
      Fear the Voices that Scream in the Night


      
      
      
         
         The Pit

      
      

      

      
      
         “I don’t believe in magic, so you can fuck off right away,” the man said.



So I just looked at Anne—you know Anne, even if you don’t know it; you can hear her breathing every time you close your eyes in the dark—and made a vague gesture with my hands. “Well…?”



Anne looked at me. She really did not like this. I could tell by her eyes. “What?” she asked. 



“You’ve got a very expressive face.” I showed her my best smile. She ignored it, which hurt, but I’m a big boy, I can take it. Then I pointed at the man. “Down the Pit he goes?”



“What are you talking about?” The man was foaming at the mouth. “Let me go this instant! You fucking—!”



Anne sighed. “Down the Pit he goes.”



I made a happy little dance. 



“The fuck you mean, down the Pit I go? What the hell is the Pit?”



Oh, hey. “Ah!” I said, and then I slapped my knee. “Anne! Did you hear that? He said it! He said ‘what the hell’! That means I—”



“Yes, yes. I heard it.” Anne rolled her eyes and nodded at the man. “The Pit is, well. The Pit.” She almost looked sorry, here, but I knew better. She was enjoying it. This was in her nature. “It’s a hole in the ground. You’re going to go down, and then you’re going to die.”



The man was going to say something—he even opened his mouth and took a breath to prepare a wonderful retort, I could tell—but then he looked at Anne’s eyes and saw that she was saying the truth. And then he looked at my eyes, and saw that I was really, really happy.



So he started screaming.



And I made another happy little dance.












I like the Pit. It’s one of my favorite things in the world, because to be honest, I’m kind of an asshole. But, you know—the good kind of asshole. The kind of asshole that gets the girl and charms your dad at Thanksgiving.



“No, you’re fucking not,” Anne said as she washed the blood of her hands. “You’re the worst kind of asshole. It’s physically impossible for you to charm any father in existence.”



I considered this. Then I winked at Anne. “But I do get the girl?”



Her glare was ice cold. “No.”



“Oh, come on. I’m handsome! I’m a bad boy. I’m sure you like me.”



“No.”



“At least a bit?”



“Death first.”



And I winked at her again. “We can work on that.”



She just rolled her eyes—her personal way of saying “I love you,” I’m sure—and then went straight for the van. I followed her, though I stopped a second by the Pit, and looked down.



There was nothing to see there, of course. The Pit is as deep as it needs to be, which usually means deeper than anything else in the world. I don’t know if it obeys the laws of physics or if it even goes underground at all; it might redirect to another dimension for all I care. 



Then again, it doesn’t need to. It just has to be deep. Everything else sorta works itself out.



I looked anyway. The Pit reminded me of the dark, and I like the dark. You can hear Anne breathing in there, no matter where you are, that’s one reason. And it also reminded me of home, of my birth. Darkness is powerful. 



Eventually I followed Anne to the van—we could still hear the man screaming as he fell down; the Pit has excellent acoustics—and the moment she turned on the gas I just elbowed her. “Hey.”



“What?”



“You owe me another coffee.” I pointed a thumb in the general direction of the Pit—it was out of sight already, but Anne would get it. “He said it.”



Anne just grumbled at this. “Fine. But I want another rule.”



“Oh?”



“If they say ‘what the hell’ it doesn’t count.”



I smiled at this. I had to, because I saw where she was coming from. “Fine by me. So if they say the word ‘hell’ while talking about the Pit I win, unless it’s to ask ‘what the hell’ it is?”



“Just any use of ‘what the hell’, really,” Anne continued. She was a good driver, barely looking at the road and all. Just how I like it. “It’s a common expression. You always win because of it.”



“I don’t, but I’m willing to test it.” I straightened my shoulders and let out a sigh of relief. I wasn’t relieved of anything, to be honest; I just wanted to piss off Anne. “See, I believe the Universe itself is really big on irony.”



“Hmm-hm. Shut up.”



“Or puns. Are puns better than irony, humor-wise?” I frowned at this, faking interest in the question, then looked at Anne. “Do you think? In this context, I mean.”



“No. Shut up.”



“Nah, I like my voice. See, irony, right, because they never know what the Pit is, but they still mention Hell whenever they talk about it. Almost as if they actually did know, right? It’s uncanny.”



“Coincidence.” We’d arrived home—that is, we were in the middle of nowhere, but we had so much swagger we already owned the place—so Anne turned off the gas and got out of the van. I followed, like the loyal little dog I am. Woof woof. “That’s not part of the Plan, it’s just the way language works.”



“Nah, not at all. They know. Kind of?” I made a face. “I mean, not really, that’s what the Pit is for—but the Universe knows, so they always point it out. I think it’s what makes them believe, right?”



“That is not what makes them believe.”



“That is absolutely what makes them believe.” I straightened my tie as we went on walking through a city. I’d forgotten which one it was. Somewhere American, probably, but they all looked the same: lotta tall buildings, lotta fat people. Nobody looked at us as we went on. “See, thing is—while they’re falling, right, they think about it again. ‘Oh, Hell,’ they go, ‘Where am I? What is this?’ and then their eyes go wide and suddenly it’s like ‘holy shit I just answered my own question, didn’t I? This is it, this is Hell…!”



“God.” Anne stopped suddenly, and pointed at a random corner. I followed, dutifully. “Are you for real? Is that what they think?”



“Hmm.” I shrugged. “I don’t know.”



“But you can tell, right?”



A smart one, Anne. Every day I liked her more and more. “I can,” I said. “I mean, it’s in my jurisdiction. But it wouldn’t be fun if I just looked, would it? It’s better if we keep this little competition of ours fair and square.”



Here I gave her a devilish smile, one that would have made any mortal woman faint right away. And facing this breathtaking show of handsome virility, Anne just flipped me off. 



Ouch, my pride. But she was falling for me so hard. So hard.



For once I didn’t say anything, though, because I felt something. God, somewhere around. That was weird. “Hey.” I pointed to my right. “Over there?”



Anne blinked, and looked at me. “You feel it?”



“Yeah.” I frowned. “I think dude’s religious?”



“Woman. It’s a she.”



“Oh. Then woman’s religious. Only it’s not—I mean, if I’m feeling it it’s not just believing in God, it’s—”



“She fears God,” Anne mused. “She’s righteously afraid of God.”



And I nodded. “Right-o.”



“This is a big one. Probably the religious type.” And here we locked gazes. It was almost romantic, but we were too business-like at the moment, sadly. I still fluttered my eyelashes at her just in case. “We might be looking forward to a big bust.”



“Gosh,” I said. I drew my weapon. I’d never used the gun, never felt the need, but it was good to be prepared. “I can’t wait to throw her down the Pit.”



“Oh, fuck off.” Anne just shook her head and took the lead. “And stop with the eyelashes shit. You look creepy.”



“Anne, that’s kind of the point.”



“Shush. This is a big one, I tell you. She might put up a fight.”












She did not put up a fight.



“Well, that was disappointing,” I said as I waved my hand to cool it off. My knuckles hurt a bit, but once again, no reason to use the gun. Shame. “Next time maybe call some of your friends or something.”



Anne didn’t even look at me. Her eyes were fiery. “Shut up,” she said, with her This Is Actually Important voice.



I nodded. “Woof woof,” I said.



There was a little bit of a pause here.



“Did…?” Anne squinted, and looked at me. “Did you just bark at me?”



“Yes.”



“Why the fuck would you bark at me?”



“Because,” I said, “I’m a dutiful dog.”



“What?”



“Because I follow orders, right?” I pointed a thumb at my own mouth. “I stopped talking, even though I didn’t want to. Just ‘cause you told me so; I’m that great of a partner. Woof woof.”



“That is—”



“Who…?” The woman grunted and raised her head. She’d been beaten up pretty hard—thanks to yours truly—and looked like a bloody mess, but apparently it hadn’t been enough to knock her out cold. “Who are you?”



I put on a pout at this shameless interruption—this conversation was going to turn into flirting, I could feel it!—but it was time to go back to business, so I kept the annoyance to myself. The street was completely deserted, again thanks to yours truly. Maybe a little bit of divine intervention, too, who knows? 



“Anne?” I nodded at the woman. “You or me?”



“Do you want to throw her into the Pit?”



“Yeah.”



“Then me. You’ll fuck this up on purpose.” Anne focused her attention on the woman, and went to her Dark Place. “Mortal,” she said. “Look into my eyes.”



The woman couldn’t disobey. She looked straight into Anne’s eyes.



Demons have Dark Places too, even though most humans wouldn’t believe it. You can’t inspire fear unless you know it yourself—and there is a reason nobody likes Hell. Mortals suffer there for eternity, but immortals have it rougher. Our eternities are much, much longer.



Which, admittedly, is a bummer. But what can you do? Home is where the heart is, even if it’s a desolate place. We dislike Hell, but we still long for it, because in the end it’s where we belong. We don’t feel like ourselves anywhere else. 



And if protecting it means a little bit of suffering on our side, then so be it. We can stomach it. It’s all part of the Plan.



I did nothing while the whole ritual took place. I just witnessed it, saw how Anne’s face grew uglier, how the woman grew paler. I whistled a little, too. Mary Had a Little Lamb. I’m not really good at whistling complicated stuff, so I stick to the classics. 



Like always, I wondered what kind of stuff Anne thought of whenever she went to her own little Dark Place. It was probably better not to know. Mine wasn’t exactly a walk in the park, absolutely—I mean, I’m the Fear of the Self, what scares me is going to break you—but Anne was…



Anne was not my superior, right? But I still obeyed her. Because while I was more powerful—think of what you can be, think of all the little things you’ve done that horrify you, think of all the times you’ve hated yourself—she was more subtle. Nothing major, nothing outlandish, nothing as apocalyptic as me. Just, the sound of someone breathing, when you’re alone and in the dark.



I make people wake up crying, but Anne gets to them. Really gets to them. It’s impossible to forget her, power be damned, and you gotta respect that.



And fear her.



Because think of that, and think of what can actually scare Anne. Think of what her Dark Place consists of. I wasn’t envying the woman at the moment, oh no. That oughta break you.



Then the ritual ended, and the woman took a deep breath. I straightened up my back, ready for the screams…



“Oh, screw you!” the woman yelled.



…Aaaand then I just rested my forehead on my hand. “Really, now?”



“What?” Anne was shocked at this. She even took a step back. “No, that’s—I was extremely thorough!”



“I don’t—I don’t know what that was,” the woman said, squinting. She sounded brave. Courageous, even, which is nothing to scoff at when you’re that beaten up. “But go to hell.”



I eyed Anne.



“Doesn’t count,” she said.



I un-eyed Anne.



“I don’t—if you want money, I’ll give you whatever I have. But don’t—whatever that was.” The woman took a deep breath. “Stop.”



Well, that was a reaction. “So, let me get this straight,” I said, taking up the torch. Anne looked at me wrong, but she let me be. She’d been defeated, after all. “Are you afraid of us, or…?”



The woman looked at me, now. And oh, she was afraid. She was terrified. But that’s the thing: she was also being brave. You can only be brave when you’re afraid, really, and that’s bad news. “Fuck off,” she said.



“Gosh darn.” I whistled. “We’ve found ourselves a fighter, all right.”



Anne arched an eyebrow at me. “Did you just whistle Mary Had a Little Lamb?”



“It’s not the size of your repertoire, it’s what you do with it,” I said, not even looking at her. “Okay, woman. Whoever you are. Not-Anne. Full disclosure here: you should be afraid.”



The woman stood there, defiant. Metaphorically, I mean—she was too beaten up to literally stand on her feet. You get me. 



Then she took a deep breath. “Fuck,” she said.



Pause for emphasis.



And then: “Off.”



“Very dramatic,” I said, smiling sweetly. I showed off my fangs. “I appreciate that. Now, that said and done? You should really, really fear us. Because, check this—if you fear us, we won’t kill you.”



The woman looked at me.



I looked at the woman.



I said, “Let that sink in for a moment. Consider the alternative.”



She just shook her head. “What…?”



Anne came closer to me and whispered in my ear. “Careful,” she said. “She might be dangerous. I think she’s powerful.” Then she thought about this. “For a mortal. She has a strong will, maybe not even the Pit…”



I shuddered in the most delicious of ways. “Oh, Anne,” I moaned. “I love it when you whisper into my ear. I’m ticklish.”



She kicked me in the shin. 



“You know what my partner just told me?” I said, not even bothering to react to the kick. My kind doesn’t really care about broken bones, we’re above that. I wiggled my eyebrows at the woman. “That we should kill you no matter what. That you’re too annoying. And you know what? We could.”



The woman tried to move away from me. Just a little, but a little was enough.

 

“But it would be better for all of us if we didn’t have to. Because,” and here I crossed my arms like a stern teacher, “what we want from you is just a little bit of faith.”



“…Faith?” the woman asked.



“Do you believe in fairies, sugar?” I took a step towards her. She didn’t react, this time. “Every time you say you don’t believe in fairies, Tinkerbell drops dead. Or one of her sisters. Whatever. You feel me?”



Silence.



Enough of an answer. “We’re like that. Give us what we want, and we’ll leave you alone. We’ll be watching, we’ll always be watching.” I crouched, so I was not looking down at her anymore. “But that’s better than dying, isn’t it…?”



“You’re… fairies?”



“You,” Anne said from behind me, “are fucking this up.”



“Shush.” I waved a hand at Anne. “I’m working.”



“No, you’re fucking this up. You just want the Pit, I can tell by the way you—”



“We’re not fairies,” I said, still looking at the woman. “Not exactly. But we can only exist if you believe in us, right? If you fear us. Nothing spices up faith quite like fear, I’d say. And if you don’t believe…? Well, it’ll be ugly for everybody.” I stretched out a hand and caressed the woman’s hair. “Especially for you.”



The woman twitched when I touched her, but she was too hurt to do anything else. “F-fuck off,” she said. “I don’t—I don’t know what the hell you’re high on, but don’t go fucking spewing that bullshit on—”



Here, I did look at Anne. “She doesn’t believe,” I said. “Pit?”



“Jesus fucking Christ. No. No Pit.” Anne walked towards the girl too, and grabbed her by the neck. “Surrender,” she said. “You are religious. Truly religious. You believe already, so for fuck’s sake, surrender your mind. Surrender your fear. Feed us, and we won’t hurt you more than this. Give up that stupid will of yours and we—”



“You’re not a demon,” the woman interrupted. Her voice was clear and noble, powerful in spite of her weakness. The voice of a good person, who doesn’t need to believe in Hell. “You’re just fucking crazy.” 



Then, she spat on Anne’s face.



My hand moved fast. The slap echoed for three, maybe four seconds. The woman screamed, and then I smiled at her. Really smiled at her. 



She was strong, and stupid, and didn’t believe in demons—but she was no Anne. Just a mortal woman. Nothing more, nothing less.



She fainted right away.



“Man, this is a thankless job,” I mused. “In the Middle Ages, just having red skin would’ve been enough for them to fall on their knees. I hate modern skepticism. Where the heck did spiritualism go?” Then I turned around. “So, the Pit?”



I voiced that as a question, but I wasn’t asking. Not really. 



And Anne knew it. “The Pit,” she said with a defeated sigh.



“Woof, woof.”












We got to the Pit really fast. 



“The thing about fear,” I was telling the woman as I dragged her towards it, “is that it has to come from within.”



The woman didn’t reply. She couldn’t. She was bound and gagged.



“We can inspire some terrible stuff on you, of course,” I continued, “but it’s kind of second hand. Not the real stuff, right?”



Anne was somber, walking behind me. I could feel her moodiness almost physically. “Worse than the real stuff,” she said.



And I snapped my fingers. “True that. But still, not genuine. Not enough to change your mind.”



We got to the Pit. I grabbed the woman by the hair—I’m a gentleman—and tipped her over, just a little. Just so she could look straight into the darkness. 



“Faith is about quality, not about quantity,” I mused. “If you believe in us for two seconds, and I mean really believe, it’s enough. A lifetime of half-assed fear is not enough to maintain Hell, you see? It’s an expensive place.”



The woman looked at me, fire in her eyes. I looked at Anne, who said nothing and did nothing, and just shrugged. So, this one was on me.



I took the gag off the woman. She spat on my face.



“I’m not afraid,” she said.



And I just arched an eyebrow. “I wonder for how long you’ll fall till you change your mind.”



Then I pushed her. She tried to keep her cool, but eventually she started screaming, They all do.



“And that’s a wrap-up,” I said, positively beaming. Gosh, I loved the Pit. “Gosh, I love the Pit,” I said, because I am a gentleman but that doesn’t mean I can’t be shameless. “Do you want to go for another one, or are we done for the day?”



Anne didn’t reply at first. Then, slowly, she smiled. It was a terrific smile. “You owe me a coffee,” she said.



“What?”



“She didn’t mention Hell at all. No irony in her last words.”



I blinked.



“Well,” I said. “Dang.”












Only it wasn’t a wrap-up.



“Wait a moment,” I said. It was two days later, and I think we were in the same city, but to be completely honest I can’t be arsed to remember. “Do you feel that?”



Anne frowned. “Feel that?”



“God. Fear of God.” I squinted. “From the Pit.”



At first, she didn’t get it. But then, she did, and her face clouded. “Oh,” she said. “You’ve got to be shitting me.”



I was not. For once.












“I,” the woman said, triumphant, glowing, “have defeated you!”



“Holy shit,” Anne said. “She climbed out of the fucking Pit.”



“Didn’t we tie her up before throwing her?”



“And yet she climbed out of the fucking Pit!”



“I have no reason to fear you!” the woman yelled.



The light of God shone in her eyes—golden fire, burning. Wings of light spread on her back, glorious and terrible at the same time. They were blinding. I had to avert my eyes. 



She was clad in white, the woman… If she was a woman. She had almost transcended mortality, become something greater. And she was hovering above the Pit.



She was beautiful. A being so perfect, even a demon could fall in love.



“Don’t worry, Anne,” I said, looking at my partner. “I only have eyes for you.”



“Fuck off.”



“I understand the Plan now,” the woman continued, apparently deaf to our voices. “The Divine Plan, the Providence, the Things that Shall Be. You’re demons, yes, but demons are weak. Demons are not to be feared. They are to be fought.”



“So what, did she have a revelation while falling?” Anne looked at me. You could say she was Anne-oyed. You could also say she was mighty pissed, but I liked my wording better. “Why the flying fuck did she go from human to fucking archangel?”



“Well, I mean…” I scratched the back of my neck. “I mean, she had a crisis of faith. That’s what the Pit is all about, right? Like, they fear death, and everything that’s happening, and after falling for such a long time they just break and—”



“And become archangels?!”



“I mean, usually they’re supposed to go mad with fear. But I guess, if their will is strong enough…” I looked at the woman. “Ugh. This is awkward.”



“You need us!” the woman said. “You act as if you were greater, you hunt us and call us prey, but in the end, you need us! Hell is not something to fear, Hell is fear itself!”



Anne crossed her arms. Her face reminded me of how she looked whenever she went into her Dark Place. “I can’t believe this.”



“Look, it’s not like I saw this coming either, okay?”



“But Humanity will win!” the woman continued. “In the End of Times, when the angels come down and play the Trumpets of Armageddon, the humans will rise and we will defeat the forces of Hell! And nothing you can do will stop it! For that is the Plan, and you know this!”



Anne just turned around and walked towards the van, kicking every pebble in her way. “Jesus Christ. God in Heaven, fucking Lord. We created an archangel. This is unbelievable!”



I rolled my eyes. “Want me to fix this?” She was pretty far away already, so I had to shout that. 



“Of course I want you to fix this! This is your fault! You and your Pit—damn you!” She turned around and flipped me off again. “And do it fast! Those wings are giving me a headache!”



I mumbled something under my breath, and then faced the archangel, painful as it was. Then I blinked, and turned back to Anne one last time. “You know, I could help with that. Recent studies show sex is a good remedy against migraines.”



“Shut the fuck up and fix this!”



“Gosh, Anne, I’m just trying to be a good friend.”



“And you.” The archangel went down now, and landed right in front of me. It stung. I flinched. “You know this.”



I looked at her. “Excuse me?”



“You’re forced to live among us humans,” she purred. She purred. “You’re forced to hunt the mighty and make them afraid. Your Pit is not a sign of power. It’s a sign of desperation. It’s a last stand against a world that is already forgetting you.”



“Demons roam the Earth,” I said, “and you take that as a good thing?”



“Demons roam the Earth,” she replied, “because that is the Plan. But even though you can do evil, you will soon perish. This is your dying breath, demon. Your companion knows it. I am not a unique case. I am just the first of many.”



And you know what? She got me there. Nothing I could say.



I mean, she got it spot-on, really. It used to be that demons existed because Hell was there, but now, if we’re being honest… Well. Hell only exists because of the demons. And because of what we do. Because of the fear of the self, and the breathing you hear in the dark.



But if humans are turning towards God and the light whenever we’re there, then, what are we to do?



So I didn’t really say anything to the archangel. I just sighed. It was a sad moment. “Well,” I muttered to myself. “This is quite a pickle.”



“And you—”



“But, I mean, it doesn’t really matter to you, does it?”



It was at this point that the divine face of the archangel showed something akin to an expression, for the first time. Something like confusion. “Excuse me?” she said.



“Yeah. Like, good debate, really. You got me there. Big picture? We’re doomed. Small picture? Anne asked me to take care of you. And, you know.” I shrugged. “Woof woof.”



“Woof… woof?”



I shot her.



Archangels are worrying, but they’re not scary. If ants infest your house you’ll move out, but one single bug is not going to make you run away in a panic. You just step on it. 



I think even the archangel herself noticed this. She grasped the wound—right in the stomach, where it hurts the most—and fell to her knees. I grabbed her before she could fall.



Resting her head against my chest, she looked at me. And in that moment, she was perfect, because there was fear in her eyes. 



“Oh, Hell no,” she whispered.



“Oh, Hell yes!”



And down the Pit she went. 



When I got back to the van, Annie was still pouting, but I could tell her mood had improved. This kind of thing is annoying—nobody likes it when you’re reminded you’re swimming against the current—but at least I’d picked up the slack.



“Just so you know,” I said, “you owe me another coffee.”



“Really?”



“Yeah.” I buckled up, and Anne turned on the gas. “Hey, you think an archangel’s fear is going to feed us? Or they don’t count?”



“They’re technically mortal, so they should count.” Anne shook her head. “I’ve no idea if this one is gonna die soon anyway. She was pretty strong.”



“For a mortal.”



“For a mortal.”



We spent a couple minutes in silence after this. I was thinking, for once. About the face Anne had made when the archangel had showed up. About how she’d always been wary of the Pit. About how the archangel had said, “Your companion knows it.”



Maybe I’d just discovered what scares the breathing in the dark.



“Hey,” I eventually said.



“Hmm?”



“I talked with the archangel a bit before killing her, right? And I think now I know what you see in your Dark Place.”



Anne tensed. She looked at me, wary. Her knuckles were white against the steering wheel.



 “You’re afraid of dying without ever having sex with me.”



She slapped me so hard I slammed my head against the window, but I could hear her laughing over the sound of my bones breaking. 



That night, she bought me two coffees instead.
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