard enough to make the legs of the table creek. He interlocked his fingers before his mouth and clenched his teeth before he sighed, “We should not be this passive. Maria I know I told you that I wouldn’t mention your past, but I think you are letting your emotions cloud your judgement.” 
 
    Maria’s face tightened, and her lips turned white as she pressed them together. “That… has nothing to do with this,” she hissed. Maria crossed her arms over her chest, and the two hunters sat there for a moment in silence. The two of them both refused to break the tension before it was broken by the front door suddenly swinging open. The mayor strode into the dining room, “Officer Ridley and a group are preparing to evacuate from Levittown.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Seventeen 
 
      
 
      
 
    Charles and Maria walked outside to see a group of roughly 20 parents with their children amassed in front of the town hall. Sheriff Ridley broke from the group and approached the two hunters. “These families have decided that it’s best for ‘em to evacuate while things seem to be a bit calm for now. I promised that I would accompany ‘em to our neighboring town to the west of us. At that point they will choose to continue to travel towards the city or remain in town there.” 
 
    “Sheriff, it is important that you remain here in Levittown with us. You already know my stance on abandoning the town,” Maria asserted. 
 
    “I’ll return to Levittown after they have safely arrived. They expressed that their decision is final, and I have already tried to sway them in staying. The least I could do is help ‘em arrive in the safety of the next town. They said that they would go with or without me. Vicar, I was hoping you would be willing to accompany us as well. I have a feeling your protection may be needed.” 
 
    Maria looked at Charles for a second, “I cannot leave the town in danger. This could be exactly what Virginia wants-” 
 
    “I’ll go with you,” Charles interjected. “But only until the first nightfall, I cannot afford to leave the Maria and the entire town alone for longer than that.” 
 
    *** 
 
    After a couple arguments with Maria and against the gut wrenching feeling of his better judgement, Charles swung his rifle over his shoulder and exited the town hall. He knew his impatience was getting the best of him, he had enough waiting around. Even though splitting up from his partner was indefinitely a bad idea, he was able to convince Maria it was the lesser evil by protecting the families for at least a portion of their journey. He knew she wouldn’t forgive herself if she allowed more children to die, so she reluctantly agreed with his decision to leave. 
 
    Maria was already having a discussion with a few parents in the group as Charles arrived and met up with Ridley. Ridley was talking to Edwin, who had the butt of his bolt-action rifle resting in his hand and leaning over his shoulder. 
 
    “You sure you don’t want me coming along minister?” Edwin asked. 
 
    “No. You and your brother are needed here,” Charles looked up at the top of the school where Jason was sitting on the edge of the tower with eyes still scanning over the town like a hawk hunting for rodents. Charles glanced over his shoulder to see Maria still in conversation with a few parents. The thought of what happened to Maria last time they split up was the only reason he had any hesitation of leaving. Charles leaned in close to Edwin and lowered his voice down to almost a whisper, “and look after her, will you?” He asked while pulling a thumb towards his partner. Edwin peaked around Charles’ shoulder and nodded. 
 
    After the group said their goodbyes to everyone in town, they departed on the main road heading west. A few families had their younger children riding in pairs on their horses and mules. Charles and Ridley lead the group through the woods while remaining on the unevenly paved dirt road. A small group of adults could have reached the next town before nightfall, but with children the group was forced to take frequent breaks and they moved at a much slower pace. There were 15 children in the group and the oldest of them was a boy of only 13 years old. The boy walked beside his grizzly bearded father with a .22 rifle, a rifle often used to hunt small game. 
 
    Even though Charles convinced himself that escorting the group to the next town was the right decision, he couldn’t help but think of Maria. He couldn’t imagine the extreme amount of guilt that she carried because of her past, but the reasoning behind why she felt so strongly about protecting the children made sense to him now. 
 
    After hours of traveling the sun started to set and everyone settled into a nook in the trees to set up camp for the night since they were only just over halfway to the next town. A few campfires were started, and tents were pitched around them. Ridley sat before a fire and prodded the logs with a stick. Charles approached from behind him and motioned next to him, “may I?” 
 
    Ridley waved an open palm at the grass and nodded. Charles took a seat and Ridley continued to stare into the fire as he poked at the flames. “Whatcha think of all this?” Ridley asked. 
 
    “All what?” 
 
    “This, people leaving. Ya think this is a good idea?” 
 
    Charles looked over his shoulder to see if anyone was within earshot. “To be honest, no I don’t.” Charles crossed his arms over his chest. “But you said so yourself, the group had their minds already set on leaving regardless of our input.” 
 
    “Unfortunately, I got a confession. I coulda done much more to convince ‘em that leaving woulda been a bad idea. Actually, it was partially my idea.” 
 
    “I figured as much,” Charles grunted in response. 
 
    “You knew? Why didn’t ya say anything?” 
 
    “The last thing we needed was more division between the town. I had a feeling you were leaving regardless.” 
 
    “Aye. You’re right, we probably woulda left anyway.” 
 
    “Although, I must ask Ridley. Do you actually plan on coming back when you reach the town?” 
 
    Ridley’s body tensed, and his back straightened as he stared back at Charles for a moment. “Minister. I find it a bit insulting that ya take me fer a man that would abandon my hometown like that.” 
 
    “It was just a question that crossed my mind. Forgive me, I meant no offense.” 
 
    “None taken.” 
 
    Charles and Ridley sat in silence as the camp began to retire for the night, the children finally beginning to settle into their tents and lulling to sleep. Charles had no intention of sleeping, and clearly neither did Ridley. They both decided to patrol around the camp as a few rightfully paranoid fathers sat awake with their backs against the trunks of a tree. 
 
    The night was cooler than the usual humid summer night, and silent except for the occasional breeze that would whistle through the leaves. The fires throughout the camp still crackled but grew smaller as time passed and the fires burned away at their source of fuel. Smell of charred wood filled Charles’ nostrils as he took in a deep breath and paced around the outside of the camp. As the minister looked between the trees into the darkness a sudden chill throughout his body stood up the hairs on his skin. A sharp gust of wind blew against the back of his neck and a whispering voice tickled at his ears.  
 
    “Where’s your vicar, minister?” 
 
    His hand immediately pulled his revolver from his hip as he spun around to nothing but swaying trees. Charles pointed his revolver between the openings of one tree trunk to another, looking for any sign of movement. He was sure he heard that whisper, it couldn’t have been his mind playing tricks on him could it? He could feel the warmth of breath against his ear as clearly as a child cupping their hands around your ear as they whispered a secret to you. Even the fetid smell of an uncleaned set of teeth still clung to the hairs in his nose from the hot breath. 
 
    Charles continued to scan around him, searching for the source of the whisper. He peered ahead of him between the shadows cast by the moonlight for a few moments. A twig suddenly cracked behind him and Charles spun around with his arm outstretched and his finger ready on the trigger. A man emerged from the shadows, a dimming fire lighting up his face orange. The barrel of his revolver pointed directly at Ridley’s chest. The sheriff’s face was frozen, and his hands were raised open-palmed next to his head. 
 
    “Easy Charles. It’s just me.” 
 
    “Sorry. I just thought I heard something earlier.” 
 
    “Like what?” 
 
    “Eh... nothing. I’m just being paranoid, it was just an owl. Just stay awake and keep an eye out.” He figured it was best to not alarm the sheriff. “Make yourself some coffee if you feel yourself getting tired and stay on your feet if you have to.” Charles holstered his revolver after quickly scanning the trees once more. 
 
    “I wouldn’t be able to sleep in the woods with a witch possibly lurking about anyway. Didn’t ya say you were going to head back to town at nightfall? Don’t get me wrong, yer more than welcome to stay. We could use that revolver of yers.” Ridley nodded to the minister’s hip. 
 
    “No you’re right, I should be heading back now. I just wanted to stay for a bit after sundown to be safe.” 
 
    “Alright well, safe travels on yer way back Charles.” 
 
    “Aye, safe travels,” Charles nodded. 
 
    As Charles took his leave, he thumbed the hammer of his revolver. That whisper he heard was making him second guess his decision to head back to Levittown, his anxiety caused his heart to pound as his mind was pulled in two different directions. Was that whisper a warning? Had something already happened to Maria? His gut was telling him to stay with the camp, yet Maria was pulling him back to town. Despite his conflicted mind, his legs continued to press on back toward Maria, yet with each step towards the town he couldn’t help but feel like he was making a grave mistake. A chill ran up his spine and the hair on the back of his neck sharply erected. 
 
    “You’re even more foolish than I thought minister.” The hot breath stuck to his neck, this time the voice was more than a whisper. The woman’s raspy voice could be heard as clearly as if he was sitting right next to her. The hunter had already had his revolver drawn the moment he felt the chill run up his spine. 
 
    “Show yourself!” he shouted. 
 
    “Oh you’ll get to meet me soon enough.” The raspy voice fluttered by him like a chilling breeze making it impossible to locate where it was coming from. “I’ve been dying meet you and your girlfriend. A bit young for you though don’t you think? What is she 21… 22 years old? Say hello to her for me when you get back to town.” 
 
    “You’re a coward Virginia,” Charles spat. 
 
    “Ooh.. not quite, good guess though. My friend Virginia did tell me all about you. But if you’re so persistent on meeting me now, maybe you’ll be able to catch a wave goodbye if you’re quick enough.” The raspy voice broke into a giggle and it trailed off into the shadows behind the hunter. Then in the direction of the camp, multiple screams echoed through the trees. Shortly following the screams began a small barrage of gunshots. 
 
    Charles immediately began sprinting back towards the camp. He had only gotten a couple hundred yards away from the camp before it was attacked. He pounded the side of his head with his fist and he whispered to himself, “stupid! So stupid! Charles you dunce!” As his boots sunk into the ground with each step, the screams from the women and children grew even fainter even though he was getting closer to the camp. The amount of time between each gunshot started to increase until the sound of them completely disappeared. After the sound of the gunshots disappeared, the screams faded away as well. 
 
    Charles finally reached the camp. It was completely empty, silent, except for the crackling of wood from the leftover campfires. Charles sprinted between tents pulling them open to see empty bedrolls and half-eaten snacks. He immediately crouched down into a kneel and began running his hand along the grass. He was searching for tracks, or a trace of anything to get a sense of what direction they may have disappeared in. It seemed as though some people began to flee, yet their footprints came to an abrupt end and vanished. He searched and searched, for any clues at all. Yet after many minutes to no avail, he found nothing. Every trail that was left behind suddenly ended as if the person had floated away. 
 
    How is this even possible? He asked himself. The entire camp, just gone without any trace at all? You have got to be one of the worst hunters in The Ministry. You’re pathetic. You knew you heard that voice, yet you still chose you leave the camp. In a fury, the hunter sprinted at a tree a few paces in front of him and swung his fist into the trunk with his entire weight behind him. The bark of the tree splintered away under his knuckles as the bones in his hand cracked and twisted into a limp. He felt the bones in his hand snap in multiple places, the splintered bone piercing into the muscle under his palm. He screamed, louder than he thought he ever could in a blend of anger and pain from his now limp broken hand. 
 
    His hand swelled, and his mind swelled with of the anxieties of his failure almost to the point where he felt like his skull would crack open from the pressure and his thoughts would begin leaking out like liquid. His mind was flooded with Maria as words like pathetic and hypocrite bounced against the inside of his skull. The words burned into his mind, like a glowing hot branding iron being pressed into a cattle’s hind. Hypocrite. Hypocrite. Hypocrite. Hypocrite. 
 
    Just before he departed from the town, he had the gall to say Maria was letting her emotions cloud her judgement, yet he himself couldn’t let Maria out of his sight for more than a day without losing his mind. Why? He asked himself as he dug deep into crevices of his mind, pulling out memories he had long stored away. Of all the vicars in The Ministry, I had to be partnered with this one, didn’t I?  He sunk his knees into the dirt. Ignoring the pain, he somehow clenched his limp hand into a fist and punched again, this time into the ground before him, his broken bones shifting and cracking even more. He wanted the physical pain. He felt like he deserved it, and it gave him something else to think about. 
 
    After sitting on his knees for minutes that seemed like hours trapped within his own tumultuous thoughts, Charles finally pulled himself to his feet. He turned around and headed back towards the one thing he still couldn’t shake from his mind, Maria. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Eighteen 
 
      
 
      
 
    Maria spent the night patrolling the town and wondered how Charles was doing with the caravan. The town was unusually quiet throughout the night, just how it was for the previous few days. She was abruptly shaken from her prayer by a repeated tapping on the window next to her bed and stood up from her kneel. A pigeon was perched on the windowsill pecking the glass with a small tube tied around its ankle. She pulled open the window and untied the piece from the pigeon and with a short chirp the pigeon flew off into the dimly lit morning sky. Maria broke the wax seal with The Ministry’s sigil on it and whispered the message to herself as her eyes flashed from one word to the next. It was brief and to the point. 
 
     
 
    

  

 
   
    Minister Charles and Vicar Maria, 
 
      
 
    Due to an abnormal amount of summons recently, we are unable to send additional aid. We suggest advising the people to temporarily evacuate the locale should you feel unable to successfully complete the summon. We will discuss your failure in more detail upon your return. 
 
      
 
    Regards, 
 
    The Council 
 
    

  

 
   
    Maria crumpled the parchment in her fist and clenched her teeth. The vicar was nervous about receiving the scrutiny from the elders, she has yet to perform this poorly on a summon ever since her graduation. She decided not to dwell on the thought of the punishment she would receive and tossed the parchment onto her nightstand as a reminder to show Charles upon his return. The two hunters were completely on their own, but Maria knew one thing, she wasn’t abandoning the town. 
 
    Maria was rinsing her face in the washroom when she heard the front door downstairs fling open as if somebody had shouldered it open while sprinting. A young man’s voice called for her “Vicar Maria! Maria! You need to see this!” She quickly flicked her wet hands into the basin, wicking the water off her pale skin and hurried to the stairs. At the bottom of the stairs Edwin looked frightened with a colorless face beading with sweat on his brow. “Come with me p-please,” the boy stuttered. 
 
    Maria followed him outside. She could see his hands trembling as she strode next to him. “Edwin what happened?” Edwin was panicked, and he stumbled over the words that incoherently poured out of his mouth. 
 
    “It’s- It’s Ridley.. in the orchard. The families and th-the kids are missing. Charles is missing. He sounded different.” 
 
    “Edwin slow down. Who sounded different?” 
 
    “Ridley!” Edwin shouted. “Ju-just follow me.” Slinging his rifle over his shoulder, Edwin broke into a jog towards the cherry orchard. As they paced through the town Maria noticed Edwin’s brother, he was still perched in the tower with his rifle aimed towards the cherry orchard. What in the world is going on? She asked herself. 
 
    After they reached the edge of town and continued towards the orchard Maria could see large clumps of mass in the trees. A few of the townsfolk seemed to have noticed as well and were standing at a distance from the orchard. A few women seemed to be crying and hiding their faces behind their hands. As Edwin and Maria got closer, she could finally see what it was in the trees. The large masses were limp bodies that were lined up side by side in the first row of trees. Their heads were craned to the side, and their feet were dangling a few feet above the ground. It was the group of parents that left with Charles and Ridley. They were hanged, and their dim lifeless eyes seemed to stare right back at Maria. 
 
    From somewhere within the middle of the orchard, Maria could hear the sound of somebody attempting to whistle as if their mouth was full of food. Emerging from behind a tree, was Ridley. In one hand he was lackadaisically waving around his revolver, and in his other he held a clump of cherries. His lips were perched together, and the whistling tune came to an abrupt stop when he noticed Maria. He then spit a cherry pit from his mouth into the grass. 
 
    A raspy young woman’s voice came out of his mouth. “Ah so you must be the Vicar! It’s Maria, right?” It was almost as if the voice sounded like it was fighting off a stubborn case of strep throat. Ridley popped a cherry into his mouth before he began to speak again with the woman’s voice. “Ginny told me all about you. Killed her kid huh? Poor Ginny is distraught thanks to you.” Ridley chewed at the fruit of the cherry as the woman’s voice spoke and plucked the pit from the middle of the fruit with his tongue. “Quite an interesting past you have though. Tsk.. tsk.. tsk.. and to think such a goody-goody vicar like yourself would do something like that!” 
 
    Maria pulled the revolver off her leg and pointed it at Ridley. “Not another word,” Maria spat. 
 
    “Oh hush. I’d be careful where you point that thing too. But hey, be my guest and pull the trigger. I don’t care if he dies.” The possessed Ridley pointed the barrel of his revolver to his own temple briefly and spit out the seed of a cherry before popping a fresh one into his mouth. “Ya know... I don’t even really like cherries. But wow... these are damn good. But it could be that this fellow’s taste buds are a bit different than mine.” 
 
    “Where’s Charles?” Maria shouted. 
 
    “Wait, he’s not back yet? He is a slow one, isn’t he? Physically slow I mean, not mentally. Well... he might be a little slow up here too.” Ridley tapped the side of his head with his gun.  “He didn’t strike me as all that bright if I’m being honest,” the voice rambled. 
 
    “What is it that you want witch? I’m getting sick of your blabbering,” Maria hissed. 
 
    “Oh, I don’t want anything. Well, yet. I just wanted to play with my food a little bit before I ate it.” Ridley spit out another cherry pit into the grass. 
 
    “Where are the children?” Maria shouted. “If anything happened to them I’ll-” 
 
    “Ugghh… enough with the questions already. I knew you would be annoying from what Ginny said about you, but you’re even worse than I pictured you to be. The little ones are fine, for now at least.” 
 
    Maria aimed the revolver at Ridley, “tell me where they are.” 
 
    Ridley scoffed, and rolled his eyes while shaking his head, “What makes you think that you’re even remotely in any position to threaten or negotiate with me? And why are you even waving a gun around like that? Don’t most vicars shy away from those things?” 
 
    Maria took a step forward with her revolver still aimed at Ridley. Her lips sealed shut. She was done playing this witch’s game. 
 
    “The whole lot of you vicars are so annoying, but you? You are a special type of irritating. Well I’ll see you soon enough.” Maria then pulled the hammer back on her revolver with a click. Ridley dropped the rest of the cherries in his hand and pointed at Maria. “Here let me help you with that,” the raspy woman’s voice responded. He swiftly pressed the barrel of his revolver into his temple and shortly after, a flash exploded from the barrel. Maria turned her head to only hear the blast from the gun and Ridley’s limp body collapse to the ground. 
 
    *** 
 
    After walking for hours Charles could finally see Levittown in the distance. He had his throbbing hand tucked into his coat and under his armpit in a feeble attempt to mask the pain. As he approached the town he noticed that it was abnormally quiet. It seemed nobody was around. He started walking towards the center of the town as he reached the outskirts, and in the distance, he could see somebody jogging towards him alone. As the man grew closer to him he could make out Edwin’s young face and the bolt action rifle slung around his back. Edwin stopped before the hunter and took a few deep breaths in to collect himself. His face and hands were covered in dirt, and his boots were caked in dry mud nearly up to his ankles. He was clearly fatigued. 
 
    “I take it you aren’t bearing any good news?” Charles assumed. 
 
     Edwin shook his head, “come quick.” 
 
    “Where’s Maria?” 
 
    “She’s fine, also worried sick waiting for you. Come on.” Edwin waved him on and strode into a brisk pace. 
 
    They were heading in the direction of the cherry orchard on the other side of the town. They passed Jason who was still perched in the bell tower. The brothers acknowledged each other with a quick look and Charles and Jason exchanged nods. As they grew close to the orchard Charles could hear the sound of squeaky wheelbarrows being pushed and shovels piercing the dirt. After they turned the corner of a house and came into a clearing where Charles could see the orchard, dozens of people from the town covered in dirt and bearing shovels were sinking the metal spades into piles of loose earth. 
 
    Maria was already stomping towards him like a seething bull with her fists clenched at her side. Her entire face was flushed red and her eyes were leering, her eyelids twitched but were firmly glued to Charles. For a split-second Charles was relieved to see her, but then suddenly he felt the wave of anger overwhelm him that seemed to steam out of Maria like a broken pipe. Her entire body was shaking as she fumed in fury. Edwin nearly sprinted out of Maria’s path of rage giving her a clear path to her partner and soon to be victim. Charles was overwhelmed with a feeling of dread as his stomach lurched and his feet were frozen. His instinct told him to run, yet his mind knew that was likely going to make his upcoming chastisement much worse. In what seemed like seconds Maria was already within arm’s reach. Her hand gripped Charles’ jacket and her other arm torqued back like a cannon ready to unleash. With a clenched fist, her knuckles slammed into Charles’ cheekbone with the weight of a steel hammer. 
 
    Charles’ head snapped to the side from the blow and his mouth suddenly filled with the taste of iron. He spat blood into the grass. “I guess that’s fair,” he grumbled. Maria released her grip from his torso and with an open palm she smacked him across the other side of the face. “I guess I deserved that one too.” Maria cocked her fist back again for another punch and Charles quickly stepped back raising his hands up in protest. “Alright, alright! Take it easy!” 
 
    Then before the minister could react, Maria’s chest pressed into his with her arms wrapping around his torso. Before he had a chance to protest, suddenly tears streamed down her cheeks as she buried her face into his neck. Charles froze for a moment, everyone had stopped working and all eyes were upon them. Finally, he embraced his partner in return. Immense amounts of both emotional and physical pain suddenly felt like they were being washed away from him as if he was sitting under a heavy waterfall while completely disrobed of his clothes. A blazing fire of raging emotions inside of him that was burning away at his psyche for what seemed like an eternity was smothered quiet by the flood of his partner’s tears that dampened his collar. Maria’s warm tears clung to his skin and for the first time in what seemed like years Charles finally felt… tranquil. 
 
    After a moment, their embrace had broken as quickly as it happened. Maria whisked away the tears from her cheeks and Charles felt the pain in his limp ballooned hand that seemingly disappeared return with a quick sharp throb. Maria grasped her partner’s wrist and inspected his injury. “The bones in your hand are completely shattered. What happened?” She asked. 
 
    “I punched a tree.” 
 
    Maria flashed a look at him. Without even opening her lips Charles knew she was calling him an idiot. While Maria inspected his hand Charles asked, “what’s all this?” He motioned towards the people that were now returning to their labor. 
 
    “Let’s sit and I’ll mend your hand,” Maria sighed. “I have some very bad news I need to discuss with you.” 
 
    “As do I,” Charles responded. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Nineteen 
 
      
 
      
 
    Charles sat with his back to the trunk of a cherry tree and his broken hand resting in Maria’s warm gentle grasp. Her fingers were wrapped around his palm in a dim white orb that was slowly pulsing like a calm pair of lungs taking in deep breaths of fresh oxygen. Charles eyes were fixated on Maria’s soft face. Her disheveled golden hair draped over her closed eyes as she mouthed a silent prayer with her lips. 
 
    Charles felt the cartilage in his joints and his shattered bones slowly mending back together. In a rush of feelings ranging from soothing, painful, and itchy, Charles winced slightly as he felt the warm light of his partner’s prayer. “So, are you going to tell me what happened here?” The minister asked. 
 
    “A little busy here,” Maria responded with her eyes still resting shut. 
 
    “Right. I guess I’ll go first as you work.” 
 
    The two hunters exchanged their stories of what happened. Charles couldn’t believe that Ridley was practically forced to commit suicide. Forcing the death upon somebody by pulling the trigger with their own hand required a person that had the most twisted of minds. When Charles told Maria about the missing children, her response went just as he expected. Her face turned cold as snow and her lips curled into a frown. 
 
    Charles was clenching his now healed hand, testing his dexterity. His joints and bones were perfectly mended. The people that were hanged in the orchard were finally buried. The townsfolk’s emotions were surprisingly resilient, while everyone was indeed somber, it seemed only a few tears were shed. Charles wondered if it was because the families that left the town with Charles weren’t particularly close with the people that remained, or if it was because the people that still remained in Levittown had endured so much already that they were beginning to develop a callus towards death, similar to a soldier on a battlefield. 
 
    The two hunters were walking towards the town before Maria’s spine tightened and the muscles in her back straightened like a stiff board. Charles turned to her, “what is it?” He asked. 
 
    “I’m not sure, whatever it is it’s not good though.” 
 
    Maria began sprinting toward the center of town and Charles followed close behind with his revolver in hand. A series of loud gongs began echoing across the sky from the brothers in the bell tower. Charles drew his revolver and began sprinting toward the center of the town with Maria right behind him. As they came closer they saw Jason firing shots at something in the distance as Edwin slammed a mallet into the bell. 
 
    Charles shouted up to them, “what is it?” 
 
    Edwin tipped his head over the side. “Weird looking creatures are approaching in the distance. They have these long, deranged horns of some sort.” 
 
    “How many?” 
 
    “Looks like eight, and they’re coming in fast!” Edwin shouted while frantically grabbing at his rifle. Jason was firing a barrage of shots. As he aimed down the sights of his rifle he looked almost like a fluid machine as he racked the bolt of his rifle back after each shot to chamber the next round. 
 
    “Seven now!” The younger brother crowed after a bullet erupted from his barrel. 
 
    Charles looked to Maria. “Hellhounds?” 
 
    She nodded and dropped to her knees, closing her eyes. People began forming around the center of town with their guns just as they had planned, and Charles drew his rifle from his back. Maria looked up to Charles. “Charles. There’s the pack approaching from the north, and there’s also a small pack of four closing in from the east.” 
 
    “Alright everyone! Form a perimeter, circle around, circle around, just as we had discussed in our meetings. Remember what you’ve learned. You must aim for broadside shots when shooting at four legged creatures.” Charles barked commands and organized everyone as Maria calmed herself. 
 
    The sight of Maria relaxed and kneeling with her hands folded in her lap brought a small amount of tranquility to the people. She mumbled a prayer and pulled in deep breaths, then exhaled slowly, spreading her solemn focus to those around her.  Unbeknownst to them, their breaths had synced with the vicar’s as she continued to pray with her legs tucked under her. 
 
    The people began forming a circle in front of the schoolhouse. The newly formed militia stood shoulder to shoulder and rummaged with their weapons to get ready. Mayor Marten ran toward the group with a pistol in his hands. He joined the circle that was now the size of a couple dozen people and he met eyes with Charles. Charles nodded to him and motioned for him to cock back the hammer on his revolver. The mayor’s face was pale. As he aligned himself into the circle his trembling hands suddenly stabled themselves and he pulled the hammer back as his breathing melded into sync with those around him. His fingers steadied around the grip of his pistol as an overwhelming calmness poured over him. 
 
     “Edwin! Four approaching from the east as well!” Charles shouted. 
 
    “I see them!” He responded. Edwin shifted his position in the tower, took aim and fired a shot over the group towards the east, Jason followed with another shot towards the north. 
 
    “Got another, down to six from the north now!” Jason shouted. 
 
    Edwin shouted down to them, “They’re closing in. Here they come!” 
 
    Charles looked down the barrel of his rifle. Maria stood up, drew her revolver and held it in front of her taking aim as well. “Alright everyone, ready yourselves and take aim!” Charles shouted. 
 
    Some people dropped to a knee, while others remained standing and looked down the sights of their guns. Edwin and Jason stopped firing and scanned the buildings around them. A few seconds of silence passed and then there was a howl close by from behind the houses and small shops. Half the people were shaking in fear despite Maria’s prayer, and even the mayor began cowering towards the middle of the ring and hiding behind the backs of those on the outside of the ring. 
 
    Charles’ eyes flickered between the buildings. He caught short glimpses of the beasts that scattered from one building to the next and made short eye contact with their sharp red irises. They were slowly inching closer and closer to the town square while using the houses for cover. Despite their hulking size, they sunk their chests low to the ground like a cat stalking its prey. Their abnormally long legs jutted out from their bodies and when they hunched down low to the ground it forced their limbs outward to the side like a cricket. Their thick dark fur looked oily and matted down as if they bathed in grease and the horns that protruded from their skulls coiled or pointed in random directions which varied from beast to beast. 
 
    With the beasts now hiding behind the nearest structures just outside the town square, a howl from the alpha initiated the charge. Screams of fear pierced the air as the hounds leapt out from their cover and began sprinting toward the group. A pair charged toward the people lined up shoulder to shoulder. Charles fired the first shot, the bullet connected with the creature’s neck and it dropped to the ground. A volley of men fired at the other beast, dropping it as well.  
 
    “Eight more,” Charles mumbled to himself. From the corner of his eye Charles saw three hounds jump out to attack the other side of the circle. He turned and sprinted through the middle of the circle to intercept them. Their mouths were salivating with frothing saliva as they charged the group in a flurry of wolf-like growls, barks, and yelps. Charles planted his feet for a moment in the middle of the circle, raising his rifle to his cheek and fired a shot. The bullet whizzed just over a man’s shoulder and slipped right between a beast’s curled horns, penetrating its skull right between the eyes. 
 
    The other two hounds seemed to weave around the bullets being fired from everyone else before one had leapt into the air to sink its teeth into the closest victim. Falling to his back, the man managed to raise his shotgun in defense and jutted his weapon between the clamping jaws of the beast just before the gnashing teeth could sink into his flesh. The beast’s fangs shredded at the wood and metal of the man’s shotgun tearing it apart like wet cardboard.  
 
    While sprinting towards the beasts, Charles drew a knife from under his coat. The second beast followed close behind the first attack with his jaws opened, mere inches away from clenching its teeth into the downed man’s neck. Just before reaching the defenseless man, Charles was able to grasp one of its horns that stuck out from its skull and he cranked its neck to the side before its jaws could dig into his flesh. With his other hand, his fingers tightened around the leather grip of his serrated steel blade before swinging his arm downward and sinking the knife into oily black fur that concealed the beast’s neck. The hound let out a yelp before the hunter abruptly silenced its screeches of pain by yanking his knife across its throat. Maroon blood poured into the ground as he unsheathed the metal from its fur and turned towards the man that was on his back with teeth gnashing away just above his face. Between the growls, hot saliva sprayed from its drooling jowls onto the man’s sweating brow. Charles was about to unholster his revolver before a man had pressed the barrel of a shotgun behind the beast’s shoulder and blasted two quick shots into its ribs. He then kicked the hound off the man with the bottom of his boot and it fell limp to the side.  
 
    The moment of relief that Charles had from the man’s spared life was short-lived as he heard a crunch like the sound of snapping bone followed by an agonizing scream. He turned to find a furry black mass hunched over a man that was flailing his limbs in panic, his clenched fists thumping into the beast’s body to no avail. People watched in horror as his screams were muffled from the beast’s jowl that clamped around his face, its jaws nearly engulfing the man’s entire head. Blood pooled around him as razor-sharp fangs sawed into his skull. The beast was shot multiple times by a few of the men around the struggle, but the hound just seemed to shrug off the bullets as it continued to feast. There was an audible crack, and the man’s agonizing screams went silent. The beast’s jaws clamped shut into a mess of blood and bone, crushing his skull like a grape. 
 
    With the beast distracted as it continued to shred into the man’s corpse with its fangs, Charles raised his rifle to his cheek and placed a shot into its head and it limply collapsed into a puddle of blood. With everyone distracted by the now mutilated limp body, another hound leapt into the air at a man frozen in fear. The beast clamped it’s jaws down onto his forearm, tackling him down to the ground. 
 
    The beast was violently twisting and shaking the man around like a rag doll amidst a shower of blood, like water spewing from a broken pipe. With his rifle raised Charles was trying to find a moment to take a shot at the beast, but with the man being limply shaken around he was unable to take the shot without the risk of hitting the man. 
 
    Charles was about to rush towards the beast before he saw Maria sprinting to the man’s aid. As Maria reached at the crazed and flailing hound, she gripped a tuft of fur on the hellhound’s skull between its horns and pressed her palm into its head. The hound then yelped in pain and released the man’s now obliterated arm from its grip. Refusing to let go of the hound’s skull, Maria’s fingers dug into the hound’s eye sockets and smoke began pouring out from in-between her fingers as if her hand was molten hot iron being pressed into its flesh. Maria then released her grip and the hound lifelessly collapsed onto the ground with half the fur on its skull burned away, revealing pink melted flesh and muscle. Maria then kneeled beside the man, his forearm now looking more like a fresh hunk of shredded red meat. The man was in shock and sat in a pool of his own blood as he silently stared at his arm before he turned pale and passed out a few seconds later from the loss of blood.  
 
    Charles scanned around him looking for any more beasts, his eyes flickering from one person to the next as he noticed multiple people shaking in fear. 
 
    “There should be two more!” Edwin shouted from the tower.  
 
    “Everyone steel yourselves, we aren’t out of this yet!” Charles commanded. This jolted mostly everyone out of their trance of fear. As Maria was healing the wound on the man’s arm Charles’ pupils quickly flickered between the corners of his eyes as he tried to locate the final two beasts. What are they waiting for? Why haven’t they attacked with the others? He questioned as he examined his partner’s posture. He glanced through Maria’s glowing hands for a brief second, catching a glimpse of the man’s wound molding back together like clay. Muscle and sinew was reattaching to bone as it formed back between his ulna and radius. She wasn’t taking as much care as she normally would when healing an open wound, she was expelling an excessive amount of energy in an attempt to heal the wound as quickly as possible. He knew the beasts couldn’t have retreated, Maria would have sensed it and she would be much less tense. 
 
    The minister blinked away a droplet of sweat that had just dripped onto his eyelash as he raised the stock of his rifle to his cheek in response to the sound of growls and barks now emerging in the distance. Everyone turned towards the source of the growls which was closely followed by a woman’s scream. In the clearing between a row of houses, a woman rounded around the corner running towards them down the center of a small road. She was frantically clinging to the front of her dress to keep herself from tripping over the hem, revealing a pair of bloody feet. Following close behind her were the final two beasts, barking and nipping at her heels while her bare feet dug into gravel with each frantic step. Charles dropped to a knee, taking aim with his rifle. The two hounds could have easily been upon the woman if they had wanted to. Their cleverness surprised Charles as this was behavior unlike anything he had seen before from hellhounds. They were using the woman’s floaty dress to shield themselves from being shot. 
 
    Charles looked up to Edwin and Jason, “Edwin do you have a shot?” He shouted at them. They both remained silent while looking down the sights of their rifles at the woman and the pair of hellhounds. “If you have a shot take the shot!” Charles shouted as they increasingly got closer. 
 
    “We don’t have an angle, we’ll hit her!” Edwin responded. 
 
    Charles cursed under his breath. He aimed with his rifle but then lowered the muzzle again unsure of what to do, the fleeing woman would likely be hit if he took the shot. Whenever either beast wavered to the side of the woman giving Charles even a glimpse of a possible shot, they quickly stepped back behind the cover of the woman’s frantic legs. 
 
    Tears streamed down the woman’s face, her eyes swollen and reddened as she grew closer. Charles stepped in front of the group in preparation to intercept the hounds, they were forty yards away. The woman’s screams pierced their ears, her limping run growing worse as the wolves continued to nip at her bloodied Achilles. Thirty yards. Maria then came to her partner’s side with her eyes closed, her fingers interlocked and held in front of her lips. Charles glanced at her with his cheek still pressed against the stock of his rifle. Twenty yards. The vicar’s eyes then shot open and she stretched out her arms pointing her palms towards the woman. Ten yards. A beam of intense white light suddenly shot out of the palms of her hands. The blinding light grew into a cone and engulfed the woman and the two beasts behind her. For a few seconds they disappeared, completely shrouded by its brilliance. Everyone shielded their eyes or turned away from the beam as the woman’s screams went silent, and the hounds behind her began yelping in pain. 
 
    The light slowly dissipated, and the woman was on her knees with her palms pressed against her eyes. She let out a screech as if in agonizing pain. Behind her, the two beasts were aimlessly staggering about, heads lolling. One slammed its head into the ground smothering its eyes with dirt, as if to relieve the pain. Charles fired a shot into its side, dropping it to the road, and he then quickly put down the other. It yelped as it collapsed onto the ground, motionless. The woman continued to scream, her palms clasped over her eyes. Maria ran to her, with Charles right behind. 
 
    “I don’t sense any more, that should be the last of them,” Maria said to her partner as she knelt next to the woman. 
 
    “I can’t see! I can’t see!” The woman screamed. “It burns!” 
 
    Maria put an arm on her back and tried to pull her hands away. “I know, I know. Shush shush shush. Try to relax, I can help.” Maria tried to comfort her. 
 
    The woman continued to shake violently. Maria motioned to Charles, who sat next to the woman and grabbed her wrists, slowly pulling her hands from her face. They struggled, but she refused to let go, and shook his grip off. The muscles in her arms tensed and locked her hands in place over her eyes. 
 
    “She’s in shock,” Maria said. 
 
    “I can see that!” Charles snapped. 
 
    Maria placed a hand on the back of the woman’s head, closed her eyes and muttered a prayer. The woman’s groans slowly eased into whimpers, and she then stopped shaking. Her body fell limp. Maria gently placed the back of her head down into her lap. She was completely motionless, as if in a deep coma from inhaling a potent drug. Around her eye sockets, her skin was burned red and bubbled raw as if somebody had poured hot oil into both orbitals. Maria pulled one of her eyes open between her finger and thumb. Her eyes were completely greyed, her iris and pupil were seemingly melted into a grey mess with the white of her eyes. She had been rendered completely blind. 
 
    Maria placed her palms over her eyes. As she began mumbling under her breath her hands starting glowing a warm orange light, a different shade from her usual healing prayers. People began forming a huddle around them, dead silent as they watched Maria perform her prayer on the unconscious woman resting in her lap. After a few minutes, Maria’s orange glowing hands faded away and she lifted them to reveal that the red and bubbled skin had faded back to its original color. She pulled the woman’s eyes open with her thumb. The blind grey orbs had disappeared, and her retina had regained its natural blue. The whites of her eyes were healthy once more. 
 
    “She should be okay now,” Maria said, with the unconscious woman still in her arms, her breathing as steady as a sleeping baby.

  

 
   
    Chapter Twenty 
 
      
 
      
 
    After cleaning up the aftermath of the attack, Maria sat down on the front porch steps of the town hall while massaging her temples. Charles slumped down next to her. The woman that had her eyes healed by Maria was taken back to her home to rest. The casualties had been limited to just two, the man that had his arm torn apart died from losing too much blood after his radial artery was severed. Maria was able to heal more minor wounds from others that were hurt while Charles, with the help of some others, lugged the carcasses of the hellhounds onto a large bonfire. 
 
    Charles found his partner sitting on the steps of the town hall. She was curled over her knees with her head resting in her arms, and he could hear faint sobs. “How is she?” Charles asked, sitting down next to her. 
 
    “Well she’s awake now. One of the men that was killed by the hounds was her husband,” she whispered. She pulled her head up and pressed her thumb and forefinger into her eyes, halting the flow of tears. She tried to shake away the images in her head of the man that had his skull crushed by the hellhound. 
 
    “Jeez..” Charles mumbled. “So unfortunate. One minute you’re being attacked by monsters, and the next minute you wake up to realize your husband is gone.” 
 
    “I’m just happy that she didn’t see how he died.” Maria lifted her head and pulled her hand away from her sore red eyes. She made brief eye contact with Edwin in the tower before he quickly retreated his gaze away from the two hunters. 
 
    “Putting those two boys on top of the schoolhouse likely saved many lives,” Maria said quietly. “Their dedication to protecting their home is admirable.” 
 
    “Why don’t you get some sleep, huh? I’ll stay awake and keep watch.” 
 
    “You sure?” She asked. 
 
    “Yeah I’ll be fine. You used up quite a bit of energy. You need to regain your strength.” 
 
    Maria pulled herself up from the steps and shook her head in dismay. She knew that this was just the beginning of a much larger assault. “The timing of that attack wasn’t without reason. Virginia knows we are restless,” she said. 
 
    “I know. I was thinking the same thing. Quite the interruption to our little reunion,” Charles shook his head. Maria grunted in agreement. 
 
    “That thing that’s watching us, it’s communicating with the witches.” Charles said pointing up at the overcast sky. “It’s watching us when we train, plan, sleep, eat. We’re only human, we can’t keep fighting forever.” 
 
    “I know,” Maria sighed. 
 
    He nudged his partner with his elbow. “Go, get some rest.” 
 
    “Alright then,” the vicar agreed. 
 
    Maria stood up and headed up to her room. Charles sat on the steps for some time before he felt his eyes starting to fail him. With his elbows rested on his knees, his head started to limp to the side. He snapped himself awake a few times before deciding he needed to keep himself busy or else he would doze off. He was hoping his conversation would tempt Maria into making an adjustment to their strategy. Charles couldn’t stomach the thought of simply waiting in the town for the next attack, he felt like he needed to take the fight directly to Virginia, yet he was unsure of how to do it without leaving the town susceptible to another attack. 
 
    Virginia was purposely testing both hunters’ volition. She was using fatigue against them, attacking at a time that would force Charles and Maria to be restless. She’s canny, I’ll give her that. Charles thought to himself.  
 
    Charles went inside to grab some rags to clean his guns and start a kettle of tea, he needed the caffeine to keep his mind sharp. Setting his weapons down on the dining room table, he disassembled his revolver and rubbed down each piece, mucking away the grime that had built up since his arrival in Levittown. After the tea came to a whistle and he poured himself a cup, he began stripping down his rifle for a cleaning as well. His lever-action rifle was much more complex than his revolver, which was a simple machine but reliable, and much more resistant to mechanical issues and jams. The rifle on the other hand required more thorough care and needed a cleansing more often. 
 
    He scrubbed away at the lever that was now detached from the rest of the parts, wiping away gun powder residue and grime with clean oil. The front door opened behind him. Mayor Marten entered the common room, flinging his hat into a corner behind the coat rack. 
 
    “How are the people doing?” Charles asked returning his eyes back to his disassembled rifle. 
 
    The mayor shook his head, “Everyone seems to be calming down a bit. Garret and Earl’s deaths have them in a deep sorrow. Garret’s wife and children watched him get attacked from the window of their home. They’re traumatized but at least he survived long enough to pass with his family by his side. I feel terrible for Myrtle though… you come to and the first thing you realize is your husband is dead? That poor woman, what a terrible death.” 
 
    Charles remained silent for a moment. He was unsure if he should apologize, wracked with the sense of responsibility. But what use were words, compared to actions? 
 
    “Now don’t take this the wrong way, I don’t mean this question to be an insult to the vicar’s abilities, but why was she not able to heal Garrett back to health?” 
 
    “He died due to loss of blood. Trust me if anyone would be able to save him it would be her. Maria is extremely gifted with her healing abilities, yet not even the most powerful vicars are capable of returning lost blood to a body.” 
 
    “I see,” the mayor responded while pushing his glasses up on the bridge of his nose with a finger. 
 
    The two men remained silent for a moment before Charles motioned towards the kettle. “Tea?” 
 
    The mayor lowered himself into a chair across from the minister and poured himself a cup, Charles now sipping at his second. The air was a strong concoction of aromatic tea, oil, and burnt gunpowder. The steaming tea slightly fogged the mayor’s glasses as he held the small cup under his nose and watched Charles polish the various bits of sullied metal. Piece after piece was oiled and polished to a sheen.  
 
    “.45-70 Government,” Charles said motioning to his rifle. “You won’t find a more reliable rifle caliber anywhere in the US.” It gained quite the reputation as the go to round for ministers after it became widely used by the Marines.” 
 
    He then pulled his revolver from his holster and studied it. “This little guy, you’d have to pry from my cold dead hands. We’ve trekked through many quests together and he’s never failed me.” 
 
    The mayor silently nodded, looking at his own pistol that sat on the table before him. Charles examined the mayor’s pistol as well. It was an old firearm, yet he could tell by the lack of general wear and tear on the grip that it was rarely used. 
 
    “That’s an older German model, was that passed down to you?” Charles asked pointing at his pistol. 
 
    “My father’s,” he nodded. “Interesting though, didn’t even know it was German made.” 
 
    “You German?” 
 
    “Half. My father was German. Makes sense though, my father always enjoyed German made things.” 
 
    “So, was that your first time shooting at something trying to kill you?” 
 
    “I can’t even remember the last time I fired anything,” the mayor shrugged and nodded his head. 
 
    “You did well enough,” Charles lied. 
 
    The Mayor chuckled a bit, “I did well? I could hardly keep myself from having a panic attack.” 
 
    “I noticed.” 
 
    “So you... You saw me-” 
 
    “Hiding behind the backs of everyone else?” He quipped. Charles originally was going to try to bolster his ego, yet he always did have a short fuse when it came to cowards. He refused to let the mayor think his actions went unnoticed. “Yes Samuel, pretty much everyone did. I know you may not be a fighter, but as mayor of this town you bear a responsibility to this town to defend it. You signed up for this.” 
 
    “You think I signed up for this!” The mayor spat. “To be attacked by witches and beasts!?” 
 
    “Perhaps not, yet I don’t think you expected it to be easy either. If you think that this is the worst that the perils of the world have to offer, then you are much more naïve than I thought. And trust me mayor this seems to be just the beginning of it, even more diabolical forces seem to be scheming. If you can’t face your own cowardice when you have the support of others around you, soon you’ll be forced to face much worse all alone.” 
 
    The mayor gripped his cup before him and forced the rest of his hot tea down his throat before he strapped his father’s pistol to his belt. “I think I need some air. Nice talking to you Minister Charles,” and the mayor promptly strode back out the front door. With his exit, Charles wondered if it would have been best not to confront him about his cowardice, yet he expected the leader of a town to be able to stand and fight for it. With officer Ridley gone, the mayor is now the only leader of the town that anyone can look up to. He almost hated to admit it, but with Ridley now dead, the town’s morale will almost be completely broken, and he was coming to terms with the failure of the summon. Yet, he knew Maria would never accept it. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Twenty-One 
 
      
 
      
 
    After getting some rest and changing shifts with her partner, Maria walked around town for a bit with her hand resting against the revolver that she had holstered to her thigh. Maria had finally decided to abandon the traditional dress that she wore for something a bit more practical. Her stone-grey pants and leather coat made her look more like a minister than a vicar. The revolver on her leg, and the blade sheathed in her boot were no longer hidden under her dress. She ditched her long-loosened hair and had it pulled up and tied back in a bun with sharpened needles. Brushing the few strands of her golden hair that hung over one of her eyes, she looked up at Jason who held a hand to his brow and squinted to clear his vision of the bright sun. He was scanning the trees in distance. 
 
    “You see anything?” Maria shouted up to him. 
 
    “More movement in the trees,” he said. “Animals that look dog-like, for sure.”  
 
    Maria held back her groan. The earlier attack was looking more and more like a minor jab to test their defenses. 
 
    “Also, I may be mistaken but I think I’ve seen a few figures that look human as well. Do you think it could be witches?” Jason asked. 
 
    “It’s possible, continue keep an eye out and keep me updated,” Maria responded. 
 
    She started walking towards the woods. She was unable to spot anything, but something did seem different about the town that she hadn’t noticed before. The aura from the eye looking down on them had seemingly disappeared. She sat down and clasped her hands together to see if she could sense anything, but there was nothing. However, she could feel a presence still surrounding the town like a wall of fog. Levittown was still being watched just no longer from the large eye that Charles had saw. Jason was right, they were being watched from afar in the woods. 
 
    Maria returned to her room after a few hours to wake Charles. She had wanted to discuss a new tactic of defense with him. She knew that Charles would approve, it was just getting the people’s approval that she worried about. She had called a mandatory meeting for everyone to return to the cherry orchard for what they thought was another defense lesson, this meeting was to include every person in the town including the children. As people began to gather, Maria examined everyone’s morbid faces. Their spirits were low, and nobody could muster to talk any louder than a low grumble. Mayor Marten pushed to the front of the crowd of the couple hundred citizens. Maria sensed his gaze burning into Charles’ face almost with animosity. She turned to her partner glaring at him, knowing that they must have had a conversation that was not pleasant for the mayor.  
 
    Maria jabbed her partner in the ribs with her elbow. “What did you say to him?” She whispered. 
 
    Charles sighed, “nothing gets passed you does it? We’ll talk later.” He responded under his breath. 
 
    The mayor finally broke the low grumbling of everyone gathered. “Well? Clearly this isn’t just a regular meeting of shooting practice. So, what is it? Have you two decided to finally abandon us?” The people broke into worried whispers and children clutched to their parent’s legs. 
 
    “No. We are not abandoning you,” Charles responded. The grumblings of the town quickly quieting back down to silence. “Maria and I actually have devised a plan of defense to protect the town. We just need your support in order for this to work.” Charles motioned to Maria to tell them the plan. 
 
    Maria stepped forward a few steps to address everyone. “Minister Charles and I have come to the conclusion that the previous attack was likely a test. We both believe that Virginia is simply trying to wear us down before launching a much larger attack upon the town. Clearly, with the death of Ridley and the party that chose to leave, we are unfortunately stuck here to defend ourselves. If we leave, I fear we will suffer the same fate as them.” 
 
    “So tell us vicar! How are we supposed to defend ourselves against demons and witches?” A man shouted from within the crowd. 
 
    “It’s only a matter of time before Virginia sends in another attack, so we need to be swift with the preparation. When the next attack does come, we force them to come to us from one direction. We do this by building trenches around the center of the town, funneling them to face us from one area of attack. Within the trenches we fill them with sharpened stakes. To do this though, we are going to need a large amount of wood. I know that the town has a few abandoned houses that we can demolish for wood, yet it won’t be enough. We can’t venture out to the woods surrounding us either, that’s where the enemy currently dwells. So, we need the wood from the only extra source the town has, which is right here.” Maria pointed to the cherry orchard behind them. 
 
    “You expect us to destroy the town’s main source of income?” A woman shouted. 
 
    “The orchard has been with us for generations! Our ancestors sweat and blood went into the cultivation of the orchard, it’s our history!” 
 
    The people broke into arguments, this was causing more division than Maria initially thought. Within seconds the town erupted into an uproar of feuds between their neighbors. She should have suspected the locale that was so adamant about staying with their town to the death wouldn’t just simply accept her proposal to destroy their livelihood. Maria attempted to rally everyone’s attention back in, but the town ignored her corralling and continued to argue. 
 
    A gunshot pierced everyone’s ears before a loud voice boomed over the now silent crowd. “Enough!” Mayor Marten holstered his pistol to his side and walked up to the two hunters before turning to the crowd. “I hate to admit it, but she’s right, like it or not. There may be no Levittown after this. You all heard her, we can’t leave. Unless all of you wish to destroy your homes for the wood, I think this is our best chance of survival. This isn’t about saving the town anymore, this is about saving the lives of our families now. Life or death. I’m choosing to side with Vicar Maria and Minister Charles on this, now with that being said, I hope you choose to follow me as well.” 
 
    The mayor turned to Charles and locked eyes with him for a second before Charles gave him his approval with a short nod. The mayor turned back to the crowd. “Any other objections?” Everyone was silent as their heads turned, looking at each other to see if anyone else had the courage to speak out. “Alright then. Let’s get to work,” the mayor concluded. 
 
    No more words needed to be said, everyone was in a silent agreement and within the hour people were hacking away at the orchard with axes. With the same spades that were being used to bury the dead, trenches were starting to form around the center of town. This project essentially had everyone with capable hands working in some way. If you weren’t chopping wood, you were digging the trenches. If you weren’t digging the trenches, you were whittling stakes into sharpened points. 
 
    While Maria wasn’t physically working, she was overseeing the work being done. It had been awhile since Maria had blessed the ammunition so she had people gather up their munitions again for a re-blessing by the center of town so she could also oversee their progress at the same time. With her knees planted in the grass and her feet tucked under her, she blessed box after box of cartridges. As her hands softly glowed, she could sense Charles hacking away at a cherry tree. Others were working around him as well in the orchard, she could sense the people carrying the wood to the center of town where she was, to the people that were preparing the stakes to be planted in the trenches. 
 
    After a couple hours passed of the entire town creating their medieval-like defense, Maria could sense a large mass beginning to form on the edge of the trees on the outside of the town, close to where the cherry orchard was. She pushed herself to her feet and made her way towards the schoolhouse. So far, they only had a small trench built on the main road entering the center of town, she knew they couldn’t afford a delay yet if there was going to be another attack there wasn’t any time. 
 
    Edwin called down to her, “there’s something happening at the edge of the woods near the orchard!” 
 
    “I know. Can you see what it is?” She asked. 
 
    “It looks like birds. A bunch of crows maybe?” 
 
    Maria addressed everyone working at the center of the town, “I need everyone to immediately stop what you are doing and get indoors right away. Do not head to your home. Seek the closest immediate shelter!” Maria then pointed up to the two brothers in the tower, “that includes you two. Get down from there right away and stay in the schoolhouse.” 
 
    The two brothers nodded and as they retreated down the ladder, Maria began sprinting towards the orchard. As she ran through the town towards Charles, all the people carrying wood that she passed she advised to seek the closest immediate shelter. With the orchard now in view, she could also see the woods around the outskirts of town and noticed an abnormal number of crows forming in the distance. 
 
    The people in the orchard had already stopped working and were forming a group together, it seemed Charles had already ordered everyone to stop and group up. Why hasn’t he told them to seek shelter yet? Maria wondered. As she approached the group, Charles fired a shot from his revolver towards the crows at the edge of the woods to seemingly see if they would react to the sound of a gunshot. The crows remained still except for a few short rustles of their wings as they continued to perch in the trees and stare at them. More wings were joining the murder from within the woods, the crows were slowly growing in numbers and the trees that they perched on slowly faded from green to black. While crows were typically quite vocal with their cawing, this flock was nearly motionless and completely silent. 
 
    Charles was so fixated on the crows that he didn’t even notice Maria until she was right next to him. “I see you’ve found out about our new problem too?” He asked.  
 
    “Clearly. Why haven’t you ordered everyone to head back yet? Everyone needs to seek shelter right away!” She shouted to the group. The group started to disperse to gather some belongings before Maria snapped. “Forget your tools! If you have a weapon grab it now and let’s go!” 
 
    “Vicar Maria is right, we need to leave now! Head towards town and immediately seek shelter. We’ll will take up the rear of the group.” 
 
    As the people quickly grabbed their weapons and started to head towards the town in a brisk jog Charles impatiently drummed his fingers on the grip of his holstered revolver and Maria dug her teeth into her lip. With everyone now on the move with their backs to the crows, Charles and Maria followed close behind in a swift jog. The black mass of wings suddenly lifted off the tree branches and into the air. The flock circled around each other into a cyclone for a moment before a black sea of birds swam towards them like a swarm of bees ready to devour anything in its path.  
 
    “Everyone we need to move, now! Sprint back to the town and get inside!” Charles commanded while he increased his pace. The crows were a few hundred yards away, yet they were rapidly growing closer to the group. The flock was going to be upon them well before they were going to make it to the first building in the town. Charles looked over his shoulder as he sprinted, he knew that the crows would reach them within 20 seconds. Charles could see Maria in the corner of his eye following just behind him as he asked her, “I hope you have some prayers up your sleeve for something like this?” 
 
    Maria already had her hands clasps together and was whispering between her heavy breaths as she ran. “I’m working on it!” She snapped. Before she was able bring her prayer to fruition, her concentration was broken by talons clawing at her scalp. 
 
    Unable to get her prayer off in time due to the birds clawing and pecking at her skin, they now were fleeing through diving crows and a mass of black that circled above them. The swarm of crows began to swallow the entire fleeing group. The flock dived at their faces and dug their talons into their exposed flesh on their necks. They pecked at their heads, drawing blood that trickled down their necks and stained their collars red. A crow clung to Maria’s shoulder and attempted to peck at her eyes a couple times before she gripped it by the neck and wrenched it off her shoulder. The crow flapped its wings in a panic attempting to wrench itself free from her grip, but in a swift motion she gripped the bird with her other hand and wrung its neck. She tossed the limp bird to the ground as she continued to run just behind her partner. The bird she had just killed was quickly replaced by two more now trying to cling onto her shoulder with their scratching talons. 
 
     The group dispersed into smaller fragments as they approached the houses around the outside of the town. Charles and Maria ran behind a family into a house with a few crows still clinging to their coats. Charles ripped a crow off his shoulder and slammed it into the floor, then quickly stomped it under his boot. He then slammed the door shut while Maria flailed at the two crows clinging to her shoulders and pecking into her scalp. Charles ran to her and gripped one by the neck as Maria swatted the other one to the floor. While crushing one crow’s throat with one hand, Charles finished the one on the floor with the heel of his boot. He looked to the mother and father that were standing with their son in the corner of the living room behind a sofa. 
 
    “You three okay?” Charles asked. 
 
    “I believe so,” the father responded. 
 
    Blood slowly stained Maria’s blonde hair and trickled down her neck as she held a glowing hand to the back of her head to mend her wounds. Charles and Maria looked out the window to see a whirlwind of crows flying over the town. Some stragglers were still outside, running towards the closest buildings while trying to flee from the swarm of black feathers, talons, and sharp beaks. After a few minutes, everyone finally made it to a shelter and the crows continued to swirl around the town. 
 
    “Well, now what do we do Maria?” 
 
    Maria shrugged. “Taking care of a murder of crows could be quite a cumbersome task and it will likely take a lot of energy for me to kill all of them. I think we should wait it out for a bit to see if they disperse on their own. It’s very likely these crows are under some form of sorcery and if it’s Virginia doing it I doubt that the spell will last forever.” 
 
    The crows continued to swirl above the town for a while, keeping everyone trapped inside their neighbor’s houses. Unsure if they should wait it out or not, Maria healed the small wounds from the crows’ scratches and pecks on the family that was stuck in the house with them. The crows perched themselves on the roofs above them covering the houses in a sea of black feathers. They started to repeatedly caw, drowning out all sound from outside besides the flapping wings that passed by the windows. Darkness had fallen and just as Maria was beginning to think that she may have to use a prayer to kill or disperse the flock, the caws and ruffling of feathers from outside seemed to slowly dissipate into the night. 
 
    As the crows were retreating back into the woods, the smell of smoke started to flood the town. Maria looked out the window and the entire moonlit sky was fogged over with a haze. She ran out of the door and looked in the distance. 
 
    “Maria what are you doing?” Charles yelled. He ran after her and in the distance, he saw a huge tower of smoke seemingly rising up to the stars on the outskirts of town. As the two hunters ran towards the smoke, they could hear people starting to exit the buildings and follow behind them. As they came to the edge of the town Charles and Maria stopped and could only stare at the inferno that stretched for hundreds of yards. Charles looked to Maria, her hands were clasped over her mouth in horror. The fire was spreading rapidly towards the town burning across the grass as if thousands of gallons of oil was slathered across the field. Maria fell to her knees and clasped her hands in her lap. People began to form behind the two hunters and one man whispered under his breath, “no... no, no, no.” He started to run towards the huge inferno, but Charles held out his arm to stop him and shook his head. The entire orchard of cherry trees was burning in a holocaust that spread for acres. 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter Twenty-Two 
 
      
 
      
 
    Charles stepped behind Maria who had sunk her knees into the dirt with her eyes closed and her hands folded in her lap. In the distance, a figure emerged out of the fire and smoke. It was Virginia. She erupted into a maniacal laugh as she stood in the fire burning below her feet, her clothes blackened, and half burned away from her body. Charles was about to chase after her before Maria spoke out while still kneeling on the ground, “don’t Charles. She’s trying to draw us out.” 
 
    Virginia then slowly disappeared back into the inferno, with her laugh still echoing in the distance. Charles turned to find the entire town standing behind him. Mayor Marten pushed to the front of the crowd. “What are we doing? We need to leave, the entire town is going to burn!” The mayor shouted. Charles held a finger in front of his lips with stern eyes and pointed to Maria. The fire continued to rapidly approach them. People began backing away in fear, and some started to retreat to their homes to gather their belongings before they were caught in the blaze. 
 
    Before everyone realized how rapidly the fire was moving, it was suddenly just mere feet away from them. The fire then came to a sudden halt right before Maria’s bowed head as if it had run into an invisible wall. The warmth of the fire licked away at their faces, yet the fire itself didn’t move an inch. Everyone’s staring eyes reflected the bright yellow glow from the wall of flames that roared before them. 
 
    After seemingly waiting for hours, the fire finally started to suffocate itself, burning away all of its fuel. Maria had boxed the fire into a shield enchantment, so it was unable to continue spreading in any direction. Sweat was dripping from her brow as the fire seared just inches away from her and kissed her face with intense heat. The fire that was once spreading across acres of land, burning away at the grass was slowly dying out as if Maria was covering the flames with an invisible metal lid over a burning campfire. As the vicar continued to silently pray, she was eventually able to push the flames back and contain them to the cherry orchard. The flames had more fuel from the leaves, branches, and thick trunks of the cherry trees so it took much longer for her to extinguish the flames, yet eventually the flames had dissipated into dead charred trees. After the fire had been completely extinguished, Maria let out a loud exhale and stood up on wobbly knees. Her face looked ghastly and ice cold, completely drained of color. 
 
    “You okay? That must have taken an enormous amount of energy,” Charles asked her. 
 
    “I’m fine,” Maria said as she stepped out onto the charred ground. It seemed to go on for miles, all of the grass had been desecrated into sea of grey ash and glowing embers. The few cherry trees in the orchard that did remain standing were now a blackened husk. Smoke continued to whisk into the air from the desecrated plains as a slight breeze pulled ash into the densely polluted air. People began to walk through the scorched orchard, and with every step a tuft of ash kicked up from under their feet.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Twenty-Three 
 
      
 
      
 
    Charles abruptly hacked into his sleeve with a barrage of coughs that deeply scratched at his throat as if he was coughing up rusted nails. He wiped away the mess of blood stained soot and mucus with his wrist that stained his sleeve. Half of the town had developed a terrible cough from breathing in the smoke and ash from the blaze that stripped them from the only spare wood they had to help them create a defense in the town. Maria suspected the sorcery used to start to fire was likely some form of dark witchcraft with the intention of releasing toxins to damage the lungs of anyone that breathed in the smoke. The town was restless, and their plan of building a trench entrapped with stakes was quickly foiled in one night. 
 
    With the little hope that the town had, every able-bodied person had broken into sentries littered throughout the town to keep a lookout for any future attacks. Husbands patrolled hand in hand with their wives, mothers who had hardly seen any conflict in their life were now teaching their daughters how to shoot a rifle, fathers were scanning the forest with their sons that had never taken a razor to their face in a washroom. The children and elderly that were too weak to assist gathered in the schoolhouse with Mrs. Trelavan and a group of mothers that stayed with their children. Charles couldn’t believe that a summon that seemed so simple when he accepted it had turned into a war between an entire town and demons being summoned by witches. This turned into the largest conflict he had ever seen and for the first time in his life, he wasn’t sure if he was going to make it out of this situation alive. 
 
    Had this been a few months prior, the minister would have deemed this summon a lost cause and accepted his failure long before it had gotten to this point. He would have told everyone to flee the town and returned to The Ministry accepting the scrutiny of the council. Yet, every time the thought of returning to The Ministry came to him, the idea of abandoning Maria kept him anchored here as he knew she would rather die than return to The Ministry in failure. His partner had changed him, he was a man that cared for very little other than completing his job just to keep a roof over his head. Yet now, he was fighting for her, she reminded him of his time as a minister as he once was years ago. For the first time in what seemed like an eternity, he now had a purpose, her purpose.  
 
    Charles nodded to Edwin and Jason as they placed their rifles on the edge of the bell tower. The sun had just fallen below the horizon and the town slowly crept into darkness as the moon grew brighter. The town however, was the brightest it had been during the night ever since Charles and Maria arrived in Levittown, which seemed like ages ago to Charles. He remembered looking up at the bright full moon the first night he shared the room with Maria, and the bright face of the moon had now come around to show itself again. Everyone was awake, groups of the townsfolk sat on the porches of homes and the sound of hacking lungs echoed through the night between the silence. It didn’t take a vicar to realize that something much more terrible than the recent attacks was going to happen soon. An aura pierced into the pits of everyone’s stomach that created a sense of sickening dread.  
 
    With the woods surrounding all sides of the town, this was their enemies largest advantage. The densely packed trees casted a shadow that gave them to ability to stay hidden from the naked eye during both day and night. However, Maria could sense multiple entities hiding deep in the woods. She sat on her knees with her eyes closed and Charles stood next to her leaning his back against a house scanning the trees like a hawk. 
 
    “There’s something big hiding out there. Something very big,” Maria said. 
 
    “Can you tell what it is?” Charles asked. 
 
    “It’s not human that’s for sure.” 
 
    After a few hours of scanning the woods, sounds began emerging from the trees. Demonic yelps, barks, and deep long howls started to erupt from the shadows behind the dense trunks of trees. Many other unrecognizable guttural and clicking sounds joined the barks and howls. The air was still but the entire forest around them was rustling as if something hiding up in the trees was shaking the branches. The noises came from all directions around them, as if the town was completely surrounded by an army of chanting hellhounds. Maria opened her eyes and stood up from her kneel. She met eyes with Charles, “they’re coming,” she whispered. Charles nodded at his partner, drew his revolver and clicked the hammer back with his thumb. 
 
    Pairs of red glowing orbs started to appear in the trees and the bell above the schoolhouse starting ringing, alarming the entire town. Then the hellhounds slowly stepped into the clearing, revealing their red burning eyes that shined in the night. “We need to retreat to the center of town as planned. There’s too many of them, it would be impossible to hold them on the outskirts of town,” Charles said. 
 
    “Thankfully, it seems like everyone also has the same idea. I can sense all the sentries retreating to the center,” Maria responded in relief. 
 
    The two hunters began to run back into the town to see what looked like every citizen of Levittown forming groups outside the town hall and the schoolhouse. People were climbing up on top of the roofs of their houses with rifles to obtain the high ground like they had planned if a large-scale attack were to happen. Ms. Nilest was pacing around in circles outside the schoolhouse with both her hands pressed against her enlarged belly as if she was in pain. Mrs. Trelavan had a hand placed on her shoulder and was urging her to retreat inside. Between the apparent surges of pain from the contractions, she screamed at her. “I know! I know! I just needed some air for a moment!” 
 
    With Charles following close behind her, Maria rushed toward the schoolhouse and met with Mrs. Trelavan. 
 
    “Latch the door behind you, and do not let anyone inside regardless of who it is,” Maria said. 
 
    “I know,” Mrs. Trelavan nodded. 
 
    “How is she doing?” Maria asked, nodding to Ms. Nilest. The mother was sitting in a small chair at a student’s desk breathing heavily with both of her palms pressing into her belly. The children were all huddling in a corner of the schoolhouse with some of their mothers.  
 
    “She’s having a growing number of contractions.” 
 
    “Please don’t tell me she’s going into labor. Not right now.” 
 
    “I’m not sure. But she isn’t doing well.” 
 
    Maria cursed under her breath, “do try to keep me updated, and latch that door shut. Use whatever you can as a barricade.” Maria shut Mrs. Trelavan with the mothers and their children inside the schoolhouse. After latching the door shut, Maria could hear furniture scraping against the floor as it was being pushed to the door to create a barricade. 
 
    The bell from the tower above the schoolhouse started ringing again, as Edwin slammed the mallet against the bronze. Hundreds of hellhounds with glowing pairs of red orbs for eyes slowly started pressing towards the town in a light trot. After some yelps and barks, a few of them released howls and then they immediately broke into a sprint. Edwin and Jason started to fire off shots towards the hounds. Almost the entire town had amassed together to form a militia in the center of town. Multiple doors from their homes opened and then closed, and fathers locked their families inside to fight from the windows and roofs. Hundreds of people encircled into a mass in an attempt to defend against the attack. Men, women, even some boys and girls that seemed to have barely reached their teenage years had amassed behind Charles and Maria with their various firearms loaded and ready. Every able-bodied citizen had come to meet the demons in battle. 
 
    Charles barked orders at the militia to create a formation of defense, forming everyone into a large ring. He had the eldest at the front of the lines, and those that were barely reaching adulthood towards the middle of the ring. As the frontline formed their first ring of defense they began to kneel down to allow the second line of defense behind them to fire over their shoulders. This form of defense provided the best chance to keep the demons from breaking into the middle of the formation, which if happened, would inevitably cause the battle to erupt into a chaotic skirmish. If somebody were to get killed or injured, the interior ring would push up replacing those on the outside. In theory, this formation was a fairly simple defense for a well-trained army, yet Charles had only a couple weeks’ worth of lessons where he discussed this form of defense with the town in preparation. 
 
    As Charles knelt down into the outermost line, he turned and nodded to the men on either side of him. The man to Charles’ left turned to a boy no older than 13 and grasped his shoulder. “Just stay behind me son, and we’ll be fine,” the father said to his son sternly. 
 
    The hellhounds were now in a dead sprint, yipping and howling as if in a rhythmic war chant. Maria quickly closed her eyes and clasped her hands together trying to sense where the brunt of the attack was coming from. “They’re evenly attacking in a circle around the entire town. Also, there seems to be many more creatures that are quite large still hiding in the woods. This attack could only be the first wave of many more to come.” 
 
    “Alright everyone, this is it,” Charles said. “We are fighting for our lives here, your family’s lives. If you have a rifle, take aim now.” 
 
    The hounds were a little over 100 yards away now as they started to emerge from behind houses in the distance. Some of the people that were perched on top of their houses joined in with Edwin and Jason firing into the darkness at the glowing red eyes. 
 
    Charles raised his rifle to his cheek and stabilized his aim by pressing his elbow into his knee. The men beside him followed his lead and took aim with their rifles as well. Glowing eyes quickly darted across alleys and small openings between houses as they inched closer to the center of the town. With the moonlight slightly illuminating the dark bodies, Charles brought a pair of demon red eyes into his sights and released his first shot. The hellhound tumbled to the ground and the glowing red retinas lifelessly faded into the darkness.  
 
    The men behind him quickly followed suit with their shots and a few more eyes disappeared into the dusk. The shots weren’t enough to deter the hounds from moving ever closer and whenever a beast was seemingly killed, another pair of moonlit eyes from the shadows quickly replaced the dead hound. Charles and many others had fired off a few more rounds of shots before the beasts had gotten close enough for everyone else to join in with the barrage of firing. 
 
    “Shotguns and pistols ready!” Charles shouted as he let off one more shot into another hound just before the beasts were upon the militia. Just as a hound hunched his shoulders to leap at its prey, Charles shot it in the neck and its carcass limply fell into the dirt. One hellhound had launched itself at Maria, she dodged it to the left with a spin and then quickly gripped the hound’s horn and yanked it back, forcing the beast’s neck to crack abruptly from the sharp twist in its vertebrae. As the hound yelped in pain, her free hand suddenly lit up into a bright white orb and she slammed her palm into the beast’s eyes. The demon tried to wrench itself free from Maria’s grip before suddenly it went limp and fell to the ground seconds later. Steam emerged from the beast’s eye sockets as if his brain had been boiled from the inside of its skull. Suddenly, she sensed the leap of another hound from behind her and managed to quickly roll away from the jaws trying to clamp down on her calf. Charles quickly drew his revolver with his free hand and fired over his shoulder at the hound attacking his partner. His shot connected with the hound in the side of the head just under its curled horn. 
 
    The horns on the demons shielded their head, forcing the shooter to be extremely precise with their shots, or extremely lucky. Thankfully, Charles could see that everyone was aiming for broadside and chest shots just as they had trained. Due to combat experience that both Charles and his partner had, his immediate surroundings seemed fairly tame compared how the fighting was going at other parts of the circle. As Charles scanned the ensuing battle, the first line of people had already been broken and many hellhounds had already run right into the center of their defense. This caused the entire mass of people to erupt in chaos as fathers in the outer ring retreated towards the center of the ring to save their children and wives fighting in the center. 
 
    Charles turned to see a group of a few young teenagers screaming and covered in blood as they repeatedly stabbed a wounded and hobbling hound with knives. The hound was yelping and spun around in circles trying to snap at them before it was finally finished off with a stab into the side of its neck. One man had a beast latched onto his forearm as he was stabbing it through the ribs with a broken bayonet, while the man beside him just had his esophagus gored and torn out from under his chin by one of the hound’s jagged horns. 
 
    The sound of a hound’s frantic breathing and sharp claws digging into the dirt snapped Charles’ back to the immediate danger around him. The hunter turned to his left to see the beast sprinting at him before it leapt into the air with its baring and blood-stained teeth. Charles rolled to the side and put a shot into its chest just before it turned to take a bite at him. 
 
    Maria put a bullet into the back of the head of a beast that was on top of a man that was just short of sinking its fangs into his neck. Amidst the chaos of the battle, Maria resorted to using her revolver because it difficult for her to use any of her abilities other than simple prayers. She popped open her cylinder and began reloading bullets into her empty revolver. As she cycled the bullets into the cylinder, another beast sprinted at her. She raised her arm and a quick beam of light poured out of her palm, hitting the hound in the eyes. The beast yelped and recoiled backward violently, Maria finished reloading then put a bullet into its neck. Charles had just finished off another hound, and the pair of hunters took a look around them into the chaos. 
 
    The formation that Charles had the militia form into had already broken as people panicked and frantically searched for their loved ones. The beasts were now steadily trickling into the center mass of the militia. Everyone fighting had fragmented into smaller huddles of groups, some husbands and wives were even standing back to back and firing upon anything that approached them. Despite the battle causing a huge amount of disarray, to see that people were forming encircled groups and breaking up in pairs proved that the lessons that Charles and Maria held with the town were making a significant difference in their ability to fight effectively. Even though the initial formation was broken, their main objective of defending the elderly and children in the schoolhouse did seem to be working, temporarily. None of the beasts were attempting to enter any of the buildings and the people that were shooting atop the roofs and from the windows inside seemed to remain unharmed for the time being. 
 
    Just as Charles put a bullet into the skull of a beast that his partner had blinded with a beam from her palm, he noticed two men a short distance away that had somehow gotten separated from the bulk of the militia. The two of them seemed to be father and son as they shared the same scowl on their face and a similarly pointed jaw. The father and son had their backs pressed together to keep their blindside guarded, however, they were trapped. The two were completely surrounded by a circle of seven beasts. The hellhounds were trying to figure out the best way to approach with their attack as they paced around them with growls and their chests hovering low to the ground. Charles took aim with his rifle and put a bullet into the neck of one of the surrounding hounds, while Maria dropped to a knee and took out another with her revolver. The hounds got anxious after seeing two of their pack suddenly drop and leapt at the men at the same time. They had enough time to get off shots killing all of them except one. The beast sunk its teeth into the bicep of the father, tackling him down to the ground. His son racked his shotgun to load another shell, pressed the muzzle into the beast’s ribs, and blasted a crater into its body. 
 
    Pure chaos surrounded Charles and Maria; beasts barking, screams of pain, and constant blasts from gunfire lit up the town with flashes of light. More of the beasts were now breaking into the inner rings of their formation, while some villagers in the outer ring were lying motionless in the blood-soaked ground with their throats ripped out, or their flesh torn apart. An attack from a small group of hellhounds was hard enough to manage, but over a hundred beasts were nearly impossible to defend no matter how large of a force there was to combat the onslaught. Charles and Maria approached the wounded father and his son, the father had already ripped off his sleeve and started wrapping it around his wound. There seemed to be a brief moment for them to catch a breather with no immediate hellhounds around them. 
 
    “Are you alright?” Maria asked, kneeling down beside him. 
 
    “I can still fight,” the father responded. “How about you son? You holding up alright?” He asked looking at his boy. 
 
    Charles knelt down beside her and nodded at the man and his son that wore a thin patchy beard. “These hellhounds may seem unorganized, but this is a calculated attack. I think they’re purposefully creating as much chaos as possible.” Charles said, while abruptly taking aim and shooting a hound in the distance with his rifle. 
 
    “I agree. Thankfully everyone already is broken into smaller groups. We need to remain in groups otherwise we will rapidly get picked off one at a time.” Maria looked to the injured father and son, “can you two try to watch our back?” Maria asked. They both nodded and stood up.  
 
    Maria looked at the tower above the schoolhouse, the two brothers, Edwin and Jason were firing shots down into the fray. A large mass of people and hellhounds were fighting in a circle of smoke, gunfire, screams, growling, and barking outside the schoolhouse. “The baby,” she whispered to herself. Maria pointed to the bell tower, “We should get to the schoolhouse. It looks like a larger mass of people formed there to fend off a larger attack. Virginia could be after the children.” 
 
    “Going through the center of the fray would probably take longer, we should circle around the outside of the center of town between the houses,” Charles said. 
 
    “I agree,” she nodded. 
 
    Charles and Maria started to circle around the outside of the battle with the father and son behind them. Around edge of the fray it was much less chaotic, and the hellhounds were a bit scarcer in numbers, but they killed off a few hellhounds on the way. Most of them were traveling in pairs that tried to pick off anyone retreating from the battle. It seemed that the beasts were forcing the battle to stay enclosed in the middle of the town. Whenever there was one hellhound, there was another always hiding very close by. As they continued to push around the edge of the battle, a pair of hellhounds were clawing and ramming their horns into the front door of a house. A woman on the inside could be heard crying and screaming in fear. It seemed she was barely holding the beasts back as the door began to shudder open. The father and son with them aimed their shotguns to fire, but Charles raised his hand to stop them. 
 
    “If you miss your slugs will tear right through that door and kill whoever is behind it.” Charles ran towards the house and then raised his rifle to his cheek. He screeched a whistle through his teeth to gain the beasts’ attention and they stopped clawing at the door and turned toward him. He then fired a shot into one, cycled another round by yanking his lever and quickly dropped the other one with a follow up shot. The door slowly creaked open and a woman peeked out. 
 
    “Are you alright?” Charles asked as he approached the door. The woman nodded, clearly shaking in fear and a flood of adrenaline. “Do you have a firearm?” 
 
    “Yes.” The woman held up a pistol from behind her back. Inside the house, two young girls peeked their heads out from behind a couch. 
 
    “Take shelter upstairs in one of the bedrooms with your children and shut the door,” Charles advised. “Barricade the doors with something as well.” 
 
    The woman nodded before pushing the door shut and they continued towards the schoolhouse. They passed groups of bodies that met terrible deaths, some with their entire corpses ripped apart by teeth or with their stomachs gored through by a horn. Finally, after passing through a mob of the dead, they reached the schoolhouse where the brunt of the battle seemed to be taking place. Edwin and Jason were both still firing their rifles down into the battle. Many of the houses around the schoolhouse still had people atop of the roofs firing down into the fray as well. 
 
    After a few minutes of fighting with Charles and Maria joining the fray, the gunfire finally began to slow. The majority of people that amassed around the schoolhouse seemed to be in a moment of relative peace. People were tending their wounds, reloading their weapons, and regrouping with their families. After pressing through the mob, Charles yelled up to the brothers in the tower. “Edwin! Where is most of the commotion?” 
 
    “To the north we have another large group of hellhounds coming, and to the west from where you guys came, a large mass of some sort is slowly approaching from the outskirts of town.” 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “Too dark, I can’t tell. It seems huge though.” 
 
    “Great,” Charles groaned under his breath. 
 
    “The majority of the battle seems to have formed in two different places,” Edwin continued. “One group is here outside the schoolhouse, and the other is on the opposite side of the square outside the town hall. The new reinforcements of hellhounds will reach us in a few minutes so get ready!” he yelled. “I’ll keep an eye on whatever that large thing is too.” 
 
    Unlike the large mass of people outside of town hall, the fight around the schoolhouse was fragmented into smaller groups of people. People were guarding houses on their porches to stop the hounds from reaching their families inside, and a larger group had formed in front of the schoolhouse entrance to defend the women and children. This was the quiet before the storm, as most of the hellhounds had been killed or retreated into the cover of the buildings. Maria put a hand on Charles’ shoulder. “I’ve been keeping watch on that large thing approaching from the west for a while now, but there’s something else still in the woods that’s hiding as well.” 
 
    Maria shouted up to the two brothers, “Edwin you focus on those hellhounds approaching and take out as many as you can with your brother. I’m watching the thing to the west.” 
 
    “Yes ma’am!” Edwin responded after firing a shot in the distance. He racked the bolt on his rifle and took aim again. 
 
    “Alright everyone, ready your weapons and prepare for an attack from the north!” Charles commanded. 
 
    Maria approached a window on the schoolhouse which was boarded shut. She shouted through the small opening in the window. “Mrs. Trelavan, can you hear me?” 
 
    A young woman approached the window, “Maria is that you?” 
 
    “Yes, where is Mrs. Trelavan?” 
 
    “She’s uhh.. She’s a little busy.” 
 
    A scream as if in agonizing pain erupted from within the schoolhouse. Footsteps rapidly shuffled to the window and Maria heard Mrs. Trelavan’s voice in a low murmur from the other side of the window. “Go fetch her some new rags,” Mrs. Trelavan said to the woman before she addressed the vicar on the outside. “How are you holding up out there Maria?” 
 
    “Things have quieted down for a moment. Don’t worry about us, how’s she doing?” Maria asked. 
 
    “She’s gone into labor, but we have it all under control. She’s surrounded by many mothers that have been down this road many times before.” 
 
    “Let me in, I can help ease her pain,” Maria insisted. 
 
    “No. They need you out there more so than we need you in here.” 
 
    “Just for a moment. Charles is more than capable of handling-” 
 
    “No! Trust me, we have this under control, she’s in good hands and this isn’t her first time giving birth. She will be fine.” 
 
    “Alright, but if you need anything have one of the two brothers up top get my attention,” Maria conceded before returning to Charles. 
 
    After a minute or so of everyone composing themselves and Maria tending the wound of a young boy, Edwin shouted down to the crowd of people warning them that the hellhounds were almost upon them once again. The people readied themselves, hoisting their weapons up. The patter of paws from a horde of hounds grew louder and then their red orbs of eyes started to appear from between the buildings. 
 
    Charles took aim and yelled, “Fire at will!” then he fired a shot right in the center of a pair of red eyes. The militia responded with a volley of shots dropping some of the beasts while others were wounded and yelping in pain. Then the beasts infiltrated into the crowd, some leaping into the first line of people, others dashing past into the center of the circle. Some immediately had their necks clamped down on and were killed, others had their ankles crushed into the jaws of the beasts and were then dragged away into the shadows behind the buildings. People screamed in pain as their limbs and bodies were torn apart by teeth, claws, and impaled by the horns of the beasts. 
 
    Maria had her back pressed to Charles’ as she fired her revolver in one hand, and with her other hand she was blinding the hellhounds with beams of light. On the porch of a house in the distance, Maria saw the boy and father they were with earlier. They were fending off a pair of hounds. While reloading his shotgun, the father had a hound snap his jaws around his ankle and drag him off the porch. The son chased after his father, but it was too late. His father had his neck clamped into the jaws of the other beast. The son killed one beast with a blast from his shotgun before the other charged him and rammed one of his horns into the boy’s stomach. 
 
    “Charles!” Maria screamed to get her partner’s attention before she rushed towards the boy. The hound pushed forward, inching his horn deeper into the boy’s belly with a growl, forcing him to reel backwards before his heel clipped the steps of the porch and he tripped backwards. The boy’s head slammed against the steps of the porch behind him, knocking him unconscious. The hound pulled his horn from the boy’s belly and just as the beast was about tear into the boy’s neck, a bullet from Charles’ rifle whizzed by Maria ear and pierced through the hound’s neck. When Maria reached the boy, she dragged him up onto the porch. She immediately knelt beside his limp body and held her hands over the well of blood that was pooling in his belly. As Charles ran up the steps Maria barked at him, “guard me!” 
 
    “Are you sure you can-” 
 
    “Just guard me!” She snapped. 
 
    Maria closed her eyes and her hands flooded with warmth as they began glowing over the boy’s wound. She could hear Charles releasing shot after shot from his rifle at the beasts approaching them as she mended the wound together. After a few minutes of silently healing his wound his eyes suddenly shot open and he pulled in a deep breath of air and started coughing up blood as if he was resuscitated from nearly drowning. 
 
    “Dad! Where’s my father?” He asked as he wiped the blood from his lip. 
 
    “Be still. You’re in no condition to move,” Maria responded. Ignoring her, the boy attempted to push himself up, but Maria quickly placed her palm on his forehead and muttered a quick prayer. The boy’s eyes rolled to the back of his skull and he limply fell back into Maria’s hand as she rested his head down onto the floor. The boy seemingly fell into a deep sleep. 
 
    Maria turned to Charles who was looking at her out of the corner of his eye. “Well?” He asked. 
 
    “He’ll live. Can you carry him?” 
 
    “Carry him where exactly? Through this madness?” Charles retorted as he gestured to the battle. 
 
    Maria pointed to a pointed to a pair of eyes peaking at them from behind a curtain in the window beside them. “There’s a family in this house.” 
 
    Charles hoisted the boy up onto his shoulder and knocked on the front door with his free arm before entering. As Charles carried the boy into the house, Maria limped behind him before sinking into a couch in the living room. She examined her arms and legs for any wounds that she may have disregarded as Charles placed the boy upstairs with the family. 
 
    *** 
 
    Charles gave his partner a moment to tend to her wounds as he guarded the door outside. With his rifle across his lap, Charles sat on the porch of the house resting his back to the front door. Unable to abandon his partner, he could only observe the fighting. The hellhounds managed to push into two main points of contention, the town hall and across from it on the opposite side of the town square was the schoolhouse. Thankfully the onslaught of hellhounds around the schoolhouse and the surrounding homes seemed to fall into a lull. In the distance around the town hall the fighting seemed a bit more active. Charles had a strong urge rush to their aid, yet he refused to leave Maria alone. The town hall was a bit too far away to know for certain, but Charles believed he was able to spot Mayor Marten still alive. The mayor had his back to the front steps of the town hall and a handful of Levittown sheriffs surrounded him. The policemen were firing upon any hound that got close to them. Their clothes were ragged and bloodied, and even from a distance Charles could see that the people were growing fatigued and weary from injury. 
 
     Suddenly from behind the schoolhouse, a man let out a wretched scream that quickly fell silent as if he was killed mid-scream. Charles stood up and saw the two brothers in the bell tower suddenly firing at something behind the schoolhouse that he was unable to see. Edwin slammed the butt of his rifle into the bell and shouted at everyone to retreat. The eldest brother quickly turned towards Charles and shouted to him, “Charles help! This thing, Its- its huge!” 
 
    Before Charles could even call to Maria she came running out the front door. Charles scanned up and down her tattered and bloody clothes, “you sure that you-” 
 
    “I’m fine let’s go,” Maria stated shortly and immediately sprinted towards the schoolhouse before any doubt could form in Charles’ head. 
 
    They sprinted towards the barrage of gunshots and screams hidden on the other side of the schoolhouse. Was this the thing that Maria sensed from before? Charles glanced at the two brothers firing their rifles at the same target before they finally reached the schoolhouse and circled around the corner to the back of the building. They passed multiple groups of people running away from the unknown threat as the two hunters ran towards the commotion, everyone had the same fear-stricken face. 
 
    Charles and Maria turned the corner of the back end of the schoolhouse and they both abruptly froze. A group of thick black spear-like limbs that were the length of a multiple story building pierced deep into the ground. The spears quickly flittered around and stabbed into the ground as they chased a man fleeing for his life before one of them skewered him through his spine and out the center of his chest. Blood spilled from the man’s lips as his body fell limp. Charles felt like his eyes followed the black spears upward until he was forced to crane his neck back to even see what body they were attached to. A shiny black abdomen that was joined with an enlarged bulb and a red bowtie marking on its underside. Staring back at him were eight glossy black orbs for eyes, large enough to even see his own reflection in them. Underneath the array of eyes were a pair of fangs that were nearly the size of sickles. 
 
    “That’s one big bug,” Charles muttered. 
 
    The size of an African elephant would pale in comparison to the size of the spider that stood before them. With a flick of its leg it shook off the impaled man from its appendage, flinging him to the ground. A man that was hiding behind a tree let out a scream as he ran out from behind the trunk and started blasting his shotgun into the arachnid’s legs. The spider turned to him and reeled its fangs upwards revealing a slimy mass of mucus that formed in its mouth. It then spit a green glob of acid that stuck to the man’s face like glue. He dropped his weapon screaming while frantically clawing at his face to wipe away the acid. A heavy green mist steamed off his face as the mucus burned into skin. The spider then swung one of its legs at the man, launching him into the air and onto his back. It then it promptly pierced one if its limbs through the man’s neck which quickly silenced his screams of agony. 
 
    Charles turned to his partner, “I’m guessing this was that thing you sensed in the woods? I thought you said you were keeping an eye on it?” Charles asked. 
 
    “Well, I got a bit distracted,” Maria retorted. “We’ll take it down together.” 
 
    “Obviously we do this together, taking this thing on alone would be suicide. You keep a distance and try blinding it by targeting the eyes. I’m probably going to have to engage it up close,” Charles said as he slung his rifle around his torso and onto his back. He pulled a knife from his boot and readied his revolver in the other hand. 
 
    Charles yelled up to the brothers, “Edwin and Jason, you two focus on keeping any straggling hellhounds away from us. Maria and I will handle this! Everyone else try and stay clear of this thing!” 
 
    Charles raised his revolver taking aim at the spider’s eyes and began to approach the monster. Maria clasped her hands together and followed close behind her partner. The spider spit acid at the people retreating away from it for a few moments before it noticed the two hunters now approaching. Maria kept behind Charles as he began firing shots from his revolver at the spider’s eyes. The spider turned and winced, dodging the shots and letting the bullets clash off its exoskeleton. Cornered, it let out a hiss and started shooting wads of green acid at Charles. As Maria followed behind him, without opening her eyes or unclasping her hands, the balls of acid swerved around them as if a magnet was repelling them away and into the dirt. With a hellish shriek, the spider charged at Charles. The giant needle-sharp legs pierced into the ground as it approached, the closest limb rising up above Charles. The hunter screamed over his shoulder, “Maria back up!” 
 
    As the spider struck down like a cobra, Charles quickly dodged to the side. He raised his revolver, firing it just inches away from the spider’s leg, but the bullet shattered into fragments off the indestructible exoskeleton. The spider lifted its leg and then struck again. Charles dodged once more, spinning to the side and striking at it with his knife, but the blade bounced off with no effect. Just as the leg was slamming down for another strike, a white beam of light connected with the spider’s many eyes and it reeled back in pain. 
 
    Charles grabbed the leg that had almost impaled him and jammed his blade into the joint before ripping the handle downward. The joint cracked open with a snap and the spider writhed back, hissing at him. The spider curled up its injured leg, refusing to put weight on it as it launched a fresh volley of venom at him again. Charles rolled under the abdomen of the spider while Maria fired another beam of light. The spider staggered back and reached under its body with a pair of its legs to strike at Charles. With one swift motion he had slashed and twisted another leg, crippling the creature further. 
 
    Clear ooze was seeping from the broken joints and half-blinded eyes. The spider started hobbling away to retreat, but Charles knew he had to finish the beast. Within seconds he’d crawled atop the roof of a cottage and run along the thatch. The monster had almost run clear of the building when Charles launched himself upon its back, his knife arcing down, clean and sure. 
 
    The spider riled in pain and attempted shake him off, but Charles drove the serrated steel deep into the crevice behind the head. He then yanked the blade upward like a lever and cracked a large hole into the spider’s exoskeleton. White sappy liquid began oozing out of the hole and Charles had to steer clear of the green acid gurgling from its fangs as it staggered forward. He clamped his legs around the creature’s abdomen to avoid being thrown off. He then spun his rifle over his shoulder by the sling and shoved the barrel into the hole he had just wrenched open. He slammed the trigger down with his finger multiple times in a flurry of cycling the next round with the lever, emptying the entire tube magazine into the mess of thick fluid. Blood and green ooze sprayed out of the hole and onto Charles’ clothes after each blast, until the spider finally—blessedly—collapsed to the ground. Charles jumped off as the legs curled toward the belly and rolled the demon onto its back. The spider legs twitched for a moment and then went still as its joints tightened up. 
 
    The group of people had started cheering and shook their guns up in the air. Around him lay a battlefield of broken beasts and bodies. Charles looked down at himself, covered in a mixture of warm clear blood and slimy fluid. A tiny globule of acid burned the back of his hand that he wiped onto his coat, and he thanked god he’d somehow avoided the stuff as it flew everywhere. He examined his rifle for a moment, realizing his barrage of shots must have penetrated the beast’s venom sack. The acid was steaming off the gun as it burned through the barrel of his gun, nearly rendering it into a melted and mutilated hunk of metal and wood. He tossed the now damaged and useless rifle to the dirt, around him, the walls of buildings continued to bubble. 
 
    “You made quite the mess,” Maria said. 
 
    “Not so different than squishing the ones in my kitchen,” he groaned. 
 
    “Are you okay?” Maria asked. “Do you need healing?” 
 
    “I’m fine,” he waved her off. “But don’t let your guard down yet. The real monster is still out there. Hiding in those woods.” 

  

 
   
    Chapter Twenty-Four 
 
      
 
      
 
    The people had a few moments of silence to collect themselves after Charles had killed the giant spider. Breaking the silence periodically, the occasional scream emerged from within the schoolhouse from Ms. Nilest laboring in pain. Edwin shouted down to them with another warning. “There’s a sea of black creatures approaching fast! The majority of them seem to be heading towards the town hall this time.” 
 
    “Okay everyone prepare yourself for another wave!” Charles shouted. He looked at his partner that was resting in a kneeling position besides him. “Maria, what can you sense? Is there no end in sight to this?” He asked her. 
 
    “I don’t know,” she mumbled. “I can still sense a large number of creatures out there. I have a feeling that the only way to stop this is to kill Virginia. If she is the summoner of these creatures, they may flee after her death.” 
 
    The morale of the people was dwindling fast. Those that survived thus far were hunched over on their knees pulling in deep breaths and others were vomiting into the dirt from dehydration. Some were wrapping rags around their wounds, and others were just beginning to process the death of their friends and family. The amount of ammunition they had was quickly diminishing as well. 
 
    Edwin shouted down to them, “It seems that what’s approaching is a swarm of large spiders. They aren’t hellhounds. Not quite as big as the first spider, but they are definitely some insect looking creatures. The vast majority of them are heading towards the town hall.” 
 
    Charles knelt beside his partner. “I think we should aid the group by the town hall. They don’t seem to be faring well,” he said. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “What do you mean no?” Charles asked. “They’re going to need help; did you just hear Edwin?” 
 
    “I’m not leaving the schoolhouse,” Maria said sternly. 
 
    “Maria don’t let your emotions cloud your-” 
 
    “I am not leaving this schoolhouse!” Maria shouted. Charles clasped his mouth shut and scratched at his beard with his dried bloody hands. 
 
    “Fine, stay here. Although, I’m not sure if us splitting up is a great idea. You do remember what happened last time Maria?” 
 
    “Go if you must, I’ll be fine.” 
 
    Charles sighed and shook his head. Charles could chastise her to not allow her emotions to obstruct her duty to The Ministry, yet here he was with his own emotional turmoil keeping him anchored to her. Regardless, he couldn’t simply allow everyone at the town hall to die if it was within his power to stop it from happening. His conscience clung to the thought of possibly losing everyone that needed his help at the town hall and he reluctantly turned away from his partner and began jogging towards the other group. As he left, he felt Maria’s gaze on the back of his neck, but he refused to turn around and meet it. He didn’t even want to give himself the chance to change his mind. 
 
    *** 
 
    Many people looked to each other in worry at the sight of Charles leaving. Everyone was struggling to imagine a scenario in which they were going to defend against a swarm of giant spiders successfully. They all turned to Maria as if she had the solution to an impossible problem. Maria stared at Charles’ back as he left to regroup with the others, she pulled in a few deep breaths to calm herself. Another scream emerged from the inside of the schoolhouse from Ms. Nilest’s laboring pain. 
 
    Maria stood up from her kneel. “Everyone, I’m going to be honest with you. This could very well be the last few moments we spend together on this wretched planet, I have no idea when these waves of demons are going to end. However, if we just sit here and let them come then that means they are razing this entire town to the ground and taking you with it. Your wives, your husbands, your children, everyone and everything you have grown close to will be gone. Levittown will become a ghost town or overrun by the very demons that you have all grown to despise. The only chance we have to protect your families is to fight. I’m not asking you to fight for me, or for Charles. We have already failed to protect the town and it should have never come to the hell that is before you.” Maria paused for a moment and looked at the fatigued and inured crowd. Their eyes stricken with fear. 
 
    “But now you need fight for yourselves, for your family, fight for the person next to you, fight for their family, and fight for your sons and daughters that you lost to that wretched witch in the first place. I don’t know about you, but if that witch wants my life, she’s going to have to claw through hell to take it and I’ll make damned sure to rip out her own wretched heart with my bare hands before she can take mine.” 
 
    The town was silent and they all stood up and hoisted the guns up in their arms. They nodded and met eyes with each other. Fathers clasped their sons on the shoulder, and the few husbands that were fighting with their wives embraced each other knowing that this was possibly the last time they would have the opportunity to hold each other in their arms. 
 
    A sudden gust of wind with the smell of ash bristled their faces and the sound of somebody applauding in a slow clap was muffled within the brisk sound of the breeze. A sharp woman’s voice that carried with the ashen breeze scratched at their ears. “Oh, such a lovely speech vicar. Maybe I’ll allow a poor damsel to live so that she may retell it to her future children, you could be known as a martyr even.” At first, Maria wasn’t sure if it was just her that could hear Virginia’s voice, yet the look of terror and anger everyone expressed on their faces proved otherwise. She spun her head around trying to sense where her voice may have come from, yet the source was jumbled as if it was coming from multiple directions as the wind shuffled the whisper around. Maria could feel that the next wave was nearly upon them. 
 
    *** 
 
    Edwin and Jason had now begun taking shots into the distance. Edwin shouted down to them with another warning, “Watch the buildings! They’re climbing on top of the-” Edwin’s warning was cut short abruptly. He looked down at a hand that was gripping onto a knife that protruded out of his chest and he felt a quiet manic laughter on the back of his neck. He met his brother’s eyes which flickered from the knife in his chest to Virginia. She was draped in a black lace dress and her hair hung down into a veil over her face. The witch was standing behind Edwin with her chin resting on his shoulder and her arm wrapped around his chest, she had the handle of the knife clasped in her hand that she shoved between his ribs. Edwin stared at his younger brother until Jason’s eyes finally met his own. The heavy taste of iron clung to the back of his throat as he opened his mouth to speak to his sibling, but just before he could muster the strength to mutter any words Virginia hushed into his ear and twisted the knife deeper into his ribcage. 
 
    Jason could feel the anger coursing through his body and his limbs began to shake, he could feel energy steaming off his skin like heat from a blacktop in the summer. Maria was shouting from the ground up to him, but in his rage, he was unable to fully make out what she said. The emotions boiling inside him nearly dulled his senses of everything except his focus on the witch before him. It was like every one of his senses blocked everything out except for her alone. This was a feeling unlike he had ever felt before yet one he wasn’t completely oblivious to, it felt almost like when he went hunting with his brother and he was able to tune into the animal he was stalking. It was like he could almost feel his prey, except this time the focus felt multiplied by nearly tenfold. Everything around him was darkened and every little movement of Virginia’s was highlighted to him. He could feel the witch’s heart beating, her lungs expanding and deflating behind her chest, the slight muscle twitch she had in her cheek as she was curling her mouth into a sneer. 
 
    Somewhat breaking his trance, Jason suddenly noticed Maria sprinting towards the schoolhouse and shouting up at him, “Jason there’s another witch!” Subconsciously, Jason expanded his newfound ability of focus. The radius of his sight was dimmed around him like he was in a fog, yet every living thing within close proximity around him nearly lit up like a beacon to him. Spiders nearly the size of large dogs were sprawling across the rooftops, the walls, and the alleyways between the homes surrounding the schoolhouse. Jason wanted to warn them, yet his shouts would have proved futile and his attention finally snapped to what Maria was seemingly warning him of. Somehow, the second witch appeared in his vision even though he was looking through the floor of the tower below him at an angle that would have been impossible for him to see her. She was scrambling up the side of the tower like an insect with her hands and bare feet sticking to the stone. With her arm outstretched toward the tower, Maria was firing beams of light from her palm at her, yet the witch was moving so erratically like a fleeing cockroach that the laser-like beams whizzed by her and fizzled into the stone as she continued to scale the tower. 
 
     Jason’s focus returned to Virginia as his brother let out a cough of blood that spilled blood down his chin. Edwin’s body began to go limp and Virginia allowed him to drop to the floor like a rag doll with the knife still wrenched between his ribs. Rage filled his head and he charged at Virginia nearly screaming all the air out of his lungs. The woman scaling up the tower now pulled herself over the edge behind Virginia, opening her mouth wide as Jason was inches away from gripping Virginia’s throat. A white sack of silk shot out of her mouth and hit him in the face, the sticky web-like substance clung like glue, sealing his eyes and mouth shut. 
 
    Unable to breath, Jason clawed at the substance over his mouth, ripping open an airway. As he gasped for air through the small hole, he was unable to wipe away the substance on his eyelids that glued them shut. As he struggled to breath he could hear the witch was giggling at him as scratched at his face. Despite his eyelids being glued shut, her sharp laughter suddenly revealed herself to him in the same way he was able to see her climbing up tower. Her presence lit up like a beacon. Her mockery enraged him, and he charged at the witch while still partially blinded, her laughter was cut short and she spit another globule of web at him. This time Jason instinctively ducked under the shot and lowered his shoulder as he charged. He speared his body into her chest and she toppled over the edge of the tower, his ears were promptly rewarded with a thud as her back slammed onto the roof below. 
 
    As the witch gasped for air Jason finally had a moment to wipe away the substance from his eyes. As he scrubbed at his eyelids that were sticking together, the greyish milky substance clung to his sleeve and his vision slowly came back to him. He spun his head around and noticed that Virginia had seemingly disappeared, and he quickly ran to his rifle. He perched his rifle off the side of the tower and took aim at the witch as she was still gasping for air on her back. Aiming at the bridge of her crooked nose, he fired a shot. The witch rolled to the side as the blast erupted from the muzzle and the bullet slammed into the thatch just beside her face. As Jason chambered another round with the bolt the witch leapt off the roof, she swiftly landed into a somersault and sprinted behind the cover of a house. 
 
    A sharp cough snapped Jason’s attention to his older brother with the knife still protruding out of the left side of his torso. He knelt beside him and put a hand under his head lifting his eyes up to meet his. Edwin gasped as he tried to whisper something to his brother, and blood sputtered out of his mouth. Jason shushed his brother to quiet him as tears welled in his eyes. He pulled his sibling’s blood drenched body close to his chest. The younger brother was at a loss for words, he searched for something to say, but grief and fear muffled his ability to speak. His voice itched at his throat to say something to his brother, he wanted to comfort him, but he couldn’t wrench free the knot that swelled behind his tongue. Edwin stared up into his younger brother’s eyes before letting out a whisper. “I know Jason, it’s okay. I’ll say hello to mum and dad for you.” Jason’s vision was blurring from the tears that shook away from his eyes as he twisted his head from side to side. He couldn’t muster the ability to scream, but the voice in his head was shouting repeatedly no, no, no, no, no. Edwin then fell limp in his brother’s arms. 
 
    *** 
 
    More large shadows were emerging on the roofs of the buildings surrounding the mass of people on the ground below. The people that were firing from the rooftops were now being engulfed by the black, shadowy swarms of exoskeletons. Clusters of glowing yellow eyes appeared to leap off the buildings and down into the remaining mass of people below. Maria commanded to the survivors, “defend the school! Protect the children inside!” 
 
    The spiders charged towards the crowd with their legs hunched and their abdomens hovering low to the ground. Their exoskeletons seemed weaker than that of the monster Charles had killed, and many dropped under the barrage of bullets. But their advantage was not strength, it was mass. The swarm of spiders amassed atop the rooftops of the homes, launching wads of green venomous liquid into the groups of people. 
 
    Maria looked in the distance towards her partner and saw a black mass that also covered the roof of town hall. The black shadows at the ground level were forming a scattered circle around the crowd of people, and it was impossible for Maria to see Charles in the crowd. She began targeting the spiders that were attacking from the rooftops of the buildings. “Jason, we need you!” She screamed up to him, commanding him to fire at the rooftops and for a moment she began to think that he may not return. Finally, after a minute of grief, Jason let go of Edwin’s body and placed his rifle on the edge of the tower, his face glossy with tears. 
 
    Maria fired her pistol at anything that had come close to her. The spiders were tall enough that they nearly measured up to her waist in height. A man to her left was then trampled to the ground as the monsters began permeating deeper into the group of people still fighting for the last moments of their lives. Maria sprinted at the spider on top of the man. She jammed her knife downward its head before its fangs could reach the man’s neck. As Maria kicked the spider off the man with the bottom of her boot, it rolled onto its back, its legs curling over its abdomen. As the man stood up and was about to thank Maria, an ivory colored spike resembling an icicle flew through the air and pierced into his forehead killing him instantly. The man limply collapsed into the dirt. The spike protruding from his head was promptly ripped out of his skull and flew through the air as if being pulled by an invisible twine. Maria’s head snapped around to follow the spike as it flew toward the top of a house. 
 
    The crooked-nosed witch was standing on the gable, with eight spikes floating around her body. She flung one towards Maria, but the vicar raised her pistol and shot the spike out of the air which caused it to shatter like glass before it could reach her. Maria then fired a shot in return at her, which was quickly blocked by one of the spikes floating around her as it shattered into small pieces. It took a moment for her to realize this was the same witch that had attacked Jason, and Maria was grateful she wasn’t close enough to receive a sticky globule to the face. Her relief was short-lived. The witch opened her mouth and gagged out two more bile covered spikes that floated back to her side. Just as Maria was about to chase after the woman, a green glob of acid came into her view from the corner of her eye. She reflexively reached with her hand at the glob and deflected the ball of acid out of the air and into the dirt with a quick prayer. A spider on top of a roof had spit a glob of acid at her from a distance. The spider then took a bullet to the center of his head from the bell tower and it keeled over, falling off the roof.  
 
    Jason cycled another bullet with the bolt and fired at the witch. The witch tilted her head to the side with ease and the bullet whizzed right past her ear. Her lip curled from the corner of her mouth as Jason cycled another round, and she launched a spike up at the tower. Jason ducked under the spike, the point of it just skimming over his hair and leaving behind a residue of saliva that coated the spike in his scalp. The spike slammed into the bell behind him, reverberating with a loud resounding gong. The spike fell to the floor and it started to slide across the floor as if it was being pulled back to the witch, but Jason quickly crushed the spike under his boot. The now crushed substance used to mold the spike stuck to the bottom of his boot like a squished insect.  
 
    The witch was already regurgitating another spike from her throat just seconds after the spike was destroyed. A string of yellowed saliva clung to her lips, as the spike slid out of her mouth and hovered beside her head. She pulled her lips into a wide smile revealing her stained yellow teeth to Maria and raised her arms, palms to the sky as if to entice her. A voice that was familiar to Maria hacked out of the witch’s mouth, “remember me Vicar?” The witch then formed a finger gun with her hand and pushed her fingers to her temple. She then pretended to shoot herself in the head and rolled her eyes while letting her tongue fall out from behind her lips. Holding back a hushed giggle in her throat, she then contorted her face back into a smile revealing her stained teeth again. 
 
     Maria quickly glanced at Jason and their eyes met. Jason nodded, confirming to her that he knew she would need his assistance. Maria held up a palm and shot a beam of light out of her hand at the witch. The witch ducked under the beam just in time and returned fire by sending two spikes down at Maria. Maria sprinted at the two spikes and held up her hands in front of her, she waved the spikes away and they deflected past her. Jason fired a shot down at the witch, the bullet was intercepted by a spike that shattered on impact, but she quickly regurgitated a replacement spike that slid off her tongue. Maria aimed her revolver to take a shot at the witch but suddenly her legs snapped together as if being tied by an invisible wire and she fell into the dirt. She quickly pushed herself up to her knees, but her calves were bound together. The two spikes that she deflected away moments before had circled back around her legs and snapped tight to her ankles. 
 
    Maria looked up at the witch, just above her waist she was holding her palms open and her fingers were spread wide. She was twitching her fingers irregularly in an odd motion. These spikes aren’t just floating, they’re connected by a web, Maria thought to herself. She looked down at her legs and could see an extremely thin string coiled around her legs and she pulled at them to try and free herself, yet as she pulled she could feel the thin webs cutting into her palms like a sharp metal wire. The witch ducked under another shot being fired by Jason and she pulled her two middle fingers inwards toward her. Maria abruptly felt a strong tug at her legs and was flung into the air towards the witch. As she was launched into the air, Maria scrambled for the knife in her boot. She managed to grip the handle and in one swift motion she unsheathed the blade and slid the edge between her shins, cutting her legs free. However, the momentum from the pull had already flung her body towards the roof and before Maria could react, she was right in front of the witch who had her fingers clenched into a tight fist. She then swung her fist forward and her knuckles then collided with Maria’s jaw. The punch sent her into a daze as her limp body was sent tumbling across the thatch below her. 
 
    Maria was pushing herself up to her knees and gasping for air as her vision blurred in and out of focus. The taste of iron filled her mouth and she spat out a large glob of blood. A sharp pain erupted in her thigh and she reached down feeling the handle of her knife. She had stabbed herself when she impacted with the roof, the entire length of the blade had sunk deep into her thigh. The blood-stained wood shingles that she was staring at were swirling in and out of focus before she felt a grip behind her head and she was yanked to her feet. As the witch gripped her by her hair and dragged her across the roof, Maria felt her body twist as the witch craned her neck to the side. The witch’s body tightly pressed into her back as her vision came back into focus revealing Jason looking down the sights of his rifle at them from the tower. The witch was using Maria as a body shield against him. 
 
    Maria clawed at the witch’s wrists behind her trying to pull herself free. The witch just pulled her hair back with more force, causing Maria to wince as her neck snapped backwards. As she tried find her footing and stand up, she felt the sharp pain in her thigh erupt again. Reaching at the pain, Maria gripped the handle of the knife and ripped it out with a scream. She aimlessly swung her arm behind her with the knife in hand and the blade sunk into the witch’s leg. The witch dropped Maria from her grasp and screamed in pain, the spikes floating around her fell out of the air and clattered around her dirty bare feet. Maria fell to her knees and barely managed to stretch her arms out to catch herself before her face slammed into the roof. With Maria now out of the way, Jason fired a shot that penetrated into the witch’s shoulder and sent her staggering backwards before her heel clipped a shingle which caused the back of her head to bounce off the wood as she fell. 
 
    An orb of white light emitted from Maria’s open hand and she limped towards the witch. The witch gripped the knife in her leg and ripped it out with a grunt while clenching her yellow stained teeth, she then flung the knife at Maria as she approached. While dodging to the side, Maria reached at the knife and snatched it out of the air by the handle. The witch tried to stable her naked feet under her body as she pushed herself up, but she staggered back down to her knees from the dizzying blow she took to her head and the pain from the wound in her thigh. Maria whipped the knife back at the witch and the blade sunk into her chest between her ribs. She retorted with a scream and violently coughed blood into her hand. Maria knelt down before the witch and examined her face as blood dripped down her lips. Maria gripped the handle of the knife jutting out of the right side of her chest and promptly ripped it out. She let out another cough of blood that spattered down her bosom and seeped into her tattered dress. As the witch coughed, specks of blood and yellow saliva sprayed from between her teeth that stuck to Maria’s face. 
 
    “Now what am I supposed to do with you?” Maria stared into the witch’s eyes. The witch responded by spitting blood into her face. Maria calmly blinked the blood out of her eye and wiped her cheek clean with her wrist. She allowed herself to become so distracted fighting the witch that she had completely tuned out the sounds of the battle around her. The chaos of battle, gunshots and screams suddenly flooded her ears again. The screams of a woman, and a crying baby sounded in the distance snapping her attention away from the wounded woman before her. Jason was also screaming Maria’s name repeatedly trying to get her attention from up in the bell tower. She looked in the distance and saw Ms. Nilest being dragged by her hair behind Virginia. Cradled in Virginia’s other hand, was Ms. Nilest’s crying newborn child. 
 
    Maria stood up to her feet ignoring the pain in her thigh as she glared at the witch stealing the baby and mother away. The vicar was fuming at the sight of that monster and couldn’t believe she allowed her to even lay eyes on the baby. The witch kneeling before Maria was now weakened and hunched over, her neck limply holding her head as her chin touched her chest. She weakly laughed between her abrupt bloody coughs. Blood poured out from behind her lips and down her chin, forming a crimson puddle on the roof between her thighs. “Looks like you-” the witch’s words were stopped short as Maria promptly gripped the witch by her hair and yanked her chin upward exposing her neck. She then swiftly sunk her blade into her throat. The witch’s shaking eyes snapped up and froze as they met with Maria’s. 
 
    “Normally I’m expected to keep witches like you alive, but I’ve made an exception,” Maria hissed as she glared back into the witch’s eyes. She ripped the knife out of her throat and she collapsed onto the roof face first and motionless in a puddle of her own blood. Maria pointed up to Jason and shouted, “You stay here and help. I’m going after her.” Maria jumped off the roof and began limping towards the woods with a glowing hand over the wound in her thigh. Virginia had just disappeared into the shadows of the trees with Ms. Nilest and her newborn child. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Twenty-Five 
 
      
 
      
 
    Moments before the witch fell victim to the blade of Maria’s knife, the group Charles was with slowly diminished to just a few dozen people. “Stay tight together!” Charles tried his best to keep everyone from splintering into smaller groups. After fighting for some time now, two additional swarms of spiders had emerged from behind the town hall pushing everyone into a retreat away from the building. Many people in the back of the mob were being grabbed and dragged into the swarm before they disappeared into a sea of black limbs. Some of the spiders reeled back onto their hind legs and shot strings of webbing out of their abdomen that stuck to the ankles of people attempting to escape and they were pulled backwards into the swarm. The people were blindly firing shots over their shoulders as they attempted to stick with the retreating group as best as they could. 
 
    The mass of spiders soon surrounded the group on all sides forming a ring around them. They were slowly picking off and dragging any person on the outside of the edge of the group into their massive swarm. Charles attempted to defend from the outside of the ring as he barked orders at the crowd, “form up! Stay tight!” An older bearded man beside him suddenly had a pair of fangs sink into his ankle and drag him away. Once the man disappeared behind the black sea of legs and glowing eyes, Charles could hear his screams were silenced as the sound of multiple pairs of fangs began to shred and tear away at his flesh. Mayor Marten had immediately run to the middle of the circle with a pair of cops by his side. He was shaking uncontrollably with an unloaded revolver in his hand. Many people had run out of ammunition and were swinging the butt end of their guns at the spiders, some were lucky enough to have knives or a bayonet fixed to their gun that they could use. 
 
    As Charles continued to reload and fire his revolver at any arachnid that had come close to the circle, he soon realized that he and the remaining survivors were going to be overwhelmed. There were too many of them, and even if it was possible to fight back, they didn’t have nearly enough ammunition to withstand the swarm. He had just loaded his last six bullets into his revolver and clicked the cylinder shut. As he looked up at the sea of black exoskeletons he knew he was going to die. He failed his mission, he failed the town, and he had failed his partner, Maria. The sound of the anguishing screams, and the gunshots faded into a silence as Charles realized there was nothing more that could be done. He lowered the revolver down to his side and he looked to the tower in the distance for Maria. He wanted to catch one last glimpse of his partner before he died, he wanted to know if she was alive, if she was at least still fighting. 
 
    After searching for a moment, he saw a pair of figures on top of the roof of a house by the schoolhouse. It was difficult to see from the distance, but Charles could make out Maria’s golden hair and it seemed like she was injured and kneeling next to another woman that was hunched over, and on her knees next to her. Is that Virginia she is with? He wondered, shocked by the sight of both of them seemingly in pain. He was unsure if it was his partner that was triumphant in her battle or the woman next to her, and a pit of guilt twisted at his stomach. He should have never left his partner. As soon as this swarm had finished overwhelming the group, it would continue on and kill the remaining survivors at the schoolhouse. A spider crept in front of Charles and slowly approached him, it reeled back on its hind legs as if to leap on top of him. Charles looked down at the revolver in his hand, contemplating for a moment to fight back, but he let the grip slip from his fingers and the revolver fell into the dirt at his feet. Just as the spider was about to leap upon him, he looked up to Maria again and muttered a quick prayer for her. Maria was now on her feet and towered over her adversary. She then sunk the blade of her knife into the woman’s neck that was kneeling before her. 
 
    Immediately after Maria’s knife penetrated the witch’s flesh, all of the spiders suddenly screeched violently and reeled back as if in extreme pain. It was as if they were caste into an invisible blazing inferno. The orchestra of screeches pierced the ears of the remaining survivors like an angered banshee as they clasped their palms over ears. The spiders then started retreating away, back behind the town hall towards the woods. Charles scanned the remaining wounded and fatigued survivors around him. They were in shock, they had somehow survived with no explanation. Their clothes were tattered, torn, and burned from venom. Only a couple dozen remained. 
 
    Charles looked in the distance towards Maria again to see her jumping off the roof and limping towards the woods with her hand glowing at her side. Whomever his partner had just killed must have been the summoner of the spiders. With the death of the one who summoned them, the bind that she held on the creatures must have been released, causing their retreat. Charles had already accepted his death and yet Maria managed to save his life. He eyed his revolver before his feet and knelt down to pick it up. He flicked open the cylinder and stared at the chamber for a few seconds before he clicked it back shut. Six shots. Charles knew that Maria wouldn’t abandon the children in the schoolhouse unless there was an explicit reason to, meaning she would likely need his support. The minister then chased after his partner towards the woods. 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter Twenty-Six 
 
      
 
      
 
    As Charles approached the edge of the woods where Maria had disappeared into the dark lining of the trees, the sound of a crying baby emerged in the distance. He followed the sound deeper into the darkness. As the minister trekked into the woods he had come across a few spiders that had fled from the battle. They instantly retreated from his presence. It seemed that the entire swarm had fragmented and spread out throughout the woods. 
 
    They hissed at him and climbed the tall trunks of trees, hiding in the branches as he passed. The spiders showed no intent to attack, but he kept his revolver at the ready. As Charles continued to push through dense brush and branches towards the crying baby, the wails started to grow louder with each step. The infant’s squalls finally lead him to a small clearing where the noise seemed almost close enough to reach out touch. Within the clearing was a single large willow tree in the middle. In front of the large tree, between the hanging branches, Maria seemingly had her hands bound behind her back and somebody hiding behind her. Maria’s own revolver was pressed against her temple and kneeling beside her was Ms. Nilest. A hand gripped Ms. Nilest’s neck and in the mother’s arms, was her newborn wrapped in a damp cloth. 
 
    Glaring teeth emerged from behind Maria’s shoulder into a wide smile and Virginia’s eyes met with his as her face illuminated in the moonlight. “Hello Charles,” Virginia snarled. Charles raised his revolver, pointing it at the pair of eyes that leered back at him. “I would drop that if I were you. Otherwise, princess here is going to take a bullet right to the temple. I don’t think you’d like to see that would you Charles?” 
 
    Charles’ eyes erratically waivered from Maria, to Ms. Nilest and her baby, and then back to Virginia’s glaring eyes.  
 
    “Shoot her right between the eyes, Charles.” Maria looked furious that he paused even if for just a moment. But he couldn’t lose another partner, he refused to let that happen again. Charles lowered his revolver to his side and avoided Maria’s furious gaze.  
 
    “This bitch and her baby are leaving with me!” The witch spat. “She stole my child from me, so now I’m stealing hers. I’m sure my sisters will make good use of the mother. Oh, I simply can’t wait to see what they decide to do with her.” Her voiced cackled into a giddy giggle.  
 
    “Torture? Labor? Perhaps a sacrifice? I’m bubbling with excitement thinking about it! I just hope they decide to allow her to live at least for a little while, so she can witness me raising her child as mine.” 
 
    Ms. Nilest screamed in retaliation trying to wrench free from her grip. Tears streamed down her cheeks from her swollen and reddened eyes. Maria had winked at Charles and she silently mouthed something to him. Unsure of what she had just said, Charles continued to stare at her and she mouthed the words again. Close your eyes. 
 
    “Drop the gun before I blow a hole in her head! If I have to repeat myself one more time I’ll burn the tongue out of this mother’s mouth!” Virginia screamed, pressing the barrel into Maria’s cheek. Maria closed her eyes and suddenly snapped her jaw wide open, Charles turned his head while clasping a hand over his eyes, preparing for the flash that would follow. Seeing Charles shield his eyes, Virginia quickly shoved the barrel of the revolver in Maria’s open mouth nearly causing her to gag. Maria’s plan was instantly snuffed out as she bit down onto the barrel of her own revolver, her tongue trying to wick away the bitter taste of gunpowder that clung to the steel. 
 
    “What you don’t think I haven’t seen you do that one before? Don’t even think about doing that stupid blinding flash trick,” the witch spat into her ear. “Why am I even trying to barter with you? Say goodbye to your beloved damsel minister.” 
 
    Charles saw the split second of opportunity and acted on it. He didn’t even allow himself to think, his body simply moved on instinct. Even though it was mere seconds, Virginia’s attention was now on Maria and she had wrapped her arm around her head to push the gun into her mouth. Her mistake gave the minister an easy enough shot that he could pull off while even blindfolded. Charles had completely focused on the witch’s arm that she had now exposed from behind his partner. In a fraction of a second, while keeping his revolver pinned to his hip, Charles snapped his wrist upward. Aiming from the hip, Charles pulled the trigger knowing exactly where his silver bullet would penetrate. Before Virginia could even react, a bullet whizzed by Maria’s face and pierced right through Virginia’s index finger knuckle that was held against the trigger. Her hand exploded in a mess of blood and bone onto Maria’s face as the now mutilated revolver fell to the dirt.  
 
    The witch exhaled in a roar of pain and a fountain of flames spewed from her mouth up into the air, catching the tree branches above them on fire. The witch redirected the flames towards Maria, but she had quickly dodged away from the stream that singed at the hairs on her neck as she retreated towards her partner. Virginia’s grip tightened around Ms. Nilest’s neck causing the mother to claw at her hand and gasp for air. The witch rolled her tongue out from her teeth and down her chin like a serpent before smoke spewed from her lips. The smokescreen engulfed them, and Charles contemplated firing another shot but did not want to risk one of his last five bullets to hit someone it wasn’t intended for. Footsteps approached him and grabbed the collar of his jacket. 
 
    “Not this time, she is not getting away this time.” Maria growled to him as she pulled him through the smoke while following the witch’s aura. Charles could feel the anger seething off Maria’s skin like steam from a boiling kettle. 
 
    “No! Give me back my baby!” Ms. Nilest screamed through the smoke. Charles and Maria ran towards the baby’s cries. Charles felt Maria’s hand slip off his collar and a moment later his revolver was wrenched from his hand. 
 
    “Maria what are you doing? Maria!” Charles spat in a low whisper, but she had already disappeared into the smoke. With Maria gone, he continued towards the crying baby. The smoke gnawed at Charles’ throat with each muffled breath he took through his sleeve. The smoke started to clear as Charles continued to run towards the source of the cries, until the wails suddenly fell silent. Virginia emerged from the dense smoke with a limp infant cradled in a bloody arm. Her other arm was outstretched in front of her, with her uninjured hand tightly digging into Ms. Nilest’s throat. Her nails dug deep enough into her skin to draw blood. The mother scratched at the witch’s grip as she struggled to gasp for air. 
 
    “I told you that this child is mine now,” Virginia growled, smoke still steaming from her lips like blackened logs from an old charred fire pit. The witch then pulled Ms. Nilest’s chest into her own by her throat. Her face was within inches of hers and you could see the anger and hatred in the witch’s eyes. While she may have originally planned on bringing her alive to her coven, Charles saw the intent of murder in her eyes. She then opened her snarling lips and jet-black smoke poured out from the back of her throat, the witch then pressed her lips into the mother’s as if she was giving her a deep kiss. The black smoke seemed to leak out from between their connecting lips, and then the witch loosened her choking grip around the mother’s neck. Ms. Nilest instinctively inhaled for a breath of air when the vice around her neck allowed her to finally breathe and she drank in the smoke pouring from Virginia’s mouth. Upon her first breathe, Ms. Nilest’s eyes rolled to the back of her head and her skin went pale before she limply collapsed to the ground. 
 
    Charles was unsure of what to do. Virginia seemed fixated on taking the baby alive, yet he wasn’t sure if he could risk trying to take an infant from her without jeopardizing the newborn’s life with how delicate they are, especially now that he was unarmed. Maria where did you go? Why would you take my gun? Charles looked to the trees surrounding them for any sign of his partner before he suddenly caught a flash of movement from behind Virginia. Maria pressed the barrel of the revolver into the center of Virginia’s back, and the witch’s eyes widened as she slowly turned her head to see Maria leering at her.  
 
    “See you in hell,” the vicar spat. Maria slammed back the trigger of the revolver repeatedly, releasing all five of the remaining bullets into Virginia’s spine and she continued to click through the empty chambers until she was sure she had emptied the entire cylinder into the witch. 
 
    Virginia dropped to her knees, screeching in pain as Maria wrenched the newborn from her hands. Broken, the woman fell face first into the ground. The maroon stain in the back of her tattered dress widened from the wound in her spine as the cloth soaked in her blood. After a few violent gasps for air as she lied in a wet crimson puddle that soaked the dirt, her breathes finally went still. Charles approached his partner and knelt down beside Ms. Nilest and felt for a pulse in her neck. He looked up to his partner and shook his head. Maria placed her fingers on Ms. Nilest’s neck to check for a pulse to make certain she had passed. The vicar then placed a hand on her chest to sense if her internal organs were functioning at all. 
 
    “Her lungs collapsed,” she whispered. Tears welled up in her eyes and began streaming down her cheeks, she stared down at the baby boy in her arm. Maria could feel his tiny lungs erratically inflating and deflating as his small body attempted to filter out the smoke that polluted his body. Charles stood and placed a hand on his partner’s shoulder. 
 
    “You alright?” He asked. She nodded and looked at Virginia, who lay face down in the dirt. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Twenty-Seven 
 
      
 
      
 
    The two hunters returned with Ms. Nilest’s baby and her body. Maria cradled the infant in her arms against her bosom and Charles carried Ms. Nilest’s limp body before him in his arms. Charles later retrieved Virginia’s body from the woods as proof of her death. Despite having the witch’s head, the town’s losses made it impossible for them to rejoice. Everyone spent the rest of the night cleaning and preparing the bodies for burial, blood stained their clothes as they covered the corpses of their friends and family with linen. 
 
    Some of the wounded survivors continued to help, despite needing medical attention. Their blood and sweat dried to their skin and clothes as they dug graves, carried bodies, or cleaned up the debris from the damages. Maria was busy healing the severely wounded with a pair of glowing hands and Charles was digging grave after grave with the survivors. As Charles sunk the spade of his shovel into the earth, he looked in the distance to the tower on top of the schoolhouse. Jason was still sitting at the top of the tower holding his brother. It’s been hours and he had refused to move. Charles wasn’t sure how Jason’s parents had died, but now with his brother gone, he was the last living member of his family line. 
 
    After the sun shone its first light over the horizon, people had begun to quietly shut themselves into their homes. Once everyone had closed themselves in, the town fell into a deep silence for the rest of the day. The two hunters retired inside the town hall as well. Many hours later they met with Mayor Marten. 
 
    “67 men, 42 women, and 9 more children. Dead.” Mayor Marten sighed as he took a gulp from his now third cup of coffee. His eyes were dark as if bruised, the caffeine circulating through his blood being the only thing keeping his dark eyelids from closing shut. “That’s a lot of broken families.” 
 
    “Maria and I have decided to stay here longer in case of another attack. At least until we deem it’s safe for us to leave,” Charles said. He looked at his partner, she was slowly pacing around the room as she gently bounced the sleeping newborn in her arms. 
 
    “I can’t thank the two of you enough. If it weren’t for you, this entire town would have been helplessly massacred. I know some folks may think otherwise, some still believe you had created this mess altogether. However, I do believe it would have ended worse, much... much worse, if we had not received your help.” 
 
    “On the plus side, Levittown has shown that it is capable of defending itself now,” Maria replied softly, careful to not disturb the sleeping child cradled in her arms. “For the town to still be here at all after an attack like that is a miracle. Multiple waves of hellhounds, large spiders, two witches. That’s a force that could take the lives of hundreds of people if not well prepared. Your leadership as well has shown throughout all this as well.” 
 
    The memory of Mayor Marten quivering behind the police officers in fear during the battle pierced Charles’ thoughts. While Charles could have chastised him for his lack of courage, he decided it was best to seal his lips and let the man be. Not everyone was cut out to fight demons and witches after all. 
 
    “You have done more than what the job required. You two could have left right after the changeling was killed, but you stayed, and I commend you for that. Your payment will be sent to The Ministry as promised.” 
 
    “That won’t be necessary,” Charles spoke. “We have failed you and this town. If we had handled things more responsibly these losses may have never happened. This entire battle should have never been escalated to the level that it reached. Use the funds to help heal and repair the town where needed.” 
 
    Mayor Marten sighed, “Tell you what. You stay until the town feels they are safe enough, you then can leave. I’ll consider the job complete and the payment is more than deserved at that point.” 
 
    Charles and Maria looked at each other for a moment. “As Charles mentioned before, we planned to stay anyway, but alright,” Maria agreed. 
 
    Charles and Maria stayed in Levittown to help rebuild and heal the minds of the people. Mrs. Trelavan had her life taken by Virginia as she defended Ms. Nilest right after the birth of her baby. Maria was distraught when she learned the news of her death. All the mothers that witnessed her death said that she fought within every ounce of her strength to stop Virginia until her death. 
 
    After his brother’s burial, Jason promptly returned to the top of the tower to continue his watch over the town in silence, refusing to speak to anyone. The two hunters continued to keep watch during the night with the help of anyone that volunteered, and they slowly repaired damage throughout the town. In the weeks that Charles and Maria stayed with the town, Maria nearly refused to ever let Ms. Nilest’s son to be taken from her arms, and in the rare instance that she wasn’t holding him, she was within eye sight of the child while he was in somebody else’s care. Maria quickly fell into the role of being the child’s foster mother and everyone in town seemed to accept that this was likely the safest choice for the child anyway. 
 
    After a few weeks with no suspicious activity, Maria could sense no dark auras looming about the town. The two hunters had finally deemed the town safe enough for them to depart back to The Ministry. In the bright morning light, Charles and Maria said their goodbyes to everyone in the town after they had packed their horses. In the weeks of watching over the child, Maria decided it was best to take him to The Ministry with her to have him examined by the vicars in the medical ward. The child was often short of breath and he experienced regular coughing fits that Maria attributed to the smoke from the altercation with Virginia. Charles shook Mayor Marten’s hand one last time after Maria carefully climbed into her saddle with Ms. Nilest’s baby in her arms.  
 
    “Practice with that revolver of yours a bit,” Charles said while shaking the mayor’s hand. “You should get out from behind that desk from time to time, it could do you some good.” 
 
    “Maybe we will meet again in the future?” Mayor Marten asked. 
 
    “For your sake, let’s hope not.” 
 
    “Aye, let’s,” Sam chuckled.  
 
    Charles clapped the Mayor’s shoulder before climbing into his saddle. The two hunters then exited the town waving goodbye and saying short farewells to those that came outside to watch them depart. Upon exiting the town, they passed through the newly planted cherry orchard. Where the old one was razed to nothing but ash, the ground had been re-soiled and fertilized to harbor a new generation of cherry trees. The two hunters then disappeared into the woods, melding into the blinding rays of the rising sun.

  

 
   
    Chapter Twenty-Eight 
 
      
 
      
 
    As Charles and Maria traveled back home, they had passed through the bustling city once more. They knew that the heart of the coven that they had discovered was likely still located in New York. As they traversed the dirty streets and bustling people, some recognized them as hunters and nodded to them as they passed. While holding the bundled-up baby in her arms, Maria kept her head low and her eyes closed. She attempted to get a sense of an aura of someone or something around them that felt similar to Virginia’s dark presence in any way. However, when traveling through the most densely populated place in America, getting a clear sense of anything is an extremely difficult endeavor for a vicar. 
 
    As they passed through the richer suburbs there seemed to be a larger amount of people out in public. People were in various small gatherings on their wrap around porches enjoying drinks in the cool weather. Maria’s eyes snapped to a large tree to see an eye peeking around the trunk at them. Once noticed the boy quickly hid his face from view.  
 
    “Abnormal amount of people outside today. Even for the city,” Charles said. 
 
    “Pre-parties. There must be some event tonight. A ball or gala maybe.” 
 
    “A ball or gala? What’s the difference?” 
 
    “A ball is typically a celebration with formal dancing. A gala may or may not include dancing is usually a gathering after a show or festivity.” 
 
    “And you would know this, how?” Charles inquired. 
 
    “I was around things like this a lot in my childhood. My father had me and my sisters frequent events like these often.” 
 
    “Ah, so that explains it.” 
 
    “Explains what exactly?” Maria snapped. 
 
    “Never mind me,” Charles waved his hand as if brushing the topic aside. 
 
    “Oh, come off.” 
 
    After they had passed through the rich suburban areas outside the city, Charles asked the vicar, “So, could you sense anything?” 
 
    Maria shook her head. “Nothing out of the ordinary. At least for the city,” she said. “Of course, there were spikes of negative energy, but nothing confirming a coven or anything like that.” 
 
    “Alright, well let’s press on,” Charles said. 
 
    Too many eyes were upon them for Maria to feel comfortable enough to stay at an inn in the city. While Charles suggested a bed at an inn might be good for the child, Maria wished to get out of the city as soon as possible. Remembering what happened at the inn on the way down to Levittown, Charles trusted her judgement and agreed to rest for the night outside the city. They set up camp for the night hidden in a small clearing behind some densely spaced maple trees, their leaves now beginning to turn various shades of yellows and oranges. As they sat around the fire, Maria bounced a smiling baby on her knee that had just awoken from a long nap. Not looking up from the baby’s smile she leaned over to Charles. “You do realize we’re being followed right?” 
 
    “Of course,” Charles retorted, seeming slightly offended at her question. “Though I was hoping he would reveal himself without asking.” 
 
    Maria looked over her shoulder at a tree in the distance and shouted, “Alright come on out, now. We’ve grown tired of your snooping.” 
 
    There was a beat of awkward silence, before the lanky boy peeked out from behind a tree. “How did you know I was here?” 
 
    “You do know this is Maria you’re talking to, right?” Charles scoffed back at the boy as if the answer should have been obvious to him. 
 
    Jason came into the clearing with a hefty packed bag on his back. He had his bolt-action rifle slung around his shoulder and his shotgun strapped to the side of his bag. “Well, what is it that you want, boy? You can’t have followed us this far just to snoop around.” Charles asked. 
 
    “I want to go with you. I want to become a minister.” 
 
    “You’re leaving Levittown behind? They could use somebody like you to protect them. You’re a good shot. Besides, you’re too old to join The Ministry.” 
 
    “I’m only fourteen!” 
 
    “Really, is that so? You’re much younger than you look. But becoming a minister isn’t up to me. You sure you want to go all the way there, they’d most likely just turn you away.” 
 
    “I’ve got nowhere else to go. Edwin was the only family I had left.” 
 
    Charles and Maria looked at each other for a moment in silence before Maria shrugged as if passing the decision on to Charles. The minister scratched at the scruff on his cheek for a moment. “Alright then, take a seat,” Charles sighed while motioning to the fire. A smile lit up Jason’s face as he plopped himself down by the fire. “But listen kid. Even if they decide to accept you in, it’s no easy life.”  
 
    Jason nodded, “I’m not expecting this to be a vacation ya know?” 
 
    “Good, because it won’t be even remotely close to one. Quite the opposite actually, you won’t have the time to even contemplate taking an afternoon off.” Jason remained silent, showing his mind had already been made a while back. 
 
    “Fine, but as we travel there, I don’t want to hear a peep out of you. We don’t need you disrupting the little one’s sleep. He cries enough as it is. First lesson of being a minister is knowing how and when to keep your mouth shut and listen. And do as I say, and when I say it, got it?” Charles beamed at him. 
 
    “Yes sir,” Jason nodded. 
 
    “Maybe, just maybe if you are able to do that, I can try to put in a good word for you. Not that I have any say in the matter either way,” Charles shrugged. 
 
    “Minister, I do have one question though,” the boy inquired. 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “What do your, powers, feel like?” 
 
    “Interesting question. Why do you ask?” 
 
    “Well, over the past couple years I’ve noticed things that I can feel that I don’t believe other people can. It doesn’t happen often but sometimes I feel like I can see things better. Even my brother noticed that I can do this sometimes. I think I can see things I shouldn’t be able to, hear things better too. Almost like my senses become amplified.” 
 
    “You say these amplified senses began a couple years ago?” 
 
    “I think so, around the same time my voice began cracking a lot.” 
 
    “Are you aware of anyone else in your family that may have had similar experiences?” 
 
    “No, I don’t think so.” 
 
    “From what you are saying, it is possible that you have developed some abilities similar to ministers. The timing of it with your age lines up, typically ministers do start to notice something is different about them compared to their peers just before their early teenage years. Hard to say for certain though. I’ll mention it to The Ministry when we arrive. For now, let’s just get some rest for the night.” 
 
    There was a short time of silence other than the coos from the child gently bouncing in Maria’s lap and the various noises she made to entertain him. For the entire time that they have been together, this was the happiest Charles had ever seen his partner. As she bounced her knee, she noticed Jason staring at her and the baby. “Something you would like to ask me Jason?” She asked him. 
 
    “Uh... well. Does he have a name yet? I guess Ms. Nilest didn’t have time to give him a name, right?” 
 
    Maria looked at the baby’s face and she stopped bouncing her legs. He was right, nobody knew if Ms. Nilest had a name in mind or not. For the past few weeks she had been referring to him as “The Child.” Maria stood up and sat next to Jason with the baby. “Would you like to hold him?” She asked. 
 
    “I uhh… I’ve never held a baby before,” he replied, his voice quavering nervously. 
 
    “Oh, you’ll be fine, just hold your arms like this,” Maria cradled the baby in front of her chest demonstrating how to hold him before sliding him into his arms. Maria actually felt relieved to finally pass him into the arms of someone else, she had been carrying him for hours now. Jason smiled down at the baby in his arms. “See not so hard, right?” She said before sitting down next to him. 
 
    Maria honestly wasn’t sure if she had the right to name the baby, but in that moment, she supposed nobody else would have any more of a right to name him. “How about Edwin? For a name,” Maria asked, smiling at Jason and putting a hand on his shoulder.  
 
    Jason couldn’t look up from the baby in his arms as he struggled to hold back the tears that began to form in his eyes. He wiped the moisture from his eyes with his shoulder before he replied, “I like that name.” 
 
    *** 
 
    After traveling north on the same route that Charles and Maria had taken on the way down to Levittown, the hunters had finally made it back to The Ministry within a couple weeks of steady travel. To Charles’ surprise, he didn’t hear much from Jason the entire journey other than an occasional small conversation. When the Ministry was visible in the distance Jason’s jaw dropped, and he gaped in amazement at the large grey gothic buildings that towered into the sky atop a lush green hill the size of a small mountain. After they climbed the trail up the mountain, the two hunters passed through the gate in the wall that surrounded The Ministry, but the guards standing on either end of the gate stepped in front of Jason blocking him from entering. Charles looked over his shoulder at the boy. “This is as far as we can take you kid.” 
 
    “What?” Jason was panicked. “You’re just going to leave me here?” 
 
    “They will decide when to let you in. Or not.” 
 
    “How long do I have to wait?” 
 
    Charles shrugged. “I don’t know. I waited over a week and I was half your age when I came to The Ministry. Others can wait months.” 
 
    “Months!?” Jason gasped. 
 
    “You know what they say, patience is a virtue. Supposedly. And they only accept the most virtuous such as myself,” Charles joked. He then nodded to the boy before he turned and entered the Ministry’s grounds. 
 
    The first thing the two hunters did was report back to the council. The council had already known of what happened through a letter by way of pigeon, however, after every summon a detailed report was given in person. After both Charles and Maria explained their stay in Levittown in full detail to the council they were dismissed and told to wait while they conferred behind closed doors. Maria sat outside the chamber for almost an hour in silence with Charles pacing around the hall grumbling the entire time. 
 
    “Patience is a virtue,” Maria smirked.  
 
    Eventually one of the bishops opened the door to wave them back in. After they had both bowed to the council upon re-entry, the head bishop Alban spoke. “The both of you managed to keep a town alive from slaughter. However, your success from this summon was not without its failures. Many failures. Despite this, the both of you are now to be permanent partners.” 
 
    As Charles bowed his head in acceptance of their decision, Maria snorted in genuine surprise. “Your certain this is a wise decision bishop?” She asked.  
 
    Charles tightened his back and snapped a look at Maria as if she had slapped him across the face. “Oh, come on, am I really that unbearable to work with?” 
 
    Maria rolled her eyes, “Unbearable would be putting it lightly.” Maria could hardly hide the smile that began curl at the corners of her mouth. “But, I guess I must admit, despite the mixed results of our summon we did work fairly well together. I look forward to our next summon together minister, as long as it doesn’t involve any more witches.” 
 
    Bishop Alban loudly cleared his throat snapping their attention back to him. Maria shared a glance with Bishop Edna as she attempted to hide a smile while shaking her head. “Also!” Bishop Alban continued. “You are to embark on a new joint assignment within the fortnight. This will be with both Minister Lawrence and Vicar Sylvia. Vicar Sylvia has been eagerly awaiting your arrival and even refused a summon to remain here until your return. Due to the new threat that you two may have exacerbated to The Ministry, you are to travel to the city, track down this coven, and every member of this coven is to be eliminated.” 
 
    It took Maria every ounce of self-control to stop herself from screaming in despair. Hunting down an entire coven of witches right now was the last thing the vicar wanted in her immediate future.  
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
   
 Epilogue 
 
      
 
      
 
    A shadowy woman with her hood hiding her face paced down a damp hallway dimly lit by oil lamps protruding from the wall. The sound of her heels clacked against the stone floor and echoed down the cavern as she passed various numbered doors on her left and right. Occasionally she would pass by a door that harbored various sounds difficult to describe. Some doors seemed to hide the sound of someone or something groaning in pain, others sounded like children playing with toys, and some doors that were barred shut had noises of various beasts, creatures with exoskeletons, and very heavy breathing. 
 
    As the woman approached the end of the hallway, she came to a wooden door covered in moss and mildew. On the other side of the door she could hear what sounded like a wild dog snarling and grunting that tore into the flesh of a carcass. She raised her fist to knock on the door, but the door clicked and creaked open a couple inches before her knuckles touched the damp wood. 
 
    “Enter,” a woman’s voice called out from within the room. The hooded woman pushed the door open slowly to see a woman drumming her fingers on the table before her. Her nails were nearly a full inch long, adorned with shiny violet nail polish that clacked against the table. Despite the room being very dark, the hooded woman could tell she was dressed in an elegant black dress, with her jet hair properly woven into a bun as if done by a professional stylist. Her legs were crossed under the hem of her dress, and she had her chin resting in her palm as if she was waiting for some time. In the corner of the room was an extremely large, but disproportionately sized man hunched over a what looked to be a roasted hind leg from a pig. His upper body was abnormally large, and his skinny legs seemed contorted into an animalistic squat that was hidden behind a pair of ragged trousers. His torso was hidden under a cloth that resembled a pillowcase with holes ripped into it for his arms. He tore into the haunch with his teeth like a rabid beast with various grunts and snorts. His face and hands glistened with grease. She had to force her eyes away from the thing in the corner back to the woman. 
 
    “Sister, you’re looking rather well dressed tonight.” She lowered her hood revealing her olive skin and disheveled greasy hair. The woman at the table abruptly rose her arm and snapped her fingers. The man feasting in the corner abruptly froze.  
 
    “Yes well, our funds are getting low, so I need to look my best for the gala. As much as I despise it, I’ll need to seduce a stud tonight. Would you prefer to take my place?” 
 
    “You know I’ve never enjoyed parties. You’d have a better chance seducing a man with one of the creatures back there.” She pointed her thumb behind her at the door she entered through. “I wish you luck though.” 
 
    “Well. Any news?” 
 
    “The two hunters from Levittown are passing through the city now. The vicar seems to be carrying a newborn.” 
 
    The woman shook her head with a tsk from her tongue. “If it was any other night maybe I would confront them, but we have other matters at hand. Let them pass through the city unprovoked, there will be too many people out tonight. I’m sure it won’t be the last we see of them. Sister Virginia I presume is dead, which is honestly for the best, she was becoming a nuisance. Any sign of Elise?” 
 
    “Nothing.” 
 
    “Pity. I warned her not to befriend Virginia. She is likely dead as well, but she ultimately dug her own grave. This is why we must be extra cautious when dealing with The Ministry. Self-righteous pricks, they’re relentless. If Virginia leaked, and I expect she did being the weak woman that she is, The Ministry likely knows about us. At the very least, they will send a pair down to investigate. She’s put us in quite the predicament.” 
 
    “Perhaps we can intercept them after they pass through the city? I can gather a few of our sisters. Perhaps I can even bring him?” She motioned with her head toward the man in the corner. He was now glossing over the greasy hunch of meat in disappointment, saliva dripped from his mouth onto the stone between his skinny squatting legs. 
 
    “No chance I’m risking letting him out in public tonight. I’m also the only one that can control him. Getting entangled with ministers is likely going to cause a commotion. Whether it’s in or out of the city word travels fast and tonight needs to go smoothly. And, if things do go smoothly, I’ll need you ready for my return.” 
 
    “Fair enough, I trust your judgement. What would you have me do?” 
 
    “Just keep an eye on them as they pass through. Keep your distance and be extra cautious. Do not engage them, just ensure that they are passing through and if they are, let them. Am I clear?” 
 
    “Crystal.” 
 
    “Alright. Anything else to report?” 
 
    “Nothing as of now.” 
 
    “Then you are dismissed.” 
 
    The woman raised her hood before bowing her head and exiting the chamber. She shut the door behind her, leaving the woman alone with the creature in the corner. A moment passed before she began clacking her nails on the table again. The creature-like man looked toward the woman for a few moments as he impatiently bounced his legs waiting for the command. He shuffled a step forward and muttered in a scratchy voice that resembled a young boy’s with a terrible case of strep throat. “M-meat?” 
 
    The woman then snapped her fingers and the creature immediately curled back into a squat and began ravaging at the haunch of meat again. 
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