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* * * *
To my son Wayne: An inspiration to the free spirit in all of us.
* * * *
Forward:
Somewhere between the daylight of the physical realms and the darkness of the other worlds, in the twilight of the human mind, lies the edge of sanity. Should you find yourself balancing on this edge, as we are sometimes forced to do, and should you fall into the abyss, there is a way out. You must have the desire to return to your old physical reality, and you must maintain a strong faith in yourself. Crawl to the light of reason, and you will find your way back.
* * * *
Chapter 1: Mail
Curiosity.
They say it killed the cat.
Blake didn’t think so.
He figured it this way; the cat didn’t die until after it discovered what it wanted to know. It wasn’t curiosity that killed him, but knowledge. Proof once again that a little knowledge is a dangerous thing.
He had to pass the same sign every day on his way home from work. "PSYCHIC" – it said in big red letters. "Readings. Tarot. Palms read." All were advertised. "Call Miss Linda. 555-4094."
Blake had to admit, the sign piqued his curiosity. He had lost count of the number of times he had been tempted to pull into her drive and partake in her services. He had always managed to refrain from doing so.
Today, as he passed that sign, he turned on his headlights and turned down the blower on his heater. The late January sky was thick and gray, allowing dusk to settle long before the early sunset occurred. It threatened to snow on him. A frigid gust shook his car as it sped past Miss Linda’s house. Once again, he did not pull into her driveway. Once again, his curiosity would not be sated.
He could not justify that expense to himself. Besides, he was in a hurry to get home. He wasn’t sure why. He was going home to a big emptiness, but it was home and he was in a hurry to get there. He just wanted to get away from the hassles of work, he figured. He just wanted to sit back and relax. After all, home was his sanctuary, no matter how lonely it was.
Red light. He stopped instinctually. A few flakes appeared in the air. He began to think about the divorce. It hadn’t been his idea, but he still blamed himself. He certainly hadn’t seen it coming. She had blindsided him, and that’s what hurt the most. He could never forget how he felt the day she told him. Confusion. Denial. Stupidity. Anger. Wave upon wave of unfettered emotions assaulting him and contributing to a general stupor.
He couldn’t help but wonder – could it have been different if he had received psychic advice? Or, perhaps his interest in the occult, his tiny bit of dabbling, had contributed to his wife’s dissatisfaction. Green light. Time to move on.
Well, that part of his life was over now, and he just had to learn how to deal with it. He needed to just let her go. He never even knew she was so unhappy. If she had just said something, things might have been different.
Then again, maybe he was better off without her. After all, he was free now to pursue other interests, and other women. But his children, he really missed his children. The weekends simply didn’t give him enough time to spend with them. A light ahead turned yellow. He was too far away to blow through it. He stepped hard on the brakes, then let up and came to a stop at the line as the light turned red.
The snow began coming down harder. It had become a serious flurry. A wind gust rocked the car. This was going to be a big storm. Blake paid attention to the radio only long enough to catch little phrases from the weatherman.
“Predicting eight to twelve inches.”
“Lows around minus ten degrees.”
“Highs in the single digits.”
“Wind chills of up to thirty five degrees below zero.”
It was going to get extremely cold.
His mind drifted back to the holidays. He was glad he got to be with his kids on Christmas. It was his first Christmas without his wife since their marriage eight years earlier. He would have been too lonely if not for his kids. He could tell they were also having problems with the divorce. They didn’t know what to make of their parents living apart. The younger one, Theodore, was able to handle it better. Being only four, he was better able to adapt. Jessica, at six, was full of questions and seemed worried. Blake didn’t know if he’d have been able to handle it without them.
On New Year’s Eve, just a couple of weeks earlier, he had started the evening off alone. His ex had wanted the kids to herself on that night. Her parents were visiting, and he was graceful enough to let her have them. His friend, Justin, had called and invited him to a party, but he had declined.
An obnoxious honk shook him from his thoughts. The light had turned green. He stepped on the accelerator too hard and slid a little before he eased up and proceeded through the intersection. The snow began to come down fairly heavily. It was no longer just a flurry. It was already sticking to the ground. It was going to be a big storm, Blake could feel it.
He turned onto the street where his apartment building stood. The storm was at its full fury. He turned immediately onto the alley that served as a driveway to his parking lot. In the past, as he arrived here, it had always felt different, almost surreal. It was as if the apartment complex spun a world unto itself and maintained an unseen shield around it. There had been a certain comfort in arriving home, albeit a strange comfort. Tonight, he hardly noticed the feeling. He had to concentrate on driving through the falling snow.
By this time, the ground was covered with at least an inch of snow, and it was coming down hard. The wind was gusting more frequently. The temperature was dropping quickly. The storm was rapidly mutating into a blizzard.
He pulled into his parking space and watched the swirling snow through his windshield for a moment. At last he was home, safe after a hazardous, harrowing drive. He relaxed for a moment and let the music on the radio soothe his nerves before finally cutting the engine.
For a long moment he sat in the silence, watched the flakes scurrying through the air, and let the tension of the day roll off his shoulders. The wind picked up suddenly and slammed into his car, rattling the windows. He took in a long breath. He did not look forward to stepping out into the cold. He opened the door and flung himself into the monstrous storm.
The frigid air stroked the exposed skin on his face and immediately began trying to force its way into his heavy clothes as he locked his car door. He crossed his parking lot, which was more or less just a wide alley behind several fast food restaurants, and made his way to the back of his building.
The wall offered little protection. The wind battered him. The swirling snow lashed his face. He pulled his collar up around his neck and trudged through the snow. He hated this kind of weather, the snow, the cold, the wind, but he refused to let it make him run. He did set a swifter than usual pace as he made the trek to his front door, however.
The wind whipped hard as Blake turned the corner at the end of his building. The his left, the neighboring apartment building was built perpendicular to his own. The wide walkway between the buildings acted as a wind tunnel. Blake’s face was instantly frozen. The snow swirled around his feet as he huffed along even quicker than before, bending over slightly to battle the wind.
He took no time to look over the bleak courtyard as he rounded the next corner. The open area was in the middle of three buildings and fenced in at the far side. There was playground equipment set up at the end closest to Blake’s apartment.
In the spring, Blake was certain it would be a green, vibrant place full of life and sound. Now, it was a desolate, frozen wasteland. The only sound coming from it was the creaking of the swings as the howling winds blew them into motion, making them long for the warmth of the sun and the loving attention of children.
He wouldn’t have thought about the courtyard or the playground on this nasty day, his attention entirely on getting into his apartment and out of the cold, but something caught the corner of his eye. His peripheral vision, that area where things of importance seldom ever happen, noticed something out of place.
“Is that a child?” Blake had to ask himself.
It was enough to make him stop for a second and take a better look. For a moment, he forgot about the wind, the cold and getting to shelter. He turned and stared at the forlorn, icy playground.
For less than a second, a small boy stood by the jungle gym. He looked sad and cold, dressed in summer clothes. His penetrating eyes held both fear and a deeper sorrow than Blake could ever know. It was no wonder he had seemed so out of place. But, the boy was gone almost the instant he was spotted. In his place was a swirling cluster of snow flakes, then those broke apart and were absorbed into the greater chaos of the storm.
Blake stood still for a long while. Blinking. Confused. He was certain he had seen something. Now, there was only the heavy snow dancing in the wind, accumulating ever deeper on the ground. It didn’t take long for Blake’s reasoning mind to begin to question the reality of what his eyes had seen.
“Had his chest been cut?” Blake at first wondered, “Was that blood I saw?”
Then, after a moment, his thoughts changed.
“It was just the snow,” he reasoned. “The snow and my imagination. In this twilight, the whirling snow can look like anything.”
A cutting wind reminded him he needed to get inside. He felt if he stood out here much longer, he would freeze to death, break apart, and become an integrated part of the blizzard. He shook his head, turned his face away, and hurried toward his door. He lived in the corner apartment on the ground floor, so he didn’t have much further to go.
He fumbled with his keys as he reached his door, his hand shaking from the cold. He got the key in the lock and turned the knob before opening the mailbox and gathering up the many letters in it.
Again, he spotted movement from the corner of his eye. He turned to spot his neighbor, Mrs. Fellini, also getting her mail. Only her head and shoulders were visible, the rest of her hidden behind her slightly opened door.
She stared at him, and it was a mean, threatening stare. Blake smiled at her, not sure if his eyes were playing tricks on him. After all, he had met Mrs. Fellini a couple of days ago, and she seemed like a pleasant enough older lady. Today, however, she seemed different, almost ominous.
She snatched her mail and her head vanished quickly back into her apartment without so much as a hello. Blake shrugged his shoulders and figured the weather had made her cranky. He took his mail and went inside.
His apartment was small with a single bedroom. The layout was simple. Directly in front of him was the kitchen. It was a simple, straight kitchen, with the range, sink and refrigerator on one side, countertop and cabinet space on the other. Beyond that was a small breakfast nook. Actually, it wasn’t a real breakfast nook, it was more like an extension of the living room. That was where his dining table was. A small entryway closet was to his right. To his left was the sparsely furnished living room. He had his couch, an end table, a TV and, in the corner, a small desk with his computer. A short hallway went off the back of the living room. On its left side was the bathroom, on its right the bedroom. It ended at a linen/storage closet.
The cold clung to him like a too small suit. Even after he hung up his coat, the cold stuck to his skin. He threw the mail on the kitchen counter, then rubbed his arms hard.
“Brrrr.” He said aloud as the cold finally dissipated and let the warmth of his apartment reach his body. He proceeded to rub the cold off his thighs.
Blake moved across the living room and turned on his computer. This was part of his daily routine. He loved to come home after work and play on his computer. He stared out the window for a moment as the computer booted up. The storm outside swirled and danced before him. He caught himself thinking about his ex-wife and his children. He wondered what they were doing at that moment.
“Probably watching TV,” he guessed.
He turned back from the window and went into the kitchen to read his mail.
Bill. Bill. Junk. Junk. Junk. That was all the mail ever consisted of, bills and junk. He took the mail over to the couch and threw it on the end table. He didn’t feel like opening bills because it was still a few days away from payday. He picked up one of the junk mails.
“Psychics,” he said aloud, shaking his head as he read the envelope.
Ever since he had subscribed to that horoscope magazine, he had been receiving letters from these psychic astrologers. His interest in the occult was mostly just a curiosity, but it had been a bit of a stumbling block in his marriage. His wife was a very religious woman, and she didn’t like the fact that he was interested at all in these things.
Blake wasn’t going to let her beliefs dictate how he thought. He wanted to explore other avenues of philosophy, other possibilities. In the end, he felt the arguments he and his wife engaged in were just excuses, cover ups for more deeply seated differences.
He felt he and his wife had simply grown apart and stopped loving each other. He sighed as this letter reminded him of such things. He wondered only for a moment what would have been if he hadn’t been interested in the occult. Nothing would have been different, he decided. He opened the letter.
“You have 180 lucky days coming to you in the next year,” it proclaimed in big, bold letters. “The planets are aligning in a most fortunate way for you, Mr. Levicci, and I’d like to show you how to take advantage of this good fortune,” it continued. “But first, let me tell you a little about myself..,”
The letter went on about one Ms. Anita Sarcolski, a psychic of many accomplishments. She explained that she had predicted many events and had helped many famous people using astrology. The list was very impressive. Now, she said, she wanted to help Blake. She offered him the same services she had charged others hundreds of dollars, for only $19.95, a real bargain. All he had to do was fill out the coupon below, giving his date, time and place of birth, along with a check. In addition, she would send him a special good luck talisman free of charge. He threw the letter away.
The second letter was a little less optimistic. It was sent by one Danielle Gernovich who claimed he had 110 lucky days coming in the next year. She made similar claims about her psychic abilities, citing many of her clients that had won thousands of dollars using her lucky numbers. She also offered her services at a bargain price, only $24.95, and she would send him, at no additional charge, a free, powerful talisman for protection.
“Five dollars more and seventy days less,” Blake said as he crumpled the paper and tossed it into the garbage can, “I liked the first offer better.”
A strange feeling came over him as he picked up the third bit of junk mail. He looked at the envelope carefully. Unlike the first two letters, this one had no return address. It had a cancelled stamp, but no postmark. “How very odd,” Blake mumbled. He wondered for a moment if he should even open it. He did.
BEWARE!
It proclaimed in bold faced letters at the top of the page. It went on:
“Your stars have made an alignment which opens the door to malicious powers. Evil forces have their eyes upon you. They will use this cosmic opportunity to strike. Be careful, Blake. The next few weeks could be critical. This is a time when death could occur. Protect yourself!”
“Strange,” Blake sort of half mumbled as he turned the page over and saw nothing on the other side. He figured the letter must have been from some self proclaimed psychic wanting money for advice. “Where’s the pitch? How much does this guy want to show me how to protect myself?”
He turned the letter over to re-read it. Before he could, it flashed in his hands. He jerked away with a start, dropping the letter. A super bright, white flame illuminated the room for less than a second. That quickly, the letter was gone. All that remained was a small piece of thin gray ash floating toward the ground. Blake blinked in disbelief. He stared straight ahead for several long seconds, frozen on his spot.
The gray ash that had been the letter settled on the coffee table in front of him. So fragile it was, it dissipated on contact with the solid surface and turned to dust. Blake began to breathe again. He hadn’t realized he had stopped.
“Wow,” he said aloud, “What the hell was that?”
He began to look for the envelope the letter had come in. It was nowhere to be seen. He searched the garbage can, going through the papers one at a time. He became frantic, looking for some piece of evidence that what had just happened was reality. The more he looked, the more gone the envelope was.
He looked under more papers, between the cushions, and beneath the couch. He even went into the kitchen to look, where he knew it couldn’t possibly be. Finally, he gave up and flopped his body back down on the couch. The envelope had vanished, the letter had vaporized, and he continued to wonder if what had happened was real. He couldn’t believe it was his imagination, yet it couldn’t have really happened.
Blake couldn’t let it go. He got up once again and resumed looking for the letter. He opened the coat closet by the front door. A lone fly buzzed out unnoticed. There was nothing but his coat. He quickly went to his computer desk where the rest of the mail sat and went through it. There were only two bills. No surprises there. He threw those down in disgust and disbelief. He looked toward his front door. Perhaps some clue had been left in his mailbox. He quickly crossed his living room to the door and opened it.
Just as Blake opened the door, the wind gusted and pushed. Blake had to fight to keep the door from flying open. He held the doorknob with one hand as he reached around with the other. The cold metal of the mailbox greeted the naked flesh of his hand as he opened it. He stretched his neck to look inside. He could see nothing. He could not accept that. The impossibility of what had just happened defied reason. There had to be something there, there had to be some clue as to why he had experienced such a bizarre happening. He stepped out from the warmth of his apartment without so much as a light jacket for protection to get a better look.
The frigid air stroked the exposed skin on his face as a gust of wind tried to tear the door to his apartment from his grasp. The blizzard that had started earlier in the day wanted to invade his apartment in the worst way. Blake closed the door. He was isolated now in the wintry world and subject to its whims. That didn’t much matter to him. He held the mailbox open as the cold, wind and snow whirled about and tried to encase him in an icy shroud. He peered inside. Nothing. Not even a speck of dust to clarify the possibility of what had happened.
“Shit,” Blake exclaimed as he came to the realization that he would find no shred of evidence of the reality of what had occurred. A cutting wind reminded him he needed to get inside.
A blanket of warm air wrapped around Blake as he stepped through the door. He wondered what had possessed him to go outside like that as he rubbed the cold from his arms and continued to shiver. He came to accept that he had seen what he had seen, but now he began to wonder who could have pulled off such a stunt and for what purpose.
Blake wondered if his ex-wife could have been the one to send the letter that had disappeared earlier. He didn’t see how. His wife had never been one for magic tricks or playing games with someone else’s head. He also felt there was no reason why she would pull such a stunt. They had been getting along fairly well for a recently divorced couple. She hadn’t threatened him in any way before. He didn’t believe she would be the one to do such a thing.
A thought occurred to him. Perhaps Mrs. Fellini had put the letter in his mailbox. He didn’t know that much about her. She was always snooping around, always seemed to be spying on everyone. Perhaps she had the wherewithal to pull off such a trick. But why would she do it? To see the look on his face as he burst outside to look in the mailbox for some clue? Blake doubted it. He doubted himself more than ever.
His computer suddenly caught his attention. The machine beeped softly at him through the PC speakers. He had to let go of everything that had happened, no matter how unbelievable it was. He thought going online would help. At least, it might help him forget.
He got up, went over to the computer, and stared at the screen for a few moments. Finally, he grasped his mouse and began to operate his machine. He clicked open his internet server icon and connected. The high pitched chirp of two machines talking annoyed his ears. He was used to it, however, and didn’t complain even to himself as he watched his home page come up. Another click of a button, and he was at his email server. He had three new messages. One was from an old friend who had moved away long ago, one was an advertisement from a contest he was involved in, and one was from a B. Black, who he had never heard of. He opened this email first. It read:
“Blake,
Beware the evil forces. They know who you are.”
As Blake read the last word, a flash of light nearly blinded him. The screen of the computer went blank. Sparks pinged around inside his mini tower as a crackling sound rolled through it. A puff of smoke rose from the back. Powerful blue lightning leapt from the keyboard and shot into Blake’s fingers. The jolt knocked him back.
Though it all happened in less than a few seconds, everything moved in slow motion. For Blake, time seemed to have elongated itself, making it possible for him to take in more detail than would normally be possible.
As he fell backward, he looked toward the window. He saw a malicious looking face in it, watching him. Behind the face the snow fell slowly, heavily. Flashes of light strobed on the flakes, giving everything outside an eerie looking stop and go effect. He hit the ground hard and felt his head snap back, crashing against the floor.
The face in the window seemed to glide away. Blake’s head rolled and he looked toward the door. He half expected to see someone come through it. He knew he was slipping away, however, and before he could see the door open, he fell into unconsciousness.
* * * *
Chapter 2: Work
Blake stared out his bedroom window and all he could see was snow. The plows left huge piles of the cold white stuff in their wake. The piles were high enough to completely block the view he once had. Not that it had been a pleasant view, the backs of a couple of fast food restaurants, their garbage dumpsters prominent, but any view would be better than the dirty, hard packed clumps of snow he stared at now. After three blizzards, Blake wondered if the snow piles could get any higher. The winter had been hell. He sighed as he finished dressing. Today, as most days, he didn’t feel like going to work.
He crossed his apartment and put on his jacket, turning off a couple of lights as he did so. He opened the door, letting the breeze in to awaken the dry inside air. He stopped and inspected his place one last time before he turned off the last light, locked and closed the door behind him. He pushed on the door once it had closed, double checking to make sure the latch had caught.
The air outside was a little warmer than it had been in the last few days. It was still bitter cold, however, and Blake bundled himself against it. He turned and faced the world.
The bright sun reflected off the snow. For a moment, Blake was blind. He put his hand up to shade his eyes while they adjusted to the light. When they did, he was surprised by what he saw.
Mrs. Fellini stood out on the frozen playground, stooped over, peering under the slide, wearing nothing but her night gown. She appeared to be searching for something. Blake could hear her mumbling loudly to herself. He hedged a little closer and turned his ear to her.
“Where are you?” he heard her saying. “Come on out, I won’t hurt you. I just want to help you find your way.”
“Are you alright Mrs. Fellini?” Blake asked.
Mrs. Fellini’s head jerked on her neck. Her eyes flashed wildly as she glared at Blake. She came out from behind the slide and held Blake in her gaze as she approached him. She looked him over as she spoke.
“He’s out there, you know,” she said. “They were all out there. It’s not right. I don’t want them around. They don’t belong here. I almost had him, but now you scared him away.”
She turned gruffly and stomped back to her apartment. Blake watched her, stunned, and for a moment tried to make sense of what she had said. Then he remembered the time, shook his head, and walked away.
“Crazy old bat,” he muttered to himself as he walked toward his car.
He had to pull hard to make his car door open. It cracked and complained about the ice in its hinges. It had been doing that all winter and Blake was used to it, but he wished he still had a garage. He felt bad about keeping his car out in these weather conditions. He grabbed his ice scraper and started clearing the windows.
The engine had little problem turning over even in the coldest weather. Music from the rock station spilled from the radio as it started. Blake had to let it warm up for half a minute or so as the rear window defroster cleared away the frost. He sat in the car, letting the heater blow cold air onto his legs. As he turned to back out, he noticed Mrs. Fellini’s face watching him from her window. He half smiled and shook his head with amusement.
“Must be nice to have no life, to be completely oblivious to reality,” he thought.
He backed his car from his parking space into the ice laden alley which served as a driveway to the entire complex. He saw Mrs. Fellini’s face disappear from her window before he put his car in drive. He started his bumpy ride toward the street.
Ahead, a lonely figure cuddled itself against the cold as it walked along next to one of the buildings, its back to him. Blake thought almost nothing of him, until he turned to watch Blake’s car pass by. The man’s wrinkled, sun baked face was somehow familiar. Blake had seen it somewhere before. He glanced in the rearview mirror to see if he could get a better look at the face, but the man was already across the alley, looking the other way. Blake was nearly to the street. He had to focus ahead.
“Where have I seen him?” Blake thought as he tried to place the face that had passed too quickly.
He pulled onto the street and was on his way to work.
Blake rushed into the building. Traffic had been heavier than usual, much heavier. There had been an accident. He hated being late. He usually arrived 10 or even 15 minutes early. On this day, he would punch in only a couple of minutes late, but that didn’t matter. His company had a very strict policy on tardiness. If he punched in even a second late, he would be docked fifteen minutes pay.
He worked for Anderheim Vending Associates, or AVA as everyone called them. It was a good sized operation, employing about seventy people, which sold vending machines and equipment to local operators.
Blake worked as an electromechanical technician, fixing bill acceptors and coin changers for the most part. Occasionally, he would troubleshoot a circuit board to component level. The department he worked in was known as the Logic Department. Six other people worked with him in Logic. Today he rushed past them all, acknowledging their presence with a short greeting as he did.
“Morning Carl, Kate,” he said to the counter people as he sped through the open door. “Morning Bruce, morning Seth,” he said to two other techs as he shot past the bench area.
He hardly heard their greetings as he reached a rear door and pushed it open vigorously. Had he stopped to think about it, he wouldn’t have been moving so fast. He detested being late, but that was no reason for him to rush so. The accident had already done its damage, not only to the unlucky commuters involved, but to hundreds of others who used the roadway on a daily basis and suffered through the delay. Perhaps he held in his heart some vain hope that somehow the clock was wrong, that something had happened to his watch and it had gone into a time warp, or something. As the door he had slammed open so hard a moment ago gently closed behind him, he looked at the time clock and all hope quietly slipped away into the certitude of his situation. It read 8:34, just as his watch did. He sighed heavily as he found his time card and punched in, late. He slowly wandered back to his bench.
He stood for a moment and surveyed the workload. There was always plenty to do, and plenty more coming in. Lately, it seemed like there was always more to do at the end of the day then there had been at the beginning.
“A little late this morning, huh Blake?” Seth asked.
Blake looked up at Seth through his hazy eyes. Seth’s bench was just across from his. They faced each other all day long as they worked. For a year and a half now, this had been the case. Working like that eight hours a day, five days a week, they got to know each other intimately. Perhaps too well. Blake knew Seth meant no harm by his comment and that he wasn’t trying to be smart or pick a fight. The man was simply trying to strike up a conversation.
“Yep,” was Blake’s simple reply. He didn’t feel much like talking.
Seth continued to work through this exchange. His eyes never looked up from the unit he was working on. His fingers moved deftly as he took apart a bill validator and spread the pieces on his bench. He wasn’t going to make Blake elaborate and was content to go on with his work.
“Well, what happened?” Bruce asked.
Blake turned. Bruce worked at the bench behind him. Even though they sat back to back all day long, their close proximity bred familiarity. Bruce had only been with the company a few months, but the other two techs already knew him well. Unfortunately, he would make Blake elaborate. Bruce still didn’t seem to know when it was best just to leave the others alone. It seemed he always wanted conversation buzzing in his ear, like he couldn’t survive in the quiet.
“There was an accident,” Blake answered obligingly. “It backed traffic up. I need a cup of coffee. Anyone else want one?”
“No thanks,” Seth answered. “I’m good,” he held up his cup to show he wasn’t lying.
“I’ll have one,” Bruce said. “Black with extra sugar. Large cup.”
“I know,” Blake said in a rather annoyed tone. He’d been getting Bruce coffee for months. He knew how he took it.
Blake walked from the room at his normal pace. He did not wish to appear upset. Carl and Kate were both busy on the phone. They hardly noticed him as he passed. He moved past the counter and opened the door to the showroom. They kept the sample coffee machine near the door at the far end of the showroom, where the customers usually entered. The machine was on free vend, of course. After all, it was a vending company. Blake walked toward the machine.
Lester beat him to it. Lester was a salesman for AVA. Blake didn’t work with the salesmen much, but Devin, the manager of his department, did. Still, they all worked for the same company and it was a requirement that everyone be civil to one another. Blake took a deep breath and approached.
“Morning Blake,” Lester said.
“Lester,” Blake greeted him back.
“I heard there was an accident on Brewster this morning,” Lester said.
At this point, Blake knew he’d have to discuss his misfortune. He hated being late. He fought down the urge to scream.
“I know. I was caught in it,” he replied calmly.
“So was I,” Lester said as his coffee finished brewing. “I got off at Elkwood and took Lemont up. Got here just in time. Next time, you should try that.” He took a sip of his coffee.
“I would have, you schmuck, if I’d gotten there later,” Blake wanted to say.
He knew of that alternate route. When he made it to the accident, he had already passed Elkwood. He never had the chance to use it. The police had completely blocked Brewster, that’s why he was late. It was ironic that if he had left home a few minutes later, he would have arrived at work on time. It made matters worse that Lester was usually late, only by a few minutes, but late. Blake normally arrived early. They both knew that. Inside, Blake was steaming.
“Thanks, I’ll remember that,” he told Lester as he pushed buttons on the coffee machine. He maintained a calm façade as his coffee brewed.
“Well, we’ll see you around,” Lester said as he turned to go. “Have a good day.”
“Later,” Blake said.
“What an idiot,” he thought as the cup filled. He couldn’t say it aloud. Civility prevented him from speaking his mind.
He took his coffee from the machine and pushed the buttons to make Bruce’s. He took a sip from his as the second cup brewed. It felt good going down. He closed his eyes and enjoyed it. The first cup of coffee in the morning was always the best. Bruce’s cup finished brewing. He took it from the machine and headed back to the Logic Department.
Strolling through the building with a cup of coffee in each hand usually wasn’t a chore. There was plenty of traffic through the building and someone was always there to open the doors for him. Today was no exception. He exchanged pleasantries with Chuck who opened the showroom door for him and with Shelly who was passing the door to the Logic room. She gave him a sweet smile as they happened upon each other. He naturally smiled back.
“Good morning,” she spoke with a soft, clear voice. “How are you?”
“I’m just fine,” Blake answered. “And you?”
“I’m fine, thanks. Let me get that for you,” she opened the door.
Blake thought he saw a twinkle in her eye, a look of interest in him. He shrugged it off as his imagination, or wishful thinking. His own fantasies about her could be playing tricks on him.
“Thanks,” he said as he quickly passed by.
“You’re welcome,” she answered.
He looked back. The door was slowly closing as she moved away from it. She threw him a sultry gaze as she walked away, making sure he noticed her. In another moment, she was gone. Blake exhaled hard. He began to think he might have a chance with her. He turned and went to Bruce’s bench where he set down the extra cup of coffee he was carrying.
“Thanks,” Bruce said. “Man, she wants you.”
“Ya think?” Blake asked.
“She’s been giving you the eye.”
“Ah, she’s just flirting,” Blake said.
“You ought to ask her out,” Bruce suggested.
“I don’t know,” Blake responded, “Work and relationships just don’t seem to mix.”
“Don’t be stupid,” Bruce said. “It’s not like you see her more than a few minutes a day here.”
“Yeah, yeah,” Blake said. “So how was your weekend?” he asked as he moved to the repair shelf and eyed the units in for service.
“Fantastic,” Bruce answered. “And yours?” He lowered his head and went back to stripping down the unit on his bench.
“Fine,” Blake said. “What’d you do?” he asked as he selected the next unit in line and put it on his bench.
“Absolutely nothing,” Bruce said. “That’s just how I like it. How about you? Did you see your kids?” he was once again deeply involved in his work and speaking more as a distraction than anything.
“Every weekend,” Blake answered as he plugged the unit into his tester to see what was wrong.
“How are they?” Bruce asked as he examined a part of the bill validator he was working on.
Blake turned on his tester. A grinding complaint resounded in his ears as the bill validator powered up. He exhaled hard. He knew the noise meant he’d have to go deep into the unit to fix it.
“They’re just terrific,” Blake answered. “They’re growing so fast. I wish I could see them every day.”
“Yeah, well, such is life,” Bruce said as his work continued to progress.
Blake sighed and proceeded to take down his unit. And so the day went on. The units flowed in and out as Blake worked with robotic precision. The mundane conversation filled the emptiness in his head, but did little to stimulate his intellect. The morning melded into the afternoon. Even his lunch break did little to remove the tedium of the day. His rut was deep and wide.
The afternoon dragged along. All the noise became a murmur in the background as Blake concentrated on his work. This seemed to make the days go faster. He was so involved in his job, he hardly noticed the phone ringing. He didn’t hear the receptionist’s voice as she paged his name over the intercom.
“Blake, pick up four two,” she said. “Blake, four two.”
Blake would have worked through the call if Seth hadn’t intervened.
“Hey man, aren’t you gonna get that?” he asked.
“What?” Blake said snapping out of his self-induced daze.
“The phone, it’s for you,” Seth said.
Reality came back into focus. “Damn, I must have spaced out,” Blake said as the phone rang again. He jumped up, crossed the room to the phone and answered it.
“Logic, Blake speaking,” he said.
“Hello, is this Blake Levicci?” a woman’s voice asked.
“Yes,” Blake said.
“Hi. This is Carol from PC express,” the woman explained. “I was just calling to let you know that your computer is ready. You can come pick it up anytime.”
“Great,” Blake said. “I’ll be there this evening.”
“That’s fine,” the woman’s voice said. “It’ll be waiting for you. See you then.”
“What was that about?” Seth asked when Blake returned to his bench.
“My computer’s ready,” Blake said. “I’m picking it up tonight. I’ll be able to go on the Internet again.”
“I didn’t know your computer was broke,” Bruce commented.
Blake turned and looked at Bruce, “It blew about a month ago,” he explained. “Don’t you remember? I thought I told you. It was the weirdest thing.”
“I remember that,” Seth said. “Didn’t you say you were blown off your chair by the shock?”
“Yeah,” Blake found himself turning his head again. “Yeah, for a moment I thought I was dead. That had to be the strangest thing that’s ever happened to me. I was out for about a minute. When I came to, I could smell the burning silicon. There must have been a power surge or something. That whole day was just too weird.”
“You never told me about that,” Bruce said.
“I thought I told everyone about it the next day,” Blake said as he returned his focus to Bruce. “Don’t you remember? I told everyone about the face I thought I saw in the window. I thought someone was watching me die.”
“I remember,” Seth repeated. “I said you were crazy. I still think you had some kind of hallucination.”
“I know,” Blake did not turn his head as he waited for Bruce to recall the event, “I agree. The shock must have caused it.”
“You never told me anything about that,” Bruce insisted.
“I stood right here and explained it all a month ago,” Blake said.
“Yes, you did,” Seth agreed. “But Bruce wasn’t here. He was sick that day. In fact, I think he was sick half that week.”
“Oh,” Bruce said. “That must have been the week I had the flu. Want to talk about thinking you’re gonna die? Man, I lost fifteen pounds. I couldn’t eat anything for three days. That’s why I don’t remember.”
“Ahhh,” Blake nodded. He proceeded to tell Bruce the details of what happened that day.
“Wow, pretty strange,” Bruce commented when Blake finished.
That put an end to the conversation. The rest of the day crawled by for Blake as he kept one eye on the clock. The minute hand slowed to nearly a standstill. His anticipation built. He hadn’t been online for nearly a month now. He couldn’t wait to get his email.
When five o’clock arrived, Blake was the first in line to punch out. He rushed out of the building and into the heavy February gloom. Warmer air had settled in during the day, and now a thick fog hugged the land. Blake’s enthusiasm was suddenly tempered. He realized the fog meant traffic jams. He found himself simply hoping he could make it to the computer store before it closed. He walked to his car, started it, and proceeded to merge in with the thousands of other souls creeping through the milky fog on their way home.
Blake pulled into the parking lot of the strip mall, jerked his car into a space, and hurriedly extricated himself from his vehicle. His harried white breath mixed with the chilled fog. The trip had been a nightmare. The drive that should have taken him fifteen minutes had taken him almost an hour and a half. He wasn’t even sure the shop was open. Exasperated, he rushed through the ghostly fog toward the light from the store window which burned through it like a beacon.
The ancient face appeared from nowhere, like a spirit in the wind. Blake nearly knocked the old woman over as he reached the sidewalk in front of the strip mall. He hadn’t seen her until he was nearly on top of her. He stopped with a jerk, as did she. He gasped, and was going to instinctively apologize. Something stopped him. He looked into her face, her ancient, knowing eyes, and couldn’t utter a sound. He felt he didn’t have to.
“The children didn’t want to die,” the old woman spoke, but Blake felt her words were carried into his head on a medium other than sound. “They don’t understand why they had to. They might not even know they’re dead. They don’t understand the power of blood.”
The old woman released her gaze and pushed past Blake. He closed his eyes and shook himself. Could she have said what he just heard? He opened his eyes and turned to look at her. What he saw was a shadow vanishing into the night. The fog swirled around her, groping her form like thousands of ghostly hands. The fog became thicker where she stood and she was gone, almost as if a host of angels had lifted her into the heavens. Blake blinked in disbelief. He had to put his imagination in check. He turned and let the cold hand of reality grip him. It was getting late and he had a computer to pick up.
The warm glow of the shop light embraced him as he opened the door. Blake drew a breath with relief. He was thankful the shop was still open. He was glad to be in the clarity of fogless indoor air. The warmth began to seep into his clammy skin. The sixty cycle fluorescent lights radiated man made reality. Blake’s breathing slowed and he relaxed.
“Can I help you?” the lady behind the counter asked.
Blake smiled. It felt good to see a familiar face, to know that someone could see him, and to deal with the validity of making a transaction.
“Hi,” he said. “I’m Blake Levicci. I’m here to pick up my computer.”
“Oh, yes, Mr. Levicci. Yours was the power surge. I’ll be right back.”
The woman stepped into the back room. She was a pleasant enough lady, and Blake watched her butt as she walked away, as he usually did. She came back carrying his computer.
“That’ll be two hundred and ninety four dollars,” she said. “It needed a power supply, CPU, and mother board.”
Blake took out his checkbook and began to write.
“Damn,” he said. “That was one expensive lightning bolt.”
The woman behind the counter smiled. “How about this weather?” she asked. “Have you ever seen fog so thick? If it were any thicker, we’d be swimming in it.”
“Yeah,” Blake said as he continued to write. “It must have something to do with all this snow on the ground. Mix in this warm, wet air and, whoosh, instant cloud.”
“You know,” the woman said as she stared out the window, a blank look resting on her face, “The strangest things happen in weather like this. It always gives me an eerie feeling, the fog. It’s almost like people aren’t really there anymore. They just come out of nowhere, like ghosts or something, hang around for a moment, and then go back to nowhere.”
Blake looked up from his check, his head snapping straight on his neck. The memory of the old woman he had just encountered still fresh in his mind. Certainly this woman couldn’t possibly be aware of that meeting. She couldn’t be referring to it.
“Why do you say that?” Blake asked as he noticed her eyes weren’t looking at him, but were rather glazed over and gazing into the white darkness outside.
“Well, you know,” the woman said. “You can’t see somebody unless you’re almost on top of them. And if you listen, you can hear them long before you see them. In fact, sometimes you can’t see them at all. Their voices or footsteps just blow past you in the mist, like a ghost whispering his hello on his way to his haunt.”
Blake quivered a little as he finished writing the check. “It’s funny you should mention it,” he said as he signed his name, “I had the strangest encounter with this old lady out there just now.”
“How so?” the woman asked.
“She seemed to appear from nowhere,” Blake said as he ripped the check from the checkbook, “and she said the weirdest thing.”
“The children didn’t want to die,” the woman’s voice cracked, her intonation completely different, “But spilled blood makes for powerful magic.”
Blake turned white. His hand trembled as the woman behind the counter snatched the check from it. A shadow that had been across her face fled as the blank look left it and she became more animated. He was aghast.
“What did you say?” Blake’s voice shook.
“I said, ‘thank you for your business, come back again,’” the woman answered. “Are you sure you’re feeling okay?” she added.
“Ahh, yeah, sure,” Blake stammered.
The woman behind the counter stared at him, uncertain. Blake picked up the computer, turned and headed toward the door. The fog outside twisted around itself, billowing and contracting past the window in lighter and darker shades of misty white. He could see his reflection, and the whole of the store behind him, in the plate glass at the front of the store. The woman behind the counter raised her head to speak.
“Could be you don’t want to die either,” she appeared to say.
But the voice that reached Blake’s ears wasn’t hers. It was a deep, menacing voice. The words froze Blake’s blood and sent a shiver through his entire body. He turned just before he reached the door.
“Wha… What?” the word had a hard time extricating itself from his throat.
“Have a nice night,” the woman behind the counter enunciated each word slowly, as if talking to someone hard of hearing, “drive carefully.”
“Thank you,” Blake somehow managed to say. He turned quickly and darted into the waiting fog.
As Blake turned his car onto the street where he lived, he was still shaken from his experience in the computer store. That, along with the crazy traffic, combined to make him a nervous wreck. As he pulled into the wide alleyway that doubled as a parking lot for the apartment dwellers, the world out there seemed to fade away. There was a different atmosphere about these apartments. There was a creepy, surreal feeling which came over Blake when he entered the area. He didn’t really notice it anymore. In fact, to him it was rather comforting, he had become so used to it.
He pulled into his parking space, turned off the car, and took a few deep breaths. This night, it was a great relief to be home. He drank in the silence, letting it soak into his entire being. He thought for a moment about his paranoia. He wondered if he had really heard that voice coming from that woman, or had he just imagined it? He didn’t feel it was possible, but strange things had been happening to him lately. He shrugged it off and gathered up his energy to make the trek to his apartment. After all, he had a computer to put together.
Blake came around the corner carrying his computer. The fog was still thick and swirling, contributing to the uneasy atmosphere he still felt. He heard the laughter clearly, however, and it lifted him from his self-absorption. It was the laughter of a child, a little girl.
He turned to look toward the playground. The fog seemed to dissipate a little, just enough for Blake to see the shadowy figures on the playground. There, a boy pushed a little girl on a swing. It was a strange activity for such a gloomy, chilly evening. The little girl laughed again, but it was a hollow laugh. Although their play was a happy activity, something about the pair seemed solemn and out of place.
“Hey, what are you two doing out here so late?” Blake’s own voice frightened him, as the words coming from his mouth seemed to violate some sacred ceremony.
The pair stopped their activity and looked toward Blake, seemingly surprised and angered by his observation of them. A dense bulge of fog engulfed them suddenly, billowing as if it was coming out of the ground and blocking the view of the playground. The pair vanished into the fog like the old lady earlier that night. Blake gasped and blinked. The fog once again dissipated and the playground was empty. The swing swung on its hinges as if someone had jumped off. It was too much for Blake to handle. A chill invaded his body. He had to get inside, to sanity. He rushed for his apartment.
He reached his door, set down his computer, and fumbled with his keys. Shaking, he managed to get the key into the lock and unlock his door. As he bent down to pick up his computer, he felt as if he was being watched. He looked up. There, he saw Mrs. Fellini glaring at him through a small crack she had opened in her door.
“Now that they’re watching you,” she said, “Maybe I’ll get my life back.”
With that, she closed her door. Blake didn’t even care to try to figure out what she meant. It was the least of the strange events that had happened since he left work. He picked up his computer and took it into his welcoming apartment. He still had much work to do that night.
* * * *
Chapter 3: Ex
Teressa Levicci burst into the playroom and put her hands on her hips. The children, Jessica and Theodore, looked up at her. She smiled at the look of concern on their faces. They had been in the middle of some kind of game involving toy cars and dolls. They knew it had come to an abrupt end.
“Time for bed,” Teressa said.
The kids gave off a stereophonic groan.
“Do we have to?” they whined.
“Yes,” their mother said in a sing-song tone. “You have school in the morning.”
“But we were playing,” Jessica objected.
“You can play again tomorrow,” Teressa said. “Right now, you need to wash up, brush your teeth and go to bed.”
With a few more grunts and groans to let their mother know they didn’t approve, the two children slowly obeyed. They procrastinated for as long as they could and took their time washing their faces and brushing their teeth. At their mom’s urging, however, they finally finished those momentous tasks and were ushered to their bedrooms.
Teressa tucked Theodore in first. By the time she said good night to the blond four year old, He had resigned himself to the fact that he would be going to bed and there was nothing he could do about it. He gave his mom a hug and said good night, then snuggled into his blanket and against his pillow. Teressa got up, turned off the light and began to close the door.
“Can you leave the door open mom?” Theodore pleaded.
“Now Ted, you know better," Teressa said, "There’s no reason for your door to be left open.”
“But I’m scared,” Theodore whined. “It’s dark. The boogeyman might get me.”
“There’s nothing to be afraid of, sweetheart,” Teressa said. “You know there’s no such thing as the boogeyman and you can sleep much better with the door closed.”
“But I am scared,” Theodore insisted. “I’m alone in the dark.”
“You’re not alone,” Teressa explained. “You have a whole house full of people. Your sister’s down the hall and I’ll be in the room right across from you.”
“Please,” Theodore begged.
Teressa let loose a heavy sigh. “Oh, alright,” she gave in, “I don’t see what it would hurt if I left your door open.”
She stalled for a moment as she noticed movement out the window. She squinted at it, but didn’t pay it any more attention after a second, figuring it was just the fog swirling about. She turned to escort Jessica to her room.
Jessica didn’t give her mother any hard time at all. The sandy haired little girl ran and jumped into her bed and under her blankets when they reached her room. They hugged and kissed and said goodnight. Teressa stood and turned off the lamp on the nightstand. She glanced over her shoulder and thought she saw something through the window. She went to it and moved the curtain to get a better look.
On the sidewalk in front of the house stood a shadowy figure. The light cast by the electric lamp in the front yard illuminated his form, but the fog made him difficult to discern. He stood there, just staring at the house. For a moment, Teressa thought it was Blake. She squinted to get a better view. The man appeared to notice her, for he suddenly turned and walked away. After a couple of steps, he vanished into the fog.
“Watcha lookin’ at mommy?” Jessica asked.
“Nothing sweetheart,” Teressa said as she quickly left the window. “Go to sleep.”
Teressa closed Jessica’s door. She drew a deep breath and let out a relaxing exhale. This was the time of night she enjoyed the most, quiet time. The kids were in bed and the chores were done. Now was the time she could kick back and enjoy a good book.
The house she lived in was older, but not too old, probably built in the late forties or early fifties. It had three bedrooms upstairs. Jessica’s room overlooked the front yard. The door to her room was situated at the end of the upstairs hallway. About fifteen feet down from her room was the doorway to Theodore’s room, opposite that was the door to the master bedroom, where Teressa slept. The stairway was situated between the children’s rooms, on the left hand side as Teressa exited Jessica’s bedroom. She walked over to it.
Seven stairs went down to a landing, which turned to the left again, and another seven stairs led to the front foyer. Immediately across the way was the living room, to the left was the dining room, and beyond the dining room, in the back of the house, was a large kitchen. To the right of the dining room and back behind the living room was a den which had been converted to the children’s playroom. Behind the kitchen was a small back hallway where the backdoor and the stairs to the unfinished basement were situated.
There were hardwood floors throughout the house, so when Teressa came off the stairs, despite her small five foot four frame, she did so with a thump. Even though she was barefoot, her footsteps did not fall softly. She was not light of foot, as one observing her might imagine. She didn’t care much, however, as they were the only sounds in the house. She went to the couch in the living room and sat down with a good Matthew Wayne novel.
She brushed her long auburn hair back from her forehead and pulled it behind her shoulders. Her brown eyes fell upon the words on the page as she opened the book to the bookmark she had placed the night before. It was a spooky story about Ouiji boards, and she could feel the hair bristle on the back of her neck as she began to read. She loved horror novels. Soon, she was totally engrossed in the book.
The book gave her the willies as she read, but she was involved in it, so she continued on, enjoying in silence the story and the tingles it gave her. It hadn’t been a half an hour when she heard the door creak open. A chilly draft caressed her legs. She looked up from her book, worried it might have given her the creeps. Something seemed out of place. She remembered having closed and locked the back door. Still, perhaps it hadn’t closed all the way. Perhaps the wind had blown it open. She decided she’d better check it. She put her book down and stood.
For a quick moment, she felt as if someone was watching her. She glanced over her shoulder. The front window stared back at her, showing nothing but darkness outside and her reflection inside. Out of the corner of her eye, she thought she saw movement in that darkness, but she couldn't be sure it wasn’t just the fog or a reflection of some car lights as they drove by. A cold draft kissed her cheek. She looked with mistrust toward the kitchen and the back of the house and slowly moved across the room.
She pulled to a stop for a moment when she heard a click. Or was it a board creaking beneath her foot? She couldn’t be sure. A chill scampered through her body, beginning in her toes, squiggling through her feet, rolling up the back of her legs, flushing through the length of her spine and ending at the top of her skull by tingling her hair follicles. She didn’t know if the fear that seized her stemmed from her imagination being overly stimulated by the book she had been reading, her natural paranoia, or a heightened sensitivity to a real danger. She proceeded cautiously toward the kitchen.
The scene before her unfolded as slowly as she walked. She cocked her head and stretched her neck trying to see around corners before she neared them. The silence in the house encased her body and forced its way into her pores. It built upon itself until its crushing weight could be felt in every fiber of her being. She strained her ears, trying to hear even the subtlest clue as to what it was that could create such a fright inside her. They were greeted by the stillest of silences. She held her breath. The whole house seemed to hold its breath along with her. Absolutely nothing moved.
“Hello,” Teressa spoke in an effort to break the grip the silence held on her, “Is anyone there?”
Her words fell to the ground like so many flies raining from a cloud of poisonous gas. The air in the house thickened in anticipation. She rounded the corner into the dining room. She could now see back into the kitchen. The lights in the kitchen were off. The darkness which inhabited the room dared her to probe the secrets it kept hidden in its bowels.
The silence remained heavy on the core of her being. She forced her leg to move, then her other one. She crept toward the dark, cavernous kitchen. She still strained her ears, trying to discern the twitching of some unknown entity. Her muscles tensed, coiled like springs. She couldn’t remember the last time she breathed. She didn’t care.
A whoosh resounded throughout the house. The explosive sound echoed all around her. Teressa jumped. Her lungs filled with air. Her hand clasped her chest hard in an effort to keep her heart in it. She stood there, breathing heavily, trying to control herself as she realized the furnace had just kicked on. She let her tension drain through her legs into the hardwood floor. The whole house seemed to relax as she shook her head and chuckled at herself.
“Damn, Teressa, you’re being ridiculous,” she scolded herself.
She shed her fear and waltzed into the kitchen. She turned on the lights and the shadows retreated into their corners. She moved swiftly to the back door and checked it. It was closed and locked tight. She looked through the window into the darkness outside. There was nothing but swirling fog. She shook her head and wondered how she could have let herself become so scared. She turned and headed back to the front room and her book, turning off the lights in defiance as she left the kitchen.
As she passed through the dining room, something caught the corner of her eye. She jolted to a stop and turned her head. For a moment, she thought she saw a face peering in through the window. She smiled to herself. She could see her reflection against the blackness outside the glass. Wisps of fog floated by it. She didn’t know whether she had noticed her own movement or the movement of the fog, but she was fairly certain that she hadn’t seen a face watching her. She retreated back to her couch to read her book.
Even though Teressa still felt a little spooked, she continued to read. She was riveted to the book, completely oblivious to the world around her. Soon, she no longer noticed the normal, quiet household noises. A thief, if quiet enough, could have robbed her blind. She hardly noticed her fear building as she turned the pages, anxious to see what happened next. She was nearing the end, totally involved and getting to the best part when suddenly the lights went out.
“Damn,” Teressa said as she marked her spot and put the book down in disgust.
She stood and stepped over to the window. She pushed the curtain aside and peered into the night. Through the fog, she could see the streetlight burning away, barely. Across the street, the light from the neighbor’s front porch created a fuzzy patch in the fog. It appeared as if the power was still on in the neighborhood. To be certain, Teressa crossed through the darkness and went to the dining room window. The lights were still on next door. Teressa sighed heavily as she assumed that the circuit breaker in her house must have blown. She would have to check the basement.
She went to the kitchen and headed for a drawer where she knew a flashlight to be. As she opened the drawer and took hold of it, she held her breath for a moment. Her ears detected an unfamiliar sound. Something scuttled about in the basement below her. It seemed to be using her actions to mask its own noise. Teressa remained still and strained her ears trying to hear it. There was nothing. She shook her head and decided it was her imagination. She turned on the flashlight and went to the basement door.
She hesitated. An overwhelming feeling of fear trembled through her body. She knew an unspeakable evil waited in the basement for her, plotting. Her hand was frozen on the knob, refusing to turn it. Teressa couldn’t tell whether this was due to her instincts, or the sense of paranoia the horror novel she was reading had instilled in her.
“C’mon, Teressa,” she said to herself, “There’s nothing down there.”
With those words of encouragement her hand turned the knob. The door opened with a creak. Teressa shined the flashlight down the stairs. It illuminated a clear path to the floor. None of the evils she had imagined materialized in the light. The atmosphere from the basement entwined itself around her frame, enhancing the fear she couldn’t see. Her heart raced. The essence of her being screamed from deep within her chest, urging her to slam the door shut. Her mind, her reasoning self, forced her leg to move. Her foot hit the first step.
“Dammit, Teressa,” she told herself aloud, “Quit acting like a little child.”
It was up to her to get the lights back on, up to her to fix whatever was broken. She no longer had Blake. She needed no man. She could handle it herself. She forced her leg down the next step, and the next. A second later, she was at the bottom of the stairs, her fear now causing her to move fast to try to reconcile the undesirable situation.
She didn’t see the face that watched her from a dark corner. The caution that she normally exhibited fled her as a terror penetrated to her core and prodded her to swift action. She never even thought of shining the flashlight around the room. The beam hit the breaker box and she made a beeline for it. She stopped for a moment in front of it, breathing hard now, a sweat forming on her brow. She opened the panel.
Behind her, the figure which had been watching her now crept quickly up the stairs. Her ears pounded along with her heartbeat as she stared at the many switches in the box. Which one was it? The door at the top of the stairs slammed shut. Teressa jumped, clutching her chest. She breathed hard as she shined her flashlight around the basement, trying to figure out where the noise came from. When she realized it was the door, she didn’t know what to think. She stood still for a long moment, dumbfounded. Nothing like this had ever happened to her before. She turned back to the circuit breaker box.
The voice surrounded her. It seemed to be in the air all around her, the bulk of its force coming through the ductwork. It sounded like her ex-husband’s voice, like he wasn’t trying to disguise it at all. Yet, somehow, something was different. Blake had never sounded so menacing. There was an evil quality resonating through the voice that she never knew Blake to possess. Her very veins cringed when she heard it.
“The children are mine,” it said. “I want the children.”
She turned to start up the stairs, then remembered the lights. Frantically, she shined the flashlight on the circuit breaker box. Her eyes darted trying to determine something different. They fell upon a spot of red on the main switch, which had blown. She threw it.
There was a bright flash. A great crackling noise filled Teressa’s head. Her body was thrown to the ground. Her flashlight clattered across the cement. The crackling went silent. The darkness became total.
Teressa didn’t know if she had lost consciousness. She laid on the cold hard floor in the blackness without a thought in her head. The scream caught her attention. It sounded distant, yet familiar. Another scream shook her from her grogginess. She jumped to her feet as she realized it was Theodore, but hesitated and swayed a little as she stood, her head still woozy. She glanced around and looked for the flashlight as she tried to regain her bearings, but it had gone out and could not be seen. She heard a scuffling upstairs. She headed for the stairs in the darkness.
Jessica was shouting as Teressa tripped halfway up the stairs.
“Let him go!” she was screaming.
Teressa didn’t stay down too long. She leapt up and was at the top of the stairs in an instant.
“Mommy’s coming sweetheart, don’t worry,” she shouted as she flung the door open.
As she spoke, the scuffling stopped. The children’s screaming subsided. The loud ka-thumping of someone running reverberated through the house. Teressa was moving quickly, rushing toward the front of the house. Loud footsteps crashed down the stairs. Teressa saw the figure of a man not ten feet in front of her as he landed at the bottom of the stairs and rushed out the front door, leaving it open.
Teressa thought about pursuing, but didn’t. She heard the sound of sobbing coming from upstairs. She ran up the stairs. Jessica and Theodore were both in the hallway. They rushed to their mother and hugged her tight.
“It wasn’t daddy, it wasn’t!” Theodore sobbed. “I know it wasn’t.”
“Shhh, it’s okay baby,” Teressa comforted him. “What do you mean?”
“It looked like daddy, but it wasn’t him,” Jessica explained. “He wanted to take Ted.”
“It’s okay,” Teressa said. “I'm here now. Let’s get you downstairs and see if we can get the lights back on.”
The three went downstairs together, the two children holding tight to their mother. Their fear had not left them, though the evil had left their house. They could still feel it in their hearts. Deep down, they felt it was just a matter of time before it came back for them.
Teressa slammed down the phone in disgust. The busy signal still echoed in her ear. She had been trying to get a hold of Blake for at least a half an hour without success. She exhaled hard her exasperation. She relaxed a little, however, by petting Theodore’s head. The little boy had fallen asleep with it on her lap. His sister had also fallen asleep on the couch. Teressa smiled to herself as she remembered the joy her children brought her. They, at least, were no longer letting the recent events disturb their thoughts.
The lights suddenly came back on. The house was once again bright and cheery. Teressa listened to the footsteps as they came up from the basement. She gently removed Theodore’s head from her lap and stood, placing her son’s head back down on the couch. She patiently waited. Her next door neighbor stepped into her living room.
“I found your problem,” Bob said, holding something in his hand and showing it to her.
“What is it?” she asked as she approached.
“It’s a nail,” Bob said. “Somehow, and I don’t know how, it got wedged between two bare wires coming into your breaker box. That’s why your main circuit breaker kept blowing. It acted like a short.”
“I see,” Teressa said as she examined the blackened piece of metal.
“See how black it is and where it’s melted at the ends,” Bob explained. “It’s like it was arc welded.”
“Could it have fallen there?” Teressa asked.
“I suppose,” Bob said. “But it’s very unlikely. It’s more like it was placed there.”
“I don’t know how that could have happened,” Teressa said.
“Listen, Teressa,” Bob interrupted. “I don’t know what happened here tonight, and I don’t know if I want to know, but I get a strange feeling just being in here. There’s an anxiety in the air. If there’s something going on between you and your ex, maybe you should call the cops.”
“My ex?” Teressa said. “What makes you think this has anything to do with Blake?”
“I’ve got eyes,” Bob said. “I saw someone bolt from your house just before you called me. I thought it was him. It sure looked like him.”
“I’ll be honest with you, Bob, there was someone in here tonight,” Teressa confessed. “But I don’t believe it was Blake. Neither do the children.”
“Why didn’t you call the cops?” Bob asked.
“There was no harm done,” Teressa said.
“He scared the hell out of you and the kids,” Bob argued. “He practically burned down the house and could have killed you with the stunt he pulled on the electrical box. If someone broke in here, you need to call the police.”
“Why? What would they do?” Teressa asked. “Nothing was stolen. No one was badly hurt. We were just frightened a little. The police couldn’t do anything about it, and I don’t want them thinking I’m some kind of crazed, paranoid woman.”
“Teressa,” Bob urged. “Someone broke into your house. Someone violated your space. Laws were broken. The police should be informed. Not only will they not think you are crazed or paranoid, they will think you’re sensible and probably increase patrols and keep a look out for this guy, whoever he is.”
Teressa exhaled hard. “Alright,” she agreed. “Maybe you’re right. I’ll call the police.”
Bob nodded. “Good,” he said. “And listen, if you need anything, anything at all, don’t hesitate to call me.”
Teressa smiled. Although she saw the veiled sexual connotation to Bob’s statement, she wasn’t interested in him in that way at all. After all, his wife was a friend of hers. Besides, he wasn’t all that good looking. She was a little flattered, however.
“Thanks Bob,” she said. “I’ll keep that in mind.”
“Well, I’d better be getting home then,” Bob said.
“Bye,” Teressa said as she saw Bob to the door.
“Take care now,” Bob said as he left the house.
Teressa watched Bob walk up the front sidewalk, then closed the door. She sighed heavily, turned and stepped back into the living room. She looked at her children for a moment and smiled to herself. They looked precious sleeping on the couch. She went to the phone, picked it up, and dialed.
* * * *
Chapter 4: Cower
The phone began to ring almost the moment Blake stepped into his apartment. It was all he could do to get to his computer desk, unload his burden, and answer the phone before the answering machine picked up.
“Hello,” he was short of breath as he answered.
There was silence on the other end, but it wasn’t total silence. Blake knew someone was there. He waited a couple of seconds for a response. There was none.
“Hello,” he repeated a little more forcefully.
There was still no answer, but whoever it was didn’t hang up.
“Go to hell,” Blake said into the phone and then hung it up.
He had to shed his winter clothes before he could begin putting his computer together. As he opened the closet, a fly flew at his face. He batted at it instinctively and didn’t give it much more thought. He hung up his coat, closed the closet door, then crossed the room to begin to work on his computer. As he was starting, he suddenly paused. He looked around the room, searching for the fly that had come out of the closet. The thought had entered his mind that it was strange to see a fly at this time of year. He couldn’t locate it, however, and gave it no more thought as he continued hooking up his computer.
It wasn’t long before Blake’s computer was up and running. A cord to plug in here and there, some wires to attach, some rearranging and everything was ready. Blake pulled his chair up to his desk and rubbed his hands together in anticipation of the big moment. He powered up his machine.
It started with a tiny whir of the internal fan. The monitor remained black for a moment, then words appeared identifying the BIOS manufacturer. Numbers flickered quickly in the upper left-hand corner of the screen confirming he had 128 megabytes of RAM. Words and figures flashed before his eyes as the machine informed him of the configuration of the rest of the devices it was driving. Then, for a split second, it all went blank. A familiar logo filled the screen as the software running the disk operating system loaded. This took the longest time.
Finally, his wallpaper appeared on the screen. He had put a picture of a brave knight fighting a dragon up for his background. The arrow controlled by his mouse appeared in the center, then turned immediately into an hourglass as more software continued to load. Icons began to pop up. The button marked start appeared in the lower left-hand corner. He moved the mouse around, watching the hourglass circle the middle of the screen, as the background software continued to load. It seemed an endless delay. The hard drive whirred and clicked as if being overworked. Its LED on the front of the machine flickered wildly. Finally, the hourglass became an arrow. The computer was ready for use.
He double clicked the dial-up network icon. He had no use for the popular online service. It was too expensive and much too intrusive for his taste, wanting to access everything in his computer and filling his hard drive with useless junk. It was more a corporate version of Big Brother than an online service, he thought. If everyone realized the snooping they did and the control they had, less people would use their service, he felt.
His service was pure Internet access, no holds barred, nothing more, nothing less. His service censored nothing, which was just the way he liked it. He clicked on the connect button. A window on the computer popped up and said simply “Dialing”. He listened to the numbers’ tones as the modem dialed them. He could hear the phone ring in some remote location. There was a moment of silence, then a click. A computer in some far-off place answered.
The two computers bounced familiar tones off each other as if to say hello, then the fuzzy noise emitted from the speakers and scratched upon Blake’s eardrums. The window, which had said “Dialing”, now changed and read “Verifying user name and password”. The fuzzy noise stopped and Blake’s ears relaxed and let the echo of the obnoxious sound fade into memory. The window now read “Logging onto network” for a brief second before it streaked down to the lower right-hand corner of the screen and became a tiny picture of two computer screens. Blake was online.
He double clicked his browser icon. He used Netscape as he had all along. He saw the injustice of bundling the other browser and refused to use it. Besides, he was a purest, having used Netscape since it first came out. His instant messaging systems, three of them, started automatically upon connection.
Blake had several screen names, but his favorite was Acetech. That’s the name that popped up on his instant messengers. As of that moment, no one he knew was online. That was ok with him. All he was interested in just then was getting his email. He logged onto his mail server.
The pop up server window came up on his screen, connected with his mail server, and started to download 357 pieces of email. He knew it was going to take some time before the mail downloaded and he could read it, so he got up to make himself some supper.
The refrigerator light brightened the dull incandescent light already flooding the kitchen. There wasn’t much in the way to stop it. There was a half-eaten pint of Chinese food left in there, and that was from a couple of weeks ago. There was also some rancid lunchmeat. Blake reached for the Chinese food and pulled it out. He grimaced and tried not to gag as the faint odor of putridity reached his nostrils. He opened the cabinet beneath the kitchen sink and threw the food away. A fly buzzed by his ear. Blake paid it little attention as he half-heartedly swatted at it. He took the lunchmeat out of the refrigerator and pitched it also. He closed the fridge and began to rummage through the cabinets. They were as empty as the fridge.
Blake reminded himself that he needed to do some shopping. In times past, his wife would have worried about such things. Now, he was on his own. He found a box of macaroni and cheese. He guessed it would have to do. It was a simple fare, but he was already home and wasn’t about to make another trip out. He couldn’t remember buying it, but he knew he had bought it just for such an emergency. He got himself a pot and began to boil some water, then went into the living room to check on the progress of his email.
The email was taking forever to download. Only ten percent of it was ready when he checked. As he waited impatiently, he suddenly remembered he hadn’t picked up his regular mail. He stood and stretched, then went to the door and opened it.
As he reached out to get his mail from his box, he suddenly hesitated. A strange feeling came over him. He looked around for a moment, then stepped outside for a better look. It was dark and quiet. Then, he suddenly spotted the source of his consternation.
Mrs. Fellini’s door was slightly ajar. All her lights were off. He couldn’t see her in the pitch black, but he knew she was there, watching. At least, he knew someone or something was there.
“Hello Mrs. Fellini,” he said, hoping to elicit a response. “How are you this evening?”
Mrs. Fellini’s door closed quickly, with a quiet click. Blake shook his head.
“Crazy old bat,” he thought.
He collected up his mail and went back inside. There wasn’t much today. He had a bill, an offer for a credit card, and a sealed, unmarked envelope. He took the blank envelope out of the group and threw the rest on the coffee table. He walked over and looked at the computer screen. The bar had moved a little and read fourteen percent complete. He opened up the envelope without thinking about it and removed the note. It was a hand written letter, which read simply:
“Keep your children from this place. He wants the children. It’s dangerous for them here.”
There was nothing else; no signature, no marks, no clue as to who it was from. Blake felt his blood get hot. Were they threatening his kids? He didn’t even know who “they” were. Anger built in him quickly, and the irritation of uncertainty. The water on the stove began to boil. Blake threw the note down next to the computer and stormed into the kitchen.
He emptied the contents of his mac and cheese into the pan and stirred it into the boiling water. He seethed about the note he had just read as the pasta cooked.
“What kind of puke goes around threatening kids,” He muttered to himself.
A flash caught the corner of his eye, but he didn’t think much of it. He figured it was the flame on the range top. He turned the fire underneath the pot down a little to keep it from boiling over and tried to compose himself. The water simmered. Blake thought about the note. Perhaps it wasn’t a threat. Perhaps there was something in it he was missing. He wanted to look at it again.
He went into the living room and over to the computer, but there was nothing there. The note was gone. In its place was a wisp of gray ash. He felt a lump in his throat. A panic began creeping up his backbone. It was happening again. He looked around his apartment. He saw no trace of the note. He lifted his keyboard. Nothing. He went to the mail on the coffee table. It wasn’t there. He went through the trashcan. The note had vanished. Blake was dumbfounded.
A steady hiss made him remember he had other things to worry about besides a missing letter. The macaroni noodles he was cooking were probably ready by now. As he headed toward the kitchen he thought back on what had happened about a month before. He had started to think that the note burning up in his hand had never happened. He had nearly convinced himself that what had happened was some kind of waking dream. Now he wasn’t so sure. Could someone be playing some elaborate trick on him? He began to wonder who he knew that would do such a thing. He found the strainer and emptied the noodles into it.
He went to the fridge and found the little bit of milk and butter he needed to complete his meal. He melted the butter and warmed the milk in the pot, put the noodles back in, and poured the contents of the dried cheese product packet over the concoction. He stirred it all together and watched as before his eyes it magically changed the color and texture of the mixture.
“Ah, a gourmet meal in minutes,” he said aloud.
He scooped his meal into a bowl and took it into the living room to eat. He sat the bowl in front of his computer and went back to the kitchen to get himself a drink. He threw some ice in a glass and filled it with water. A fly buzzed past his ear. Blake swatted at it.
“Damn thing,” he said aloud as its small body vanished. “Where the hell do they come from at this time of year?”
He took his seat in front of the computer and stared at the screen. His email had almost finished downloading. He took a bite of his mac and cheese and waited. He took another bite, and another. The bottom of the screen told him 357 messages had been received. Now it was downloading message 358. He had received one more since getting online. He took another bite of his meal and washed it down with a sip of water. The message finished downloading. They appeared on the right side of his screen, ready to be read.
Blake highlighted the first email and clicked on it. The body of the message was displayed on the lower right hand portion of his screen. It was junk email. It promised untold riches with little effort. He hit the delete button. The next email popped up. Blake took a bite of his mac and cheese.
It was another junk email. Blake barely glanced at it. He read:
“Lose 20-30 lbs.”
“Works like magic.”
“Get one bottle free.”
He hit the delete button. Another junk email was sentenced to death in the cyber garbage can. Another junk email loaded on Blake’s screen. This was an offer for software. Delete. A sweepstakes. Delete. A clothes store. Delete. Sex site. Delete. Another sex site. Delete. Free live sex. Delete. He ate more mac and cheese.
For at least a half an hour this went on. One junk email after another. There were a few jokes from friends and coworkers interspersed, but most of it was pure garbage. He finished his meal and deleted another email. More junk popped up. It was another “Free sex site.”
Blake moved the mouse arrow over the delete button. Something kept him from clicking. His eyes wandered over the ad. It wasn’t much.
“Cum see us,” it read. “You’ve never seen sex like this before.”
There was a link below. It was made up of nothing but cryptic numbers. Blake slowly moved the mouse over the link. The arrow changed to a little hand with a finger pointing. Blake wondered what he was doing. He didn’t have time for such a site. He already knew most “free” porn sites were simply ways to get people to join an adult verification system. Then he saw it. He wondered why he hadn’t seen it earlier. It was almost as if it had just popped up when he thought of it.
“No AVS,” it read.
Blake clicked on the link. The screen went blank for a moment as Blake’s computer began accessing the website and downloading whatever information it contained. What looked like a movie screen appeared on the monitor, but it was bigger than anything Blake could remember seeing before. At the bottom, numbers flashed showing how many bytes were loading. Next to the numbers, the word “buffering” appeared and showed how many seconds were left for the loading to finish. Blake watched the countdown.
The streaming video started. Blake blinked. The film was hardcore. Blake gazed in wonder. He couldn’t believe he was watching this and they hadn’t so much as flashed a warning about the adult nature of the site. Before his eyes, a woman was doing two men. Something was familiar about her. She was on her knees. One of the men was behind her, the other in front. They were really going at it. They moaned. Blake licked his lips. He stared in disbelief. The man in front shot his wad all over the woman’s face. The camera zoomed in on her. Blake gasped. If he wasn’t looking at Teressa’s face, he was looking at her twin.
Now the sickness began. The man in front hit her, hard. It was swift, violent, and completely unexpected. Blake winced as he watched. Blood sprayed from Teressa’s, the woman’s, mouth. The man behind her bucked hard, thrusting deeper. He reared up and punched her in the side. The man in front hit her again, and again. The man behind did the same, the whole time thrusting in violent rhythm.
The woman collapsed. Blake watched in horror. The man in front continued to beat on her. The man behind pulled himself from her and turned. As he turned back toward the woman, he flashed a sharp, curved, cruel looking knife at the camera. The man in front laid over the top of the woman’s back, grabbed her thighs and spread her legs. The man in back rammed the knife deep inside the woman’s crotch. Her scream reached through the speakers and chilled Blake’s soul. He stared at the scene on his monitor, mortified. The man in back appeared to be slicing away. The woman continued screaming.
A male’s face suddenly filled the screen. His eyes glared evilly out at Blake. His demeanor dripped of malice. The grotesque scene behind him continued, the woman’s screams and the men’s sardonic laughter muffled by the sound of his heavy breath on the microphone. He smiled.
“My, my, Blake, what fun we do have here,” the man said. Blake gasped. How did his name enter into this? “You don’t know the power of blood, Blake,” the man continued. “You should try it sometime. Blood spilled in sex and violence release powerful emotions into the atmosphere. With such power, anything can be accomplished.”
The face was gone. The scene was gone. The monitor went blank. Blake threw himself back hard in his chair, like he had been hit in the face. The junk email appeared on his screen.
“You’ve never seen sex like this before,” it proclaimed. There was a link below it.
“Did I just see that?” Blake asked himself.
He slowly scrolled the mouse arrow until it was over the link. The arrow turned into the familiar hand icon. Blake clicked on the link. The screen flashed. The page loaded quickly.
“404 Error” it said in big, bold letters, “Page not found.”
“But I was just there,” Blake mumbled to himself.
He closed the page and clicked on the link again. The 404 error message appeared once more. Blake stared at the screen. It was an old link, or had been shut down due to inappropriate content. Had he imagined what he saw? Was he dreaming? Perhaps his subconscious mind was trying to tell him something about his feelings for his ex-wife?
“No,” he muttered aloud. “That’s not it. It can’t be.”
It was too real, too weird. He became lost in the confusion of his mind. A loud musical tone was suddenly broadcast through his speakers. Blake’s body jerked back, startled. A small box popped up on his computer screen. Someone was sending him an instant message.
“Hi stranger,” it read.
The message was from Merrycardreader. She was one of Blake’s online friends with occult interests. He sighed and shook his head. He hadn’t expected or wanted to be contacted tonight, but it was a strange relief. At least he’d be able to stop thinking about what he’d just seen. He could finish checking the rest of his email some other time.
“Hello sweetheart,” he typed in the little strip at the bottom, then hit the send button. The words appeared in the larger box, letting him know she’d received them.
“Where’ve you been, Ace?” Merry asked.
“My computer’s been down for a month or so,” Blake explained. “It blew up.”
“Really? That’s terrible. How’d that happen?” Merry asked.
“I don’t know,” Blake typed. “It was so weird when it happened. I got a huge shock and was knocked out. For a moment, I thought I was going to die.”
“OMG. How awful for you. You’re alright now, though, aren’t you?” Merry asked.
“I’m fine,” Blake typed. “I was out only for a couple of minutes or so, I think. When I came to, I could smell something burnt in my computer. I was all alone, but I had the strangest feeling, like someone had come in and checked on me when I was out, or something.” He hit the send button.
“Wow. Did you get a new computer?” Merry asked.
“No. Mine only needed a new power supply and mother board.” Blake answered. “I just had it fixed.”
“That’s great, I guess,” Merry typed. “It’s good to see you back online.”
“Thanks. It’s good to be back,” Blake answered.
“So, would you like me to give you a reading tonight?” Merry asked.
“Sure,” Blake said.
“Ok. Let me get my tarot cards. What would you like to know?” Merry said.
Blake leaned back and cracked his knuckles. He thought about the question for a moment. There was much he wanted to know, but he didn’t know where to begin. His future seemed so uncertain with his divorce and all, yet it seemed set in stone with his job and his lack of a plan to make any changes on that front. He no longer had the money he was used to due to child support and the loss of access to Teressa’s funds. He wondered where his life was going. He wondered if he’d remain forever lonely.
“I guess I want to know about my love life,” he typed. “It’s been a little rough since the divorce. I don’t like going out during the week because I have work the next morning and on the weekends I have my kids. It’s tough to get a date when you have kids hanging around.”
“I feel your pain, Ace.” Merry wrote back. “Let’s see what the cards show us. First I pick a card to represent you, the querent. Oh my.”
“What is it?” Blake typed.
“I pulled out the fool to represent you.” Merry wrote. “It is a very unusual and very interesting card to represent the querent.”
“The fool, huh? Figures,” Blake wrote.
“Actually, the fool is not as bad a card as it might sound,” Merry said, “It represents new beginnings and infinite possibilities. It represents newness, like your life has re-started. Your journey is just beginning.”
“Yep, that’s me. I’m starting over alright,” Blake typed.
“You must be careful, however,” Merry typed. “With the start of each new journey comes new hazards. There are those who would lay traps for you and pitfalls you have to be wary to avoid.”
“Isn’t that always the case?” Blake typed. “Life is never smooth sailing. Not for me, anyway.”
“This next card is the past,” Merry wrote.
Blake waited a moment before typing back “Well?”
“I pulled the lovers card,” Merry wrote. “You and your wife must have been very close. Usually this card means you have found someone who you can be very intimate with, a soul mate so to speak.”
“Yes,” Blake said. “When we first met we were very close. We had our differences and grew apart.”
“I’m sorry about that,” Merry’s words popped up on the screen.
“Don’t be,” Blake typed quickly, “I’ll get over it. I just need some time.”
“The next card represents present influences,” Merry wrote.
“Let’s see what it is,” Blake hit the send button and waited.
“I drew the card called the high priestess,” Merry’s words appeared on the screen after a longer than usual pause. “For a second there I thought I hadn’t properly shuffled the deck and had to double check, but it’s the right card. It’s a strange card. It’s the card of knowledge, mostly secret knowledge. There’s something hidden from you, something that you are going to need to learn, something maybe a little odd and mysterious.”
“Sounds interesting,” Blake typed after he finished reading Merry’s words on the screen. “What kind of knowledge?”
“Usually this card is the card of secret or arcane knowledge,” Merry wrote, “It’s very interesting. Usually it’s something to do with psychic abilities or spiritual encounters. Are you experiencing anything unusual lately?”
Blake inhaled heavily and let out his breath slowly before he typed, “I have had some rather strange experiences even tonight. What do you suppose that means?”
“Pay attention to those experiences, they are trying to teach you something,” Merry wrote.
“What’s next?” Blake asked.
“This card is for your future. I drew the tower. Not good. Unusual that you would get all major arcana cards. That means something significant is happening or is going to happen in your life. This card is about war. It’s about forces battling each other. It’s about false structures and beliefs being torn down. It’s about finding out reality is not what it seems. You have some major mojo happening in your life, Ace.”
“You certainly don’t give a person much to be happy about or look forward to,” Blake typed. “What do you suggest I do about all this?”
Blake waited patiently. He wanted to read the next installment of his dialog with Merry. It didn’t come. He still waited. It became obvious that something had happened.
“Merry? You there?” Blake wrote. He hit the send button.
Blake again waited. Nothing happened. Merry was no longer there. Blake wondered what had happened.
“Merry?” he asked.
His message was sent and seemingly received, so Blake knew Merryreadscards was still online. Something must have happened to her at home. A musical tone suddenly came through his speakers. Another instant message popped onto the screen. The name of the sender was unfamiliar to Blake. He called himself Darkchrist.
“Merrycardreader won’t be finishing your little reading or giving you any more advice this evening,” the instant message read. “I’m afraid she’s come to an unfortunate demise. Funny she didn’t see it coming.”
Blake stared at the screen, blinking. He was flabbergasted. He couldn’t bring himself to respond, and even if he could have he wouldn’t have known what to say. Finally, more words appeared on the instant message screen.
“Is something wrong, Blake?” it asked.
Blake’s fingers moved slowly to the keyboard as he read the message.
“Who are you?” he typed.
He couldn’t think of anything else to say or ask. He clicked the send button.
The next words appeared so quickly it surprised Blake. Whoever was on the other end had either anticipated the question or could type at lightning speed. Blake felt as if Darkchrist knew what he was thinking. What Blake read frightened him.
“I am the lord of the dark souls. I am the master of the basest of thoughts. I am the master of all the dark realms, and king to all who dwell therein. I am he who is responsible for the vile thoughts in your head; the bloodlust, jealousy, greed, avarice, cruelty, and power mongering that is natural to the human condition. I am he who drinks the blood of the innocent and revels in their demise. It is my desire to blot out the light of those whose souls shine, to blacken their hearts and smother their virtues until they have no choice but to serve my will. For I am their warmth in the cold darkness, and my fire is the only light they shall know. I am the force that pulls everything into decay and rots all that was once good. I have returned, and none shall escape me. You, Blake, have stepped into my domain.” Darkchrist wrote.
Blake leaned back deliberately and stared at the screen, aghast. A terror planted itself deep in his heart. It wasn’t the words he read that frightened him so much, it was the feeling he got in the pit of his gut as he read them. Something was very wrong here.
Blake tried to reason out what could be happening, that this could be some nutcase who had somehow uncovered information about him, or that one of his online acquaintances was playing some kind of sick joke on him, but none of that made any sense. The sinking feeling in Blake’s stomach stretched a look of worry across his face. He stroked his chin and mouth with tense fingers as he shrank down in his chair. After a moment of contemplation, he slowly leaned forward and placed his hands over his keyboard.
“How do you know my name?” he typed.
He reached for his mouse, ready to click the send button. He didn’t have to. The answer to his question popped up inside the instant message box before he sent it. His eyes widened. Again, he leaned back in his chair.
“I know much about you, Blake, much more than just your name,” Darkchrist had written. “You are in my world. I have my eye on you.”
Blake again leaned forward, ready to type another question. Darkchrist’s words popped onto the screen before he could even start typing.
“You have something I covet,” they read. “You will deliver to me my desires or you will learn the consequences which are suffered by all who defy me. I have spoken. I will speak no more.”
Blake contemplated the words he was reading. They stuck in his mind like flies on flypaper, but he had trouble comprehending them. He simply couldn’t believe he was seeing them, that this experience was, in fact, taking place, even though his gut told him it was.
“Knock, knock,” Darkchrist’s words appeared on the screen.
As the words registered in Blake’s brain, a knock came upon the door. Blake’s body jumped involuntarily. His hand clasped his chest. He gasped hard. He sat there for a long moment, shaking. The knock repeated itself.
Blake stood. He slowly moved toward the door. Once again, the knock resounded through his apartment. Blake stopped short of his goal and stood stiff, staring at the door. An ominous feeling came over him.
“Who is it?” he tried to ask, but found his voice stuck in his throat. He cleared it. “Who is it?” he asked loudly.
A deep muffled voice came through the door.
“Police,” it said.
“Police?” Blake half asked mostly to himself.
He walked the rest of the way to the door and looked out the eyehole. There stood two officers of the law, waiting. They didn’t look too happy. He opened the door a crack and looked out.
“Yes?” He asked. “Can I help you?”
“Are you Blake Levicci?” the one nearest him asked.
“Yes I am,” Blake answered. “Is something wrong?”
“If you don’t mind my asking, sir, how long have you been home?” the officer asked.
“Since about seven thirty,” Blake answered. “Why?”
“Have you any witnesses to this?” the cop asked. “Are you home alone?”
Blake opened the door all the way now and confronted the two men in blue more openly.
“Yeah, I’m here alone,” he said. “But I believe my neighbor, Mrs. Fellini, saw me come in earlier tonight. What’s this all about?”
“What have you been doing all night, sir?” the cop continued his line of questioning.
“I came home, put my computer together, ate, and I’ve been on the Internet ever since,” Blake answered. “Look, I’m not answering any more questions until you let me know what this is about,” he added.
“Someone called the station and complained that you were loitering around your ex-wife’s house and harassing her,” the officer said. “Apparently, they were wrong. It must have been someone else. Sorry to have disturbed you, sir.”
The two cops turned to leave.
“Wait,” Blake said. “Is Teressa alright?”
“We don’t know, sir,” the policeman said. “We were just sent here to check on you.”
They walked away and vanished into the fog that was still hanging heavy in the air. Blake stared into the emptiness for a moment, then closed the door and turned his attention back to the inside of his apartment. He decided he needed to call Teressa. He went to the computer and stared at the screen. Darkchrist had left him one last message.
“LMAO” was all it said.
Blake closed out all his instant messages. He noticed that the email with the strange web address was gone, but he didn’t think about it too long. He closed his web browser. He disconnected from the net. The second he did, his phone rang. He went to it and picked up the receiver.
“Hello,” he said.
“If you pull another stunt like that ever again, Blake,” his ex-wife’s voice was shaking on the other end, “I swear to God I’ll see you rot in jail and you’ll never see your children again!”
Click.
Blake didn’t even get a chance to speak. He stood there, shocked, holding the phone to his ear, trying to decide what he should do next. He was suddenly very tired. He decided to let it wait until tomorrow. After all, he had to go to work in the morning. He turned everything off and got himself ready for bed.
* * * *
Chapter 5: Chit Chat
“The American people simply don’t care about their freedoms anymore,” Bruce was saying as Blake came back from getting his third cup of coffee that morning. “One by one our freedoms are being taken away and nobody gives a damn.”
“Look, it’s not that simple,” Seth argued back. “We can’t have kids killing kids. Someone has to take control. I mean, my God, how many guns do we need anyway?”
“It’s not just the guns, man,” Bruce argued vehemently as he pieced together a validator. “It’s everything. The government is slowly putting its nose into everybody’s everyday business. They want to run every aspect of your life. The guns are just the beginning. It’s also the most important. They need to disarm the populace before they can control us.”
“Your getting way ahead of yourself,” Seth retorted as Blake took his place at his bench between the bickering pair. “There’s nothing wrong with making people get licenses for guns. That’s not taking away their right to own a gun, it’s making sure they’re capable of safely owning one. And they certainly shouldn’t be able to sell them at shows without some kind of background check!
"I mean, my God, how idiotic is that? I’m a criminal convicted of armed robbery twice and all I have to do to get my hands on another gun is go to a gun show? That’s ridiculous. They’re not stepping on anyone’s rights by passing those kinds of laws. I mean, my God, don’t I have the right to walk the streets at night without having to worry about some nutcase blowing a hole through my head? All I want is a little security.”
“That’s right,” Bruce said as Blake started back to work on the validator on his bench. “You do have the right to walk down the street in the middle of the night and feel secure. That’s why you should be able to carry a gun with you. You should also have the right to feel safe in your home. Take away the guns, and there’s nothing to keep government sanctioned forces from busting down any door any time they want to do anything they want to the occupants inside. Not to mention criminals. Look what happened in World War II Germany.”
“I doubt the Nazis are going to be marching door to door hunting down Jews any time soon in this country,” Seth said. “What do you think about all this gun stuff, Blake?”
Blake didn’t look up from his work. AVA’s logic shop was a very busy place with a never ending flow of jobs coming through. He had learned to interact verbally with his co-workers without so much as pausing on a job he was doing. It was his ability to speak and yet concentrate on his work that made it possible for him to keep up his productivity.
“I think you two will never solve all the world’s problems by sitting here arguing about them,” Blake said.
“Maybe not, but it does help to relieve the boredom and pass the time,” Bruce said. “What is your opinion on the gun issue, anyway? I really want to know.”
Blake sighed heavily. He knew there was no way out. He’d have to answer, so he thought about it and answered honestly. After all, he wasn’t a politician.
“I can see both points of view,” he said, trying to be diplomatic. “But I really don’t buy that losing our freedoms crap. I mean, if we were really free, then we wouldn’t need a government at all and we could all live in perfect anarchy. No, I think until we learn to control our impulses and not shoot each other out of jealousy, greed, or some other stupid reason, gun laws are necessary.”
“Bravo,” Seth said.
Bruce seethed inside, but he maintained his outer composure by working steadily. It was two against one.
“So the next thing will be the government controlling how you think and act,” Bruce argued. “I hope you don’t mind that, because that’s the next thing that happens after our guns are gone.”
“Well, I think that’s a little radical, Bruce, but ok, have it your way,” Blake stated rather calmly as he put a new set of belts on the validator he was working on. “How do we use guns to keep these yahoos from taking over our lives? The government’s going to do whatever they want regardless of whether we have guns or not, so what’s keeping them from controlling our thoughts and actions right now?”
“The Republicans,” Bruce said. “They protect your rights. If the Democrats had their way, we’d all be monitored twenty-four hours a day. Put the Republicans in power and the government will leave us alone.”
“You’re full of shit,” Seth said. “The Democrats aren’t trying to monitor anyone. They’re just trying to bring more equality to the poor and working class and more security to this country.”
Blake sort of chuckled to himself and shook his head. Bruce and Seth looked at him, waiting to see what he had to say.
“I don’t think either one of you get it,” he explained. “Big Brother is already here. Republicans? Democrats? Do you guys really think that makes a difference? We don’t have a two party system in this country, we have a one party system. One party, two faces. And they are controlling the way we think and act. One look at the evening news ought to tell you that.
"I’ve never seen such propaganda in all my life. The spin they put on this stuff is enough to make you quiver, if you know the real facts. They don’t tell you the news anymore, they tell you their version of what they want you to hear. This country isn’t run by the people on the street anymore, it’s run by corporations. If you want to see where the real power is, just follow the money. Why do you think so many huge corporations give money to both parties and keep their lobbyists in Congress? It’s so they’ll be guaranteed that the laws they want passed will be passed.
"Big banks and big corporations own this country, and us little people are paying for it in the form of taxes. Hell, the corporations practically own the world. And they own all the forms of media so you can’t even count on them to be truthful anymore. If you want to see real change in this country, vote for a third party. Vote for the Reform Party or the Libertarians. Then get rid of the lobbyists and the corporate interests. Take away the temptations and the conflicts of interest. That’s the only way real change will be made.”
Blake took a breath. It was time for him to get down off his soapbox. Bruce and Seth blinked.
“I don’t get it,” Bruce finally said. “If you feel like that, why would you want them to make new gun laws? They could curb gun violence by simply enforcing the laws that are already on the books.”
Blake exhaled with exasperation.
“Just because I think the government is bought and corrupt doesn’t mean I think every man, woman and child in this country should carry a gun, and just because I think they’re trying to control us doesn’t mean I don’t think we should be safe,” he explained. “In fact, since they’re already controlling us, we might as well be as secure as possible.
"And, you know, when the forefathers wrote the constitution, it was a different world. A lot has changed since the seventeen eighties. There’s a lot more people and we’re crowded closer together. Guns and other weapons have gotten deadlier. I just think certain criteria should be met before someone is allowed to own a gun. Hell, I think even the founding fathers would agree that lunatics shouldn’t be allowed to own guns.”
Bruce nodded his head as if to understand, but said, “And who’s going to decide who’s a lunatic and who’s sane? You? If we let those numb nuts in Washington do it, we’ll all be declared lunatics and all our guns will be confiscated.”
“No man,” Seth chimed in. “The people would. We would all speak out. Most of us don’t need or want guns anyway. That’s a democracy, majority rules. Isn’t that right, Blake?”
“Look, I’m sorry I got into the middle of this in the first place,” Blake said as he put his work down for a moment and exchanged looks with both Seth and Bruce. “We’re getting nowhere arguing like this. Everybody’s going to believe what they’re going to believe, and nothing said here will change anybody’s mind.”
“Besides, didn’t you hear what he said earlier?” Bruce added. “The corporations own us.”
“Ok then,” Seth said. “If this isn’t a democracy, Blake, then what is it?”
Blake shook his head.
“First off, this country wasn’t set up to be a democracy, as such, but it was set up to be a representative republic,” he said.
“You know, ‘To the republic, for which it stands, one nation,’ blah, blah, blah,” Bruce interrupted, imitating saying the Pledge of Allegiance.
“That’s right,” Blake continued. “The United States of America is a republic, that way the majority can’t step on the rights of minorities because everyone is supposed to be equally represented.”
“Supposed to be,” Seth interrupted. “Does that mean they aren’t equally represented?”
“I don’t think anyone’s represented anymore,” Blake said. “I told you, the corporations own all the politicians. It’s all just a big show to give us the illusion that we have control. I don’t know what kind of government the United States has anymore. I guess, if communism is where the state owns all the means of production, then I guess we have the opposite of that. The means of production now owns the state.”
“That’s nuts,” Seth said. “If that’s true, what about all those lawsuits against the big corporations that we hear about? How come they loose millions on those?”
“It’s all part of the illusion,” Blake said. “Besides, what about the lawsuits we don’t hear about, the ones where the corporations squish the little guy. Those happen more often than not, but the media doesn’t tell you about them. It all ties together. It’s all part of the show.
"And don’t even get me started on the legal system. You want to talk about greed and corruption? That’s where it starts. There is no justice in this country, unless you can afford it. I’ll tell you what, if you want to know where the real power is in this country, then just follow the money trail. Money talks. That’s the real power in this world. Money is power, and the banks and corporations have it. We little guys on the street ain’t squat.”
“You’re crazy,” Bruce said, shaking his head. “It’s not that bad. We still live in the best, the freest country in the world.”
“I don’t believe it either,” Seth sided with Bruce. “We people still have a lot of power. We can always vote someone out of office if they become too corrupt.”
Blake shook his head, then buried it between his shoulders and started back to work vigorously.
“Fine,” he said. “Believe what you will. I’ve got work to do.”
With that, the conversation ended. Bruce and Seth both concentrated harder on their respective jobs and fell silent. Nothing had changed between them. No new gun laws had been passed. The fate of the world was not decided in that room on that day. In fact, the world didn’t even take notice that such a conversation had taken place, but Blake’s existence continued, and the tedium in it built. For awhile, there wasn’t even conversation to help relieve it.
The day wore on. The morning became pregnant with silence. People stirred and business was carried on all around them, but the three at their benches said nothing. Though the argument had not become violent, it had ended so abruptly and with such certainty that no one wished to revisit the subject. Finally, Bruce could stand the silence no longer. He spoke.
“So, did anybody do anything interesting last night?” he asked.
Blake looked up at the clock. In reality, only about a half an hour had passed since their last conversation had ended, but it seemed a whole lot longer. Bruce had broken an unspoken tension.
“I watched this new TV show,” Seth volunteered the information.
“What was it called?” Bruce asked.
“I forget,” Seth said. “It was one of those soap opera type shows about some rich kids in California. It wasn’t very good. My wife wanted to watch it.”
“What’d you do last night, Blake?” Bruce asked.
“Nothing much, really,” Blake said. “I picked up my computer and went on the web. Actually, some pretty strange stuff happened to me last night.”
“Oh, how so?” Seth asked.
“First off, the lady at the computer store kept saying things to me in this low voice,” Blake said.
“What’s so strange about that?” Bruce asked.
“It wasn't her voice,” Blake explained. “It changed. It was like she was possessed or something. I got the hell out of there.”
“C’mon Blake,” Seth said. “You were probably just imagining it.”
“No, it was pretty weird,” Blake said.
“So, do you think she was possessed?” Bruce asked.
“I don’t know,” Blake said. “I’m just telling you guys what I heard. Ah, maybe I shouldn’t say anything else.”
“No, go on,” Seth urged. “Did anything else happen?”
“Yeah, as a matter of fact,” Blake said. “There was my neighbor, but she’s always been strange. She was spying on me.”
“Spying?” Bruce asked. “That’s a rather strong word. Do you think maybe you’re a little paranoid?”
“No,” Blake replied rather stiffly. “Mrs. Fellini likes to spy on people. I think she’s a slice of bread short of a sandwich.”
“Uh huh,” Bruce said. “So you’ll have some company when you get to the loony bin.”
“Very funny,” Blake said. “Look, if you’re going to insult me, I’ll just keep my mouth shut.”
“I’m sorry,” Bruce said. “Go on. What else happened?”
“Well, there was the letter,” Blake stopped and thought. He wondered if he should tell them about the letter.
“What about the letter?” Seth asked.
“Oh, nothing, really,” he said. “Someone wrote a letter warning me not to bring my kids to my apartment. It was unmarked, no name, no return address. I got pissed when I read it. I thought I put it by my computer, but when I came back to look at it again, it was gone, like it had just disappeared. I must have thrown it away and just forgotten, I was so mad. Things don’t just disappear like that.”
Blake stopped. Both Seth and Bruce looked at him thoughtfully. Neither one said a word. They knew how Blake felt about his children.
“Anyway, then I went online,” he continued. “This guy instant messages me while I was in the middle of talking to a friend. It was the weirdest thing,” Blake again stopped and went into a thoughtful trance.
“What?” Bruce finally asked.
“Huh?” Blake said.
“What was so weird?” Bruce asked.
Blake decided not to go into too much detail about the conversation he’d had with Darkchrist. He felt Bruce and Seth would persecute him if he said too much. The more he thought about it, the more unbelievable it seemed, even to him. He began to question whether or not the conversation had actually taken place at all. He had listened to his own words and now doubted himself.
“I don’t know, this guy was just strange,” Blake said. “He called himself Darkchrist and went on about how he was the lord of dark souls. He knew my name, too. It was almost as if he could read my mind.”
“He must have seen your name in your profile or something,” Seth said.
“No. I don’t give my name out in my profile,” Blake explained.
“There’s a million ways to get your name off the Internet,” Bruce said. “It doesn’t necessarily take a Sherlock Holmes to dig up personal information on you. I’m telling you, Blake, there is no privacy anymore. Maybe you got some weirdo cyber-stalking you.”
“Is that possible?” Blake asked, grasping at the seemingly plausible explanation.
“Sure,” Bruce said. “Why not? You never know who’s on the other side. So what happened with this guy? Or maybe he’s not even a guy. It could be some whacked out chick.”
“I never thought of that,” Blake said.
“Sure it could,” Seth agreed. “Men don’t have a patent on insanity.”
“Yeah,” Bruce agreed. “What happened with this.., this person? What’d he or she say to you?”
“Not a lot, really,” Blake explained with a little more confidence in the reality of his memories. “We had just started talking when the police showed up at my door.”
“The police?” Seth asked in surprise.
“Yeah, that was another strange thing,” Blake said. “The cops came to my apartment to see if I was home. Someone called and told them I was stalking my ex-wife or something. They told me they were sent to check me out, and that was it. Not more than two minutes after they left, my ex calls me and tells me if I pull another stunt like that, she’d make sure I was thrown in jail and threatened I would never see my kids again.”
“And you weren’t out stalking your ex last night?” Bruce asked.
“No,” Blake’s voice was tinged with the anger he felt at Bruce’s skepticism.
“Then what happened to her?” Seth asked. “Something had to have happened to her last night for her to call you with such threats.”
“I don’t know,” Blake said. “She hung up on me. I was so tired and she seemed so angry that I didn’t want to call her back. I just went to bed.”
“I think you’ve been spending too much time alone,” Bruce volunteered his opinion. “You need to get out more. Why don’t you come out with us for happy hour tomorrow?”
“I can’t. I have to pick up my kids tomorrow,” Blake said. “I get them every weekend.”
“Good,” Seth said. “When you see your ex, you can ask her what happened. I’m curious to find out.”
“I will,” Blake said.
The phone rang. The receptionist’s voice echoed through the building.
“Blake Levicci, pick up four six,” she announced. “Blake, four six.”
Bruce and Seth simultaneously looked down at their respective benches and started back to work. They had been reminded of where they were and what they were supposed to be doing. The conversation died right there. Blake went to the ringing phone and picked it up.
“Logic, Blake speaking,” he said.
“You’d better be careful who you tell about me,” a sinister voice vibrated over the line. “You just might end up in a rubber room.”
Blake took the phone from his ear and looked at the receiver in horror. He couldn’t have just heard what he’d heard. It was impossible. Not here. Not in the middle of the day. He looked around the room. The daily activity continued unabated. Everyone was busy. In fact, they worked away feverishly. No one so much as glanced his way. Blake felt slightly relieved that no one could see his consternation. He put the phone back to his ear.
“Who is this?” he whispered hoarsely.
“You know who this is,” the voice answered.
Blake wanted to ask how he’d gotten his work number. He wanted to ask how he knew who he was. He wanted to ask how he could know what had been said, how he could possibly know he’d had any kind of conversation about him. He wanted to ask how he could read his mind.
“How..?” was all he could stammer out.
“What’s the matter, Blake, cat got your tongue?” the voice asked sardonically. “I’ll tell you how,” he emphasized the word “how” with disdain. “I’m the master of dark souls, that’s how. I see through the eyes of all who have dark souls. There are more and more souls converting everyday to become dark souls. One can never tell who has a dark soul and who doesn’t, unless you have the gift. And you, my friend, do not have the gift.”
“Why..?”
“You don’t have to talk,” the voice said. “In fact, I don’t even want you to talk. It irritates me. I just wanted to let you know I haven’t forgotten you.”
The phone went dead. Too soon, the dial tone came back. Blake stood there in shock, the phone attached to his ear. He listened to the dial tone singing in his ear for a good ten seconds before he slowly put the receiver back on the base. He stared off into space.
“Earth to Blake. Are you alright?” Carl asked.
The counter man stood behind Blake. Apparently, he had been trying to get Blake’s attention for some seconds. Blake snapped out of his trance.
“Huh? Oh, yeah, I’m fine,” he said.
“I need that unit for Sanderson Vending,” Carl said. “Is it ready?”
“Oh, yeah, it is,” Blake said.
He went to the shelves and looked for the unit. The day became busy. The workload was heavy. The world continued to revolve. Blake immersed himself in the reality of his job.
The day became a blur. It melted away like all days eventually do. Work was done. Lunch was eaten. More work was done. Conversations were made. At one point, Shelly came in and asked him about some work he had done for a customer. They flirted a little, then she was gone. Before he knew it, five o’clock rolled around. It was time to go home.
Blake punched out and walked through the building on his way out. He said goodbye to all the co-workers he passed, people he interacted with all day long, and wished them a pleasant evening. Then he was out in the parking lot, alone for the most part, heading for his car.
The evening was clear and relatively warm, very mild for late February. It seemed March would come in like a lamb. The snow continued to melt and the ground was wet. The air smelled fresh and clean. It felt good to be outside and, for a brief moment, Blake was content just to be alive. He made it to his car and encased himself in his own little world on wheels. He was alone, with only the radio to keep him company. He began his trek home.
He anticipated it as he drove. He had been thinking about it for some time now, and after the events of last night, now seemed the perfect time. He could see the sign as he neared it. He closed in on it quickly. He turned on his blinker and hit the brakes. He pulled into Miss Linda’s driveway as darkness engulfed the wintry world. He parked his car and went up to the door.
“Open. Please come in.” a sign on the door said.
Blake opened the door. A pleasant, but loud, chime went off as he did. He stepped into the entryway. In the air hung a certain reverence. He stood still and let it penetrate his being. He looked around, inspecting his surroundings. The solid oak floor exuded a powerful, soft glow. The walls, mostly white, were tinged with violet. To his right, through two glass-paneled doors, was the living room. A pleasant cherry wood coffee table sat in front of a dark blue, plush couch. Behind that was a brick mantle around the fireplace. A warm blaze burned in the hearth. Several candles burned, positioned throughout the room, including on the mantle and two end tables that matched the coffee table.
A woman appeared in the living room. She looked younger than Blake expected. Her dress was loose and made up of a light material with patterns of blues and purples merging into one another. She walked gracefully toward the doors. An air of serenity surrounded her. She reached the doors and opened them. The faint scent of some sort of incense reached Blake’s nostrils. Jasmine, maybe.
“I am Miss Linda,” she introduced herself. “And you are?”
“I’m Blake Levicci,” he said.
“Please, won’t you come in,” Miss Linda said and extended her hand palm up as a gesture he should take it.
Blake reached out and took her hand, planning to shake it. She grasped his hand with surprising strength and caught him off guard. She stepped quickly backward, pulling him into the living room, turned, and guided him toward the couch by swinging her arm toward it. His body had no choice but to follow.
“Please, make yourself comfortable,” she said as she crossed the room in a few steps.
Blake went to the couch and sat. Miss Linda went to a small, cushioned arm chair and pulled it across from him. She folded her hands, put her index fingers together to form and upside down V, put her index fingers to her lips and stared at Blake. She had a sort of ancient wisdom in her eyes, an intangible knowledge. Blake felt a little nervous as he looked back at her.
“A short reading will cost you twenty dollars,” Miss Linda said as she leaned back. “But don’t worry. My readings are always correct. I guarantee you’ll be satisfied. I will not charge you if my reading is incorrect.”
“Ok,” Blake said with uncertainty, not exactly sure whether he should give her the money now or not.
“Something troubles you greatly,” with that statement, Blake figured Miss Linda would ask for the money at the end of the session. “What is it, Blake?”
Blake opened his mouth to answer, but Miss Linda held up her finger as a gesture for him to keep quiet.
“Don’t answer that,” she said. “I will need a personal item of yours. Your watch would do nicely.”
Blake took off his watch and handed it to her. She clasped her hands around it and closed her eyes. Her head jerked back and forth on her shoulders a couple of times. Her eyes suddenly opened wide. She stared at Blake. He could tell she was trying to mask a look of horror. She handed Blake’s watch back to him and stood. She turned without saying a word, went to a desk at the far end of the room, searched through one of the drawers, and came back with a pen and a piece of scratch paper.
“Mr. Levicci, I’d like you to write your name and a day and evening phone number on this piece of paper, if you would please,” she requested.
Blake complied. It didn’t even occur to him to ask why. Miss Linda seemed so insistent, he had no choice. When he finished, he handed her back the paper and pen. She took these, stood, crossed the room, stashed them somewhere in her desk, came back and sat.
“Let me see your hands,” she said.
Blake extended his hands, palms up. She looked down and examined them, then flipped them over and examined the other side, then flipped them over again.
“There is an evil here,” she muttered, barely audibly.
She looked up suddenly. Concern was stretched across her face. Her eyes looked into Blake’s. They turned black. Blake suddenly felt terrified.
“You must leave,” she nearly shouted. “You must leave now,” she repeated, pulled away from him, and stood. “Get out! I’m not prepared for this!”
Blake didn’t know what to do, he was so surprised. His instincts took over. He stood and bolted toward the glass-paneled doors. As he reached them, Miss Linda shouted at him, but her voice had changed. It was now deep, dark, and evil.
“Run, Blake,” she said. “Run now. You can run, but you can’t hide!”
Blake pushed his way through the doors, then out into the gloom of the evening. He rushed to his car, jumped in, and started the engine. The blast of music that came out of the stereo wasn’t enough to soothe his nerves. He couldn’t get out of Miss Linda’s driveway fast enough. He turned onto the roadway when the cars presented him only a small opening and sped home. He hardly noticed the screeching of brakes and the honking of horns. His curiosity had not been sated, and he still lacked the knowledge he sought.
* * * *
Chapter 6: Flies
Before Blake turned onto the street his apartment building stood upon, the familiar comfort of returning home settled upon him. Now, the world of reality he worked in was behind him. Here, in this world, he could relax and think a little. He remembered he had no food at home, so he hit the nearby McDonald’s drive-thru.
By the time he parked his car, the darkness of night was total and the cold had returned. The streetlights by his apartment building had burned out long ago. No one seemed to care much about fixing them. He got out of his car and carried his food as he tread softly across the alleyway toward the sidewalk that ran up the side of his building. No sound reached his ears. An eeriness was thick in the air. The moist chill made him shiver.
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