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Reverend Mercer knew it was coming because the clouds were being 

plucked down into a black funnel, making the midday sky go dark. It was the 

last of many omens, and he knew from experience it smacked of more than a 

prediction of bad weather. There had been the shooting star last night, bleeding 

across the sky in a looping red wound. He had never seen one like it. And there 

had been the angry face he had seen in the morning clouds, ever so briefly, but 

long enough to know that God was sending him another task in his endless list. 

 

He paused his horse on a high hill and pushed his hat up slightly, 

determining the direction of the storm. When the funnels were yanked 

earthward and touched, he saw, as he expected, that the twister was tearing up 

earth and heading swiftly in his direction. He cursed the god he served 

unwillingly and plunged his mount down the hill as the sky spat rain and the 

wind began to howl and blow at his back like the damp breath of a pursuing 

giant. Down the hill and into the depths of the forest his horse went, thundering 

along the pine-needle trail, dashing for any cover he might find. 

 

As he rode, to his left, mixed in with the pines and a great oak that dipped 

its boughs almost to the ground, was a graveyard. He saw at a glance the 

gravestones had slipped and cracked, been torn up by tree roots, erosion, and 

time. One grave had a long, metal rod poking up from it, nearly six feet out of 

the ground; the rod was leaning from the ground at a precarious due west. It 

appeared as if it were about to fall loose of the earth. 

 

The pine-needle trail wound around the trees and dipped down into a clay 

path that was becoming wet and slick and blood red. When he turned yet 

another curve, he saw tucked into the side of a hill a crude cabin made of logs 

and the dirt that surrounded it. The roof was covered in dried mud, probably 

packed down over some kind of pine slab roofing. 

 

The Reverend rode his horse right up to the door and called out. No one 

answered. He dismounted. The door was held in place by a flip up switch of 

wood. The Reverend pressed it and opened it, led his horse inside. There was a 

bar of crudely split wood against the wall. He lifted it and clunked it into position 

between two rusted metal hooks on either side of the doorway. There was a 

window with fragments of parchment paper in place of glass; there was more 

open space than parchment, and the pieces that remained fluttered in the wind 

like peeling, dead skin. Rain splattered through. 
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Down through the trees swirled the black meanness from Heaven, 

gnawing trees out of the ground and turning them upside down, throwing their 

roots to the sky like desperate fingers, the fingers shedding wads of red clay as if 

it were clotted blood. 

 

The Reverend’s horse did a strange thing: it went to its knees and ducked 

its head, as if in prayer. The storm tumbled down the mountain in a rumbling 

wave of blackness, gave off a locomotive sound. This was followed by trees and 

the hill sliding down toward the cabin at tremendous speed, like mash potatoes 

slipping along a leaning plate. 

 

Gravestones flew through the air. The Reverend saw that great iron bar, 

sailing his way like a javelin. He threw himself to the floor. 

 

All the world screamed. The Reverend did not pray, having decided long 

ago his boss had already made up his mind about things. 

 

The cabin groaned and the roof peeled at the center and a gap was torn 

open in the ceiling. The rain came through it in a deluge, splattering heavily on 

the Reverend’s back as he lay face down, expecting at any moment to be lifted up 

by the wind and drawn and quartered by the Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse. 

 

Then it was over. There was no light at the window because mud and 

trees had plugged it. There was a bit of daylight coming from the hole in the 

roof. It filled the room with a kind of hazy shade of gold. 

 

When the Reverend rose up, he discovered the steel bar had come 

through the window and gone straight through his horse’s head; the animal still 

rested forward on its front legs, its butt up, the bar having gone into one ear and 

out the other. The horse had gone dead before it knew it was struck. 

 

The only advantage to his dead mount, the Reverend thought, was that 

now he would have fresh meat. He had been surviving on corn dodgers for a 

week, going where God sent him by directions nestled inside his head. In that 

moment, the Reverend realized that God had brought him here for a reason. It 

was never a pleasant reason. There would be some horror, as always, and he 

would be pitted against it—less, he thought, for need of destroying evil, but more 

out of heavenly entertainment, like burning ants to a crisp with the magnified 

heat of the sun shining through the lens of a pair of spectacles. 

 

The Reverend studied the iron bar that had killed his horse. There was 

writing on it. He knelt down and looked at it. It was Latin, and the words trailed 

off into the horse’s ear. The Reverend grabbed the bar and twisted the horse’s 

head toward the floor, put his boot against the horse’s skull, and pulled. The bar 

came out with a pop and a slurp, covered in blood and brain matter. The 

Reverend took a rag from the saddlebag and wiped the rod clean. 

 

Knowing Latin, he read the words. They simply said: And this shall hold 

him down. 
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“Ah, hell,” the Reverend said, and tossed the bar to the floor. 

 

This would be where God had sent him, and what was coming he could 

only guess, but a bar like that one, made of pure iron, was often used to pin 

something in its grave. Iron was a nemesis of evil, and Latin, besides being a 

nemesis to a student of language, often contained more powerful spells than any 

other tongue, alive or dead. And if what was out there was in need of pinning, 

then the fact the twister had pulled the bar free by means of the literal wet and 

windy hand of God, meant something that should not be free was loose. 

 

For the first time in a long time, Reverend Mercer thought he might defy 

God and find his way out of here if he could. But he knew it was useless. 

Whatever had been freed was coming, and it was his job to stop it. If he didn’t 

stop it, then it would stop him, and not only would his life end, but his soul would 

be flung from him to who knows where. Heaven as a possibility would not be on 

the list. If there was in fact a Heaven. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 


