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Blurb
Stripped from the headlines of today's news, Cimmerian City is a novel spanning 15 years.
Greed can turn a good man’s heart to stone. This is especially true in the age of commerce and large corporations. No new pill can be taken without a laundry list of side effects that the patient may have to endure. But what if the side effects are more dangerous than the pills are helpful? What if the side effect causes the patient to be immune from standard dangers, such as firearms, the climate, etc., but causes them to change into otherworldly beings?
It is seen through the eyes of a young woman named Raven Blackheart.
It is a future where corporations rule the world and political parties have been dismissed.
An Earth that is recovering from a global war that has divided two races: Humans and Dracins, quick, tough skinned creatures that are children of the side effects from 20th century pharmaceuticals. Raven awakens in this world as a product of both races and nurtured by the vice president of the main corporation in the world as a symbol of the union of races. With her help, Vice President Tyler Deamond’s corporation can take both beings off Earth—quickly becoming a waste planet—and to a new terraformed planet. But, as Raven learns, nothing is as it seems, especially concerning humans.
High Praise
for
Cimmerian City
"This is one story that has a high impact punch, a great plot that is fast paced and so intriguing that you cannot put this one down. Within the covers of this book you will discover a variety of crisis which is in the minds of everyone including global warming, war, violence, pollution, medical, pharmaceuticals and economical issues.
....an intense read with many layers and issues to uncover throughout this story.
...highly recommended read and a definite 5 stars."
-Terry South of 'Quality Book Reviews'
“...builds an intriguing world and then births a cast that breathes life into a suspenseful plot. This story’s heroine is stout and hardy as Raven battles Dracin and human alike, while searching for the elusive truth about Tech Corporation and her role in its success.
...definitely not a light read, but one that will keep a reader entertained for several hours.”
- A Dedicated Reader,
Pamela Jenewein of 'Romance At Heart Magazine'
"CIMMERIAN CITY... is very appropriate for a world where corporations and pharmaceutical companies seem to be pushing for control of governments and the world, for money...
...frightening because it is so close to home. CIMMERIAN CITY ends leaving a taste for more of this new world information."
-Reviewed by Alice Holman of The RAWSISTAZ™ Reviewers
"Highly recommended is this book, because I literally could not put it aside until completed; and immediately accorded it an important spot on my Keeper Shelf!"
-Annie Haws of 'Wild Child Publishing'
"Cimmerian City shows us a frightening outcome to current fears of crises on every front. From global warming and rampant pollution, to race wars and violence, from global control of the world's economy by a handful of corporations, to controversial medical experimentation for profits for a drug-dependent society.
Here is the extreme vision that Cimmerian City give us of the haves and the have-nots. The few people who can afford to protect themselves from this severally damaged world and those who are subject to the uncertainty of daily life."
-Kir Royal of 'Cocktail Reviews'
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Author’s Note
Cimmerian City was first conceived in 1999 when I was studying Brave New World for a class project. Not only would Huxley’s masterpiece go on to become my favorite book, but Cimmerian City would be my first book published many years, many edits and many rewrites later in 2007. It came at a time where the world was changing at such a fast and alarming rate. The world of Huxley was becoming increasingly similar to our own, and even more scarier was also the parallels to Orwell's 1984. I decided to take a snapshot of my own commentary on the changing society and Cimmerian City was born from that idea as well as my love for action and romance. The commentary that had been floating around in my mind was reflected in the first edition.
Now, a little over 4 years later, the world has changed again since it’s first release in 2007. I figured it was a good time to re-release Cimmerian City with added scenes, commentary and a tighter character arc for Raven to go through before the conclusion in A Feast of Shadows. The Cimmerian Duology is truly a labor of love for me which not only introduced my work but also my heroine Raven Blackheart to the world and to my readers
I hope you enjoy the journey Raven takes from darkness into the light.
Dedication
This piece is dedicated to all my readers and fans of sci-fi. Thanks for hanging in there as I whipped and polished this book into submission. And a big thanks to all the readers that checked out the first edition and patiently waited for the new one.
Hope you guys enjoy the read!
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Cim-merian: adj. Very dark or gloomy. In Greek mythology, one of a mythical people described by Homer [in the Odyssey] as inhabiting a land of perpetual darkness.
It was a war that never should have happened. The United States allies cut off all trade once the empire announced they would begin the battle between humans…and them. Political agencies were eclipsed by commerce and science with the biggest cover-up ever known in the Northern Hemisphere. Instead of liberty, technology and currency were saluted and celebrated. With the rise of the 21st century, arms’ dealing was the biggest export.
Until humans became weapons themselves…
I
The Beginning
Chapter 1
December 1999 – The Outskirts of Arizona
There was no mistake about it. It was her. Shane knew it the moment she stepped onto his bus. The familiar dark brown eyes that danced on the edge of blackness reminded him of Ronald and Alesha the instant she looked at him.
He should have made an effort to stop her. He should have done something before she disappeared into the darkness of the night.
Perhaps there was still time…
He stepped forward but stopped when he heard the soft crackling over his radio. He had less than ten minutes before his next shift. Knowing this town, he couldn’t just pick up and leave the bus for fear of it being vandalized or stolen.
His radio crackled again.
Shane sighed. He made a silent vow to return to this edge of town to make sure she was safe. She was all he had left in this world. And he was all she had.
Raven
Raven’s eyes shot open. She flinched from the blinding sunlight streaming through her bedroom window.
Morning. It was morning.
What happened last night? After she left class and Jack behind, she took the bus to the art store…but somehow she didn’t remember making it there. Nor did she recall coming home.
Her head throbbed as she pushed herself upright. It felt like a thousand elves were pattering around in her head, banging to get out. Then the pitch-black darkness of her surroundings started coming back to her.
Duskiness surrounded her with only a smattering of light around the city to let her know how close the nearest town sat. She remembered hopping off the bus after it stopped. She remembered the kind-faced bus driver, an older man of Native American descent, who looked upon her for far too long, as if he knew her. However, she had never seen the man before in her life...or had she?
It was even one of those dreams where she could actually see herself from afar. Although she couldn't see her features too clearly, Raven still recognized the same long black hair framing her heart-shaped face and almond brown eyes that danced at the edge of black, along with her full pink lips and cinnamon-brown skin. She could see her parents in her eyes and face. Shades of both her father of the Blackfoot tribe heritage and her Egyptian mother echoed off her own features. She tried hard not to think of them but when she saw herself in the mirror and in dreams like this, it was difficult not to feel the hole in her heart from their deaths.
Images flashed and popped into her thoughts. The deserted train tracks that sat in the middle of the desert, the sound of an oncoming train, and heavy breathing. Then the weight of a body that pushed her to the ground and sliced at her arms.
Her arms suddenly began throbbing as if signaling her attention to the pain.
Raven ripped the sheet away from her arm and peered down. Amidst the dark brown of her skin, there was nothing. No sign of a scratch or any indentation to mark her. What was going on here? Was it all just a dream?
As the question popped in her mind, the shrill scream of the phone broke the quietness, distracting Raven from the vivid images of the all too real nightmare. She looked around the room to remind herself of her comforting surroundings. It was inviting, all right. The warm oak furniture that sat around her bed incited a memory of when she and Jack had picked the pieces up after she got her first home. They bought the nightstand stacked with art books at a garage sale from an older woman who was selling her daughter’s furniture after she got married and moved out. The desk, overfilled with both her and Jack’s art pieces, reminded her of the bargain they struck with the owner, shortly before it was to be tossed away and forgotten in the trash heap. Jack took pride in patching it up, sanding it off, and then applying a coat of finish to bring out the natural wood.
The house itself was a bargain, too. Raven couldn’t afford much on the meager salary she got when working spare jobs at the Navajo reservation but she jumped in with all her savings and part of her scholarship money to rent it.
Since then, Raven had fallen in love with the small home. Sometimes she would complain about the tiny space and imagined moving into a larger spread with multiple bedrooms and furnishings. After last night’s ordeal that may or may not have happened, her little house was the most beautiful sight she had ever seen. Her mother, father, aunt and uncle would be so proud... if they were still alive.
Slowly, she stretched out her shaky arms. They were smooth and unscratched. Perhaps it was a dream. Even she couldn’t have imagined that kind of pain.
Raven exhaled heavily.
At twenty-five, she was not ready for any signs of a heart attack nor was she prepared to be delusional. What seemed like a regular night had turned into something out of a nightmare. She had to get this out in the open or else she would surely end up going crazy with obsession.
She looked up and felt relief flow through her at the return of silence. The phone must have stopped ringing sometime ago while she was distracted. Suddenly, it started its incessant ringing again.
Part of her wanted to scream until it stopped. Instead, she exhaled. “Someone’s going to have to get that,” she muttered.
The phone stopped ringing midway as someone picked it up. “Hello?” The deep, muffled voice came from the kitchen.
Raven peeked into the hall. “Jack, is that you?”
Relief spread over her as she recalled the familiar face. Jack. Just the person she wanted to see. His warm smile, sparkling hazel eyes, and sturdy but thin build immediately calmed her. She would give anything to melt into his arms and lose herself in his embrace, his soft words, and his touch. They had been together for almost a year now, and he was the only person she could trust in the whole world. The only person that mattered to her since she had no family.
The faint chorus of the musical news theme erupted from the living room television set. She smiled to herself. That was Jack, practical, informative and always needing the news on when he came over to see her each morning.
“Blood clots and blood disorders affect more than five million people in the US alone. For a cleaner system, try Delanin, the leading non-prescription medication that targets blood cells for a cleaner flow through the entire body. Consult your doctor if any side effects or allergic reactions occur. Brought to you by Dridan. Making a better future, today.”
Raven idly rubbed her shoulders where the scratches would have been. “Cleaner blood flow?” She chuckled. “They’ll make a pill for anything these days.”
She shook her head and opened her mouth to call out to Jack. However, just at that very moment, he appeared in the doorway with her black cordless phone in his hand.
“What happened last night?” she asked. She didn’t realize how groggy she was until she heard the sound of her own raspy voice.
Jack laughed. “Good one, Hon. Just sit there and pretend as if you didn’t give me a heart attack when they found you.” He froze at the look on her face, and then his smile melted into a frown. “You’re serious, aren’t you? You really don’t remember?”
Raven shook her head. “No, I really don’t. Tell me, Jack.”
He placed his hand over the receiver and walked toward her. “They found you unconscious in the desert,” he said softly. “They thought you may have suffered from heat stroke or something.”
“They?”
“Police officers. They brought you here this morning. Good thing you kept your address handy in your backpack like I suggested.”
“My backpack!” Raven leaned forward, remembering the tugging from the unseen hands. She could almost feel the jerking and hear the tearing as whatever it was behind her dug into the backpack material. Maybe there would be proof on her backpack of what attacked her. Pain spiked at the center of her forehead, jolting her backwards onto the bed.
“Easy… Easy,” Jack soothed. “Your backpack is fine. I put it in the living room in front of the television.”
“Jack,” Raven said, cradling her head. “Last night was warm, but nothing intense. Especially not hot enough to cause a heat stroke.”
Jack’s gaze flicked to the phone in his hand. “It’s Mr. Davies. He wants to talk to you about your absent days from work.”
“I don’t want to talk to him. Jack, you have to—”
Jack sighed before placing the phone up to his ear. “She’s a bit detained at the moment, Mr. Davies, but I’ll be sure to have her call you… All right… Bye.”
“You think I’m crazy, don’t you?” Raven said.
Clicking the phone off, he laughed. “Talking like that I’m beginning to believe so. Look Rave, I’m just glad you’re okay and they found you when they did. Something could have happened to you while you were out there in the middle of nowhere. If I had just gone with you…” He stopped and looked down at his vise-like grip on the phone. His smooth, tanned hand quickly turned white. Slowly, with a sigh, he released it.
“Jack, I’m sorry. I really just needed a little time to myself. I thought it would be a quick trip.”
He didn’t say anything, as he wrapped his strong arms around her and pulled her close in a tight embrace. Reaching down, he slipped his hand under her chin and pulled her into a soft kiss. His lips were warm and sweet, just what the doctor ordered. Raven felt him push the phone to the side and hold her gently as he kissed her deeply. Then she moved down to lie in the crook of his neck and shoulder. He smelled fresh, like a cool breeze and soft musk. She also spotted a hint of India ink and figured he had come over to work on his latest drawing again. Right then and there, she knew that smell would always remind her of Jack.
“Don’t do that to me again, Rave.” He whispered into her hair. “I couldn’t bear it if I lost you.”
She gave him a tight squeeze as the teapot whistled loudly from the kitchen. With a kiss on her forehead and a final one on her lips, he stood. “Now, you stay in bed and rest, okay? I’ll get you some tea and breakfast.” She watched him as he walked from the room.
Raven found herself missing his embrace as soon as he left. Although they had spent nearly all of their time together, were rather intimate and getting ever closer, Raven had never been ready to give her body to him. She had gladly let him into her heart, where he had been the only occupant since her family’s death, and since they often shared the same thoughts, it was easy to let him into her mind.
But her body…
Raven wrapped her arms around herself at the thought. She wanted it to be special. Many times, she had dreamed of the weight of his body pushing down against hers. The feel of his lips brushing through her lips before his mouth overtook hers. A sea of caresses would mesh their limbs together as one as they bound themselves to each other both in heart and body. Perhaps she had romanticized it a bit but the human connection she always felt was always lacking, except when she daydreamed. She had never grown up expecting to wait but as she distanced herself from everyone she met, it felt natural to close off from that kind of physical human contact. She would think about it, sometimes dream about how the first time would be. Deep in her heart, she knew Jack was going to be the man to journey there with her once the time was right. She was thankful he hadn’t pushed her into anything.
Raven swung her legs over the side of the bed as the sounds and smells of salty crispy bacon, fluffy eggs, and warm tea with a light toast on the side, wafted into the bedroom air. Jack always knew what she wanted.
Ignoring the rush of blood escaping her brain, Raven pushed to her feet and started toward the kitchen. Her stomach grumbled, and her tongue salivated with the anticipation of the feast ahead. The morning newscaster still twittered from the TV as she made her way across the hall.
“That better be a big tall, hairy monster coming toward me with an axe in hand because I distinctly remember telling Raven Blackheart to remain in bed while I brought her food.”
Raven chuckled. “What can I say? I’ll be hard-headed until the day I die.”
“I wouldn’t expect anything else from you, love. So marry me.”
Raven froze in her tracks. It sounded like Jack. It even looked like Jack. But she could have sworn it was a body snatcher who had just asked that question. Either that or she was completely losing her mind.
Jack finally turned to look over his shoulder at her. “No response? Color me surprised. I’ve never known you to go tight-lipped. ”
“I…” What was she supposed to say? “I didn’t think you were serious.”
Jack slipped a piece of bacon in his mouth and shrugged. “You’re right. I’m screwing this up already.” He walked to her and went down on his knees then took her hand.
"One knee..." Raven whispered, trying to bite back a smile.
Jack looked down. "Oh! Right." He quickly hopped up on one knee and then cleared his throat.
“Raven Blackheart. The first time I saw you in class, I knew I had to convince you that I wasn’t entirely crazy but that I really liked you and wanted to get to know you. We’ve been together through some hard times and I know I’ve been a pain. I know you’ve been a pain.”
She playfully shoved him, causing him to laugh.
Becoming serious, he continued, “I love you, Raven. Breaking through those walls you have put up hasn’t been easy, but I’m patient. I just want to be there for you and I want you to be my wife. I don’t have much, but I do have my word and my heart.” He looked down at the half-eaten bacon in his free hand and raised it. “And bacon.”
Raven couldn’t help giggling. “Food is the way to your heart, Jack. Not mine.”
“Yeah well, I don’t have a ring yet.” He wrapped the bacon strip around her finger. “Figured we could go shopping or something. Pick one out of a catalog or…”
She pulled his face into hers and planted a soft kiss on his lips. “You are insane, you know that? Only you would give me an engagement ring made of bacon.”
Jack snorted. “I wanted to leave an impression.”
“Oh you’ve already done that.” She leaned into his embrace. Misjudging his stance, she fell backward into his arms in a mass of giggles and limbs. The kitchen floor was cold and hard to the touch, but Raven didn’t care. This is what she missed and, even more so, this is what she needed after such a harrowing night.
Jack scooped her up into his arms. “So, is that a yes?”
She nestled the bacon strip around her fingers and held it up. “What do you think?”
He kissed her again and moaned softly when she deepened it. “Mmm, the food is going to get cold and if we stay down here any longer, I cannot be accountable for my actions.”
Jack stood and offered her a hand up. He then went back to preparing their breakfast.
“I really wish you had talked to Mr. Davies,” he said, scooping the eggs onto two plates.
Raven maneuvered her fingers to lift the bacon strip to her mouth. Mmm, not crispy but nice, warm and a little undercooked just like she liked. “He’s the last thing I’m worried about right now, Jack.”
“Already thinking about wedding plans, huh? We should have something small. I have some cash in my savings but I think we should hang onto it until after the wedding so we won’t be living in a cardboard box under an overpass or something.”
She shook her head as she settled into the chair at the small breakfast nook table. “I was thinking about last night. Heat stroke doesn’t attack my backpack, jump on my back, and scratch my arm.”
Jack froze when he reached the table. A wrinkle formed in the middle of his forehead. He grabbed her arm, turned it over and analyzed the skin. “I don’t see any scratches.”
“That’s what’s so crazy. I remember it distinctly. I even remember feeling it but there’s no sign of it.” She sighed. “I don’t think it was human.”
“What?”
Raven exhaled slowly. If he thought she was talking nutsy now, he would think she completely lost it when she voiced this next idea. “Whatever attacked me? It didn’t feel like a person. It felt like…a thing.” Before he could stop her and express any doubt, she continued. “I think something’s out there over those hills, Jack. I can’t be sure but I saw lights on the other side, like flashlights. And I heard voices. The train track that’s been deserted for years was still working and I think something is happening out there. Scratch that, I ‘m sure about it. I want to go back and check it out.”
“Raven.” The urgency in his voice told her he was ready to unload a series of logical reasoning that could explain everything she presented before him. She watched him grab the hand towel from his shoulder and toss it onto the marble counter. Then he frowned. “You’re serious about this…”
“Yeah, I am. If it hadn’t been for my backpack....” Her backpack! That was it! She remembered her previous thought. If she could find the scratch marks, she could try to figure out what kind of beast had attacked her. And then she could really prove she wasn’t imagining all this.
Raven jumped from her chair and swung around to head to the living room. Right away she spotted her backpack lying against the wall near the front door.
Her heart nearly stopped when she saw the dark green thread sewn along the sides of the pockets. Slowly, she ran her fingers over the thin thread to make sure her eyes weren’t playing tricks on her. To anyone else, the thread would be invisible, but Raven knew her backpack. The thread was a slightly lighter shade than the rest of the backpack.
“Did you do this?” she asked softly.
“What?”
She thrust the backpack forward. “This, Jack. Did you sew this back up?”
Jack folded his arms. “Raven, you know it was like that already.”
She scoffed. “No, no it wasn’t. Look, the thread is new. I never sewed this up nor did I rip it. Jack, you have to believe me.”
“Shhh. Shh. Come on now.” He pulled her into his arms and held her.
What was going on? If she had been a conspiracy theorist, she would think someone was trying to cover something up. But why would they do such a thing to her? She was nobody, a student, who happened to take a wrong turn off the wrong bus track.
Raven’s grip loosened until she felt the backpack fall from her hands and onto the floor with a soft thud. She wrapped her arms around Jack, indulging in the feel of his muscled back and thin frame as he held onto her tightly.
“What’s going on with me, Jack? I feel like my mind is trying to tell me something but my brain refuses to show me. And I can’t shake this feeling. I just know something is wrong.”
“Listen,” Jack reached down and cradled her face in his hands, “come, and eat breakfast. We’ll sit and relax for a while, and then you can tell me what happened. Tell me whatever you remembered. After that, maybe we can take the same route there and trace your steps to see if we can find anything. Sound good?”
Raven nodded. Good old Jack. “I knew there was a reason I loved you.”
“Why? Because I always cave to your demands when you bat those pretty eyes and give me that sexy pout?” He slipped his hands over her hips and gently nuzzled her neck.
Raven gave him another playful shove. “No, I’m serious. I could really use your support.”
He looked at her for a moment, his eyes sparkling again. He was as handsome as she had ever seen him. A thin face matched with wispy, short dark brown hair and a tan complexion made him look perfect in her eyes. Gently he reached up and caressed the side of her face. “You’ll always have my support, Babe. No matter what, we’re in this together.”
“Together.” She liked the sound of that. Reaching up, she wrapped her arms around him and hugged him even tighter. Then a loud smack and the warm tingle on her rear nearly made her jump to the ceiling.
“Now, go eat your breakfast so we can get out of here. Granger’s class is in a few hours and I still need to finish this assignment.”
Raven started toward the kitchen with Jack behind her, grabbing for her again. She laughed and jumped, pretending to dodge his moves. It felt good to laugh and be silly again. After what she went through, it was a welcome distraction before the storm.
***
Hours later, Raven stepped off the bus and onto the brightly lit and open desert grounds that were covered in darkness just hours ago. Memory flashes of the night before came back to her. The bus driver. The ride over. She couldn’t recall things exactly but everything felt different.
She shook her head to clear her thoughts.
Shane. That was the bus driver’s name. She remembered the tiny white etching of his name and number on the small rectangular black badge. Shane-23.
“Thirty minutes and then we start up again,” the driver said behind her.
She looked over her shoulder at their current driver. She was a short, pale woman with white hair. She stifled a laugh. Definitely not the Shane she remembered. Still, those words sounded familiar, only the last time she remembered hearing them, it came from a deep male voice.
Disappointment settled in her stomach. A twinge grabbed at her heart, telling her of a connection she felt toward Shane. But why? Did he say something to her? Or maybe he did something to trigger a feeling of remembrance?
“What is it?”
She felt Jack’s arm around her shoulders and she immediately leaned into him. She didn’t have to look into his eyes to see the nervous curiosity in them. Deep down, she hoped he didn’t think she was losing her mind. She was paranoid enough for the both of them already.
“It feels different here.”
“Come on.” He slipped his hand into hers and led her farther onto the grounds. The train tracks sat a mile ahead, empty and unused. Only the sound of rocks crunching below their feet pierced the air for the next few moments. The tan mountains stood out against the clear blue sky. Nothing moved among the brush, nor seemed out of place amidst the quiet landscape. For a while, they walked without saying a word. After twenty minutes, Raven couldn’t erase the disappointment in her heart that reached her face.
“Raven,” Jack said, walking up behind her. He wrapped his arms around her and pulled her close to him. Nothing in the world felt better than being in his arms. She wished she could wrap herself up with the feeling of security there. “You want to go over that hill, don’t you?”
She turned to the large mountain on the side. It would take them an hour to hike, maybe more. Meaning, they would surely have to catch the next bus. It was a mild December morning. Dark clouds hovered nearby, threatening to become a storm. Thankfully, at this time of year, the temperature wouldn’t go higher than sixty degrees, if that much. The chance of dehydration was slim, especially with the oncoming humidity in the air.
“You’d do that for me, Jack?”
“Yeah,” he said. He emphasized it with a squeeze. “Anything for you, Rave.”
Raven’s heart sank and she slowly shook her head. “I couldn’t ask you to do that,” she said softly. She hoped something would pop out from the landscape or the mountains. Anything to prove that she hadn’t completely lost it. But nothing did. “Let’s go home.”
Chapter 2
The humidity from the fresh acid rain suspended in the thick, foggy night air after the rains finally let up. Raven walked alongside Jack, taking in the nightlife atmosphere of the city. Laughs and playful screams broke out amidst a bevy of chatter as couples and friends socialized in the nearby shopping center.
Raven held onto Jack’s arm. Earlier he took the day off from his classes to spend time with her. She promised herself, she would move on. That dream, or whatever it was, may or may not have happened, but she had to get on with her life. After all, Jack had popped the big question earlier.
“You know,” Jack said, after taking a drink from his bottle of beer, “even in this dim light on this dark, dank evening...you, my love, exude a glow.”
She smiled. “Did you really mean what you asked earlier?”
“Yes, I did. And I’m glad you brought that up because I was hoping it would get your mind off things.”
Raven felt a slight shiver and began rubbing her arms. “Yeah, well. I hope it’s something we can both do together. I’m not one of those girly types who fall out over frilly, poufy dresses and decorations. If we can go to a beach and do it there, I’ll be happy.”
“Just you and me?”
“And the preacher or whatever.” She giggled when he went to her and placed a soft kiss on her lips.
“Sounds good to me.” He kissed her again and then gave a loud whoop into the air. Spinning her around, he laughed wildly. “My baby and I are getting married!” He whooped again when a ‘congratulations’ was yelled into the air. “Y2K, baby. It’s our year. Our decade to make things right. I want you right there by my side, Raven.”
It sounded perfect. As she peered up at him, he gazed deep into her eyes and caressed her cheek. “For the longest time, I’ve felt alone, Jack. Then you came. After losing my family I thought I would be alone until I died. I don’t want to be alone anymore.”
“Neither do I. We’re much stronger together than apart, Rave. My dad up and left when I was a kid. My mom raised me until she died when I was eighteen years old. I thought I didn’t need anybody. Then I saw you and I knew there couldn’t be anyone else in my life.”
She reveled in the feel of his lips against hers, the loving way he held her as they shared that moment. This was the beginning for them. They would both have a new life in the new millennium. No matter the scare about the year 2000 being the end of everything, it would be the end of their old life and the beginning of their new one…together.
Raven spotted an alleyway on the other side of the street. She grinned and steered them toward somewhere more private.
“Come on!” she said grabbing his hand and leading him across the way. Puddles on the ground splashed under their feet. They left the town center behind and she reveled in the silence that followed. Even the streets were rather quiet for this evening. She dismissed it the moment they found their quiet hiding place.
Her footsteps slowed when she saw the newspaper in the bin. The bold headline was clear as day: THE END IS NEAR.
Why did the words jump out at her in that moment... as if they were meant for her?
“Rave?”
Jack’s voice fell into the background of her mind as she tried to focus on the article. Just then, a solemn voice spoke those very words aloud. THE END IS NEAR.
Raven felt Jack turn alongside her. A dark preacher in his forties, stood behind them. His long, brown trench coat flapped in a sudden breeze, and he held a cardboard sign that bore the same words as the newspaper headline, only his words were written in black marker. Raven strained to see the man more clearly, but a strange, dark mist covered his face. Clouds of fog encompassed him, making him appear more like a silhouette with a voice, than a man.
“First our skies were polluted by industrialized devices created to rob us of our currency and pride,” he said. “But that was only the beginning. They will take over. A war is brewing.” He peered down at Raven. Even though she couldn’t see him, she felt his gaze boring right into her. His next words sent a chill throughout her body. “Brace yourselves.”
“We have a new beginning coming, man,” Jack said, grabbing her arms. “A future we’ll make for ourselves. Come on, Rave.” Jack grabbed her arm and pulled her away from the preacher. Another cool wind blew out of nowhere, causing another shiver to sluice through her.
“You okay, Babe?” Jack asked. “That preacher didn’t freak you out, did he?”
“No, he just caught me off guard,” she said, forcing a smile.
“Here. Drink some of this.” He handed her the cold, green bottle of beer which she took obligingly. The sharp, bitter taste wafted on her tongue before she forced it down with a cough. Right away, it made her dizzy.
“Whoa, slow down,” Jack said. “It’s not going anywhere.” He countered the point by throwing back a swallow.
“You should talk,” Raven said wiping the beer from her lips. “I think I may have taken too much.”
“Oh yeah?” Jack feigned a worried expression and then smiled. “Here then.”
He slipped his arms around her and pulled her body to his. “Let me sober you up.”
Jack leaned in, devouring her lips as he enticed her into a deep kiss. His hands roamed over her body. Slow caresses assured her that he was there to protect her, no matter what happened. Raven settled in his arms, her body conforming to the masculine contours of his.
“Well, look at this J.”.
Raven broke away from Jack and turned toward the voice. Two tall men loomed in the darkness just a few feet away. The first, muscled, ethereally pale and blonde, appeared to be in his early twenties. He wore a black leather jacket and walked as if he owned the world and everyone else should feel privileged to share his space. The other was lankier, also in his early twenties, with darker hair and the same paleness. Both men moved like predators sizing up their prey. The dark leather jacket, shirt and pants they wore, heightened the ashen shade of their skin.
“The girl looks like she belongs with us,” the blonde one said slowly licking his lips.
Jack immediately stepped in front of Raven and pushed her behind him. “Look guys, we don’t want any trouble here,” he said holding his hand up. “We were just taking a moment to ourselves but we’re on our way out. No harm, no foul."
The blonde smiled wide, revealing a pair of prominent fangs on either side of his four front teeth. Raven felt the breath leave her. What the…
“Oh, it’s too late for that,” the blonde said. “Trouble may want you.”
Jack slipped his hand over Raven’s shaky wrist. Her heart raced as the adrenaline kicked into her veins. They could make a run for it. Their initial entrance was blocked but they could find an exit on the other end of the alley. They had one chance to escape.
The dark-haired one threw up his hands and laughed. “Come on, man! We’re just messing around!”
Jack pushed Raven further behind him as the hoodlums drew closer. Raven stepped back. She slipped her hand into his and gently drew him backward toward the other side of the alley. Perhaps the preacher was there and could get them some help. They could yell. Somebody…anybody had to come and help. She just had to—
Raven felt Jack slam backward into her body, knocking her to the ground. She gently shook her head to clear her blurred vision and the fog from her brain.
In the dim, echoed darkness of the nearby streetlight, Raven watched the large blonde man grab Jack and haul him up by the collar, just as if he weighed nothing. How was that possible?
The man opened his mouth and his front teeth—fangs— seemed to grow right before her eyes. “Ha! Look at this, E! I’m barely holding him up and I can’t even feel his weight. Amazing. This will definitely come in handy.”
Raven scrambled to her feet and rushed toward Jack. “Let him go!”
The dark-haired man appeared in front of her in the blink of an eye, stopping her mid-stride.
“Ah, ah. Where are you going in such a hurry?”
Before she could react, she felt the brush of wind next to her just as thin, strong arms clamped around her torso, crushing her body against the man behind her. She forced the bile down and struggled with all her might to get herself out of his grip. This wasn’t happening. This couldn’t be happening.
“Leave her alone!” Jack yelled. His handsome face then contorted in pain as the blonde man gripped his throat.
“Now, why are you two getting so worked up over nothing?” The blonde man said with a smile. “There won’t be a problem unless you wanna start something.” He jabbed his knee into Jack’s stomach. Raven flinched. She blinked to keep the tears from welling up in her eyes. Her stomach roiled as she sensed death’s hands closing in on them. It was a feeling she hadn’t felt since the death of her family.
Then her mind went blank. She had to think of a way out of here. Jack's and her life depended on it. She could find a weapon or something to break free and then get Jack loose so she could run and get help. Someone had to be nearby. They just had to be.
The thought disappeared because she suddenly felt like her scalp was on fire. The man behind her must have grabbed her hair. The speculation was confirmed when she felt him jerk her head backward revealing her neck to him.
“You’re not thinking of trying anything are you, sweetheart?” His voice was soft, like a lover’s. It made her want to wretch right there on the spot. His heavy breath, hot and rank, did nothing to settle her stomach.
“It’s not your fault,” the blonde one said.
Raven strained her gaze toward him. She watched him walk around Jack who was still on the ground and cradling his stomach. The man looked like a lion, slowly circling his prey before the attack.
“You are nothing more than casualties that don’t matter in the grand scheme of things. Small humans with weak flesh and even weaker lives.” He kneeled down and grabbed Jack’s chin, forcing him to face him. “Believe me you’ll thank us when it’s over.” He pushed Jack’s chin away and stood facing Raven.
“Now it’s your turn to watch someone close to you die.”
The glint of a knife caught her eye. She heard herself gasp and as she leaned forward, the weight of the man behind her became like a vice grip around her.
“No!” The words echoed in her mind. Before she realized Jack had spoken the words, she saw him launch toward his feet and tackle the man to the ground. Relief almost slipped into her veins when she watched how easily Jack dispatched the blonde man. Then the stranger turned in the blink of an eye and threw Jack effortlessly against the wall. He landed with a loud crack and fell to the ground, coughing and spitting up blood.
“No… Jack…” The tears she was fighting finally made their way to the surface, spilling onto her warm cheeks. “Why are you doing this? We’ve done nothing to you!”
“You’re human,” the man said nonchalantly. “You exist.” He raised the knife and went to Jack still struggling toward his feet.
The darkness surrounding them seemed to grow darker as the night crept upon them. There was silence in the air. Their movements seemed to slow down. In that moment, Raven felt the dread fall like ice down her throat and to the pit of her stomach. She saw the glint of the knife, and the pale hand grabbing a fist full of dark brown locks. Jack’s throat revealed to her. Then she saw the man’s arm reach back and plunge it right into Jack’s stomach, causing his body to arch forward in pain.
“No.” The word was merely a whisper. Raven gathered all of the air into her lungs and screamed, “No!”
Jack’s body stiffened then fell limp like a puppet released from its owner’s hold. His once lively, beautiful hazel eyes, rolled to the back of his head, and then he fell onto the ground.
Raven felt dead. Her eyes saw it, but still they refused to believe Jack was gone. Right away, she snapped her eyes shut, refusing to process the images. No. No. No. Jack isn’t dead. He isn’t dead. I’m in my bedroom. In my bed. I’m going to wake up tomorrow and think this was all a nightmare. A stupid, silly nightmare. Jack will come in my room and tell me everything will be okay. He will listen to his news and cook our breakfast. He will be right there with his arms ready to comfort me…
Once she opened her eyes, she saw the blonde man leaning down to Jack, pulling him up by the hair, and leaning down to his neck.
“You get away from him!” She yelled.
Raven tried with all her strength to break from the dark-haired one’s hold but still he held her through the fits, laughing as if she were a child amusing him. The more she struggled, the harder he laughed.
Then, when he had enough, he reached down and pulled her up.
“Let me go!”
“You mean you want release?” the man said behind her. “We can offer that, if you give us something in return.”
You already took everything from me. She wanted to scream the words at him but bit her tongue. Was it really worth it to go now? What would she do? How would she go on without Jack by her side?
We’re much stronger together than apart, Rave.
And now they were nothing.
“Just kill me and get it over with.”
The blonde laughed. “Right to the point.” He was in front of her in an instant but all she felt was the slight brush of wind. “I like that in a woman.” He nudged her chin with his finger. Through the darkness she could see his cold blue eyes. How she wished she could dig her fingernails right into them and scratch them out. She wanted to rip him and his laughing companion to pieces. She wanted them to stand there and take it. It was the only thing she wanted from them now.
The man before her slowly ran his finger down her cleavage and down her stomach. She prayed he wouldn’t go any lower. If he were closer, she could easily knee him right where it mattered. No matter how strong or quick, that would at least make him vulnerable enough for another hit.
Then she saw the bloody knife that had taken Jack's life. All thoughts of revenge and acting out her feelings came to a halt. “We can grant that for you, little lady.”
Raven swallowed. If this was the end of the line for her, she was ready. More than ready, but there was one last thing she needed to know. “Tell me your names.”
She felt the man before her lift his gaze past her to the man holding her from behind.
“And why do you want to know that?”
She managed a small shrug and tried to keep her expression blank before she spoke. “I’m about to die. At least honor me this one last request.”
The man in front of her nodded and rubbed his chin. “All right. My name is Paul. This here is Eli. No last names. We left that part of us behind, with the human part.”
“Well, Paul and Eli…if I really die, this will be the last you see of me. But if I live, and you better pray I don’t, I’m coming back for you and I will make both of you suffer just like I have tonight.”
Paul threw his head back in a loud maniacal laugh, which echoed throughout the alley. “Right.”
Then she felt it—a long, cold blade slicing into her body, freezing her warm flowing blood. Raven looked down at the large blade impaled in her chest, piercing a part of her heart. The man behind her freed her, her knees gave way, and the knife's pressure lessened before he withdrew it from her body. The wet, black pavement beckoned her to lie down and fall into eternal slumber. As she fell over, she watched the dark-haired man step over her and rush toward his buddy. His gaze was different now as he looked at her. Was that sympathy plaguing him?
“What did you have to go and do that for, man?” the dark-haired man asked. “We were only supposed to scare ‘em! I wanted the female with us!”
“Then take her.” The blonde finished cleaning the blade on his boot and then slipped it in his pocket. He grabbed his partner’s jacket collar and yanked him close. “I’m through playing with our food as if it is worthy of our attention. No more experiments. No more cat and mouse. Those days are gone now. It’s time to make these pathetic sacks of blood pay for what they did to us all those years.” He turned back to Raven. “And for what they’re still doing. It’s a new day, my friend. And these people have created us. They’re our servants now. Our feast.”
The blonde pushed the dark-haired man away and rushed over to Raven. His large, cold hands grabbed her and hauled her up with a strong force even though his movements were slight.
Raven coughed. Blood caught in her throat. Why was this taking so long? Just kill me and get it over with already.
The blonde cupped her chin in his hand and turned her to face him. “You now have a second chance to choose before your heart stops. What do you choose: life or death?”
Why was he asking her this? The knife wound should have answered him, but he asked as if there was still a chance to turn around and live. Why would she want to at this point?
Raven turned away from him to take one last look at Jack. Nothing in the world could have prepared her for tonight. What started as a promising step toward the future had turned into something unimaginable. It had turned into nothingness. Nothing else in the world mattered enough to keep her going. She had no one now…no one she could look forward to waking up next to each morning. There was no one to turn to. No one to love. It was pointless to go on.
“I told you,” she said softly. “Just kill me.”
“So be it, then.”
He bent down to her, his mouth open wide as if to feast upon her body
Raven turned her gaze upward to focus on the sky. For the first time that night, she noticed the velvet sky was clear of any clouds. Though black, the Heavens twinkled with small stars shining as if they were delicately placed to serve a higher purpose from their designated spots in the universe.
Then the pain hit her. It felt like tiny blades piercing the skin of her neck and on her chest. A set of arms like heavy weights held her down. She felt her blood dripping, slowly dripping—no, pulled from her body. Were they drinking from her? Drinking her blood? She struggled to breathe, but her heart was finally slowing. Her vision blurred, meshing the tiny sparkles of stars into one milky, pale light.
Somewhere in the distance, Raven heard the sound of buildings collapsing. A firestorm broke out nearby, perhaps at the town’s center, followed by explosions all around them. The crackle of a raging inferno consumed everything in its path. Screams and chaos accompanied by sirens and even more destructive sounds filtered through Raven’s foggy mind.
Raven prepared herself to welcome death. Before she closed her eyes for the last time, she blinked and saw her attackers knocked away by a towering silhouette. Behind them, a bright fiery-colored sky wrapped around them like a blazing canvas. She tried to strain her vision to identify her rescuer but the lone figure became a dark shadow that fought to dispatch the two men.
Then her eyes grew heavier until she felt the world slip away.
Russell
Russell Li drove through the dark streets tapping his hands on the steering wheel. Alternative rock blared from the radio, and he happily hummed along to the tunes that played one after the other.
Moments later, a frown fell upon his face once he noticed a blockade of honking cars piling up in front of him. What was taking so long? He was just getting off work and the streets were pretty clear a minute ago. He decided to take his backup route home. Tonight of all nights wasn’t the night for rush hour traffic. Now he was moving slower than a snail through mud.
Russell let out a deep sigh and rolled down his window. A few blocks ahead, a car was wrapped around a lamp post, completely totaled. Drivers slowed their cars to take a glance at the wreck.
He nearly threw his hands up. “Take a picture already,” he mumbled under his breath.
With a sigh, Russell glanced at his passenger seat. A hot bag of roasted chicken and side dishes sat waiting to be devoured. He hoped it would still be hot when he finally made it home.
Home to Angela.
He smiled at the picture in his head—the calendar that hung in the living room. A big red circle reminded him of their anniversary today.
They had met in the spring, three years ago today, after a mutual friend at his company introduced them. He still remembered the way her soft, red hair fell in waves. How her green sundress complemented her strong Irish features. Russell had been nervous about introducing her to his family. Growing up, his mother urged him to bring home a nice Chinese girl and raise a family so she and his father could be grandparents. After his father left them, it was up to his mother to raise him and his sister until he moved away for college and then his technology job. His mother had resisted Angela at first. During that first dinner when he brought her over, his mother was silent as a grave while they ate. Her signature thin, yet polite smile on her delicate face warned him of a brewing storm just under the horizon. That kind of quiet tension scared him to death as a boy.
Russell chuckled. His mother had eventually grown to love Angela, and the questions began again about settling down to bring her grandchildren into the world.
Well, tonight he was going to make it official and start the process.
The light changed, and Russell stepped on the gas. He reached his free hand in the pocket of his jeans and smiled when he felt the small velvet box. The three-stone engagement ring was just inside.
Tonight was indeed the night.
He released the ring and gripped the steering wheel, peering down to check his watch; 8:38 p.m., it would probably be too late to call his mother and sister in San Francisco after he had popped the question.
If he could only get home…
The sound of cars crashing, one into the other, pulled his gaze upward. He leaned to see past the front cars and watched as the moving cars crashed into the one ahead of the line. What was going on?
Russell immediately slammed on his brakes and veered to the side to dodge the car ahead of him. The tires screeched in the air until he stopped just a few inches away from the highway’s edge. His heart slammed inside his chest, the hammering echoing in his ears. He took a moment to calm himself down but was interrupted when he heard screams and more car crashes around him. He strained his neck to see the commotion but his view was blocked by people rushing out of their cars and running. That was it. He was on foot now.
He grabbed his dinner and jumped out of his car. Another explosion went off on the side of the freeway, igniting the shopping center into a blaze that reached toward the night sky. Screams continued filling the air accompanied by the sound of fighting and chaos.
He had to find out what was happening.
“Hey! What’s going on?” Russell called to a man running by.
“People are going crazy! They’re biting each other and setting fire to buildings. It’s mass chaos! Run while you can! Run for your life.”
The man rushed away before Russell could question him further. Biting each other?
Russell shook his head. L.A. has officially lost it.
He tried to calm his thumping heart and pounding headache as he reached into his car. His briefcase was just in the backseat.
Everything else, he could come back for later. Another explosion broke through the screams. This one sounded as if it were right on the highway. Russell dodged the group of people pushing through the stopped line of cars. Everywhere he turned there were people running, fires going off and the sound of sirens every which way. A nightmare. That’s what it looked like. It was either a nightmare signaling the end of the world or something out of a big budget Hollywood spectacle. He had to find a way to get to Angela.
Looking around, he took in his surroundings to gauge the distance from here to home. The apartment complex wasn’t too far, only a few blocks. He could make it if he hurried now.
Russell took a breath and sprinted down the side of the highway, dodging the commotion ahead.
Shane
“Ronald!” Shane shouted.
The deserted alley that was once alive with the chaos of attacks now looked deserted after the fires had died down with the rain. They were still out there; strange, pale creatures with a thirst for blood. Where they had come from, no one knew. Nonetheless, they were here now and there wasn’t enough law enforcement in the city to stop them.
Shane looked around the deserted alley, and then ran across the puddles of water and fire embers that littered the ground. His brother frequented these grounds and he had to still be here…somewhere. People didn’t want to hear of darkness and oncoming doom, especially in this part of the world. They saw enough of it on the television and news. He should have taken his brother somewhere safe where he could get some help. Now it might be too late.
Shane felt sorry for his younger brother. Ronald wasn't a big talker and had spent most of his time alone. Shane had spent time defending his younger brother from class bullies. It was as much a part of Shane’s schedule as was lunch and homeroom. He wished he could understand how his brother’s mind worked and how he always knew the direct approach to solving word problems so easily and without much effort.
“People are a puzzle, dear brother,” Ronald once said. “It’s only a matter of discovering how the pieces fit.”
He probably knew exactly what was going to happen this night…
Shane kept walking. He had left his bus a few miles away once he saw those creatures approaching the city. Some stopped to attack innocent bystanders and feed upon them…like animals. His brother had kept warning everyone that something bad was going to happen soon.
Deep down, Shane hoped he wasn’t too late.
He turned the corner at the light and that was when he saw it on the ground. A thick piece of cardboard with smeared black ink floated in a puddle. No matter how hard he tried, he couldn’t make out the messy, ink-splattered words. Up ahead, a thick brown leather coat caught his attention.
Shane rushed over to his brother’s side and fell to his knees.
“Ronald…”
Gently, he turned his brother over. A bloody wound marred his side.
“No…”
Ronald’s eyes slowly opened. “Brother, I felt it. The end. I tried to warn…”
“You did.” Shane fought the tears welling in his eyes, the lump in his throat. “I know you did, Ronald.”
“I tried to save her, but they got me.” He stifled a laugh. “Alesha will never forgive me. I loved her so much, brother-in-law.” Ronald managed to point over to the pile of still bodies. For a moment, he swore one of them moved. He could barely tell amidst the darkness. Their hair glistened under the light of the lamppost—blonde and dark brown—and the shiny texture glinted in his eye. When he blinked, all movement stopped. He looked over at a girl lying a few feet from the men. The dark red stain dampening her chest nearly made his heart stop.
“No.”
“Please take my coat and shield her,” Ronald said. He coughed, choking. “Save her. I can no longer go on.”
“No! Ronald!” Shane wrapped his arms around his brother. “Don’t say that. You’ll still live… You’ll still live.”
Ronald placed his hand over Shane’s nametag and held onto it. A second passed before Ronald’s hand slowly fell lifelessly from his chest onto the damp pavement.
Shane lowered his forehead. He couldn’t save him. All these years he spent watching over his baby brother, making sure that he was safe, and now he’d failed.
Shane wiped his eyes. He heard screams echoing from somewhere nearby. He had to get out of there before more came. He quickly removed his brother’s coat and wrapped it over his arm. As he approached the girl, he saw her. It was the same girl he had left in the middle of the desert after the night he saw the creatures. He cursed himself for letting her out of his sight. He should have stayed with her, perhaps told her the truth before it was too late
Now she was dead.
Shane started to stand when he noticed the girl moving, softly moaning in pain through her unconsciousness.
She was alive!
Shane quickly felt her pulse and counted in his mind. Just barely alive, but she was definitely fighting to live. He smiled. Good thing, because the world wasn’t done with her yet. Even in his last dying breath, Ronald’s eyes lit up when he told Shane to shield the girl. Now he needed to find a way to help her.
Without wasting another moment, Shane carefully covered the girl with his brother’s coat and slowly lifted her into his arms.
“Jack…” Her voice was faint, but he could still make out the name. Footsteps echoed around the corner, drawing closer and closer with each moment. Shane quickly carried the girl toward the back of the alleyway and disappeared into the darkness.
Russell
Russell ran up the stairs to his apartment taking two steps at a time. After all those mornings grumbling, he finally appreciated those early runs or else he would be cramping like an old man about now.
As he reached the front door, he dug into his pocket and smiled when his hand bumped the velvet box. The moment would be here soon but first he had to make sure Angela was okay. Then they had to get somewhere safe.
A window crashed somewhere in the distance, followed by screams. The sounds reminded him that he had to hurry and get out of the city. What was going on out there? On his way over, he thought he spotted exactly what the man was describing. Humans —or what looked like humans—were biting and attacking others. Although they looked human, there was something different about them. Thin, iridescent skin paled under the darkness of the night. He spotted blood on their lips and then he saw the look in their eyes…it was like looking into his own death.
As he turned the lock, Russell hoped Angela hadn’t left the apartment.
He entered the living room and right away spotted Angela sitting in a chair with her hands folded on her lap. Her fiery red hair fell over her eyes and she remained still until sensing him near. Then she looked up. Russell’s smile quickly disappeared when he saw her small green eyes were damp with tears and frozen with fear. Before he could question her, a large man stepped into his way, blocking his view.
“Mr. Li?”
Russell felt his heart pumping as he nodded. “Yeah, that’s me. What’s going on here?”
A short, round faced man stepped into the living room. Russell froze. He knew that face. It was plastered all over Forbes, Fortune, Newsweek and the Wall Street Journal, just to name a few media houses catering to the rich. Russell had been offered a job at the New Leaf Corporation, one of many owned by Jason Brandis, but had opted to work at a smaller company. It was less pay but he hoped the gesture kept his soul and integrity in tact and out of Brandis’ claws.
Now the shorter man smiled at him. His dark hair was combed to the side in one neat swoop. His small blue eyes pierced him with a look to match the deviousness of his smile. A devil in a four thousand dollar suit. “Did I not say that one day we would meet again, Russell?”
He didn’t like the sound of this. Not the way two suited guards stood on alert like bulldogs or the fact that Angela wasn’t even trying to look at him. All of it just added to the sinking feeling in his stomach. He just wanted the man and his dogs out of his apartment and off his property. Every time he tried to approach Angela, Brandis or one of the suits would block him.
“Why are you here, Brandis?” Russell asked. “If you've laid one finger on her—”
Jason Brandis shook a pudgy finger toward Russell as he approached him. His smile completely disappeared. “You are in no position to make threats here, Li. I am. I hold all the cards.” Brandis continued staring him down.
Russell refused to let this corporate trash intimidate him. He stared right back, ready to react if necessary. He wouldn’t have a chance to save himself but he would surely use that split second to get Angela to safety.
Before he had a chance, Brandis stepped back with that haunting smile on his lips. “You know, I like that you want to get right to the point. I admire that about you, Russ. May I call you Russ??"
Before Russell could yell no, the man continued.
"I always have. As you know, we don’t have much time. From the chaos on the streets, a big change is upon us.” He started pacing as he spoke. “You remember when I came to your office? I asked you to come work for me. My offer still stands, you know. I know you graduated at the top of your class with honors. You are the best solar engineer in your field. And as you may already know, I only want the best to work for me.
“Plus, I saw that you had a pretty impressive thesis: A manned airship that could house a small country on multiple decks. Four hundred levels, to be exact. Five thousand rooms, ten virtual simulation decks on each level with an ocean and forest deck to give that outdoor feeling. Surveyed gravity and possible light speed travel. You had the data, the blueprints and the idea for how to execute that plan. All you needed was the manpower and the funds.”
“It was a speculative thesis based on human ability of similar past experiments up to now. It may or may not be possible—”
“Ah! But it is possible with enough funding and drive. Anything is possible with enough money, Russ.”
Russell felt his jaw flexing at the shortening of his name. “Look I’m not interested, Brandis. I told you no before and my answer hasn’t changed. I like where I work and I’m not going to be swayed.”
Brandis’ small eyes narrowed. His pacing stopped mid-step.
“Come on, Russell. This is possibly the biggest project to occur in human history. You have the chance to be the creator of it. I personally want you to be a part of it with your blueprints and layout right there on center stage. Don’t you want to be the creator of a project that will save the human race? The Technical Propulsion Corporation is on the cusp of a new stage of human evolution and life.”
Russell gritted his teeth. “The corporation has a history of fraud, political manipulation, bribery, and embezzlement, just to name a few of its ethical issues. I don’t want any part of that.”
Brandis nodded. “A man with integrity. I like that. Unfortunately, it won’t do any good for where I want to go.” His gaze dipped toward Angela, then back to Russell again. “How much do you love her?”
Russell adjusted his grip on the dinner bag at his side. The plastic handle grew damp with the sweat from his hands. He was already nervous and this question, which he didn’t like at all, pushed him even closer to the edge.
Russell licked his dry lips and then exhaled softly. “I love her a lot. More than anything in this world.”
“Do you love her enough to take a shot at her to save her life?”
Russell scoffed. Had this man lost his mind? “I’m sorry. I don’t think I heard that right.”
“I said,” Brandis grabbed one of the men’s guns and held it at Russell’s chest, “do you love her enough to shoot her?”
This was insane. Surely Brandis’ brain had checked out in the moments Angela let him in. Was the man willing to go through all this just for Russell's blueprints and thesis? Russell opened his mouth to ask this very thing when Brandis spoke.
“Come on! Only in the leg? One shot and I’ll leave you alone. I won’t bother you again. You have my word.”
“This is crazy, Brandis. I won’t be a part of this. Look, if you want my prints so much. Take them.” He moved to set the briefcase and food down when Brandis raised the gun to his chest.
“I want you to manage this thing, Russ. You of all people know the insides and outs of this plan and you can make it happen. Now, show me how much you love this pretty little lady here.”
Russell looked at Angela. One of the men held down her arms, sending his blood to boiling point. He wanted to rip the scum’s hands off her and punch his lights out until he was a bleeding broken mess on the ground. Even more, he wanted to do it to Brandis until not even a breath was left in his little body. The more he looked at her, the more he felt her pleading with him to help her. His heart ached and his fist tightened around the plastic bag at his side. It took every bone in his body not to run to her.
Then the words left him before he could stop them. “Get your hands off—”
“Ah, Ah…” Brandis shook the gun. “Shoot.”
Russell sighed heavily and threw his hands up. “This doesn’t make any sense! I don’t want to shoot her!”
“Of course you don’t. You love her too much. But the question is, how much? She’s the only thing stopping you in this life, the only rock you have aside from your mother and younger sister in...San Francisco, was it?”
Russell's heart nearly stopped. The predatory smile that Brandis threw his way nearly made him lunge toward the scum.
"Like I said, one shot and I will go away, never to bother you again.”
Brandis flipped the gun over so the handle pointed at Russell.
Russell focused on the angle of the gun. The barrel faced Brandis. One quick move of his hand and a pull of the trigger would end this all right now. The threat of jail time would be worth it for shooting one of the most powerful men in America. The country would thank him for cleaning up the garbage. Looking at Angela’s tear-filled eyes, he felt himself backed into a corner.
Slowly, the bag of now-cold food fell from Russell’s shaky hands. He held the gun straight as an arrow and slowly aimed it at her leg.
Russell wet his full, dry lips and held his breath. Was it really worth it? In an instant, he turned the gun toward Brandis…and a shot went off.
Sirens echoed in the distance. Rain tapped on the window outside. All chaos had stopped in that moment when Russell realized his finger was still poised on the trigger, ready to fire. There, hunched over the chair, Angela sat still with a trail of blood flowing from her chest, dampening her dress.
“Angela!” Russell rushed over to her still body and wrapped her in his arms. The man standing next to him pocketed the gun. Russell didn’t dare look up. He knew if he held onto her, she would still be with him. She would forever stay with him.
“Why did you shoot her?” he whispered.
“You have nothing standing in your way, Russell. Correct?”
Russell held his breath, afraid to show his fear, his anger, and the depths that Brandis had destroyed him in one second. He heard their footsteps departing toward the door. The soft creak of the wooden door opening was an echo in the back of his mind.
“We’ll be waiting downstairs for you after you’ve gathered your things. If I were you, I’d be downstairs in ten minutes unless you’re ready to lose more loved ones. I gave you the chance to come, Russell. You should’ve taken it.”
The door closed behind them and it was then Russell finally screamed through his tears. The chaos outside was no match for the one in his mind and heart. Slowly, he caressed Angela’s soft, pinkish skin. She was still warm and still so full of life…even in death. He wanted to hold her to him and will her back to life. Over and over he cursed Jason Brandis and his goons for stealing the one thing he held onto in this life besides his family. He would make him pay. One day when they least expected it. Jason Brandis would hurt like Russell did in these moments. Perhaps more. Gently, he raised her head and looked into Angela’s frozen eyes for the last time before gently closing them. He then reached into his pocket and pulled out the small diamond ring that sparkled brightly under the dim glow of the room.
Russell placed the ring on her finger and kissed it softly.
“Always and forever, my love,” he whispered.
He tenderly laid her down on the floor and then grabbed the phone from the end table. He had booked flights before on business so much that the airlines were one of the many numbers he kept stored in his mind. After getting through, he booked two first class trips to China direct from San Francisco. Once he hung up, he realized he had only four minutes left in the time allotted to make the call and get his things to meet Brandis downstairs. Time was running out. He quickly dialed another number and prayed there would be an answer on the line.
“Hello?” the familiar voice of his mother brought a much needed smile to his face.
“Ma, this is Russell. We don't have much time.” He placed his free hand on Angela’s cheek and fought back the tears as he caressed her skin. “I need you to start packing right now but keep the line open. There’s something I have to tell you.”
Russell could barely focus on anything but Angela as he made his way to the waiting car downstairs. Not the rising chaos in the city around him nor the hooded gazes from Brandis or his bulldogs fazed him as they held the back door open for him to enter.
As they took the backstreets, Russell stared idly at the bursts of fire and wreckage against the horizon. The night sky would still be colored with orange, yellow and red, possibly into morning. He couldn’t care less.
Los Angeles could burn for all he cared. The raging inferno that threatened to take down the whole city was no match for the fire raging inside of him.
“Well give her a proper burial,” Brandis said from the front passenger seat. “We’ll inform her family that she died in the city attacks.”
“Tell me something, Brandis,” Russell said, still staring at the streets zooming past. “Did you have something to do with these attacks?”
Russell felt the man turn toward him from the front seat. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Brandis’s already pudgy cheeks grow rounder with a smile.
“Unofficially? No.”
“But you know the cause and the culprits?” This time, Russell faced him but the man had already looked away.
“Best to keep your mind on the ship, Li. You’ll be busy enough as it is without any other distractions.”
Distractions…
Russell swallowed down his anger with a balled fist in his lap. He had no power to take on Brandis…not now. But someday he would and then he would get justice for Angela when he wrenched it from Brandis’s dying body. However, right now, he was no match against the two armed men on either side of him.
Minutes later, they pulled up to the large hundred-story building housed in the middle of the city. From what Russell could see, the destruction of the city hadn’t reached this far. It was probably due to the armed guards, lining the streets and block, to keep order in the vicinity.
As they led him inside, Russell clutched the suitcase at his side between his sweaty palms. This was to be his new home for who knows how long. The next few months? Years? What would happen to him after that? Would they kill him? Dispose of him just as quickly as they did Angela after he had done their bidding?
For some reason, Russell couldn’t bring himself to care. All that mattered was the safety of his family, no matter what. He made a silent promise to keep an eye on them in any way he could from the inside.
“Come on,” Brandis said, opening his door once the car came to a complete stop. “We have a lot of work ahead of us.”
More armed guards took formation outside the corporation walls. A group was forming at the side of the entrance where a figure was brought in on a stretcher.
Brandis sighed loudly. “What now?”
“Sir! Sir!” A guard waved Brandis over.
“Lead him inside and show him his workstations while I take care of this.”
Russell watched Brandis approach the stretcher amidst the crowd of guards.
“Come on. Let’s go.”
With grunted urgency from the guard next to him, Russell started up the stairs but not before catching a final glimpse of the bloody figure in the stretcher. A woman, from what he could tell, with dark brown skin and black hair. However, that was all he could see beneath the bloody mess.
He turned his head and bowed as he continued up the stairs to the main building.
“Where did you find her?”
He couldn’t hear the response in the distance behind him.
“Alright. Bring her inside. We’ll see how the genomes affect her in the coming days.”
The large doors opened like a huge animal’s maw ready to devour him. Russell was ready to enter the belly of the beast that was the Dridan Corporation. Despite the job he was hired for, he would focus on destroying them from the very heart of the corporation itself. Even if it took the rest of his life.
II
Aftermath
Chapter 3
2015 – Los Angeles, California
Calm, like the trees she used to watch in Oklahoma as a child. No sound, only silence as the darkness changed to light. Normally, Raven would make a joke about not going toward the light, but as it got bigger, she found it comforting.
Slowly, Raven opened her eyes and stared into the rectangular white lights hanging from the ceiling. The temperature in the room was mild despite the hot lights overhead. She sat upright, wincing at the shot of pain that jolted through her head.
Raven looked down at the white body suit hugging her frame and she nearly jumped to the ceiling. Her mind flashed back to the last thing she could remember: the alley, night, and Jack standing next to her while they faced two men with sharp teeth.
Then she saw Jack die right before her very eyes before they came after her.
“I died,” she whispered.
Raven pushed herself off the bed and unzipped the body suit. Right away she caught sight of the jagged scar extending across the delicate skin covering her heart.
What was going on?
***
Jason Brandis strolled along the brightly lit white halls of the Tech Corporation with his two advisors in tow. He straightened out the collar of his dark suit and then ran a hand through his neatly combed brown hair. The years hadn’t been kind to him and tonight he felt every bit of his sixty years. He smiled despite that reality. The future of the company sat behind the door up ahead. He couldn’t help the feeling of contentment about the tension between those bloodthirsty creatures and the humans. The entire experiment couldn’t have gone better if he had planned it all by himself.
Brandis fixed his collar, straightened out his suit, and led his advisors into a large room. Inside, a handful of men in similar expensive suits sat around a conference table made of dark cherry wood. Atop the table were various briefs and glasses of water set in front of each man. In the middle of the table sat a pitcher of water filled to the top. Brandis took his usual seat on the front chair.
“Evening gentlemen,” Brandis began, subconsciously straightening his tie. “Now that we’re all here, we’ll get right to business.”
He looked up at all the stern faces surrounding him. “The Tech Corporation has been the first neutral grounds for mutual business mergers and an overall peacemaker for both races in this world. However, there have been rumors of many shipments—illegal shipments—of human blood that raises some questions about the other side. Deaths on the streets are up sixty percent and tensions are rising between both the Dracins and Human relations.”
“Gentleman, it has taken ten years to join these two together, and I’m not about to let this unification die so quickly. If it dies, then business dies. Income dies.”
Brandis sensed the doors opening behind him, followed by the soft padding of thousand dollar handmade shoes, against the soft-carpeted flooring. Tension made his heart beat faster with each tap of the soft leather soles and he felt the anger rising within him. Now was not the time or place. He had a speech to continue and a corporation to run despite any interruptions that may befall him.
Putting the background sounds out of his mind, he continued.
“A lot is riding on this union, especially the goal of keeping peace on this planet. We’ve had genetics create a simulation of blood. We can change chromosomes or shift them to make either a boy or a girl baby at the parent’s request. However, the one thing we cannot do…is keep these animals at bay. Now, the Offworld mission was, and still is, the main aim of this corporation. I want this mission to be a success and I want it to continue on. Some of these savages are trying to keep Dracin citizens on their side and they are corrupting my world. Talking to them won’t help and neither will making any deals with them. All they understand is bloodshed.”
The figure behind him cleared his throat before speaking. “I believe the Offworld mission will solve all of this. As long as it is kept private and the plans are completed soon.”
Brandis turned to look at the man behind him.
Tyler Deamond towered over him with a stern gaze. His masculine face was chiseled with classic handsome features; a strong Romanesque nose, thin lips, and small intense blue eyes that always had a focus in their watery depths. Dusty dark hair clipped to perfection framed his face. His strong athletic build was draped in an expensive dark suit that accentuated his commanding demeanor. Deamond showed no emotion in his stern gaze as he stared down at Brandis.
Holding Deamond’s fixed stare, Brandis straightened his posture and gathered his words. “If I had asked you here to this meeting, Vice President, you would already be sitting across from me, notes in hand, eyes focused on me and ears hanging onto every little thing I say. On the contrary, I did not send a memo to have you here. So I think you’d better inform me as to why you are standing before me.”
***
Tyler Deamond tried to hide his smile and took note of the vein that had popped up on Brandis’ forehead the moment he faced him. It was always a sight to get the old man going and from the looks on his aged face, he had one too many stressful run-ins throughout his life. He had to admit, the man had not aged well.
Putting it aside, Deamond straightened his back conscious of the realization that the news he held would set the old man on his side in two seconds flat. Leaning down to whisper, he savored each moment that counted down to that exact moment.
“I think your project has just become the answer to your silent prayers. She’s awake.”
Brandis’ thin lips formed a half smile. “This meeting is adjourned, gentleman. We’ll continue this later.”
Screeching and shuffling filled the air as the board members backed up in their chairs and gathered the papers in front of them. One by one, they filed out the doors with soft murmurs questioning what had just occurred.
As he waited for the men to leave, Deamond stepped to the refreshment cart beside the door and poured himself a glass of water.
“You were saying, Vice President?” The tension was high in the man’s deep voice.
Deamond sipped some water as he turned to face the older man. He nearly spit the water out watching Brandis during the moments that passed by when he didn’t answer. The man looked like he was about to blow his lid. “She’s awake,” he repeated after he swallowed.
Brandis slapped the cold steel conference table. “I knew it! Didn’t I say any day now she would come around?”
“Well, she hasn’t tried to escape or anything. I think she’s trying to figure out where or when she is.”
“She’s going to be quite shocked, that’s for sure.” Brandis crossed the room as he began to pace and think. “Are her blood levels still the same?”
“Still the same and skyrocketing. Our scientists say the bite she received from the early prototypes had an affect on her. Her synaptic response is functioning at a highly advanced rate and her reflexes are akin to fifty full-grown Dracin men.”
“Mmm-hmm.” Brandis crossed his arms. “And you believe this will help me how?”
Deamond smiled as Brandis tightened his fists. He loved testing the old bugger. “You’re trying to get rid of the Dracin crime on these streets. Does Mariano ring a bell? Carpen, Stamper, or how about Tolkine? These are only a small amount of names that come to mind. But with a weapon like her, combined with anger and her full strength, you can win back the people’s trust after you wipe these scums off the streets. Then you won’t have any Dracins in your way to block the rise of this company’s power.”
Brandis nodded. “Anger and strength. That can destroy a lot of enemies in my way. Can she be trained?”
Deamond nodded and set his empty glass back on the cart. “Her records show that she is a pretty volatile young woman. She can defend herself to the death if need be and she is skilled in minor hand-to-hand combat but we can train her in various martial arts techniques that will be quite lethal to anyone who gets in her way. Furthermore, she was attacked by your creations to the point of death. She has no one and nothing in this life to hang onto except the hatred of the creatures who stole her former life away. We gave her back that life and the ability to seek revenge on their kind.”
Brandis smiled. “And a woman’s wrath coupled with extraordinary force is a force to be reckoned with.”
“Exactly.” Deamond matched the man’s grin.
“No one will try to mess with the mission thereafter,” Brandis said quietly, almost to himself. “Alright. I’m trusting you with this project, Tyler. Don’t let me down. Your job and your life depend on this success.”
Deamond widened his smile. “Oh, Mr. Brandis. Believe me, you will not be disappointed.”
***
Raven closed her eyes and waited for the pain to pass. A chorus of voices in different conversations echoed in the distance. Shoes slapped against the cold, shiny floor and padded softly on carpet. She was having a difficult time breathing, and the room felt like it was closing in. She needed air.
Looking to her side, she saw a mirror and sink attached to the empty white wall. Just the thing she needed to help clear her mind and wake up from this nightmare. She rushed over and right away bent down to wash her face.
Where was she?
This was definitely not a hospital room. Four walls but no doors or windows. No cameras placed anywhere in the corners. What is this place? And more importantly, how did she get here?
She stood upright and looked at her reflection in the mirror. Wiping water droplets from her face, she took a deep breath and focused on the woman looking back at her. Her dark skin glowed iridescently. Her black hair shone with chestnut highlights and fell in soft, silky waves down her shoulders.
The pair of dark eyes staring back at her held a mystery she couldn’t yet uncover.
“Jack…”
The image of the handsome man popped into her mind with the name that fell softly from her lips like the lyric of a song.
She had died back on those streets and yet afterward, she barely remembered being carted into a building with bright lights and even brighter white walls. After that, everything had become a blur to her. And then nothing.
Raven turned her head to examine her neck. No sign of any bite marks but she specifically remembered how those creatures fed on her. Pulling her collar away, she looked again at the large scar on her chest. Next to the scar, two small bite marks had already begun to heal. She checked her neck again and then leaned closer to inspect any marks. She blinked and as she opened her eyes two small red marks glowed brighter and then dimmed to fade a shade lighter than her dark brown complexion.
What is going on?
The words were nearly echoed aloud until the wall moaned to her right as it depressed into a sliding door. A tall, handsome, fair-skinned man entered, buttoning up his suit jacket with his free hand as he watched her. In his other hand, he held a manila folder. His dark, well-groomed hair appeared brown at first but shined with blonde highlights under the hot ceiling lights. His cold, blue eyes lit up and narrowed on her, watching her, sizing her up before his lips crooked into a slight smile.
“Good, you’re awake,” he said. He walked over to the wall behind Raven’s steel twin bed. Tapping around the area, Raven was sure he had lost his mind until the wall gave in to an indent. Reaching in, the man pulled out a folded chair and replaced the wall before setting up the chair in front of her.
“Please, have a seat,” he said, gesturing to her bed.
Raven stood her ground. She didn’t feel much like sitting and this man was sending all sorts of red flags up in her mind. She wanted answers. Folding her arms, she took a breath and dove right in. “Where am I exactly?”
“Ah,” he laughed and settled down into the chair, pulling his pants up a bit. “You get right to the point, don’t you? I like that. In fact, I like you already.” He gestured toward the chair. “Please. I can explain everything if you have a seat right here.”
Raven circled the man, keeping her eyes on him with each step. He was a smooth one. Nothing seemed to faze him. It irritated her to no end. “Forgive me if I don’t show any enthusiasm,” Raven said. “But I’d like some answers, Mr…”
The man smiled. “My name is Tyler Deamond,” he said, his deep voice soft as if he were talking to a child. “And you are in the Tech Corporation facility. How you arrived here is a mystery.”
“I remember being wheeled into this building. I mean, I could have been dreaming it…”
“No, you weren’t. We found you on the steps of the building. Someone had brought you here, bleeding and near death. I would have suggested a hospital, but I could tell those weren’t ordinary wounds.”
He took a moment to let the words settle in her mind before he rested the manila folder on his lap and opened it. Then he continued. “We ran a check on you and found your name is…Raven Blackheart. You have a mother who died when you were five and a father who disappeared after handing you over to his sister, your aunt Raina. After you came of age under her custody, you left to attend private college on the outskirts of Arizona and California with a young man named, Jack Trent.”
“Tell me something I don’t know.”
Deamond peered up at her. “Can I get you something to drink?”
Raven shook her head.
“The year is 2015. You’ve been asleep for the past ten years. During that time, there has been a war brewing between two races.”
Raven coughed.
He slowly lifted his head to meet her gaze once more. “You sure you don’t want that drink?”
She shook her head and paced the room. “I don’t understand. Two races?”
“Old folklore calls their kind vampires, but I’m afraid it’s not so easy to categorize them as such. Although they can wander the city during the day and are not afraid of garlic or crosses, they can and do thirst for blood. Their bodies need it, just like ours. However, their race is commonly known as Dracins.”
Raven laughed. The fact that the man didn’t even crack a smile nearly almost made her laugh harder. “2015, a blood sucking race, I mean vampires, er, Dracins, roaming the streets freely? What have you people been smoking?”
“You’ve encountered them before Raven,” Deamond said sternly. “Remember?”
Raven froze in mid-step. “What do you mean?”
“In the desert late one night after you stepped off the bus. You went walking…”
She recalled the claws of—a creature?—digging into her skin. The loud thump of its feet against the ground echoed in her mind. It had been a nightmare, she told herself. One that even Jack tried to calm her from that morning she couldn’t remember what happened the previous night. But the evidence was there, the stitched up backpack, the claw marks that had already faded on her arm. Raven looked up at the man. “How do you know about that?”
Deamond stood and walked to the sink. He pushed a few buttons and a loud beep echoed throughout the room before the mirror flipped to transform into a food replicator. A cup sat in the middle of the machine. “They’ve lived with us for years now. Only recently have they decided to come above ground.” He waited until the cup filled up. Raven immediately caught a whiff of the freshly roasted coffee that filled the air. It was a sweet Caramel Truffle flavor. Deamond handed her the cup with a smile. “You were one of the victims of their retaliation. They struck all over the world, as if it was planned. Thousands of Humans and Dracins died that night.”
On instinct, Raven knocked the cup out of his hand and reveled in the warm liquid splashing across the clean white floor and walls. Ignoring the mess, she walked to the section of wall where Deamond had entered the room.
“Looking for more coffee?” he asked calmly.
She ran her hands across the wall, but there was no indication of a door. “I’m getting out of here because obviously you are on something. Your insanity might be contagious.” When the door didn’t give way, she slammed her open palm against it. It was useless trying to get out the way he had entered. Still, it was an exit, as risky as it was, and she would try it the first chance she got.
“Just tell me one thing,” she said softly. “What did you do to me?”
“We saved you. You were on the brink of death due to the transformation of the bite. You fell into a coma and remained unconscious…until now. We watched you, studied you, and looked at your history. We saved you, Raven. But not before you could be changed.”
Raven turned to face him. Her heartbeat quickened. “Changed?” She gritted her teeth. “Into what?”
“You’re a hybrid, Raven. You’re an in-between the races. Everyone who was attacked at the time of the change didn’t survive. Before their blood could be overtaken by the Dracin genes, they were killed on the streets. We gave them a proper burial in the mountains to the North.”
Raven felt her heartbeat racing beneath her chest. Faster and faster. Beads of sweat formed on her face as heat rose in the room.
“I’m thirsty,” she said tiredly. “I’m suddenly very thirsty.”
“I know.”
She looked down at the overturned Styrofoam cup and the brown liquid splattered all over. She should have felt a tug of thirst at the liquid but…nothing. She thirsted, yes, but for something deeper…more primal.
“I know what is causing your thirst,” Deamond said. He walked to the intercom on the wall and pressed a button. “Bring in the samples.”
Raven shook her head. “I can’t believe all of this.”
Deamond straightened out his suit. “I know it’s going to be hard at first, but soon you will understand your significance.”
“Why did you save me? Why do you keep me here?”
“You will remain here until you are ready to leave.”
“And when is that?”
Deamond folded his hands behind his back as he began to pace. “There has been a change in the system regarding lifestyles between us and the bloodsuckers. They’ve lived with us, walked with us, and have done business with us for the past ten years.”
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