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“Few debut novels pack the punch of a
seasoned professional, but Dark Justice does just that.
Visceral, complex, and riveting, here is a story that spans time
and pushes the genre’s boundaries. Kept me reading until the early
morning hours.”

—James Rollins, New York Times
bestselling author of

The Last Oracle

 


 


“Dark Justice is a story that begs to
be finished in one huge gulp. Light pulls the reader along, moving
effortlessly between the past and the present as he spins a tale of
revenge, loss, love, and yes, well-deserved justice. This book was
as taut and enjoyable as any high-speed car chase movie. Give it a
try!”

—Sylvia Shults, author of Borrowed
Flesh and

Ghosts of the Illinois River

 


 


“With a dual storyline from both past and
present, this novel (Dark Justice) wove the two tales
together in expert fashion. The suspense in each storyline is
tremendous and Mr. Light really knows how to build on it with each
chapter. I truly had trouble putting this book down… the storyline
was enthralling. I will definitely be looking for more from this
author.”

Red Adept’s Kindle Book Review Blog

 


 


For Barbara and Adam, two very special people
who have helped me so much on this story that they have every right
to lay some claim to it. Without you both, this story would never
have gotten into print. With you both, this story is much more than
it ever would have been otherwise. I am deeply thankful for the
input and constant support.

To all you other readers who have made Dark
Justice a small part of your lives, many thanks. – Donnie Light

 


 


Dark Justice

By

Donnie Light

Copyright 2006

 


 


Smashwords Edition

 


A print version of this book is also
available. For retailer information, please visit the author’s
website at:

http://www.DonnieLight.com

 


Smashwords Edition License Notes:

This ebook is licensed for your personal
enjoyment only. This ebook may not be given away or re-sold to
other people. If you would like to share this book with another
person, please purchase an additional copy for each person you
share it with. If you are reading this book and did not purchase
it, or it was not purchased for your use only, then you should
return to Smashwords.com and purchase your own copy. Thank you for
respecting the hard work of this author.

 


 


 



Chapter 1

 


 


August, 1806

 


Tobias faced the bittersweet reality that he
was probably living the last day of his life.

The escaped slave cautiously approached a
small camp. Moving silently from tree to bush, he worked his way to
a shallow ravine. He listened intently for the sound of baying
hounds. He took his breaths in long, hard pulls that fully expanded
his chest. His nostrils flared as he breathed and streams of sweat
stung his eyes.

The slaves who inhabited this camp were
still working in the fields. They exchanged their life energy for a
meager amount of food and a place to lay their heads. Tobias looked
at the neglected shacks of the camp. Their gray, weathered boards
looked as old as the dirt path on which they sat. A half-dozen of
these shacks lay in a rough semicircle at the base of a majestic
hill, making them look much smaller than their actual size.

Three old women tended a fire in the center
of the camp, preparing to cook a meal for the tired workers upon
their return. A few children of toddling age and smaller milled
about their feet, occasionally breaking the silence with a cry or a
laugh that echoed through the hills.

Tobias gathered a bunch of crumbly, dried
leaves from the floor of the forest, stirring up the rich, moist
scent of the rotting matter beneath. He would rest until nightfall,
and then approach those in the camp. His exhausting run had worn
him down to a point of near collapse, but sleep had not come easily
since his escape. Looking up through the thick canopy of the forest
he saw only flecks of the reddish-blue evening sky between the
leaves.

The runaway slave listened intently to the
near-silence. He did not expect to hear the wailing dogs that were
surely on his trail, but kept alert for the sounds just in case. He
had done his best to confuse the hounds, knowing that it would only
delay them. He figured he was a full day ahead of the
slave-catchers, enough time to do what he needed to do here.

Please, give me this night. Let me have
my wish this once, oh gods, and let my run end here. He prayed
his silent prayer to the gods of his religion in his native
tongue.

Tobias lay quietly in the darkening woods
for another hour before noises from the camp caused him to stir.
Peeking over the lichen-clad trunk of a fallen tree, he spied on
the group of little shacks.

Four young black men had gathered around the
well that marked the center of the camp. One was raising the bucket
as others anticipated their turn at the water. Older slaves slowly
entered the camp, herding children who were just old enough to
begin working in the fields. Their bare feet raised a cloud of dust
as they slowly trod into the camp. A couple of teen-aged girls with
small babies slung onto one hip quickened their pace to reach the
water ahead of the others.

Tobias would wait until things settled down
before entering the camp. He watched closely as the slaves put
large pots to boil on the cooking fires. Thick ropes of smoke and
steam from the fires blended, snaking their way upward in the calm
evening air. As the enticing scent of vegetable soup rose from the
boiling cauldrons, darkness fell.

The fugitive slave again lay back and peered
into the darkness. Painful memories, like poison-tipped arrows
penetrated his mind. Tobias winced at these dark memories and a
tear escaped from beneath tightly closed eyelids. He thought about
Master Richards, the man he ran from. Pain jabbed him again at the
thought of never seeing his children again; and his wife, now dead
at Richards’ hands.

Tobias had never experienced such total
sadness. The sadness was so thick that it nearly suffocated him.
His mind whirled in confusion as he pondered why his life had taken
such an unfortunate turn.

Master Richards had generally been a good
man during the years that Tobias had been in his service. He had
been stern, yet fair. He had been determined that things would go
his way, sometimes to a fault. Yet during those years, he had
treated Tobias and the other slaves fairly and consistently. Herein
lay Tobias’ cause for confusion; how had things gone so terribly
wrong?

After waiting for full darkness to fall,
Tobias cautiously entered the camp. He prayed for acceptance by
this group as he approached the fires. He prepared himself to
run—his muscles like springs under tension—in case he was not
accepted. He did not know what he would do if he were turned away.
A slave on the run had limited choices.

The slaves, a surprisingly small group of
about twenty, sat talking quietly among themselves until Tobias
breached the ring of light cast out by the fires. All heads turned
toward him, silenced by his sudden appearance. Their dark, shiny
faces reflected the orange glow of the fires. The whites of their
eyes glowed brightly in the light as tiny reflected fires danced in
the wet, black pupils.

Tobias squatted before an older man and
looked into his aged eyes. The man looked to be in his late
fifties. He was scarecrow-thin, tall, and had short, graying
hair.

“I’m needin’ some help from y’all,” Tobias
said, never breaking his gaze on the old man. “I’m lookin’ for a
Kuaar Muon.”

Tobias watched the old man’s face closely
for a reaction to his request for a high priest. The old man said
nothing, but his eyes indicated he knew of what Tobias sought.

“I been hearin’ that there’s a mighty
pow’ful leopard-skin priest in these parts, and I need him bad.” As
Tobias waited for a response from the old man, an older woman
grabbed him by the arm.

“You be a runner for sure,” she said,
dragging him by the arm. Fear grabbed Tobias at the thought of the
woman turning him in to the slave-catchers. “Let’s get you a bowl
and get you out of the light,” the old woman said.

The tension within Tobias eased as the old
woman led him behind a shack. “If a Master was to find you here,
it’d be our hides,” she said. She had Tobias sit on a stump of
firewood that had not yet met the splitting ax. “Y’all just sit
right here and I’ll get you a bowl,” she said, turning back toward
the fires.

Tobias looked around for a few seconds,
trying to readjust his eyes to the darkness again. He could still
see the ghostly flames of the fire on the inside of his eyelids
when he closed them.

A couple of minutes later, the old man
appeared with a bowl of soup and handed it to Tobias.

“How long has it been since you last eat,
runner?”

“I found me some berries yesterday,” Tobias
said, accepting the bowl.

“Eat it slow then,” the old man croaked.
“Men can’t be livin’ on berries.”

Tobias put the small bowl to his lips and
drank some of the soup. It ran down his throat, satisfying his
hunger and warming his core.

“How long you been runnin’?” the old man
asked as he pulled up a stump of firewood for himself. He sat
heavily, and leaned against the shack.

“Six or seven days,” Tobias replied, running
his sleeve across his mouth to dry it.

The old man looked at him suspiciously,
raising one gray eyebrow. “You mean to tell me that you been
runnin’ for that long, and you ain’t dead or cripple yet?”

Tobias looked long and hard at the old man
before he spoke. “You run hard, when you run for your life.”

The old slave nodded, eyes full of thought
and gazed into the dark woods. After a moment he spoke. “I’d say,
you’ll be runnin’ some more.” He stroked his face with one downward
sweep of a skeletal hand. “You here right from Africa, ain’t
ya’?”

Tobias looked at the old man and nodded. “I
was brought here during my sixteenth summer,” Tobias said.

“Well, ya’ can’t be stayin’ around here,” he
said, looking at Tobias. “If Master Browning was knowin’ you be
holed up here, he’d beat my po’ black ass somethin’ terrible.”

Tobias finished slurping up the last of the
vegetables out of his bowl. “Ain’t meanin’ to cause no harm,” he
said, and placed the empty bowl on the ground. “If I can see the
leopard-skin priest, I’ll be off runnin’ again.”

Tobias began kneading the tired muscles in
his legs.

The old man looked up at Tobias. “What you
be needin’ a Kuaar Muon, fo’?” the old man asked. “Not that there’s
one here, ya’ understand.”

Tobias stopped the muscle-rubbing and stood
up. “I think I be needin’ to tell that to the Kuaar
Muon.”

The old man rubbed his face again, a look of
worry in his eyes. He studied Tobias’ eyes as if reading something
there. “Keep on talkin’ then and follow me.”

The old man led Tobias into the woods where
they would not be heard by the others. Tobias told the old priest
his story. After an hour of listening, the old priest told Tobias
to stay where he was until he returned. The old man got up stiffly,
knees popping and other joints creaking with age and abuse. Alone,
the old Kuaar Muon headed deeper into the woods.

Tobias sat quietly where he was, listening
to the sounds of the night. Crickets serenaded their mates and the
tree-frogs supplied a chorus. A half-moon cast a faint blue light
down upon the forest. His mind raced with possibilities.

The old priest sat alone in the dark woods,
chanting in the tongue of old Africa. As he sat on the
dew-moistened grass beneath a great oak tree and became quiet, he
let the sounds of the forest comfort him until he could no longer
hear those sounds. His mind reached out into the ether, searching
for the spirits of his elders, his god.

In his mind’s eye, he saw the heavens; so
glorious, so expansive. A smoky haze came into view, swirling,
mesmerizing. This haze began to take shape, dividing into
individual elements, resembling human figures. Becoming ever more
focused, the haze resolved itself into the images of faces,
shoulders and torsos.

In his mind, the old priest addressed the
assembled spirits, in his native language.

“Oh grand ones, I seek your counsel. A
troubled soul has come to me, seeking justice.”

“Be at peace, my child. We have been
following this one’s journey toward you. All things are not as they
appear,” a spirit replied.

“Thank you, Grandmother,” the priest
said. “What this one seeks, I fear is beyond my abilities.”

Another of the assembled spirits then spoke.
“If you believe what he seeks is beyond you, then it is indeed
beyond you. If you believe that it can be achieved, then it will be
achieved. You must decide, and what you decide, will be.”

The priest thought a moment, then replied,
“Forgive me grandfather, I hear your wisdom. I only fear that I
will not be able to fulfill…”

“What you fear are not your abilities,”
yet another spirit interrupted. “You fear the obstacles that stand
before this tortured soul. I say to you, the obstacles before this
one do not block his way; they provide the way.”

The old priest reflected on his own troubled
thoughts. “Your wisdom is great, and it is always trusted. This one
seeks justice, but the unjust is not of our clan.”

The spirits smiled at the old priest. “My
son,” one of them said, “is the unjust one not a man? Does he not
belong to the clan of mankind? Does the color of his skin make his
injustice less so?”

Another grandmother spirit spoke to the
priest. “This particular injustice has set many things in motion
upon your world. While certain paths through time have now been
lost, other paths have now been cleared. The path that is chosen
will depend upon the strength of man’s will. You cannot choose the
outcome, nor can we. In order for justice to exist, injustice must
also exist. The gods favor justice, but in this case, injustice
wields much power. The balance no longer exists. Many possibilities
are now open to resolve this injustice. In the end, only one will
become reality.”

“Thank you, Grandmother. Your message is
wise and clear,” the old priest replied.

“To restore the balance will require much
energy,” one of the spirits said. “Justice is the stronger virtue,
but justice has limited paths available in this case. However, the
will of this soul who seeks your help is indeed strong. If his will
prevails, it will give justice the stronger path for generations
beyond his own.”

“I do not fully understand,” the old
priest said, “but I trust your counsel. Please guide me as to your
will, and I will perform as expected.”

“Alas, my child, we already know you will
perform well. Like a well-worn path, we see this clearly. Your task
will be only to convince the others, to stir their passions, to
make them believe it is so. Their energy is crucial to this mission
to restore the balance of justice and injustice. There must be a
ceremony, tonight, to see what paths will then be opened for
justice to prevail.”

 


After an hour the priest reappeared and sat
next to Tobias. “You know that this is a mighty spell that you be
askin’ fo’,” he said, and put a hand on Tobias’ shoulder. “And you
know that you’ll be payin’ a mighty big price for it.”

Tobias nodded and swallowed hard. “So, it
can be done?”

“It can,” the old man said, “and I reckon it
will, judging from what you have told me.”

They sat in silence for a moment before
Tobias spoke again. “I ain’t got much to give,” he said, “but I’d
give my life to see it done.”

A serious look fell over the old man’s face.
“I’m afraid your po’ old life ain’t worth spit right now,” he said,
and then lowered his head. “I’m afraid that what you’ll have to
give,” the old man paused, “will be worse than dyin’.”



. . .



Within a couple of hours Tobias found
himself sitting in a small clearing just a few hundred yards from
the camp. A small fire glowed weakly in the center of the clearing
and the old priest sat next to it. The entire camp population was
also present, down to the smallest baby.

The priest had shed the tattered rags he had
been wearing earlier and was now naked. His upper torso had been
smeared with some kind of paint, and as he sat before the fire, he
applied the same paint to his face.

There were several small bowls set before
the fire and the priest applied the contents of each to some part
of his body. From the last bowl, he slowly drank. Some of the
contents dribbled from both corners of his mouth, running in dark,
glistening lines down his neck. He rose and poured the remainder
into the fire.

The fire hissed, as if in pain, and a column
of black smoke rose from its depths.

The priest began to speak in the tongues of
Old Africa. The rest of the slaves began to chant.

Flames from the small fire began to lick
high up into the air. Crackling sparks flew wildly into the still
night.

The gods were listening. Every eye in the
camp watched the priest as he began to dance around the fire. Some
of the men began to use their legs as drums, slapping a rhythm upon
their thighs. The priest, wearing only the paint, raised his arms
to the sky and began to dance faster. The chanting speeded up to
match the rhythm of the priest. His body glistened with sweat. His
eyes glowed madly. The Kuaar Muon was no longer in this world, but
among the gods, begging for their approval, for justice.

The priest could see his body dancing around
the fire, no longer under his control. His spirit sped through the
night sky. He fondly remembered his own father, also a leopard-skin
priest, who had taught him to mind-fly. He rushed through the night
searching for direction from the gods. He heard their voices
questioning him, asking of his worthiness.

The answers came. The gods explained to the
priest the direction he was to take. Yes, the white man would pay
for his actions. The unjust one must be punished for his sins
against the children of Africa. The gods would unleash a
power upon the white man as never before. And the runner
would run again. He must. There was a mission to accomplish
and a price to be paid.

The priest praised the wisdom of the gods
and asked their blessing as he bid their will.

With a speed that could not be calculated,
the old priest’s spirit returned to his body with a thud,
the impact knocking him down. He lay on the ground for a moment
shuddering uncontrollably. The camp was quiet, except for the
crackling of the fire. The old priest slowly rose to his feet. His
body no longer glistened with sweat. Covered with the dust from the
ground, it looked dull, flat. He turned to face the other slaves,
their faces an ashen shade of gray. The slaves began to chant
again, as the priest raised his hands over his head and began to
speak his native language.

“Remember our brother, stolen by white
men, as many were, and brought to this land! Curse the white Devil
who beat him, who spat in his face, who took of his blood! Forgive
not he who tore out the heart of our brother and made him run! Show
this white beast what it means to run for your life! Let him run,
and let him hide! Give peace to our brother, his run will someday
end! Show the white man your power! Send your justice!”

The priest dropped to his knees, breathing
hard. The fire blazed in one last glorious display and then died to
a flicker.

The gods had listened. The priest walked
past Tobias, motioning him to follow. He also beckoned two other
slaves, both young men, to join them. They walked in silence to a
tree stump near the edge of the clearing.

A splitting ax had been stuck into the stump
and the priest lifted the handle, working loose its bite on the
hard wood. The priest looked into the eyes of the younger men. With
no exchange of words, they grasped Tobias, one on each arm, and
bent him over the tree stump. The old priest lifted the ax and
swiftly brought it down. The blade sliced through the cool night
air and a horrible scream exploded into the night.

 


 



Chapter 2

 


 


August 1991

 


Lt. Galen Morris pulled open a cabinet
drawer in the back of the ambulance.

“Hey, Bob, we need more tape and gauze over
here,” he told his fellow crewmember. “While you’re in the supply
room, you might as well bring more run forms; we’ve only got a
couple left on the clipboard.”

Galen checked over the rest of the supplies
and was satisfied that his ambulance, 1-Charles-47, was well
stocked and ready to roll on their next call.

Galen was one of four full-time
firefighter—paramedics that staffed the mostly volunteer, Willow
River, Illinois, Fire District, Station Number One.

Until a just a few years ago, Willow River
had been a completely volunteer Fire Department. As the community
grew, the township board decided to hire four fully trained fire
fighters to staff the department during the daytime hours when most
of the volunteers were at work.

Galen stepped out of the ambulance and
headed for the soda machine. The cantankerous old machine had not
been in a good mood lately, having cheated several people out of
their money. This was evident by the number of fresh dents and shoe
marks in the lower panel. Galen deposited his coins slowly, giving
each a chance to register. Before he could make his selection, a
call came in over the radio. The speakers popped with sudden energy
and a hollow voice crackled out a message.

“Attention Willow River Station One. 3342
Old School Road. Possible heart attack.”

As message repeated itself, Galen had
already headed for the rig, his soda still in the machine. He
climbed into the back of the ambulance while the volunteer driver
and an EMT also climbed aboard.

The ambulance quickly left the station as
the siren punched a hole in the quiet evening.

Galen knew the patient at 3342 Old School
Road, having been called to this address on previous occasions. It
was the address of his best friend.

Galen picked up the microphone from the
mobile radio mounted in the back of the ambulance.

“Charlie-47 to dispatch”

“Go ahead Charlie-47”

“We are en route to 3342 Old School Road.
Can you advise us of any details of the call?”

“10-4, Charlie-47. The caller complained of
severe chest pain radiating to jaw, and left arm. The caller also
requested that you come in the rear door.”

“10-4 dispatch. Do you still have the caller
on the line?”

“Affirmative, Charlie-47.”

“Dispatch, please advise the caller our ETA
is approximately four minutes.”

“10-4, Charlie-47.”

Hang in there, you old geezer, Galen
thought as he prepared the medical kit that he would take into the
house.

The resident, Professor Albert Gaston, had
chronic heart problems. A wonderfully interesting old man, Galen
and the professor had become close friends over the last couple of
years. In fact, Galen had just visited Gaston a few days ago during
one of his many “check-up calls.” Gaston had been his bubbly self
at the time and the two had talked for over three hours. The old
man fascinated him, and Galen always felt better after visiting the
professor.

Professor Gaston had retired a few years ago
from a college out east and moved to Willow River to be near his
ailing sister who had died a few months ago. As professor of
anthropology, he had traveled the world and had written several
successful books including a string of bestselling novels. His
large Victorian home was just outside of town. Interesting and rare
artifacts from various cultures around the world filled his house.
All it took to engage the professor in an extensive conversation
was to show some interest in something from his collection of
artifacts. The professor had many unique views on the world,
especially concerning those two subjects that Galen always avoided
talking about in polite company; politics and religion. Galen would
sit for hours listening to Gaston explain how those two subjects
were the major source of change in the world, most of it
negative.

Gaston had been everywhere. From the Arctic
Circle to the tropical rain forests of South America, Gaston could
tell stories that would keep anyone engrossed for hours.

They had become more than just friends.
Gaston had been Galen’s first medical call after reporting to
active duty at Willow River. He had been captivated by the old
man’s wit, his gentle disposition, and the brightness in his
seventy-eight-year-old eyes. Their friendship had started after
Galen’s first visit and had continued for the next two years.

The professor, like Galen, had no family
nearby since his sister had died. He did have a nephew in New York,
but they never visited each other. The professor had never married
and rarely had visitors.

Galen had thought of the professor as the
grandfather he had never known. One of his own grandfathers had
died before he was born, but to hear his mother describe him, he
sounded a lot like Al Gaston. He had been kind and gentle, yet wise
and opinionated.

Galen also told stories about some of the
emergency calls he had been involved in during their frequent
visits. Having been a five-year veteran of a station in south
Chicago, Galen also had plenty of stories to tell.

The two men - one old and wise, the other
young and strong - always enjoyed the company of the other. Many
people would think Galen and Gaston, so far apart in terms of years
and background, made an odd couple indeed. But their friendship had
only grown stronger over time. Galen and the professor had spent
many hours together, sometimes sipping coffee, sometimes beer,
talking about anything and everything. On more than one occasion
the visits had not ended until the wee hours of the morning.

Hang on, Al, we’re on our way, Galen
thought again as the ambulance sped out of town.

Audra Winters was also preparing herself and
the equipment for arrival at the scene. Audra had only completed
her EMT training a few weeks ago, but commanded herself as if she
were a seasoned pro. Only the slightest signs of nervousness
fluttered about her face.

The ambulance reached the long driveway that
lead to Gaston’s home and the driver cut the siren. The sudden
silence was deafening.

“You grab the O2 kit,” Galen said to Audra
as he opened the side door and jumped out of the rig.

Audra already had it in her hands.

Galen ran to the rear of the house and
opened the back door. Gaston was leaning back in a kitchen chair,
phone still clutched in his right hand. He was a small man, with
short gray hair and a round belly. Upon seeing Galen, he dropped
the receiver, which bounced noisily on the tile floor.

“There’s a lot of pain, Galen,” the
professor managed to squeak, clutching at his chest.

“Okay Al, you hang in there, and we’ll get
you to the hospital.”

The ambulance driver, Bob, appeared with a
gurney.

Galen turned to Audra, “get him on 15 liters
of O2, pronto.”

Audra began to set up the portable oxygen
and Galen began taking vitals.

Within minutes they were en route to
Rockford Community Hospital, about 15 miles due east.

Gaston was wincing with pain, thrashing
about a bit, and trying to talk to Audra. He lay on the gurney with
his head and shoulders elevated. Audra sat on a bench to the
patient’s left and Galen, on a single seat to his right.

After establishing an IV, Galen was on the
radio with the emergency room getting his orders from the ER Doc. A
bag of IV solution swung back and forth on a hook above the
patient’s head.

Audra was doing her best to calm Gaston
down. He was naturally very anxious. Although his heart problem had
manifested itself years ago, it was not something you could just
get used to. Gaston had been placed on several medications and
Audra struggled to write them down for the emergency room
physician.

Galen finished with the radio and began to
hook up the heart monitor to his patient. The professor grabbed
Galen’s hand as he attempted to adhere the heart monitor leads to
his chest.

“Galen,” Gaston croaked, “I have to tell you
something.”Gaston’s breaths were very labored and he was in a lot
of pain.

“Don’t try to talk, Al. Just try to calm
down,” Galen said as he busied himself with applying the monitor
leads.

Gaston tightened his grip on Galen’s arm. “I
have to tell you now,” he gasped.

Galen responded sternly, “Al, try to calm
down. After the doctor fixes you up, we’ll have plenty of time to
talk.”

Gaston looked into Galen’s eyes. Galen saw
there the look of the dying. Galen had seen that look more than a
few times in his career. There was a certain look about people who
were dying, and not just the obvious trauma victims, struggling in
their last minutes of life. This look required no blood, no missing
limbs and no broken bones. This look came from inside, from the
core of their being.

Gaston started to talk again and reached up
to remove the oxygen mask that hindered his speech.

Galen reached for the old man’s hand and
stopped him from removing the mask. “Al, you need this. It will
help you. Leave it on, I can still hear you.”

Gaston hesitated for a second and removed
the mask anyway.

“Galen, I need you to...,” his face
tightened into a knot of pain, “...to do something for me.”

“Sure Al. We’re doing all that we can. Just
hang on ‘til we get to the hospital.”

Audra was trying to get the oxygen mask back
on his face. Gaston kept turning his head in an effort to avoid
it.

“No, Galen... something else,” Gaston said,
still attempting to push the mask away. He was becoming agitated
trying to communicate while in so much pain.

Galen continued to hook up the heart monitor
as he listened to Gaston’s raspy voice.

It is especially hard for an ambulance crew
to work on someone they know and care about. Galen was trying to
save the professor’s life, while at the same time, trying to take
the time Gaston wanted, but maybe did not have. Galen wanted
nothing more than to talk to the professor and was doing everything
he could to keep him alive. He was doing his best to ensure many
lengthy conversations with his friend in the future.

“Galen, please,” Gaston croaked,
“Listen...to me.”

Galen looked at Gaston again, trying
unsuccessfully to avoid his eyes. The look was worse. Death was
close.

Galen managed to get the monitor hooked up
and began transmitting the readings to the hospital. Galen had done
all he could for now and turned his full attention to speaking with
his friend..

“Galen, you must do something for me, if
I... die.”

Gaston could only whisper now and Galen
leaned close, holding his hand. “Don’t you give up, Al. I’m not
givin’ up, so don’t you give up!”

Gaston shook his head to indicate that he
had not given up. “A box, on my...my bookshelf, in my...study.”
Gaston gasped for breath, “a wooden box, send it to...to.” Gaston
was struggling to speak and the expressions on his face changed in
a random pattern of fear, pain and anxiety, like a kaleidoscope of
emotions.

“Send it to...Paxon, Prof...essor Paxon, at
Baxterrrrr... College.”

Audra tapped Galen on the shoulder and
nodded at the heart monitor. The monitor indicated Gaston’s erratic
heart rhythm was steadily worsening.

Galen turned back to the professor, tears
filling his eyes. “You stay with me, Al!” Galen choked out, “we’re
almost there!” Galen wanted so badly to tell Gaston he was going to
be okay, but Galen had never lied to a patient and would not start
now.

Audra put the oxygen mask back over Gaston’s
face. Galen held his friend’s limp hand as he constantly checked
the equipment. He leaned close when he heard Gaston begin to speak
again. The oxygen mask muffled the professor’s speech, but Galen
could understand him.

Audra was on the radio with the hospital,
who was asking for a patient update and an ETA.

“Galen,” the professor groaned. A small
squeeze from Galen’s hand let the professor know he was there.
“Call him; tell...him that ...

The professor squeezed his eyes closed in
pain, and Galen could not understand what he was saying. The
professor then took and deep breath and tried to continue.

“Eater...of...hearts.”

Gaston’s eyes looked glassy and stared
straight ahead as he spoke. His lips were a pale blue and the look
of death had washed the other emotions from his face.

Audra was taking another blood pressure
reading. The look on her face was enough to tell Galen it was very
low.

Galen wiped at the tears in his eyes then
turned back to Gaston.

The professor looked up, meeting Galen’s
eyes. “Galen,” he said, trying to focus, “I...I...love you.” The
old man squeezed Galen’s hand then pulled it toward his cheek.

The ambulance was only two minutes away from
the hospital when the heart monitor signaled a shockable
pattern.

Audra, who had been intently watching the
heart monitor, shouted that the patient was in v-fib. Knowing what
was coming next, she changed her position in the cramped
ambulance.

Galen tried to set aside his emotions and
got back into his role as a professional paramedic. He was reaching
for the defibrillator when an indicator on the monitor signaled
that the patient was in ventricular fibrillation.

“Let’s defib!” Galen shouted. He had trouble
positioning the defibrillator unit paddles through his tear-blurred
eyes.

“Clear!” Galen said, making sure Audra was
not in contact with the patient.

Gaston reacted to the shock with a spasmodic
jerk, heaving up from the gurney.

Galen leaned back, and looked at Audra, who
closely watched the monitor.

“Nothing!” she shouted.

Again, Galen positioned the paddles.

“Clear!”

Gaston jerked again and the monitor signaled
a weak heartbeat.

“Got it!” Audra shouted, intently staring at
the monitor.

Galen replaced the paddles on the defib unit
and moved to the professor’s head. “Al!” Galen shouted as he
checked for a carotid pulse. “Can you hear me?” Gaston reacted with
only a twitch in his face. Galen knew it was useless.

The monitor still signaled a heartbeat,
although very faint and erratic.

“Al, I love you too,” Galen said, leaning
close.

Galen would never know that Gaston had heard
and understood because the professor could only react with another
twitch.

The heart monitor flat lined this time as
the rig was pulling into the emergency room gate.

 


 



Chapter 3

 


 


The old priest, (named Wilbur by Master
Browning, Mendalla-Umba by his father) gave Tobias a drink of a
medicine-brew he had concocted. He watched Tobias take the drink,
then lay down on the priest’s bunk, delirious and in a lot of pain.
He moaned softly and his eyes rolled crazily behind their lids.

Wilbur, having no family of his own, shared
a cabin with four other slaves. He had asked the other slaves to
find another place to bunk down for the night, leaving him alone
with the runner. He had also asked the rest of the slaves to try to
get a good night’s sleep. Mendalla-Umba did not want the field
bosses to be suspicious that the slaves might have been up all
night, doing that ‘African mumbo-jumbo stuff’ again. The old priest
would probably be up the entire night himself, which would be bad
enough.

He lit a couple of candles, which cast just
enough light for him to see. His shadow moved upon the wooden walls
of the cabin like a dark ghost haunting the night.

He left the cabin and retrieved a burlap
sack he kept stored in a hollow tree at the edge of the camp. He
kept his secret things in the sack, things necessary for his duties
as leopard-skin priest. Among these things were various small
bones, dried leaves, a few pebbles, and a coin.

If Master Browning knew he was still
practicing the religion he had brought with him from Africa, they
would undoubtedly beat him again. He had taken several beatings for
his faith, refusing to drop the practice and have the white man’s
god forced upon him. Instead, he and the rest of the camp kept
their beliefs a secret.

There was no name for his religion, for it
was the only one his people had ever known and everyone abided by
its rules. His people had called upon the same gods for millennia.
It was their way of life. Their beliefs were the one thing the
white man could not strip them of, though try as they might. In
this camp, Mendalla-Umba kept the faith alive.

Master Browning wanted them to pray,
to Jesus. He pressed his beliefs upon the slaves many times,
forcing them to listen. He told them there was only one God,
and Jesus was his son. Mendalla-Umba could not, would not,
pray to Jesus. Jesus could not make his spirit fly and could not
talk to him like the gods of his fathers. The old priest did not
understand the white man’s God, but understood his own as well as
anyone. He had seen their power, and knew of their wisdom.

The gods had been powerful tonight, showing
their dark powers to all present. The spell was mighty and required
the energy from all of the camp to cast it. A spell such as this
one was rare. The gods must look into the heart of the man asking
for the spell, and judge that he is worthy. They must also
determine if the priest is worthy, and his soul clean. They must
settle upon the sacrifice to be given. When this is decided, it
would be told to the priest. It is then up to him, to the extent of
his knowledge and his powers, to call forth the justice of the
gods. If all is in order, they would begin the ritual.

Mendalla-Umba’s people had always lived by
this system. They only used the spells to battle evil, never for
personal gain. The old priest looked back upon his first spell. It
had been cast upon the evil spirit-creatures of the sea. These
spirits had eaten most of the fish from the sea and the village’s
fishing nets brought in little food. They depended upon the fish
for nourishment and the empty nets caused much concern among the
villagers.

The village elders summoned Mendalla-Umba to
their council, directing him to speak with the gods.

Mendalla-Umba pleaded with the gods to help
them, and used all of his powers to persuade them. He performed his
ritual as his father had taught him.

The fish had been few before the spell,
barely enough to feed the children, but within a few days, the fish
were back. The villagers once again harvested their food from the
sea. In return for their deed, the gods asked only that the first
day’s harvest be sacrificed to them for their great task!

Mendalla-Umba had cast spells against the
evil spirits that caused sickness among his people. He had cast
spells against the insects that ravaged their scanty crops, and
against the evil spirits that dried up their land, holding back the
rain.

If the cause was worthy, and if the heart of
he who asked of them was honorable and pure, the gods would
consider the request. The gods would then name their price, to be
paid in the form of a sacrifice for granting the deed.

Mendalla-Umba did not know how the gods
battled the evil, for he was merely a man. He knew only the
outcome. The rains would come, the insects would die, and his
people healed.

If his people died, then they would know
their hearts were not noble, or their faith was lacking. If the
rains did not come, it was because of some injustice his people had
done to anger the gods. The gods were powerful, the gods were
honorable, and the gods were just.

Mendalla-Umba retrieved a small crystal from
his burlap bag. He had found it while working the fields for Master
Browning. The gods had now asked him for it. The gods had told him
of their plan to bring forth a mighty servant to carry out the task
requested of them. The gods would call forth the Eater of
Hearts to aid the running slave.

Mendalla-Umba had trembled when the gods
told him of their decision. He had heard of the Eater of Hearts,
but had not thought of it being sent here, for this spell. It was
one of the most powerful of the servants of the gods and its power
struck fear into the heart of the old priest.

The ultimate sacrifice was usually that of a
human life. Mendalla-Umba had only cast one such spell, many years
ago in his homeland.

At that time, the evil spirits that dwelled
below the ground began to heave the earth. The sea had licked the
land with a furious wave, destroying most of the village and
killing many people. The crops had been washed away, threatening
the remaining villagers with starvation. Huge cracks had opened in
the rocks, threatening to release the evil spirits from below.

Mendalla-Umba had flown with the gods as he
had earlier this night. They would require the sacrifice of a
warrior to stop the evil spirits. The village had gathered for
their energy. A mighty warrior had volunteered his life, just as
the gods had said one would, to save the village.

The gods had asked a mighty price for the
spell that Tobias sought. The gods had not seen Tobias’ life as the
ultimate sacrifice, for to Tobias, death would be no sacrifice at
all. It would be a release. Tobias the runner was dead already, as
the gods saw it.

Instead, Tobias had been given a mission; a
mission that would prove to be more of an offering than immediate
death. Tobias had also given of himself, his right hand, for the
spell that he had called for. Mendalla-Umba had made the cut
quickly, hoping Tobias would suffer as little as possible. The
bones had yielded easily to the sharp ax. The potion would
alleviate the pain for a while. The gods were pleased, and the gods
were wise.

Mendalla-Umba took the small crystal, and
placed it in a bowl. He then took Tobias’ severed right hand, and
like a hideous inverted udder, squeezed the fingers to milk them of
their blood. The bloody stone was retrieved from the bowl, and
placed in the palm of the severed hand. In a death grip like no
other, Mendalla-Umba wrapped the fingers of the hand around the
stone. Wax from a candle was then dripped between the fingers,
sealing the stone inside.

Mendalla-Umba walked over to check on
Tobias. The potion he had drank was working now, giving Tobias a
fitful, though much needed, sleep.

The priest walked outside with the hand. The
air was cool and dew had fallen over the camp. The fires had burned
down to a bed of furious coals. Mendalla-Umba dropped the hand into
the center of the coal bed and with a long stick, raked the coals
to cover it.

The priest sat before the fire. The smell of
burning flesh was immediately noticeable. He could hear a sound
above the quiet crackling of the fire. Leaning closer, he heard a
faint hissing and sizzling, as blood from the severed end of the
hand dripped upon the hot coals.

The bed of coals had been smokeless before
the priest placed the gift to the gods into it. Now, a column of
smoke resembling a light gray snake, wriggled its tail as it
climbed into the sky to meet with the gods.

The priest began to chant, quietly, almost
to himself, but he knew the gods would hear. It was well past
midnight and the woods surrounding the camp were completely quiet
except for the sounds of crickets and an occasional toad.
Mendalla-Umba sat with his eyes closed, chanting quietly, until he
lost track of time. The chanting was automatic. He need not think
about it to do it.

His mind wandered back to Old Africa. He
remembered his father, one of the most powerful leopard-skin
priests ever. He thought about the great pride that his father had
known when Mendalla-Umba, his only son, had become the Kuaar Muon
of the village. His joy had been mixed with sorrow, for his father
knew the burden a priest carried upon his shoulders and how it
weighed upon the mind and body. A priest must be strong to serve
the gods and his people. A priest must be willing to kill to
appease the will of the gods. Emotions must be set aside and not
allowed to interfere with judgment. Now, Mendalla-Umba knew what it
was to maim, to cripple, to the same end. Although his heart was
heavy, he knew he had only done his duty.

Reflecting upon the events of the night, the
old priest noticed a sudden brightness from the fire, just before
he felt increased warmth upon his face. The brightness had been
powerful enough to sense through closed eyes. Upon opening them,
Mendalla-Umba was nearly blinded.

A small orb, about the size of a child’s
fist, glowed brightly about three feet above the ground, directly
over the fire. With a light nearly as intense as that of the sun,
Mendalla-Umba could barely look at it. Through squinted eyes, he
stared in amazement. The priest hardly noticed the few, large drops
of rain pelting his shoulders and the top of his head. Within a
minute, the light rain turned to a heavy downpour. Mendalla-Umba
could hear the hissing fire as the rain drowned it out. He could
feel the heat upon his face decrease as the rain seemingly cooled
the orb, dimming its previous brightness.

The bed of coals was soon a wet pile of ash.
The orb maintained its position above the fire pit, but dimmed to a
faint yellow glow. The rain continued, sending small streams of
runoff throughout the camp. The priest was aware of the voices of
some of the slaves, probably complaining about getting wet through
leaking roofs.

Mendalla-Umba kept his eyes on the
mysterious thing before him. After a moment, the orb dropped, all
at once, as if some invisible hand had suddenly released it. It
landed with a squishy plop!

The rain stopped as suddenly as it had
started. The camp became quiet again. The rain had quieted the
crickets and toads and now the only sound was the dripping of water
from the roofs of the cabins in the camp.

Mendalla-Umba cautiously approached the
fallen orb. He probed at it with a stick, trying to rake it from
the muddy ashes. Upon getting it on open ground, he noticed it was
no longer glowing. His heart pounded rapidly at the thought of what
he had just witnessed. Without touching it, he held his hand close
to see if he could feel any warmth. Sensing nothing, he cautiously
picked it up. It was only slightly warm. He carried it over to the
well and rinsed it off in a puddle that had collected around its
base.

Tobias groaned as Mendalla-Umba entered his
cabin. The old priest studied the orb intently as he approached a
candle for a better look. It was marvelous! The gods had shown
Mendalla-Umba a power he had never seen before. He silently praised
them for their awesome power and wisdom.

Mendalla-Umba placed the orb in a small
leather pouch that he also took from his secret burlap bag. He
placed the pouch beside the bed where Tobias tossed about. The
potion was wearing off and he could see the fear and pain on the
runner’s face.

He took his burlap bag back to its hiding
place and looked into the sky. The stars shone brightly and no
trace of a rain cloud could be seen. In the east, a faint pink glow
lined the horizon. Morning was near and Wilbur would soon be
expected in the fields.

 


 



Chapter 4

 


 


Tobias awoke with a start, having been
replaying the events of the night in his half-sleeping mind. He
jerked himself upward, trying to support himself with his hands
only to awkwardly discover the amputation of his right hand. He
hoped it had all been a dream, a very bad dream.

His arm burned like rampant fire.
Blood-soaked rags covered the stump, and Tobias shook it briefly to
rouse the swarming flies that had gathered there.

Wilbur returned to the cabin, void of the
body paint, dressed in the same tattered clothes he had worn the
day before. “Time to run, Tobias,” he said. “Time to get your
pitiful ass as far away from here as you can.” There was no
sympathy in Wilbur’s words, although there was in his heart.

Tobias had gotten exactly what he had asked
for and now had to pay the price. The spell had been cast, and its
completion depended upon Tobias’ strength and will. Mendalla-Umba
had bid the will of Tobias and the gods. To Wilbur the slave, his
concern now turned to being caught harboring an escaped slave. The
slave catchers would probably pass though here, led by their dogs,
and suspicion alone would be enough to warrant severe punishment.
Wilbur had to do all that he could to protect himself and the other
slaves from being incriminated in any way.

Tobias stood, swaying slightly as he tried
to regain his balance. His head swam and he felt weak from the loss
of blood. He steadied himself by leaning against the wall.

Tobias held his stump-arm upward and studied
it. Streaks of dried blood ran from under the saturated rags, like
dark lightning bolts from a gore-soaked cloud. Flies continually
swarmed the dressings, buzzing about in a frenzy.

“Here’s you a little blade and a piece of
flint,” Wilbur said. “It might help you out some along your way.”
He pushed the small knife and flint into Tobias’ pocket. He then
took Tobias’ left hand into his own, and tied the drawstrings of
the leather pouch around his wrist. He looked into Tobias’ tired
eyes. Fear and pain were waging a battle to control the runner’s
face.

“Whoever ya’ give this to will be cursed,”
he said, trying to avoid Tobias’ eyes. “The gods say to give it to
him as a gift, and yo’ spell will be done. Ya’ got to give it
freely, and don’t let anyone steal it from ya’.”Wilbur pulled a rag
from his back pocket and used it to reinforce the dressing on
Tobias’ stump. “It’s got to pass from the giver to the
taker, and the taker will be cursed.”

Tobias started to protest, feeling there was
no way he could make the trek back to Master Richards’ plantation.
He decided against saying anything, only nodding his head in
confirmation.

“What is it?” Tobias asked, bouncing the
pouch in his hand, trying to get a feel of its weight and
shape.

“This po’ old man don’t know. The gods call
it biit loac, The Eater of Hearts.” Wilbur rubbed his face,
a now familiar gesture to Tobias. “Don’t go lookin’ at that thing
in the pouch. It’s a mirror of fear, and it knows what’s in the
hearts of men.” Wilbur took Tobias’ shoulders in his hands.
“You just got to git it to yo’ Master, that’s all the gods say. The
gods will take care of the rest. Now you go on and git. Remember, I
ain’t never seen ya’, and you ain’t never been here.” Wilbur turned
his back to Tobias. “You go on back into the woods,” he said.
“It’ll be light soon, and if y’all gits caught here, the spell will
never be done.”

Tobias was too stunned to say anything, and
didn’t know what to say anyway, so he headed for the door. Swaying
like a drunk, Tobias made his way to the woods. The morning light
was still faint and the air was cool. A glow in the east gave
Tobias his bearings and he turned northward.

Wilbur stood in the door of the cabin.
Tobias looked back at him. They exchanged glances and then Tobias
was gone.

The ways of the gods were sometimes strange,
but their will had been done. Wilbur felt that his duty was over.
He knew what Tobias was facing and tears filled his eyes. He had
not even had the time to get Tobias some food for his journey.
Although that couldn’t be helped, Wilbur felt a tug at his heart
for the runner. Good luck, Karmanna, son of Harub, Wilbur
thought to himself. Tobias had not told him his African name, but
the gods had.

The other slaves were beginning to wake up
and they had a full day’s work ahead of them.



. . .



Tobias slowly made his way north, keeping
the rising sun on his right. After about an hour he came to a
stream where he began to replenish his lack of body fluids.
Drinking deeply of the water, Tobias wondered how he would ever
make it back. That was the last thing he had expected to have to
do.

Tobias had expected to die. He thought his
life would be demanded as his sacrifice to the gods and had
accepted it. Being asked to return to his plantation was something
he had not anticipated. He felt he would never make it. His mission
sent him straight toward the slave catchers instead of away from
them. His arm hurt worse than any beating he had ever known.

Tobias lay next to the stream for a few
moments, thinking. It had taken six days to find the priest. He had
stopped at two other camps inquiring about a Kuaar Muon, and they
had directed him to where Wilbur lived. He had been physically
strong then, able to move quickly, to hide, and to run. He had been
nearly exhausted by the time he had found the priest. Now he was
beyond exhausted. He was also crippled.

He considered just staying where he was,
never to face Master Richards. He also considered how that would
just waste the spell, letting Master Richards go on as before.

No, he could not do that. Wilbur and his
entire camp had risked helping him. He could not come this far and
just let it go. He must dig deep within himself, somehow manage to
get back and carry out his task. He had vowed to the gods that
Master Richards would know their justice and fear their power.
Whatever the gods had in store for Master Richards, started with
Tobias’s journey back home.

Still lying along the side of the stream,
Tobias wondered what was in the pouch. He felt it again through the
soft leather. It was round, and weighed as much as three or four
hen’s eggs. He wondered what it was that would carry out this
spell.

Let Master Richards be the first one to
see its power, he thought.

He stood up and looked into the stream. A
crayfish was silently searching for food among the rocks in the
shallow water.

“Hey, Mistuh Craw-Daddy,” Tobias said,
licking his lips, “you sho’ look like a fine meal to me.” Using his
teeth, Tobias untied the leather pouch and laid it upon the
bank.

Catching a crayfish with one hand proved to
be quite a challenge. He managed to catch four of them. It was a
meager meal, but he would find more food later. He spent about
fifteen minutes wading in the shallows before moving on.

Before he left the water, he took a few
minutes to wash some of the blood from himself. He sat down on a
rock and managed to rinse off his right arm. A tendril of
reddish-brown water snaked its way downstream from Tobias before
diluting enough to run clear again.

Tobias retrieved the pouch from the bank and
slipped his hand through the looped strings, drawing them tight
with his teeth. He felt slightly better and the small gain in
strength would carry him a long way before he stopped again.

Recovery from the exhaustion, hunger, and
loss of his hand would require time. Time Tobias didn’t have. He
was moving closer to the slave catchers, and had a long way to go
before his journey ended. He needed strength, sleep, and food.

He moved rather slowly that day, making his
way through the woods. At least the shade of the trees kept the hot
August sun off his back as he traveled. The woods were thick,
almost shutting out the rays of the sun completely. Only a few
narrow beams of light penetrated the leaves, spotting the ground
beneath with round blotches of light. He felt safe in the woods.
The chances of anyone finding him here were slim.

The same could not be said for the rest of
the trip. After he left the cover of the forest, Tobias would be in
the open more often. He would travel during darkness, trying to
pick up a few miles each night, making whatever headway he safely
could in the daytime.

Tobias reached the Northern edge of the
woods about two hours before sunset that first day. A tobacco
plantation lay in a valley to the north. About three miles to the
west, Tobias noted a narrow strip of woods winding in an irregular
path Northward, probably bordering the same stream he had crossed
this morning. Tobias would rest here until well after nightfall.
Then he would decide if he should follow the road or the
stream.

He poked around in the woods looking for
anything Mother Nature may offer in the way of food. After finding
only a few edible roots, Tobias happened upon a wild apple tree.
The tree yielded some small, bitter apples. The first apple
instantly dried his mouth, but after gobbling three or four his
stomach was temporarily satisfied. He wished his pants sported
pockets, for he would have liked to take a couple of the sour
apples with him. But, given the fact he had a hard time carrying
anything, he would pass, hoping to find more food along the
way.

Tobias began to move deeper into the woods
when he realized he had left the apple cores lying on the ground, a
sign that the slave hunters would surely notice when the dogs led
them here. He picked up the cores, wondering what he should do with
them. The only thing he could think of was to eat them. He ground
the gristly cores between his teeth as he looked for a place to
sleep.

Tobias found a dry creek bed and lay down
between two large rocks. The base of the bed was mostly small
pebbles with larger rocks scattered along its length. The large
rocks were cool. Tobias moved close to feel the comfort.

He inspected the dressing on his arm. Except
for the edges, which were wet with sweat, the dressing was dry. The
blood had hardened to give the dressing a stiff, cast-like feel.
The arm still hurt madly, but after so long, Tobias did not think
about it. Pulling the bloody rags between his teeth and left hand,
he managed to tighten the dressing that had loosened during the
day.

He slept for a while in the creek bed, and
then lay thinking about his next move. If he followed the stream,
it would offer him the opportunity to wade. Wading through the
stream would cover his scent, hopefully confusing the slave
catchers’ dogs. However, wading at night with low visibility could
be dangerous. This area was infested with snakes, including
cottonmouths, which were poisonous. Although the stream looked
small, Tobias felt it could still harbor an alligator or two, which
added to his concern.

He decided to follow the road. There was a
better chance of being seen there, but it was a much safer route
overall. He would make better time traveling the road and could
duck into the roadside shrubs should someone come along.

After the cool darkness had fallen, Tobias
made his way to the road. The dusty trail still felt warm to
Tobias’ bare feet, having absorbed the warmth of the day’s
sunshine. He moved quietly Northward, never breaking his stride
until he heard a dog barking.

He panicked at first; diving into the woods,
ready to run if necessary. He then realized the barking was not
that of the slave-catchers’ bloodhounds, but a yapping kind of bark
from a smaller dog. Tobias came out of the woods and began to run.
He was afraid that someone might be aroused by the dog and come to
investigate the cause of its barking. Wherever it was, Tobias hoped
it stayed there.

It took all of his energy, but he managed to
run until he could no longer hear the dog. He slowed again to a
walk and tried to catch his breath. The short run had caused a pain
in his side, like the point of a knife working its way between his
ribs. He began to get dizzy and sweat poured from his brow.

Tobias had to stop. He walked to the side of
the road feeling queasy, and vomited before he could sit down.
Dryness returned to his mouth, along with the taste of sour apples.
He leaned against a tree and drew deep, staggering breaths. The
pouch was remained nestled in the crook of his right arm and it
began to feel warm. Tobias felt the warmth in his arm and his side,
still painful from running. He grasped the pouch in his left hand
and felt the warmth course the length of his arm. It felt like warm
sunshine and not only warmed his skin, but heated his insides as
well. Like a hot liquid, the power from the pouch surged through
him, renewing him. He looked upon the pouch and noticed small rays
of light escaping from the pouches’ loose bindings.

The gods are watching out for me,
Tobias thought, helping me along. This thought restored some
of his waning strength and again let him run.

Tobias alternated running and walking for
the rest of the night. The pouch continued to radiate its healing
warmth and he nestled it close, keeping it between his stump-arm
and his side.

The area he now traveled was mostly
farmland. Planted fields, almost ready for harvest, lay all around
him. Far to the west, Tobias spotted a column of smoke. It was
probably from the chimney of a farmhouse. Birds began to flutter
about in the pre-dawn light. The sun had not yet risen above the
horizon and Tobias began looking for a good place to hide.

For a long time, the only sound Tobias could
hear was the whispering shuffle of his feet on the dirt road.
Suddenly, a rattling, metallic sound from up ahead startled him. It
sounded distant, and Tobias could see nothing past the curve in the
road before him. He quietly bolted off the path, seeking refuge in
a narrow band of trees and brush. He crawled into some low bushes,
taking a position that allowed him to see without being seen.

The rattling sound grew louder in the quiet
morning air. He thought it was probably a wagon traveling down the
road. Next, Tobias heard the sound of a horse as it noisily
exhaled. The slave watched the road closely, waiting for a glimpse
of the approaching wagon.

The sounds grew ever closer, and Tobias
could not believe he had not spotted the wagon yet. He heard
voices, but could not make out the words. The sounds moved
surprisingly close, yet he could still see nothing on the road.
Tobias moved to a state of near panic. He heard people talking, but
could see no one. As if they were the voices of ghosts, they came
ever closer.

“Git that wagon over here!” a disembodied
voice called. Tobias swung around. About fifty yards away, in the
hayfield behind him, Tobias spotted the source of the sounds. Six
slaves and a white foreman were there with a wagon, preparing to
harvest the hay. They had traveled in the field, parallel to the
road and Tobias had not seen them coming.

Tobias froze like a scared rabbit. He
flattened himself against the ground in an effort to avoid being
seen.

The foreman sat upon a large, gray horse. A
pistol was tucked into the back of his pants. He was facing away
from Tobias, shouting orders to the slaves.

Tobias was twenty feet from the edge of the
field and the slaves would eventually work their way toward him. If
he did not get out of there soon, he was bound to be
discovered.

Half of the slaves carried sickles, with
which to cut the hay. The other slaves would then load the cut hay
onto the wagon for transport to the plantation.

Tobias planned to scurry away when the
slaves were at the far end of the field. He would seek a safer
hiding spot on the other side of the road, reducing his immediate
danger. As opportunities allowed, he could slowly put some distance
between him and the field boss.

The pouch began to grow warmer along Tobias’
side. The heat ran through him like a tidal wave. His muscles
trembled and his eyelids fluttered as he watched the slaves move
away from him. The foreman walked his horse alongside the wagon.
The slaves were working diligently, but making agonizingly slow
progress. The morning sun had cleared the horizon and cast long
shadows behind the working slaves.

Tobias’ heart skipped a beat when he saw a
large, playful dog come bounding into the field. The dog was
exploring the edge of the woods, some hundred yards away. Tobias
had to move quickly, before the dog realized he was there.

He turned as quietly as possible and moved
toward the road. His heart pounded so hard he could feel his pulse
in his eyes. He looked up and down the road to see if anything was
coming, and then turned to see if he could spot the dog.

Seeing neither, he crouched low and crossed
the road.

Ten yards of trees and brush separated him
from the next field. He slowed as he approached the tangled growth,
frantically searching for a place to enter.

He spotted a small dent in the thick brush a
few yards to his right and ducked for it. Dropping to his hand and
knees, he kept the pouch close as he entered the brush. He
discovered it was mostly briars, a thorny cross between a bush and
a vine. It clutched at him with a thousand tiny claws. Tobias
pulled and tugged, trying to make his way through the tangle,
hoping to quietly free himself of its grip. He dropped flat on his
stomach and dug in with his elbows and feet, desperately trying to
make progress. The briars hung on relentlessly, their thorns
tearing his clothes and piercing his skin.

Just ahead of him the briars ended, giving
way to a scattering of hardwood saplings and high weeds. He
struggled against the tangle of thorns, making little headway. He
turned and tried to free himself from his captor. It seemed that as
he broke the grip of one of the barb-laden vines, two more snared
him in another spot.

Tobias thought he heard something crunching
in the brush across the road. He lay still, hoping he had imagined
it. A joyous howl from the dog made him realize he had been
discovered. The dog had picked up Tobias’ scent from his previous
hiding place. He made another instinctive howl, ready for the
chase. The scent was clear and fresh. It was as visible to the dog
as a lighthouse to a lost ship.

The pouch pulsated as if it held a live
animal. Tobias made a wild, tearing leap to free himself. Driving
with his legs, he pumped furiously toward the edge of the briar
patch. With a tremendous burst of energy he broke free. Bits of his
ragged clothes stayed behind, forever entrapped by the thorny bush.
The thorns cut deep grooves in Tobias’ shoulders and down his back.
His forehead was tattooed with a criss-cross pattern of cuts and
scratches. Blood oozed down his brow and ran in tiny streams down
each side of his broad nose.

He broke into the next field and bolted
diagonally for the woods that bordered it. His heart pumped
furiously and his legs felt weak with the fear of being caught.

The dog also had a difficult time making it
through the briars, but had gotten through much quicker than Tobias
had. He continued to howl and bark, nose to the ground, following
the strong scent.

The foreman looked up from his work, eyes
searching for the dog. He probably flushed out a rabbit, he
thought, or maybe a deer. He entertained the thought of
checking it out. Some venison would be nice if he could get a clear
shot at it. He pulled the pistol from the back of his pants and
jabbed the horse with the heels of his boots. The horse surged
forward and the foreman pulled the reigns hard to the right.

Tobias was only a few yards from the woods,
running hard, when the dog got its first glimpse of him. The dog
bellowed again in his excitement, streaking across the field. He
now tracked the slave by sight, allowing him faster pursuit.

Tobias entered the woods and began to look
for a weapon. He frantically searched for a big stick, or a rock,
anything with which to defend himself. A layer of brown pine
needles covered the ground. He continued to move deeper into the
woods, scanning the ground for a weapon as he went.

The dog entered the woods a few seconds
later. A big, heavy mongrel, the dog darted quickly between the
pine trees. Within moments, he was on Tobias’ heels, teeth bared,
massive jaws snapping.

Tobias sensed how close the dog was but
could find no weapon. Rather than be caught from behind, he turned
to face the beast. The pouch was hot, vibrating wildly at his
side.

The dog was upon him.

It leaped.

Tobias raised his left arm in defense.

 


 



Chapter 5

 


 


The ride back to the station from the
hospital was quiet.

Further attempts in the ER to resuscitate
Professor Gaston had failed. The driver, Bob, and Audra, sensed the
sadness Galen felt at the loss of his friend.

Any run that encounters death will be a
somber run indeed. The members of the emergency crew will question
themselves for days afterward, wondering if there was anything that
they could have done differently. Within the next couple of days,
the entire staff would critique the run discussing all of the
particulars. This was routine for all runs that the ambulance made,
regardless of the type of call. After the critique, the crew would
think about what they had discussed and decide as a group if
anything should have been done differently. This exercise was
intended as a learning tool. It allowed less experienced crew
members to learn what the more experienced ones would have done in
similar circumstances.

Galen had stayed with the professor the
entire time at the hospital. Audra had filed all of the necessary
run forms and gathered supplies, bothering Galen only for his
signature on the run sheet.

Galen had held back the tears as best he
could. Normally, he was not a very emotional person, but thinking
of the friend he had lost made him realize how much he would miss
him. The long conversations, the interesting stories, and the
advice were now gone. Galen no longer had the professor to lean on.
He then realized he had lost the only person he could call a
true friend. He buried his face in his hands and silently
wept.

After returning to the station, Galen
retreated to the radio room to do some paperwork. He needed to get
his mind occupied with something other than his loss. On the way,
he passed by the soda machine. He stopped and hit a button. After a
mechanical groan and a couple of clicks, a can of Pepsi rolled
through the little trap door at the bottom of the machine with a
clang. At least something went right today, he thought as he reached for it.

Audra’s heart ached for Galen, sensing how
badly he felt. She had not known the professor herself; not well
anyway. She had exchanged greetings with him on the sidewalks
downtown, but no more than that. She thought she would give Galen
some time alone, and then talk to him. Perhaps she could even cheer
him up a little.

Audra held much admiration for Galen, as did
everyone on the department. He was so professional, so good
at what he did. His dedication to the department was obvious.
Speaking at the school during fire prevention week, teaching
first-aid classes, and participating in training drills were often
done on Galen’s personal time.

He also treated everyone as an equal. There
were only four women volunteers, but Galen had made them all feel
welcome; unlike some of the other guys who felt women had no place
on a fire department.

Galen came out of the radio room and went to
check out the ambulance.

Audra was inside the rig, changing the linen
on the gurney. She looked up when she saw him.

“Hi, Galen,” she said, gathering the used
linens. “How are you doing?”

“I’ll be alright,” he said as he climbed
into the rig.

Audra dumped the linens on the floor outside
of the ambulance and took a seat in the rig. She could tell Galen
was still feeling the pain of losing his friend. His face carried
an expression she had never seen there before.

“You must have been close,” she said. “I’m
so sorry, Galen.”

Galen sat down next to her. “Yeah, he was a
pretty special old guy,” he said. “I’m gonna miss him.”

Galen did not seem to be in the mood to talk
yet so Audra decided to leave him alone.

“If there’s anything I can do, let me know.
Okay?”

“Yeah, thanks, Audra,” Galen said rather
absently.

Audra got up to leave, but Galen gently took
her wrist in his hand.

“Audra, did you hear what Al was talking
about before he died?”

Audra thought for a moment. “Some of it,”
she said, and sat back down.

“He said something about a box, and wanted
me to send it somewhere?” Galen asked as he tried to replay the
scene in his mind.

“Yeah, in his study, on the bookshelf,” she
said. “What was that all about?”

“I’m not sure. Do you remember where he said
to send it?”

Audra put the tip of her index finger on her
upper lip and stared fixedly at the floor. “Was it, Baxter
College?”

“I don’t know,” Galen said. “It was such a
strange thing for Al to be talking about. It didn’t seem that
important to me, but I think it was important to Al.”

“I think it was a Mr. Paxon, at Baxter
College,” Audra offered. “It did seem like a strange
conversation.”

Galen shook his head, “You’d think I could
remember the last request of a dying friend.”

Audra chanced a brief smile and said, “I
think saving his life was your foremost concern.”

Galen nodded.

“I guess I can find out. There can’t be too
many ‘Baxter’ Colleges around.

“He probably has the name and address around
his house somewhere,” Audra volunteered.

“Yeah. I’ve got a key, so I can go check it
out later.”

“Good idea.”

Galen fell silent again and Audra got up to
leave. She was glad he was talking, but she could tell he was far
from being himself.

Again, Galen stopped her.

“One more thing before you go,” he said,
“did you get the last part of what he said?”

Audra replayed the scene in her mind.

“He said that he loved you.”

“No, before that, something about
eating...hearts?”

Audra remembered that part, too. She could
not make out all of it, but she remembered that part.

“It did sound like that,” she said. “Like
‘eater hearts’, I thought he might have been referring to his
condition, a heart attack or something.”

Galen nodded again. “Yeah, I bet that’s it,”
he said. “Probably something about a better heart. I wish
he’d had one.”

Galen sat in the ambulance for a few more
minutes. Audra left for a short time, and then returned with clean
linens. He looked up to her as she climbed into the rig.

Galen was fond of Audra. She had that
“girl-next-door” look about her. She was attractive, but not in a
stunning sort of way. She was a little spunky and had an
almost tomboy way about her. She always wore her hair in an
efficiently short pony-tail while she worked. Galen had only seen
her a few times when she had worn her hair different. She worked at
Rockford Community Hospital as an X-ray technician. He occasionally
saw her there and would always chat with her if they had the
time.

Audra began to put the clean sheets on the
gurney. She was quite aware of Galen silently staring at her. It
made her feel a little uncomfortable. Having completed her task,
she turned to him.

“What are you staring at, Galen?”

Galen did not answer.

“Galen?”

Galen shook himself out of his trance.

“I’m sorry, I was just...thinking.”

Audra blushed for what she had been
thinking; almost wishing he had been staring at her. She
knew by the tone of his voice and the look on his face that he had
indeed been somewhere else, deep in thought.

“I was thinking, Audra,” Galen started,
“that you might go with me over to the professor’s place
tomorrow.”

Audra thought for a moment, gently nibbling
her upper lip. She wanted to help Galen get over this personal
tragedy, but at the same time wanted to give him some room. She
looked at him and saw the look of sadness and fear play across his
gentle features. He was wounded, hurt and in pain. Audra could not
let that go unchanged.

“Sure,” she said. “What time do you want to
go?”

“I’m off for forty-eight, after twelve noon.
What time do you get off work?”

“I’m on the seven-to-three shift for the
rest of the week.”

Galen shrugged and said, “how about six or
so?”

“That’s fine with me. Want to meet
here?”

“Sounds good,” Galen replied. “How long are
you on call tonight?”

Audra looked at her watch. “Just about long
enough to wash up and get my purse.”

Galen looked at his watch, too. “Jees, it’s
almost midnight,” he said in disbelief.

“Yep, and five a.m. comes awful early when
you’re on call ‘til midnight. So, I’ll see you here at six
tomorrow.”

Galen nodded, “Okay, and thanks for
everything, Audra. I appreciate it.”

“Anytime,” Audra said, not knowing exactly
what she was being thanked for. She smiled warmly at him and
disappeared, leaving Galen sitting in the back of the
ambulance.

After Audra had left, Galen sought out an
empty bunk and lay staring at the bottom of the bunk above him. No
matter how hard he tried to think of something else, the events of
the evening played across his mind. As if projected like a movie
from the depths of his brain, visions of Al Gaston flashed upon the
inside of his eyelids.

Galen tried to fight off the depression that
had set into him. He had been around this business long enough to
know about what many paramedics called ‘The Wall’. This ‘Wall’, a
kind of burnout state of mind, was just beginning to be understood.
It usually took place after a particularly disturbing call, but not
always. Often being attributed to the constant exposure to death,
pain, and the gruesome scenes emergency workers often encountered
on the job.

Galen had never experienced a head-on
collision with the Wall, but had side-swiped it a few times. He
struggled now to keep himself centered, and put things into the
proper perspective.

To Galen, becoming a Paramedic created an
instant conflict. Wanting to help people who were injured or sick
required a warm, loving heart. It required getting involved with
the patient, to share his pain, to feel his emotions.

On the flip side, a person could only
withstand these emotional storms for a short time before seeking
refuge. Refuge was a cold heart. Do your job, but do not get
emotionally involved. Keep your distance.

The result was to bury those emotions. Keep
them hidden away, stored in a dark closet somewhere in the hall of
memories. However, when the closet was full, you faced The
Wall.

Galen was at that point right now and he
knew it.



. . .



At six o’clock the next evening, Galen stood
talking to some other people on the department. He was dressed in
civilian clothes; an Air Jordan t-shirt and jeans. A small group of
people had gathered around the soda machine, smoking cigarettes and
sipping cold soft drinks. It was the only area in the station where
smoking was allowed and there was often a small group gathered
there with their heads in a rolling cloud of smoke. The large
overhead doors were open to take advantage of the northerly breeze.
The newly waxed fire trucks gleamed under the station’s fluorescent
lights. Galen saw Audra’s new red Mustang pull into the parking
lot.

She waved at him from the car, as he walked
toward her. “Want me to drive?” she said, smiling.

“I never turn down a good chauffeur
service,” Galen replied.

He walked around to the passenger’s side of
the car. “Nice rig,” he said. He sat down, running his hand over
the plush upholstery.

Audra backed up, and then sped out of the
parking lot. Not in a reckless way, but very quickly.

“Whoa!” Galen said, grasping for a
hand-hold. “I didn’t picture you as the hot-rod type.”

Audra slowed a bit. “Sorry,” she said. “I
guess I don’t have passengers that often.” A faint redness appeared
in her cheeks.

“Hey, it’s okay. It’s just that we’re not
going to a fire or anything.”

They both laughed.

“So, how are you today?” Audra asked, now
very conscious of her speed.

“I’m a lot better,” Galen lied. “It’ll just
take some time.”

“Time heals all wounds, as they say.”
Audra’s tone was more subdued now that they were talking about
Galen’s loss.

“Galen, I want you to know that I’m sorry
about what happened last night.”

“I know you are, and I’m alright,” Galen
said. He smiled at her, a smile that meant “thank you”.

Audra’s right hand was resting on the stick
shift. Galen placed his on top of hers.

“I’m glad you’re coming with me, Audra. I
thought about going over there alone, but I would much rather have
someone along.”

Audra looked at him sympathetically and
nodded. Letting go of the shifter, she closed her hand around
his.

“It’ll be okay, Galen,” she said in her most
soothing voice. “Really, it will.”

“I know,” he said, “but I was afraid that
going over there by myself....” He paused and looked intently
through the windshield.

“I thought I might really break down over
there. All those memories; all of his things,” he finally
blurted.

She squeezed his hand.

“I know, Galen, you don’t have to
explain.”

They made it to Gaston’s place and she
turned the Mustang into the long driveway. The house sat back off
the road further than she had realized. The expansive lawn was
beautiful. The hedges were trimmed to perfection and beautiful
flowers painted colorful lines and patches in several areas. The
setting was park-like. The house was very large and well kept. The
white brick structure featured four large columns in the front. It
reminded Audra of a plantation house in the south.

“Park in the back,” Galen instructed,
pointing the way.

Audra hadn’t noticed the view of the river
during the call last night. In fact, she hadn’t notice much about
the place at all. She had been too focused on the call and doing
the best she could for the patient.

“This is such a beautiful place,” she said.
“I had no idea this place was so big!”

“Yea, it’s great isn’t it?” Galen said.
“C’mon, I’ll show you around.”

Galen led Audra to the far side of the
house. Another building sat about thirty yards away.

“What’s that building?” Audra asked.

“It used to be a stable before Al bought the
place. He just stores stuff in it now.” Galen realized his mistake,
then added, “At least he used to, that is.”

The house sat atop a large hill and the
Pecatonica river wound a serpentine course about a half-mile
away.

“It’s such a pretty view from up here,”
Audra said.

Galen nodded and opened a door leading onto
a screened-in porch that covered most of the backside of the house.
The porch was equipped with white wicker furniture and a porch
swing hung unmoving at the far end. Audra moved to the swing, and
merrily tried it out.

“I just love these things!” she declared,
sitting down and putting the swing in motion.

Galen leaned against the wall and smiled.
“Me too,” he said. “My grandparents had one of these. We could fit
six of us kids on it when I was little.”

Audra patted the spot beside her, inviting
Galen to sit down. He moved toward her, accepting her offer.

“Al and I used to sit out here a lot in the
summertime,” he said, gazing out into the yard. “We would bring a
bucket filled with beer and ice and just sit and talk. Sometimes,
we would go out into the yard on reclining lawn chairs and just
look up at the stars.” He pondered the thought for a moment and
then looked to Audra. “Have you ever done that?”

Audra shook her head.

“Makes you feel small, almost
insignificant,” Galen said, looking out over the lawn. “You’ll have
to try it sometime.” Galen leaned back in the swing, straightening
his legs in front of him. “You get the feeling there are things out
there man will never understand. You start to think about how big
space really is, and wonder what part we play in the scheme of
things. It’s peaceful and scary at the same time.”

They sat quietly for a moment, neither of
them knowing what to say. Galen still brushed against the “wall,”
and longed for internal peace. He no longer wanted to be a
Paramedic. After a brief silence, Galen straightened up in the
swing and slapped his hands on his thighs. He closed his eyes to
the “wall.” “Let’s see if we can find this dang box for this guy at
Baxter College.”

The back door to the house was locked,
probably by the police, Galen guessed, although he didn’t know. The
professor had no family nearby, only the nephew who lived out east.
Galen himself had called the funeral home in town and found out Al
had pre-arranged his funeral and had paid for it in advance. The
County Coroner’s office - part of the Sheriff’s Department - had
asked Galen about any relatives and Galen told him what he
knew.

Al had mentioned the nephew a couple of
times, a stock broker in New York named Leonard Brewer. Beyond
that, Al had not said anything more.

They entered the kitchen as they had the
night before. The place was very tidy and painted a bright peach
color. The room was large and windows lined one wall. Galen gave
her a tour of the house as they worked their way to the study on
the second floor.

Audra was agape at the furnishings and
decorations in the house. It was more like a museum, but very well
done. The walls were plaster, with beautiful hardwood trim and
floors. The ceilings were quite high, giving the rooms a very open
feeling. Interesting items sat everywhere but nothing looked
cluttered. There were hand-woven baskets and rugs, hand-carved
masks, and a few musical instruments of unknown origin. There were
other things adorned by feathers that Audra thought to be
Native-American. Large pieces of pottery sat in a couple of corners
and small sculptures made of various materials were distributed
throughout the house. The furniture was not too unusual, but very
elegant. Some traditional art, mostly paintings, also added to the
decor.

Audra’s thoughts turned for an instant to
the cedar chest in her apartment. The one in which she stored all
of the things that would someday help furnish her own house. She
had been saving things in this chest since she was a teenager,
fantasizing about a small white house with blue trim. Someday, when
she met the right guy, she would unveil the cherished things in her
cedar chest. It would provide the finishing touches to a newly-weds
love nest. It wouldn’t go very far in a house like this, she
thought.

The stairway to the second floor was
massive. Made of a dark wood, it utilized beautifully turned
balusters and handrails. A large chandelier hung above the stairs,
adding to the grandeur.

“Al must have been rich to afford all of
this,” Audra said.

“Al obviously had a lot of money, but he
never talked much about it.”

Actually, Galen knew little about Gaston’s
financial status. Money had not seemed important to Al, although
Galen observed Al as being very thrifty. For instance, he knew Al
always traveled coach class in airplanes, drove a Toyota, and
clipped coupons from the Sunday paper.

Audra’s image of Al being a meticulously
neat person changed when they entered the study. It was chaotic. In
one corner was a huge desk, buried by an equally massive pile of
junk. Papers, books, computer disks, photographs, a telephone, and
various other things were strewn about in no obvious order. Books
were piled everywhere, on chairs, small tables and windowsills. A
smaller desk sat along one wall supporting a personal computer. Any
wall space that was not occupied by windows or bookshelves, was
covered with maps or charts.

Galen began looking on the bookshelves for a
wooden box. He had no idea of how big it was and hoped he would
find only one.

“This place is a pigsty!” Audra
declared.

“Reminds me of my place,” Galen said under
his breath.

“Are all men slobs?” Audra asked, smiling,
“or just the ones I know?”

“Give the old guy a break,” Galen said,
good-naturedly. “This is where he worked.”

“Worked doing what?” Audra asked.

“Writing and research mostly,” Galen
said.

Galen spotted a wooden box on the bookshelf
behind the desk.

“Not to fear,” he said, “I think I might
have found it.”

Galen retrieved it from the shelf. About the
size of a cigar box, it looked rather plain. The top was hinged,
and clasped in the front with a small brass hook.

Audra walked over to Galen as he sat the box
on the desk.

“Let’s find out what’s important enough for
a man to use his last earthly wish for,” Galen said as he examined
the clasp.

He tinkered with the mechanism as Audra
looked over his shoulder. After a moment, the clasp let go and
Galen opened the box.

They both gasped at the beauty of the item
in the center of the box. The box was lined with velvet, and an
object about the size of a tennis ball sat inside. It was clear,
like glass, with hundreds of tiny v-shaped grooves cut into it,
leaving its surface covered with little pyramid shapes. For lack of
a better comparison, it made Galen think of the Epcott Center
sphere at Disney World.

“What is it?” Galen asked.

“I don’t know. Whatever it is, it sure is
beaut....”

Audra cut her statement short as the object
began to glow.

“What the Hell?” Galen said in
amazement.

Within seconds, the object glowed very
brightly. Audra and Galen instinctively backed away a step.

The box itself began to vibrate and slowly
turn before it once again became motionless. The object began to
rise slowly above the box. Its glow became less intense,
diminishing to about the same brightness as a candle flame. They
noticed the object was slowly turning, reflecting the sunlight from
the windows like a miniature disco ball. It began to turn faster.
They could hear it hum softly as its facets cut the air. Galen held
his arm in front of Audra and began to back up. “What is it?” he
asked again, not expecting an answer.

Galen continued to back away as the object
began to move toward them. It moved directly toward Galen, about
chest high off the floor.

Galen and Audra were too confused to know
what to do. They stopped in the middle of the room and stared. The
object moved closer. Galen instinctively held out his hand to keep
it away.

Audra stood behind him, clinging to his arm.
She began to tug him back, away from the mysterious ball.

The glowing sphere began to move faster,
covering the few feet between it and Galen in a couple of seconds.
Audra began to pull him toward the door. She looked up when she
heard Galen yell. Blood was pouring down his arm and he almost fell
backward trying to make his way to the door. She caught him, and
they both fled the room.

They bolted down the wide stairs, hearts
pounding.

“What the Hell is that thing?” Galen
screamed, his voice cracking with fear and confusion.

He was clutching one hand in the other.
Blood covered them both.

“Let me see your hand,” Audra said
nervously.

Galen stopped and looked up the stairs.
Seeing nothing, he held out his hand.

Before Audra could look, a queer noise
caused them to look up. The noise was similar to that of a dentists
drill, only deeper and louder. They both looked around, searching
for the source of the noise. They noticed plaster dust falling from
the ceiling. They watched in amazement as the object came through
the ceiling, boring a hole as it went.

Before Galen turned to run, and in that
instant of total confusion and disbelief, he could have sworn, he
saw small flames licking at the hole in the ceiling.

Audra, also staring in astonishment, thought
she saw two small, red eyes looking at her through the same hole.
Unsure of what was happening, neither said anything about what they
saw. “Out the back door!” Galen yelled.

They ran through the kitchen and out into
the back yard. They turned toward the car and Audra felt her
pockets searching for her keys. She panicked when she could not
find them.

They jumped into the car. Audra was relieved
to find the keys still in the ignition. She started the car,
slammed it into reverse, and turned it around as quickly as she
could. Galen was watching the house. Audra shifted into first gear.
Galen was slammed back into the seat when she tromped the gas. He
continued to watch the house and saw the glass in a front window
shatter as they skidded onto the road.

“What was that thing, Galen?” Audra cried.
“It scared the Hell out of me!”

Galen was stripping off his t-shirt. “I have
no idea what that was. It scared me, too!” Galen began to wrap his
hand in the t-shirt.

Audra wiped at her eyes, making a total mess
of the mascara she had so carefully applied.

She backed off the gas slightly as they
entered town.

“Where are we going?” she asked, with a
tremble still in her voice.

“Do you have a med-kit in the car?” he
asked.

“In the trunk,” Audra replied.

“Swing by my place then,” he said. “I’ll
wash up my hand and see what kind of damage that thing did to
it.”

“What happened? What did you do to that
thing?” Audra asked.

“It was coming at me and I tried to push it
away,” he said. “It just kind of... tore into my hand.”

Galen clenched his teeth together in a
grimace of pain as they pulled into his driveway. He lived in the
lower half of an older two story home on the southeast side of
town. Audra parked the car and ran to the trunk for her first-aid
kit.

Audra met Galen at the back door where Galen
was fumbling with the keys.

“Let me do it,” she said. She sat the
first-aid kit on the porch and took the keys from Galen. She pushed
the door open in a few seconds.

Galen headed for the kitchen sink.

The t-shirt was about half-soaked with
blood, resembling some morbid tie-dyed job of the sixties. He ran
cold water over the injury for a minute before taking a better
look.

Audra came to the sink.

They both looked at Galen’s hand.

The wound nearly covered the palm of his
hand. The flesh and skin hung in ragged flaps around the edges of
the wound.

“Damn,” Galen said. “Looks like the thing
just ground its way into it.” He stared at the wound for another
moment, grimacing as he examined it more closely. “Looks pretty
nasty, too,” he said as he turned off the water.

“We better get you to the ER and have it
looked at,” Audra suggested.

“Yeah,” Galen said as he piled gauze pads
onto the wound. He walked a few feet to the utility room. He opened
the clothes dryer and retrieved another t-shirt.

“What are we going to tell the doc,” Audra
asked, “that you were attacked by a spinning ball and it chewed up
your hand?”

“Good question,” Galen responded. “We’ll
have to think of something.”

Galen pulled a chair away from the kitchen
table and sat down. He was thankful he had done up the dishes the
last time he was off. He glanced around the apartment, thinking it
really did not look that bad for a bachelor’s pad. He had never
kept his place neat, but at least it was clean. His sole attempt at
decorating was Miss August, held neatly to the refrigerator door
with a magnet. She displayed her wares on a white-sand beach
somewhere. He snatched a quick peek at Audra, hoping she had not
noticed it. He decided to keep his hand as the topic of
discussion.

“I can’t think of anything that would make a
wound like this,” he said.

“Well, we can try to think of something on
the way to…”

Galen lifted his good hand in a motion of
silence and they both heard a loud grinding noise on the west side
of the house.

“Shit!” Galen proclaimed as the orb began
digging through the kitchen wall. “Back outside!” he yelled,
grabbing the first-aid kit and the t-shirt. The object came through
the west wall of the kitchen cutting them off from the kitchen
door. Galen grabbed Audra by the arm and shuffled her into the
living room. They exited the front door, just as the ball was
boring its way through the living room wall. They ran to the
car.

Tires smoking, Audra took the first turn so
fast that Galen had to struggle to keep his head from banging into
the doorframe.

“What the Hell!” Galen screamed. Beads of
sweat had appeared almost instantly over his brow.

“Where to now?” Audra asked, a tremble
returning to her voice.

“I don’t know,” Galen said. “Just drive.
Keep driving.”

 


 



Chapter 6

 


 


The pouch vibrated wildly at Tobias’ side as
the snarling dog left the ground, leaping directly at his face.
Tobias lifted his left arm to ward off the attack and caught the
dog by the throat. The momentum of the dog’s weight carried them
both backward, knocking them to the ground.

Tobias held tight, gasping for the breath
that had been knocked from him. He was amazed he still had the grip
on the dog after they landed. Tobias sensed that the strength he
now possessed came from a supernatural source. Whatever was in that
pouch was feeding his body with energy from the gods. He squeezed
with all of his might, having a firm grasp on the dogs windpipe.
The dog thrashed wildly, snarling and growling, trying to shake his
opponents grip. Tobias felt the animal’s warm blood spill over his
fingers as they tore into the dogs flesh. His grip now completely
encircled the windpipe and Tobias squeezed with a newfound
strength. The animal, its windpipe crushed, could not move enough
air to whimper.

Tobias was lying on his side and felt relief
when the dog finally stopped struggling. He lay there for a moment
longer; staring at the animal, wanting to make sure the dog was
dead.

Tobias slowly released his grip on the dog.
He pulled his fingers out of the bloody mess of its throat and
stared in amazement. The pouch at his side began to cool and Tobias
could feel the sudden burst of energy ebbing away.

“Hey! Duke!” the foreman shouted from
nearby. He had rode into this field, in hopes the dog may flush out
a deer. Having not heard any barking for a moment or two, he now
called for the dog to return. “C’mon boy, Duke!” The foreman
stopped his horse and listened for a sound from the dog.

Tobias lay perfectly still.

The foreman turned around to look and
listened in the other direction.

Tobias slowly and quietly pulled the limp
beast’s body behind a tree. He then turned, crawling on his
stomach, and made his way to a shallow ravine. He lay still,
listening for a sound that would indicate the position of the
foreman. He hoped he would not spot the dog’s body from the
field.

“Duke!” the foreman shouted, followed by a
loud whistle.

Tobias was slightly relieved to hear the
foreman mutter something about that damned dog. He then
heard the sound of the horse and rider making their way back toward
the road.

Tobias took this opportunity to put as much
distance between him and the foreman as possible. The small stretch
of woods carried a way to the east and Tobias made his way in that
direction. After going about a mile, a narrow span of trees turned
to the north along the backside of a tobacco field.

Tobias stopped in this corner for a while to
catch his breath. He sat down and leaned back against a tree. The
scent of wildflowers hung in the still air and Tobias sucked deeply
to fill his lungs. The pouch hung quietly at his side.

The foreman and the slaves were still to
close to satisfy Tobias. He would go as far as luck and good sense
would permit, and then hold up for a while.

After resting for a few minutes, Tobias
began to move again. Now traveling north, he hoped he could find a
safe place to hide out until nightfall. His left hand was still
covered with the dog’s blood and hair. Bits of leaves, grass and
dirt also stuck to the viscous gore.

Tobias traveled slowly north for about
twenty minutes until he came upon a small stream that crossed his
path. He sat on the bank and looked both up and down stream.

The banks of the creek were steep, and the
surface of the water was about six feet below the level of the
surrounding fields. He slipped over the rim of the creek bank and
shambled down to the water. If he traveled upstream, it would take
him east, away from the foreman. The high banks would also offer
him ample cover for a while.

He dropped to his knees allowing the cool
water to swirl between his legs as he washed off the blood. He
thought about having done this two days in a row and hoped this
would be the last time. At least this time it was not his
blood.

Tobias walked in the water, slightly hunched
over to keep his head low. He wondered if this had been such a good
idea. The stream offered sufficient cover, but also blocked his
view of the surrounding area. He could possibly walk within yards
of a cabin or house and not even know it was there.

The stream offered him safe travel for a
couple of hours until the banks began to lose their height. Tobias
noticed the gradual change, but could spot no cover to hide him. He
hunched further over and maintained slow progress. The stream had
made dozens of turns but continued to meander toward the east.

Tobias stopped after a sharp turn in the
creek and peeked over the bank. The fields around him were covered
with tall, dry grass and wildflowers. They went on for as far as he
could see. There was a hill to the north and a cluster of dense
trees and brush lay in that direction.

He could see no signs of civilization—no
buildings or grazing animals. He decided to head for the trees and
hide there until nightfall.

He cautiously approached the trees, trying
to avoid another encounter with a briar bush. He walked the
perimeter of the brush looking for an easy opening. Finding a spot
void of the clutching greens, he walked into the thicket. The shade
was welcome relief to his back and neck. He searched for anything
edible, but found nothing. He then sat against the base of a tree.
With a glance in all directions, Tobias felt it would be safe to
sleep for a while. He nestled himself into the brush and made
himself as comfortable as possible.

He went to sleep rather quickly, but dreams
of the past few days haunted him, causing his sleep to be shallow
and restless. He dreamed about Gabriel and Titus.

How proud he had been at their birth. Twin
sons, on his first try. The sons he loved with all his heart. The
sons he would probably never see again.

Even when Master Richards had given them
these names out of the good book, Tobias had still been
proud. The white man’s names would not daunt the spirits of those
two boys. They had grown up so big, so strong. Master Richards had
even been proud. He would show them off to all of his gentleman
visitors as if they were a pair of show horses. Fine couple of
darkies you’ve got there, Richards, the visitors would say. A
few of them had offered to buy the twins, but Master Richards had
declined, stating he had special plans for those two. That
had not only made Tobias thankful, but even more proud. They had
special plans; maybe they would be field bosses some
day.

Master Richards had two children of his own,
a boy named Raymond and an older daughter, Mary.

Raymond, sixteen years old this summer, had
taken over many duties at his father’s plantation. Raymond was the
boss, directed by Master Richards. Four hired hands acted as field
bosses and Raymond never let them forget who was in charge. They
dared not cross him, for whoever did would have to answer to
Richards himself.

Raymond was a scrawny kid with a sloped-back
forehead and a big nose. He could often be found following his
father and shouting orders like, “Get those slaves into the
fields!” That had been one of his favorite commands since he was
big enough to shout. It seemed to be the only order he could give
without checking with his father first. He barked it often, always
getting a nod of consent from the bosses. Raymond would strut away,
like the biggest rooster in the barnyard after shouting out orders.
Someday he would own the plantation and Tobias hoped the kid would
change before then.

Mary, a lackluster girl of nineteen, had
recently acquired a gentleman caller, Ralph Watson III, a handsome
man of twenty-five. He had been seeing Mary for only a few weeks
before they announced their wedding plans. Master Richards had been
happy about the news, having taken an instant liking to the young
man. An elaborate wedding was planned for late summer, on the front
lawn of the plantation house.

People from all around the area came to the
summer wedding and stuffed themselves on roast pork and all the
trimmings.

Not all of the slaves worked in the field
that day, for it took many of them to cater to the guests. There
were wagons to park, horses to care for, and water to haul. Some of
the women slaves helped prepare the food. They were under the
direct supervision of Richards’ wife, Helen. They had spent many
hours chopping vegetables, making butter, and preparing the pigs
for roasting.
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