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Dedication
I would like to thank my wife Sharon for her understanding while I was writing this book. This book is dedicated exclusively in memory of her. She passed away on August 18th, 2010, before I finished writing this novel. She is dearly missed and I will always have her in my heart and mind. She is my only strength as I pass through this life of trial and tribulation. Without her, I am a pilgrim lost in fog, mist and darkness. May her light carry me forward and her love keep me whole.
* * * * *
PART ONE
The Tower
* * *
Chapter 1
The town, nestled at the base of a mountain near a quiet river in the West Virginia foothills was small. Once, Carter Mills, so named after the old corn mill that used to be on the riverbank south of town, was a prosperous community before the coal mines petered out in the early sixties. People packed their belongings and left the town like fleas leaving a dead cat. Some stayed and worked in Charleston, Huntington and other cities in the area. Those who stayed lived to regret it. Life in Carter Mills had never been easy, not at all. When the coal mines closed, life got harder to live. Dying became easy, almost convenient.
Carter Mills, sometimes, but not often, referred to as Carter Falls because of a waterfall that existed more than a mile from the town, was one of those bergs that was off the beaten path being more than five miles south of SR 119.
Outsiders said the town was dying although people who lived there claimed it was growing. It was a town without much of a future as far as some people were concerned. To the people who lived there, it was home and they would not live anywhere else. However, Carter Mills was a town that had seen its share of trouble. It would see its share of misery in its future. Maybe even the worst was yet to come.
Jess and Laura Carter were two of those people who stayed. They married after high school in 1986. Moving into Jess's parents house when his mother died, they had three beautiful daughters. They felt as if the hand of the Creator had blessed them. They prayed each day that they would not be taken away. Even though the girls were usually well behaved, they were not without many wearisome faults.
Carrie had reddish-brown hair that sometimes, depending on the light, ooked as if it might have more red to it than anything else. She had pale skin; a few freckles sprinkled here and there and deep blue eyes. Carrie was quick to become angry and usually took her frustrations out on her younger sisters Tracy and Jan. Carrie loved to read and had aspirations about becoming a great writer. Carrie was sometimes a procrastinator. The great novel she had started writing six years ago was still unfinished and occupied space in a shoebox on the top shelf of her closet in her room where it had stayed since she wrote the first chapter.
Tracy had dark hair that hung close to her shoulders and brown eyes. At fifteen years old, she had developed a great love for all animals. Her dream was to become a veterinarian. She worked part time at a pet shop in South Charleston. Tracy was quiet and loved to read romance novels.
Jan was like her mother in almost every way. Her long brown hair normally touched her shoulders and sometimes it rested there when she did not have it trimmed at the only beauty shop in town. Her skin was pallid although she tanned easily in hot summer sun except she rarely stayed out in the sun long enough to tan because she feared skin cancer more than she wanted a tan. Jan proclaimed that the tan was not worth the risk. Her dark brown eyes were as beautiful as the rest of her and they were the first things most people noticed about her. Jan was normally quiet and did not easily become excited about anything. Most of her features were clearly inherited from her mother, Laura Carter. There did not seem to be much that Jan was not interested in although she had trouble focusing on anything in particular. Camping and fishing with her father seemed to hold her interest longer than anything else because she adored her father and loved to be outdoors, as long as she didn't have to sit in the sun too long. On her twelfth birthday, her father gave her a book on meteorology and an electronic weather station because she had shown interest in weather forecasting. He hoped she would focus on meteorology and become a meteorologist. With his encouragement and support, he was positive she would follow his suggestion.
It was not long after Jess's mother passed away that his father died. The Carter Family lived in the big house that was located on the side of a mountain above the small town of Carter Mills. They loved the privacy the isolation afforded them even though they worried about landslides when it rained hard. As Mr. Carter had once explained to Jess, the mountain was a mass of solid rock and trees grew there in abundance. The roots of the trees and bushes helped to anchor the soil to the mountain. The Carter Family had lived in the house for over two hundred years without mishap. That would soon change although mudslides had absolutely nothing to do with the terror they would experience.
When Jess was not working as a rescue emergency medical technician in South Charleston, he was farming some of the land his father left him. He normally worked the night shift as an EMT and did a little farming during the day, when the weather permitted.
On a cool, late Friday evening in late October, Jess walked the fence line on the back property where a large meadow he used to grow corn met dense woods. In fact, the enormous ten-acre meadow was virtually surrounded by thick forest, something he hoped to remedy when he got the time. If he could expand his operation and grow more corn, he could sell it to the fuel conversion plant a few miles south of Charleston. The bio-facility converted corn and other grain to bio-fuel and corn was in demand. That meant he might have to purchase a new tractor and some other farm equipment because he had figured out that it would be extremely profitable for him to do so. He would be able to pay off the equipment in five years, if his health and luck held out. Growing more corn was not the reason he was out here in this dismal weather though, something else had brought Jess Carter out to this particular piece of ground on this dismal, rainy day. Something strange had been going on out here and he wanted to get to the bottom of it before the situation grew worse. Someone had been cutting his fence as soon as he fixed it. On four separate occasions, he had found the barbwire fence cut.
Campfires had been built in several locations indicating that someone was trespassing on his property even though he had put up warning signs all over the place. The last thing Jess wanted, or needed, was for drug dealers, or teenagers, to hang out on his property. One of the things that puzzled him, and troubled his tired mind, was that he had found ears of corn that someone had roasted over an open fire and footprints. The footprints disturbed him more than anything. They did not look human.
Whoever, or whatever had made the footprints had small feet and walked with their toes pointed outward. Normal humans walked with their toes pointed foreword. Jess had never seen feet such as these. He thought they might be boot prints except he had no way of knowing for sure. It was the smallness of the feet and the weight of the owners that disturbed him. The depth of the tracks indicated that the owner was at least a hundred and ninety pounds. As far as he could determine, the prints did not belong to kids unless they were as fat as a gorilla. The unusual prints and the uncertain circumstances had prompted Jess to bring his twelve-gauge pump shotgun with him. You never knew what to expect these days so he brought his Taurus forty caliber semi-automatic handgun with him too. It was strapped around his waist with four cases holding extra magazines for the gun.
Jess parked his green Chevrolet truck by the old barn, that could have used some lengthy repairs long ago before it finally collapsed during a violent storm, and looked around him as if expecting company at any time. The old dirt road that led from the paved main road to the old barn was muddy enough to leave a few tracks where someone had walked. However, the cornfield on both sides of the road was not soaking wet. The slow drizzle that had been coming down since yesterday had arrived too late and had done nothing to relieve the drought that had been around for too long. A heavy mist was all around him and ground fog hung close to low-lying areas. The tracks he had seen had been made in the dirt and in the grass where a few chilled crickets sang their songs before cold weather drove them away. Jess had hoped for many days that rain would come and make the ground muddy so he could track whoever was trespassing on his property. Now the ground was barely wet enough for leaving footprints.
Tracking ran in his family and his father had taught him how to track animals and other creatures, when he was ten years old. Instead of rain, he had just gotten more mist and drizzle than anything. Still, he had learned long ago to take whatever the man up above gave him, and to work with it. The people, if that was their identities, had left deep impressions in the ground and in the grass. Had they been carrying heavy equipment or something else? That was not the fact Jess had based his conclusions on though. Clearly, they were small and they were heavy, too heavy, in fact, for their size. Who in tarnation were they?
With his sky blue eyes feeling heavy from lack of sleep he got out of the truck with the shotgun in his hands. A cool breeze touched his weathered face. He stood surveying the dead cornstalks in the cornfield and the deep woods that surrounded it. A few black crows, their feathers glistening in the dim light of the autumn day flew to nearby trees where they fussed at him with constant anger. The crows had seen the gun before and they were not taking any chances.
Feeling their yellow eyes fixed on him, Jess sensed that other eyes were staring at him. Ignoring the crows he headed toward the barbwire fence that surrounded the cornfield. It kept the cows out of the cornfield, most of the time, but it did nothing to keep the crows on the other side of the fence and it did nothing to keep intruders out especially when they were capable of cutting the barbwire.
While he checked the fence Jess worried about his wife, Laura. Diagnosed with ovarian cancer five months ago, she had been through three major operations and was taking chemo treatments. Her deteriorating health had devastated his family although they all remained optimistic that she would get well. Some days she was able to get up and do a few things while on other days she stayed in bed. Jess had never told her about the strange things that had occurred out by the old barn. He would handle the problem without involving the rest of the family just like he always had. He often wondered what would happen next. Maybe he did not want to know or perhaps he just did not want to face the future and her demise.
When he felt the gloom closing in on him, the clouds above opened up and the sun shone through casting a warm glow on the land. Jess stood looking at the welcome light as it drove the ground fog away and the sky cleared. He wondered how long it would last and silently prayed that it would rain although he did not know why. The corn had been harvested, as best as he could harvest it, long ago and the remaining corn stalks were worthless, except as fodder.
Before Jess realized it, he had walked halfway around the cornfield and still felt as if he was being watched, or maybe even scrutinized. Dark clouds gathered again hiding the sun almost as quickly as it had appeared. He stopped and pre-tended to clean his glasses as he watched the forest near him for any indication that he was not alone. Then he saw a bush move on the other side of the barbwire fence and a cold chill washed over him. Even though he had lived in these hills and valleys all his life, he somehow sensed that what-ever was in the bushes, it was not a deer or a coyote. It was something strange, ominous or for sure, evil. Ejecting a shell into the chamber, he crawled through the fence and found himself creeping cautiously through the woods like a Native American Indian on the warpath. He had to know what was going on and there was only one way he could do that. That way was the dangerous way of doing things, except Jess knew he did not have any choice in the matter. He had to find out what or who was cutting his fence. Wondering if he should not call the sheriff's office and report trespassers, he decided that they could not do any more than he was doing, or intended to do. By the time they arrived, the kids or whomever he had detected would be gone and he would look like a fool.
When he reached the area where he had seen the bushes moving he held the shotgun in both hands, ready for action. Black bears had been seen in the area and sometimes, they were extremely aggressive.
Pushing the bushes aside with the barrel of the shotgun, he stepped into an open area concealed by bushes with colorful leaves and a few pine trees. Most of the trees in the forest were shedding their leaves of many colors. The ground was covered with them. It was a sure sign that winter was not far away. Jess knew that whatever, or whoever had been here had moved on perhaps to avoid a confrontation with the blond haired man carrying a shotgun.
Frustrated, yet patient, he pushed his way through the forest knowing they could not be far away. He glanced at the ground where leaves had been disturbed. His quarry was moving fast as if it was terrified of him, or something else. Jess wondered if he was tracking an animal judging from the way it was moving.
Off in the distance Jess heard the sound of something falling and getting up again. Breaking twigs and branches indicated that something or somebody had fallen, hard. Jess knew that someone, or some thing had fallen and perhaps collided with a rock or log. When it attempted to get up, the sounds of extreme pain it made was unmistakable. Something had been injured in a fall in the forest except Jess could not even guess who it was or the extent of its injuries. The impression that whatever it was had fallen from overhead, from a tree perhaps was strong in his mind.
Following the trail over level ground through the forest, he was about ready to give up and go back to checking the fence when he saw another small clearing ahead. Through the leaves, he could see several figures moving around. Dropping to the groundkeeping an eye on the mysterious figures in the distancehe crawled forward with the shotgun lying across his arms until he could see clearly into the meadow without being seen by anyone nearby. Pulling himself up, he crouched behind an ancient tree and an old log. There, in the distance were four creatures. Jess felt his heart pounding and his mind racing as he looked at them. They were tall and slender with rounded heads. They were not small at all. Even though the situation was not comical, he instantly thought of white basketballs on broomsticks. Then he realized that broomsticks did not have arms and legs no more than basketballs had brains.
With skin almost as pale as fresh snow on a January morning, their large, deep set dark eyes looked as if they saw nothing, yet Jess knew that was not true at all. He could feel them watching him. Did they know he was present? He could hardly see their noses because the holes they used to breathe were so small his little finger would not fit into them. Jess thought that their nostrils were nothing more than slits in a long appendage that must serve as their nose. They had thin lips and expressionless faces that looked as if they had never seen sunshine. Jess estimated their average height at about five feet high. Rather than walk, they sort of flowed on the ground like graceful ballerina dancers. Clearly, these creatures could have made the tracks Jess had seen except they would have had to be carrying heavy equipment because Jess didn't think they were heavy enough to make the foot impressions in the hard earth without carrying something. Yet, the tracks were there. He had seen them with his own eyes.
As the blood in his veins chilled, Jess knelt behind the tree watching them. They did not appear to be aware that he was nearby. With cell-phone like objects in their hands, they were concerned about something. Pointing the objects at the sky, they argued while Jess pondered what they were talking about.
Dark clouds hovered above resembling snow clouds. Jess watched as the lower part of the clouds began to twirl around as lightning bolts flashed from cloud-to-cloud. Before Jess had time to figure everything out the belly of the massive cloud began to rotate. A funnel, looking like a long black snake touched down. One of the creatures pointed the instrument at the tornado as it roared toward them and it vanished leaving a blue sky with fluffy white clouds. They seemed cheerful about what had just occurred. He was sure they were controlling the weather, or doing something to affect it. What he was not sure of was who they were and what their intentions were. Who were they and why were they messing around with the weather?
Like kids who had just won a baseball game or accomplished some other great feat, they let out a loud cheer and wandered away from the meadow. As if nothing had happened, they entered the forest again. His heart pounding fast, Jess followed.
Before they reached the woods, two of them in the lead seemed to be carrying on a conversation although Jess could not understand what they were saying. They all wore distinctive uniforms; some gray and a couple of them wore dark green clothes. The two in front wore green uniforms and were clearly in charge. When the two leaders in front stopped, and looked back at the others, they all halted. Pointing toward the woods, he said, "Darx Kolar," and then said other words Jess could barely hear. He could understand none of their conversation except for two words he thought might designate the name of a person.
Darx Kolar? Jess committed the words to memory. He would never forget that name. Jess was reasonably certain that the words were the name of an individual and not just words.
The creatures apparently knew where they were going as they navigated through trees that had been on the land for hundreds of years, around large stones and over small creeks. Another thing bothered Jess. There seemed to be a sense of urgency about their manner. They did not seem to be running from him, probably because they were not aware he was around, but they were in a casual hurry that indicated they had things on their alien minds. Whatever their agenda was they were definitely in a hurry.
Alien? The word almost made Jess halt to consider his situation. Cold chills as numbing as a cold winter night cascaded down his body like an avalanche. Should he stop and get help? Were they really aliens or merely somebody playing a joke on him?
Then he made up his mind.
He could not let them get away. They might, and probably were, dangerous.
Moving quickly so he did not lose them, Jess ducked behind trees, bushes and took any other cover that was available to him. He got the impression they were in a hurry to meet someone and that they had a deadline. Were they hustling through hostile territory to meet this character named Darx Kalor?
Keeping out of sight, Jess followed them down a trail used by deer and other animals. As he walked through a thick grove of bushes and trees, he came out into a small clearing. One of them appeared in front of him like a banshee in the stillness of a November night. Pointing an object at Jess, he fired. Blackness and a billion stars surrounded Jess. All was quiet as he drifted into the darkness and then sunk into a pool of blackness darker than anything he had ever seen in his life. If he lived to be a thousand years old, he would never forget that face he saw that night just before blackness took him. The creature was dressed in dark forest green and had a large golden insignia on his chest. Just below the insignia was a name.
Darx Kolar!
* * *
Randall Coleman had been the county sheriff for ten years. He had known the Carter Family since he was a kid. He had never heard Laura so upset, as she had been when she called the dispatcher and asked to talk to him. Now he was in his cruiser headed out to Carter Mills to see why Laura was so upset. All he could get out of her over the telephone was that Jess Carter, her husband, had gone out to the farm to check the fence and had not come home. The digital clock on the dash was showing a few minutes before midnight.
The small City of Carter Millseven though there were only about four hundred people living within its boundaries, it was still a cityonly had eight police officers and none of them had authority outside the city limits. Chief Tom Dahner was an old friend. Randall had called him and asked if he had seen Jess Carter. Tom had disclosed that he had not seen Jess for several days. However, Tom offered to help Randall find Jess and Randall gratefully accepted the offer. He sensed he would need all the help he could get. Finding anyone in those woods might prove to be difficult, especially at night. Then again, Jess might have just found something he had to do and lost all track of time. It would not be the first time he had gone off chasing a deer or a rabbit he hoped to bag for dinner. Randall hoped it was something simple. The Carters needed all the good luck they could get. With Laura, sick Jess had enough to worry about and Laura had enough to worry about without worrying about Jess and the girls.
Even though he was only thirty-eight years old, Randall's deep blue eyes were still clear and his dark hair was free of patches of white. He had always supposed that his hair would start turning white around twenty five. The stress of his job usually did that to some people. Randall was beginning to feel much older due to long, arduous hours and pressure.
After he finished college, he had been offered jobs in other parts of the country except he did not want to leave the shelter of the mountains. They were where he had been born. Most of his family still lived in and near Carter Mills. Jess Carter was his uncle.
Most of the time, his job was routine police work. He did not have to deal with the drugs and shootings very much like they did in the big cities like Charleston, Cincinnati and Huntington. However, occasionally the ugly beast paid them a visit or two. He spent most of his time as a law enforcement officer dealing with bar room brawls and domestic disputes. He had seen a few husband and wife confrontations that had all the elements of a drug war. He was still thinking of some of the dangerous situations he had been in when he took the exit off US 64 that would take him to Carter Mills.
After his wife died two years ago, Randall had never gotten married again, not because he wasn't a man most women desired, but because he'd been so busy. His job had consumed him like a large snake swallowing a rat. He had vowed to spend more time with the opposite sex except every time he was attracted to someone the job got into the way of romance and happiness. He had lived with it for as long as he could. Randall had twenty-one deputies and four full-time investigators to handle things in the entire county. Sometimes, that had not been enough to do the job. A few weeks ago, Randall had finally asked the mayor for money to hire an assistant. The mayor had agreed that Randall needed help. It was up to Randall to find the perfect candidate. He had never had time to do that, yet.
He slowed the cruiser as he entered Carter Mills. Randall always observed the speed limits unless he was involved in an emergency and even then, he was extremely cautious. Vacant stores and quiet streets greeted him. The clock on the tower of the old courthouse told him that it was twelve-thirty. He could see the Carter house above the town, sitting complacently on the side of the mountain on a plateau carved from the base of the mountain by human hands so long ago. Cautiously, he drove up a graveled lane that would take him to the house. Dreading the encounter with Laura and the family, he reached down and pulled the microphone from the hook on the dash of the automobile.
"Unit 51 to unit 12. Do you have a copy on my traffic, Tom?" Tom Dahner had told Randall to call him on the county frequency when he arrived in Carter Mills.
Tom answered and told Randall to meet him at the Carter home. When Randall arrived at the Carter house he saw lights on in the house and Chief Dahner's patrol car parked in the driveway in front of the house. Randall shut the lights off, killed the engine and walked toward the house with a lump in his throat. Every time he looked at Laura, he could see her dying a little each time he saw her. How much longer would she be able to hang onto life? Another day, a week or maybe six months or maybe she would die at any time. He did not know and he supposed that only the creator really knew when she would leave them. Nobody knew. Sometimes, life was as bad as it was sad.
Tom and Laura were standing on the porch talking. When they saw him pull up the driveway and park, their conversation waned as they watched him get out of the cruiser. Laura had a worried expression on her face. Her face looked pale in the glow from the overhead porch light. When she saw Randall, she walked across the porch to greet him. He was amazed that she could move so fast with the cancer eating her cells each day she lived. Jess had told him that some days nobody would realize she had cancer unless they already knew. Tom casually followed her. Randall noticed that he had put on a few extra pounds since he had seen him a few months ago. Tom was stretching his belt and his uniform to the limit. His gray hat hid some of his graying hair. Randall smiled at Tom as he hugged Laura.
When he released her, they stood facing each other. "He's gone, Randall. Something happened to him out there. I do not know what happened. Something is wrong and I know it."
Randall sighed and looked into her worried eyes. He could not let her see the fear in his own eyes. "Try not to worry too much, Laura," Randall said. "There probably is a rational explanation for all this."
"What?" Throwing her hands up in surrender, she slapped them against her thighs. "What could have happened?"
Laura Carter looked frail and puny in the yellow light from the porch and house. Once, she had been a gorgeous woman with beautiful long dark hair and a great figure. Now, the cancer and chemo treatments had left her with little hair on her body and she was as white as a sheet on a snowy day. Appalled at her ghostly presence, Randall attempted to keep his composure. The last thing he wanted was to let her know that he was astonished by her appearance. She was a dear friend and she was very sick. He tried to treat her, as he normally would have without making too much fuss over her. Respect and understanding was important to her now, as it always had been. Without respect from others, especially her friends and family, she would have nothing but the pain and suffering she faced every day. Randall wished he could snap his fingers and Laura would be her old self again, so full of life and vigor. Among his many wishes was the thing he hoped for most, that he could snap his fingers and the cancer would just disappear and leave her healthy again. He knew deep down in his own mind that there was very little he could really do for her, except support her every way he could. He would willingly do that.
Laura was dressed in jeans, a green shirt and a wool jacket. Still, she was shivering from the cool October air, or from fear. "Let's go inside where it's warmer," she suggested although it came out of her mouth as a plea. Before they could answer, she pulled the screen door open and went into the house.
Laura stood by the fireplace where a blazing fire warmed the room. Wrapping her arms around her body, she watched patiently as Tom and Randall entered the room. "You never answered my question," she whispered as Randall took her by her arm and led her to a comfortable armchair facing the ancient fireplace. Just walking out on the front porch had nearly exhausted her. The chemotherapy weakened every cell in her body and made her feel tired and worn out most of the time. "Thanks, Randall," she replied, "I seem to lose more strength every day that I live." Making herself as comfortable as possible, she looked up at Randall with sadness on her face and tears in her eyes. "Why do you think Jess has not returned?"
Chief Dahner sat down on the couch close to them and looked at Randall. He asked a question before Randall could respond to Laura. "I'm sure he has a good reason for not contacting you or coming home, Laura," he said. "Does he have a cell phone?"
Laura sobbed for a few seconds then brushed tears from her cheeks with the back of her hand and the sleeves of her jacket. Then she spoke in a soft voice that sounded uncertain about many things in her life. "He has a cell. That was the first thing I did. He never answered even though I have been calling him for several hours. It just keeps going into his voice mail."
Kneeling in front of her, he put his hands on hers and smiled at her. "I'm sure he's okay, Laura. I do not want you to worry about him or anything else. You need your strength and worrying probably is not necessary. Jess may have just gotten involved in something else and forgot about the time. He has been known to do that. He is an independent and stubborn man. I'm sure you know about that."
Laura nodded her head in agreement. Yes, he was that and more. Jess never gave up and he most certainly never gave up until he had accomplished everything he set out to do. If he had gone out there to find out who was cutting his fence then he would not return until he had found them or learned who did it and why. "I guess you're right. Maybe I do worry too much except this time, I really do feel worried. Won't you guys hurry and let me know what happened out there?"
Randall stood, leaned forward and kissed her cheek. "He'll be fine, Laura. We'll call you as soon as we find out something." He smiled at her and patted her shoulder as he walked toward the door. "Ready to go, Tom?"
"Ready as I'll ever be," Tom replied as he arose from the couch and kissed Laura's cheek. "You take it easy and try not to worry. Just relax."
"You got that part right, Tom," Randall said still holding the door open. Time was important except he did not want to run out of the house and upset Laura any more than she was already upset. Turning his attention to Laura again, he said, "You be sure to take it easy and let those girls do all the work. Things will be okay and everything is going to be all right."
Laura attempted to smile and take Randall's advice except she knew that she would worry and that she would wash the dishes just to keep busy so she would not worry so much. Arising from her chair against Tom's protests she followed them to the door and called out to them as they walked to Chief Tom Dahner's patrol car. "You be careful," she yelled as loud as she could. Just that effort made her dizzy and she felt more tired than she had all day. "There's no tellin' what is going on out there."
Chief Dahner drove and Randall sat in the passenger seat next to him listening to traffic on the county frequencies on the police radio. "Nothing unusual going on around here that we know about," Randall said. "I thought maybe someone might have reported something out there around Jess's farm."
Dahner looked over at Randall for a second before returning his attention to the road. His eyes weren't as good as they used to be and only his wife knew that he would have to have cataracts removed from both of his eyes in the next sixty days or so. He would be glad to get rid of the nighttime glare and the nervous twitches that sometimes made it difficult for him to drive. "He just got focused and forgot what time it was," Tom said, "and that is all there is too it."
"Jess knows how sick Laura is and everything. I think the last thing he would do now is keep her worrying about him. Something did happen out there, Chief. You know that as well as I do. He knows Laura is seriously ill and he would not leave her for very long without checking on her, if he was able to do so. The least he would do is call her. He hasn't done that yet and that fact really worries me something awful."
"It is somewhat of a mystery," Dahner admitted as he turned the cruiser onto a gravel road that passed through a dense forest. "We're almost there. Those clouds look like they might drop snow on us before too much longer. God, I hate snow with a passion."
Randall nodded his head and said nothing. He did not exactly love the white terror either, except most of the time he had to deal with it, like it or not. A bright moon directly overhead cast shadows from the limbs above onto the old graveled road that had weeds and a few small bushes growing in the center of it. In the darkness, it looked like they were driving down an endless tunnel. Half a mile later, a large meadow appeared on both sides of the road. An old barn, graying and most of it collapsed on the ground stood haphazardly in the meadow on the left side of the road. An ill-defined wagon road led from the road they were presently on to the old barn. "That's it. Let's try there first." Randall pointed toward the barn. "I see his truck. I don't see him."
* * *
The first revelation that Jess was still in the world came in a painful and harsh manner that caused him to scream, partially from the terror he felt and partially from the pain he experienced. For the first time since he had blacked out, he could see through glassy eyes with blurred vision, hardly able to determine what was around him. Everything, the trees, grass, sky and even the harrowing images of strange creatures around him were painted in darkness, gray, white and black. Without color, it was a dismal world he woke up in.
Slowly, Jess became more aware of six eerie creatures that he had seen in his nightmares and in many science fiction movies, standing around him. They seemed calm. However, they were showing plenty of interest in him. In fact, he seemed to be the focus of their attention. The very presence of their strange forms terrified him. The first impression he had of them was that of being in a hive of insects or bees. The thought appalled him. Their actions seemed alien and bizarre to him. No words could describe the horror their presence instilled in him. They looked a lot like aliens he had seen in Close Encounters of the Third Kind except these creatures showed no signs of being friendly or having his best interests in mind. Then they had more meat on their skeletons and their bodies looked more human than alien, except for the pear shaped heads, slits for mouths and large black eyes that were terrifying enough without the sharp teeth he could see in their mouths when they spoke. Except, they did not seem to be speaking to each other all the time. Sometimes, they just looked at each other and he could hear their shrill voices in his head. What had they done to him and what were they going to do to him? The thought nearly paralyzed him.
They wore one piece uniforms similar to the suits that mechanics sometimes wore. Some were dark green and others were dark gray. One of the creatures, which seemed to be the leader, stepped close to Jess. With strong ropes tied around him, Jess was a prisoner of a large maple tree with his back to it. He would have no chance against anything they wanted to do to him. He was helpless. This creature had a golden emblem on his chest, as did another one that stood next to him. The emblem was a planet or sun, a round object, surrounded by seven smaller objects with a large silver circle around all of the objects. On his shoulders were shoulder pads with four golden stars on each of them.
On his head, he wore a black helmet that looked something like American troops wore in World War II, except they were larger. Jess noticed that the others did not wear helmets although a few helmets were on the ground by another tree. The helmet of the leader had a large five pronged golden star on it. Whoever he was, Jess figured that he was important because he had so many stars. Jess could sense danger and evil, two emotions he knew well. He guessed that those in authority would abuse the weak and helpless no matter what planet they came from. What he did not know was their intentions. The unknown was always the most frightening part of any experience. People faced the unknown every hour and days of their lives.
Looking directly at the creature, Jess managed to ask, "what do you want?"
The creature pulled a long silver object from a holster on his belt and held it close to Jess's head. Jess grimaced thinking that he was about to be executed. The long silver rod looked like something that might emit a laser beam that could splatter his brains all over the forest. Showing interest in whatever was about to happen, the others gathered around them until Jess could not see past the one that stood close to him with the helmet with a star on it and insignia of authority all over his body. He reminded Jess of a Native American warrior bragging to his people and attempting to impress them by scalloping his victim while he was still alive.
Torture, Jess thought. That is what they are going to do to me. They want information.
"What do you want?" Jess asked becoming desperate as the seriousness of his situation became clear. "I can't tell you anything. I'm just a farmer." He had never felt so helpless in his entire life.
"You will tell us what we want to know." The creature's mouth moved and Jess could hear his voice. "This is a language translator. It is simple enough so that even you should be able to understand it. It converts your language so I can understand you and translates my language so you can understand it. I do not want to hurt you. We do want you to tell us a couple of things though."
The other creature that had been standing next to the one wearing the helmet, the creature of authority, Jess thought, moved forward and spoke. "Forgive us," It said. "This is Lord Darx Kolar, Supreme Commander of the Calir United Forces on Earth. He is to be respected. We have been here for a long time and hope that you can be convinced to help us. Otherwise, you will be converted so that you will help us when our invasion of your world really begins."
"You want me to establish or be part of a fifth column?" Jess asked. He would read a lot about World War II and how the Nazis always had spy networks in the country they were going to invade. He had also seen all, or most of the old documentaries on World War II. They wanted him to be part of an invisible army made up of his own people that would sabotage important sites and do other evil deeds in preparation for an invasion. "There is no way I am going to betray my own people," he declared.
"You will not have a choice," the creature said. "I'm Seh Bahn, Director of Intelligence Services for the Calir United Armies. Our home planet is called Calir. We have over a hundred inhabited planets in our empire and earth is just a stepping stone to the next one. We intend to wipe out most of the life forms here and use it as a supply base. It will save us a lot of time if we can use this as a base to conquer other planets. Our empire grows with each planet we make ours. We will not allow puny little creatures like you to stand in our way. When we are finished, the Aborgs will have full control of this world. The Aborgs are large, war-like, aggressive creatures as you will soon learn and they are intelligent. They are our warriors and they will sweep across this planet in a few days. We only wait for our troop ships to arrive, which should be in the next few weeks. Meantime, we are here to set up the final operation."
Trying to be brave now and not show any sign of fear because this creature, no matter how superior he was, had directly challenged Jess. He knew he had to do something to save himself. "Sounds like quite a plan," Jess said. "What do you want from me? I know nothing. I'm just a farmer."
"I told you," Bahn said. "We want to know the names and location of all your important leaders. You should know who they are in this area, so we expect you to give us that information at least."
"Why don't you try the Internet," Jess said. "That's the only place I know to get information when I need it. Have you tried the public library?"
"Forget him," Kalor replied with an angry tinge to his shrill voice.
Jess thought they sounded like insects. In fact, he was sure they were from that species, just much bigger.
"Yes, Lord Kalor," Bahn replied. "Shall we begin the conversion process? We can use standard programming and he will continue his present lifestyle and be at our disposal whenever we need him. He will remember nothing except what we want him to remember. We can also probe his mind and extract everything that he knows without harming him."
"I know all that," Kalor bellowed. "I don't care about harming him. He means nothing to us if he does not serve us. Do you think that I do not know what my own intelligence services are capable of? I have seen some of your bungled projects.
Bahn remained silent for a moment attempting to shove his humiliation into the back of his mind. He would not forget Kalor. If the chance ever came, Bahn would be the Supreme Commander of the United Forces of Calir. "Yes, Lord. We will do it now."
"And, after that I want you to prepare the Aborgs for the invasion. Have them activate the towers and then move in. We need them to provide us with intelligence and to destroy all the humans around the towers for a hundred miles so that the humans cannot interfere with our operations. You will also prepare as many of the humans as you can to support our invasion. The troops will arrive in force two weeks from now."
"Yes, Lord," Bahn, said. "Most of the towers and trans-converters have already been built and installed. All we need to do is to activate them. I will do as you say, great leader." He turned to Jess and pulled out a flat blue box that glowed so brightly it lit up the area of the forest around them. "Jess Carter, you will now reveal your secrets to us and you will not remember any of this. You will be in the service of Lord Kalor when I am finished with you."
Jess was shaking so bad, immersed in a blanket of horror, he could barely think much less talk. However, he was not going to let them get away without doing something. Opening his mouth was even difficult, except he had something to say that he meant and the words finally escaped from his throat. "I'm going to kill all of you bastards if it is the last thing I do. It may take me a long time but I will do it, especially you, Kalor. Especially you."
Bahn held the blue box close to Jess's head and he could hear it humming like a transformer on a very cold morning. Then the pain began and he screamed as thousands of images passed through his mind like snowflakes being sucked down a chimney. Confined in an ocean of pain, he screamed and begged for mercy. Was this a dream? He hoped so and hoped he would soon awaken. He was not sure how long he would be able to stand the pain. Mercy. Please mercy.
There was no mercy from insects.
* * *
Before they reached the barn, they saw Jess Carter's green truck parked on the other side. Pulling his five-cell MagLite from a belt holder, Randall followed Tom to the truck. He felt as if they were being watched although he had looked around them and had seen nothing, unless somebody was watching them from the woods. Still, he knew the forest had eyes, thousands of them. Many of them belonged to creatures that were both dangerous and evil. Whatever it was that watched them was not one of the normal creatures he was familiar with. This creature was different. Randall could feel its rage and fear.
Tom reached over the side of the truck bed and pulled an old blue tarp back so he could see under it. "Tools." Rubbing his chin, he glanced at Randall with a puzzled look on his face. "I guess he was just checking the fence. It appears as if he didn't take very many tools with him and there are a couple of rolls of barbwire in the truck."
Randall nodded his head. Standing near the truck with their arms resting on the bed, they wondered where they should start their search. Randall noticed a path through the tall grass that led toward the fence and the forest. "I'd say he went that way." Tom followed him down the path. Using their flashlights the two officers climbed over the fence and proceeded to follow the path hoping to find Jess Carter alive and well. By the time they reached another meadow in the forest Tom Dahner was soaking wet from his own perspiration and almost breathless.
They had started across the wide field when they noticed a blue glow in a cluster of popular trees in the center of the meadow. Randall grabbed Tom's arm stopping him in his tracks. "What's that over there, Tom?"
Crouching low in the waist high grass, they focused their attention on the trees and the glow. "Looks a little like a welder's torch," Tom commented. "Let's work our way closer."
Cautiously, they moved through the grass until they were where the trees began. The glow was brighter now. For the first time they were aware of a low humming noise that sounded like a high voltage transformer. On his stomach, Randall crawled forward through tall grass until he could see the clearing under the trees. Hearing heavy breathing near him, he knew Tom Dahner had followed. His heart pounded and he felt sick at his stomach when he saw the aliens. Randall fought off a nauseating dull pain in his stomach as he looked at a naked man tied to a tree facing his tormentors. Randall recognized Jess Carter and wondered if they were too late.
Having served in the marines for five years, Randall thought the creatures acted in a military manner, meaning they were soldiers.
"Damn," Tom whispered. "There are six of them. Who are these guys, Randall? Actors in a movie they're filming or something?"
Randall studied the strange people dressed in dark gray one-piece suits. Two of them wore forest green suits with golden emblems on their chests. He thought the two persons dressed in green might be officers or at least had more rank than the others. They all carried side arms. "I don't think so. They are not from this world. I have never seen anything like this before." Convinced that he was right, Randall felt his blood chill and his mind go almost numb as he considered the implications of his conclusion. "We have to rescue Jess. I think that is him they have strung up out there like a side of beef or something." Randall fought the anger and rage that built up in him. Who did these monsters think they were anyway? They were in his county now. Nobody came to his territory and did horrible things like that. They would pay when he was finished with them.
Tom had not been focused on the naked creature tied to the tree. His attention had been on the creatures with the guns, or whatever they called their weapons. They were the real danger and since he knew nothing about them, his fear of them was great. It was normal, he thought, for humans to fear the unknown and these creatures most certainly belonged in that category. Randall's revelation that Jess Carter was out there and needed their help caught him unprepared to deal with the horrible truth. Puzzled, Tom looked at Randall. "I think they are torturing him or something, probably trying to get information. What are we going to do, Randall? There are three for you and three for me. On top of that, we have to worry about not hurting Jess."
Randall looked closely at the scene in front of him. There were two armed guards keeping watch with something that had a glowing screen on it. He could think of nothing except a contraption that had a television screen, motion detectors and highly sensitive video camera on it. They wore the devices on their arms like a wristwatch.
One of the aliens, that was the only description that seemed to fit the situation, held a glowing object in his hand. When he moved it in front of Jess Carter's face he screamed uncontrollably and madly. Randall had read many science fiction books and thought the object was some kind of mind probing instrument. Whatever it was, it caused Jess a lot of pain. Who were these creatures? What were they doing here? At first, Randall had thought he was imagining things or maybe he was having a bad dream. Now he felt like he definitely did not belong here. This was not the real world, or at least the world, as he knew it. He was certain they were not human. What were their intentions? He did not know the answer to those questions or the answer to many other questions that seemed to find their way into his troubled mind. He did not know the answers any more than Tom Dahner knew but they had to find out, and do it quickly. Was the creature's part of a raiding or scouting party? Alternatively, were they part of an invading army? The strange blue light from the mind probehe could think of nothing else to call itflooded the area giving him a better perception of what the creatures were doing. "We don't have time to call for backup. They will be gone or Jess will be dead before help can arrive. We'll have to rush them and hope we can get to Jess before they discover we are coming at them."
Tom grimaced at the thought. He nodded his head in agreement anyway. It would be futile to argue with Randall. There was no other way he could think of to rescue Jess. Surprise was on their side, so why not? "Let's see if we can capture a couple of them, huh, Randall? Nobody will believe us if we do not take them back with us. We may be able to find out just what exactly they are doing here."
Randall grinned, pulled his Taurus PT-140 from its holster, and ejected a cartridge into the chamber. "Are you up to this, Tom?"
Tom Dahner managed a grin and pulled his service revolver, a thirty-eight caliber that he had not fired while on duty in his thirty-eight years of being a member of the Carter Mills City Police Department. "I'm as fit as I'm going to get," he said.
"Fine," Randall whispered above the noise of the wind. "Let's go. Get the guards first. Take out as many as we can. We will crawl through this grass until we get as close to them as we can without being detected and then open fire. Be extra careful that we don't hit Jess."
A cold chill flowed down Randall's spine as Jess screamed with his cries echoing in the stillness of the night. Randall felt an urgency build up in him he'd never experienced before. All he wanted to do was to jump up and charge the aliens killing every one of them. This was it. Anything could go wrong now. They did not even know the enemy or what they were capable of. He knew they would find out very soon. That thought cast doubt and dread into his very soul. With his heart aching, Jess was screaming so loud by now that Randall could not concentrate on anything except stopping his misery, he crawled through wet dew covered grass and muddy ground. When they were less than fifty-feet from their target one of the creatures detected them and cried out in a shrieking loud voice. The eerie alien cry froze Randall to the ground and he was unable to move for several seconds.
"C'mon, we gotta' attack now," Tom screamed as he launched his body forward with a Stevens 350 twelve gauge pump shotgun held firmly in both hands. Before Randall could recover from the shock Tom was running toward the enemy firing the shotgun as he ran. One of the creatures pulled an object from a belt holster. Before he could fire, Tom blasted him with a load of heavy steel slugs meant for deer or something bigger, like black bears. They were not prepared for what happened next although it happened right in front of their eyes.
The alien had just turned toward them to confront the impending danger when Tom fired the marble size steel balls into its body. The creature screamed and grabbed its chest with long slender fingers. Glowing, a deep blue color encasing its body, it vanished like it had never been there in the first place.
The others were now well aware that they were in extreme danger and immediately responded. Tom pumped steel shot into another one and it vanished as Randall propelled himself forward to join the battle. Lead flew through the air like buzzing hornets as the two law enforcement officers fought creatures from another world. They both knew that it was a matter of survival and they could not make any mistakes.
Two of the surviving creatures leaped into the air and disappeared into the darkness amid the tree limbs above them. Like a monkey in a distant jungle, they were gone within seconds.
Tom had made it to within ten feet of the two officers with the little golden stars on their chests when one of them pulled his weapon and aimed it at Tom. Randall was still focused on attempting to locate the aliens in the trees above them. He knew they were there, somewhere, but where?
Randall could not see them. That, however did not mean they were not up there waiting for an opportunity to drop down on him like a living bomb. That fact had Randall turning around in a circle while watching the trees with his gun grasped in both hands. Stunned, he watched as one of them floated down from above like a feather. Its body was horizontal with his face pointed up toward the trees. Before it hit the ground, it flipped to vertical and lunged at Randall with a suddenness that totally took him by surprise. Randall fired at the creature point blank and missed.
Even though Randall was one of the best shots in the entire county, the ability of the creature to maneuver so quickly caught Randall off guard. The creature landed on top of Randall. He thought it must weigh at least two hundred pounds and as he tried to bring his gun into a position where he could fire at it again, he wondered how such a small creature could weigh so much and yet be so small. The struggle between a human and an alien from another world was extremely deadly and brutal. The alien sat on top of Randall with both hands (for lack of a better description, Randall thought of them as hands even though they looked more like a human hands with an eagle's talons) trying desperately to tear the gun from his hand. The alien was incredibly strong. For a few seconds Randall thought the alien was going to turn the automatic forty-caliber weapon on him except just as the barrel was almost pointed at his face, Randall managed to push it away as a bullet exploded into the ground near his head. With his free hand, Randall summoned up all his strength. His right fist smashed into the aliens chin. It slumped backwards and Randall shoved it away.
Jumping up from the ground, feeling dizzy, Randall fired point-blank at the alien. The bullet penetrated its chest and the being glowed. The dark blue luminance brightened and slowly dissipated. It vanished as if it had never been alive.
Aware that other creatures were still up there in the trees above him, or had already fled; Randall turned his attention to Tom. He was engaged in a deadly, desperate battle with another alien and Randall knew he had to help him.
When the alien pointed the weapon at Tom all the fear in Tom almost caused him to falter. After years of working as a cop, his automatic response was to use deadly force when directly threatened. It was an instinct he had learned a long time ago. It was a survival instinct that had saved his life several times before. He fired just as the alien aimed the weapon at him. The alien vanished into the darkness like a wisp of smoke. Before Tom had time to inject another shell into the chamber of the shotgun, a heavy body dropped down on his back knocking him on the ground just as the other alien officer in the green suit attacked. The officer, if that indeed was his title, had a knife-like object in his hand that he shoved into Tom's stomach as Tom struggled with the alien that had dropped down from the trees.
Randall wasted no more time. He fired at the alien with the gold star on its chest, and missed. Randall fired again. Alarmed at the sudden turn of events the alien turned and leaped into the air. It quickly floated over the center of the meadow where it retrieved an object about the size of a basketball that glowed with a slowly pulsating bluish color. Randall realized that the ball was the source of the blue light they had seen earlier. Before Randall could react, the creature vanished into the woods with the object. The entire event reminded Randall of a football player trying to reach the goal post. Except, the players in this game could end up dead.
Turning his attention to the struggle between Tom and the remaining alien, Randall ran toward the deadly confrontation. Tom was on his back staring up at the loathsome creature. The alien held a long glowing knife in both of its clawed hands ready to stab him again. Randall could clearly see blood all over Tom and knew he could not defend himself. With lightning speed, a blurry motion, the alien leaned forward and plunged the blade several times into Tom's chest and stomach. Randall fired four bullets into the alien's body. The alien looked at Randall and then fell forward onto Tom's dying body as a bright blue aura developed around the creature and Tom. As it happened before, they both vanished like someone had turned off a light bulb.
Randall felt the cold night air wash over him. He was drenched in cold sweat. Even though he had seen it happen, right before his eyes he still could not believe that Tom Dahner was gone. The only thing he could do now was to take care of Jess and call for help. Tom was gone and already Randall missed him as a sense of awe and helplessness drifted through his mind like a gentle breeze washing his body in coldness. Alone, except for Jess tied to a tree and helpless, he surveyed the area around him. As far as he could determine, the aliens they had not killed had escaped. Randall felt downtrodden when he realized that both of the officers had escaped. He wanted them more than anything now. His revenge on them would be long and painful, for them.
The thought of Jess Carter gave him new energy and brought him back to life again. He could not think of all the terrible things that had happened now, or do much about it, he had to get Jess to a hospital and he had to get help before the aliens did more damage. He was reasonably sure there were more of them. How many more? He did not know. Jess needed his help. Laura was counting on Randall to get Jess home safe and sound.
He could not let Laura down. She had suffered enough already.
While Randall was engaged in a desperate struggle for survival Jess had recovered from his grueling ordeal. Randall walked toward Jess dreading facing him because he knew the terrible suffering Jess had endured. Still, it had to be done if he was going to help him, and Laura. "Are you okay, Jess?"
Jess Carter was as close to insanity as any man or human, for that matter, could ever be. In the light from a silver moon, Randall could see that his eyes were glazed and he was staring toward the woods with a blank expression on his face. Randall wondered if he was alive at all. The body of a friend he'd known all his life stood not more than ten feet from him, however, that friend was no longer in this world. Only his body occupied space. His soul, spirit or life force that entitled him to live, was off somewhere else. Randall could only hope that a miracle would occur and Jess Carter would get well, recover from his experiences and everything would be all right. "Are you doing okay, Jess?" Randall moved closer hoping Jess would turn toward him and let him know that he recognized him. "Can you understand me?"
His clothes were scattered on the ground around the tree where Jess was bound with hemp ropes. Randall knew the ropes had once been in the old barn. Perhaps the aliens had been exploring the area and found them, Randall surmised. Even as he approached Jess, Randall could see him shaking from the cold breeze and probably, fear.
At first, Jess did not say anything for a long time. Looking at Randall finally, he attempted to talk except the words were difficult to form in his mind and with his tongue. When he did manage to speak, the words were nothing but a whisper. "Get me loose so I can kill the rest of those bastards," he mumbled with an angry expression on his face. Randall sawed at the ropes with a dull pocket-knife. "They did terrible things to me in an effort to extract information." As Randall cut the last rope, Jess leaned closer to him. "I never told them anything."
Jess's words disturbed Randall. When he freed Jess, he lowered him gently to the ground with Jess groaning all the time. "Feels like I got the flu," Jess said as he attempted to arise from the ground. "Only it feels like it is a hundred times worse than I've ever had it before."
Randall put the palm of his hand on Jess's forehead feeling for an elevated temperature. His face was covered with perspiration even though the night was cold. "You do not have a fever, Jess," Randall replied. "I think the sweat is just because of all the stress and pain you have suffered."
Jess remained on the ground. "Help me up and let's get on their trail. Help me get dressed. I'm going to kill me some aliens. I know there are more of them. That cannot be all of them. I saw about twelve earlier. Don't forget that the leader is called Darx Kalor. I want to capture him and show him what my kind of mind probe is like with a hot poker."
"You need rest for a little while," Randall insisted. "Let's see if we can get your clothes on before you really do get pneumonia or something worse."
Together, they managed to get Jess dressed again. The most difficult part was getting his pants on without Jess having to attempt standing. Randall didn't want to let him move around too much until he could determine if he had broken any bones or suffered other injuries that were not visible. Jess seemed reluctant to speak. Randall wondered if he would ever recover from the torment he had suffered. He could not imagine the trauma Jess had endured. "Let me get you to the cruiser. We can decide what to do after I call for help. You need to go to the hospital and get yourself checked out. We don't know what they did to you."
Without comment, Jess allowed Randall to assist him to the vehicle a distance of more than half-a-mile, or more. Jess climbed into the back seat almost in a daze. Randall left the rear door open while he called the dispatcher. Since he didn't want everyone in the county to know what was going on out at the Carter Farm, he only informed the dispatcher that they needed help and that there was one injured person requiring transport to a nearby hospital. It was not necessary for all the people in the county who had police scanners to spread the rumor that aliens had invaded. He was going to have plenty of problems in the near future and complicating things any more than necessary was not part of his plan of operations.
Randall had been standing outside the vehicle talking on the radio while keeping an eye on the surrounding area. If more aliens were in the area, he did not want to be surprised. He had had enough surprises for one night. In fact, he'd had enough of them to last him for the rest of his life. When he finished talking, he reached inside the vehicle and dropped the microphone on the front seat. "Help will arrive in about ten or fifteen minutes. Do you think you can hang on that long?" Randall walked around and stood by Jess as he leaned against the vehicle by the rear door. Jess was staring at something off in the distance. "I guess there were more of them, huh? Do you see something, Jess?"
The sound of Randall's voice seemed to attract Jess's attention. Slowly turning his head toward Randall, he looked at him with a terrified expression on his face. The face he saw was one that had met terror and was changed forever by it. "There are many more, Randall," he said. He pointed toward a path that led into the woods. "There are thousands of them and more are coming. We have to be ready. Kolar is their leader, their emperor as they called him. Emperor Darx Kalor."
Randall nodded his head. He could already hear sirens in the distance. "I'm going to send you to the hospital where they can care for you." He hesitated for a few seconds as the first of the flashing lights came closer. "I believe you, Jess but you have been through a lot and you need to be cared for. I will take some men and find them. We'll make them pay for what they did and stop them from hurting anyone else."
"No," Jess said. "I'm going with you." Jess reached out and grabbed Randall's arm pleading with him and knowing that once Randall made up his mind there was little chance of changing it. "I'm fine," Jess insisted again before Randall could answer. "And, there isn't any way I'm going to let you talk me out of it."
Randall knew Jess meant every word of it even if he was slightly delirious. Jess was as tough as they came. Arguing with a man who had fought in the desert sands of Iraq and a man who had won a purple heart would get him nowhere. "Okay, Jess. Are you up to it? Can you walk?"
Jess smiled. It quickly faded away as his face resumed its grim traits. "I'm fine."
Except, Randall knew that wasn't true at all.
Jess Carter was not the same person he had been three days ago when Randall talked with him in Carter Mills. He was not the same person at all and that disturbed Randall. Jess was not the same person since he had met creatures from some other world and they had done something to him, or to his mind. Jess had once told him that God was not a physical person but a life force that extended out over this entire universe and many other universes. He said that God was made up of billions of smaller units just like a computer network. He was super-intelligent with the mind of a computer thinking only in computer logic. Each living thing, including humans, plants and animals were part of that network of matter and energy. Each person, plant, insect or animal was a direct contributor to the main life force adding to its existence. Jess had insisted that the spirit, mind and soul were all the same thing and when that entity died the mind, soul or spirit returned to the larger force adding knowledge to it. Randall had not thought much about that for a long time and then he finally figured out that Jess's logic made as much sense as any other religion did.
Now, he wondered if the aliens were part of that agenda too. Except, none of that was important now because his friend, Jess Carter needed his help and he did not know what to do. Arguing with him would do little good. The real Jess Carter was buried inside that brain somewhere and it was not using the same reasoning as the original Jess Carter.
Jess had a harrowing experience, that was true, and Randall knew nothing about what the aliens had actually done to him. Had they brainwashed Jess? When they had first observed the aliens, Randall had thought that the aliens were trying to extract information from Jess and their method of extraction was not very pleasant. He had heard Jess screaming and that realization, the bare reality of it all caused a cold chill to drift down his spine like cold ice water. It was a while before he could speak. Knowing it was important to find out everything he could about Jess's experience with the aliens, he told himself that it was time to put his dread and his fears aside. Jess needed his full attention. However, Jess was either something else or his mind was almost gone. Just listening to him talking would not reveal much difference; however, when you looked into those eyes . . . those blank, featureless eyes . . . you could see forever.
Lost in deep thought, Randall almost forgot Jess's claim that he was fine. Nonetheless, he still needed to encourage his friend to keep up his hope, to keep on no matter what terrible things he had experienced. He sure did not need Jess to become discouraged. He would just have to somehow talk Jess out of going out into those woods with him. "Look Jess, I'm concerned about your health. I still think you should go to the hospital and let us take care of this. The only reason I'm even considering letting you go is the fact that we have been friends for so long. If I really thought anything about you, why, I would force you to go to the hospital. However, I'm willing to leave that decision up to you. Only you know if you are able to do something or if you should do something like this." Randall sighed and stood up straight with his hands resting on his gun belt. He looked directly at Jess. "Will it make you feel better if we talk about what happened to you? I'll need that information for my report anyway so we may as well get it over with while we wait for everybody to get here."
Jess remained silent. Randall wondered if his thoughts were jammed up in that brain of his like logs lodged up in a very slow moving river. "We can talk later, if you want to," Randall assured him.
Jess leaned back into the seat and watched Randall as he pulled out a notebook from his shirt pocket and sat down on a nearby stump. Jess talked slowly and Randall listened. It was as if each word caused Jess a great deal of pain.
"I was checking the fence when I walked upon one of them down by that big meadow. It pointed a weapon at me and fired. The last recollection I have is of being immersed in a deep blue light. It was almost blinding. The next thing I can remember is being bound to that tree, naked and they were asking me questions in a strange language I could not understand for a long time. Then it was almost like they were probing my mind. I could feel them speaking to me in my head, and I understood." Jess paused as if he could not say another word.
"Take your time, my friend," Randall said as he finished writing the last few words Jess had said. "I understand how hard this is on you."
"I'm fine," Jess said. "They aren't in my head anymore. At least, I don't think they are in there."
"Go ahead," Randall urged him as the sirens got louder. "Go ahead and tell me what happened next."
Jess talked slowly and sometimes Randall had to listen intently in order to understand him. "It was like they were in my head, and it hurt. It hurt a lot. It was like my brain was about to explode. There was a nagging, soreness about it all. I could see their lips moving. They were constantly asking questions and the strange thing about it was that I could understand them. It hurt. It hurt real bad."
Randall was concerned about Jess's constant repeating of words and phrases. He kept saying that "it hurt" and that "it hurt a lot."
The emergency responders and the cops were driving up the old wagon road now. Randall could hardly hear himself think. Finally, the sirens were abruptly silenced. Dark silhouettes, presentations of the bright vehicle lights danced in the darkness making the scene even more eerie.
As dark figures headed toward Jess and Randall, Randall figured he had time for one more question. "Who or what were these things, Jess? Aliens? Do you know?"
"Ghosts," Jess declared. Wrapping his arms around himself, he trembled and stared off into the darkness. "They are alien ghosts from another planet. They are here to annihilate all life on earth so they can use this planet as a staging station for invading other planets. Darx Kolar is the leader of the entire operation, as I soon found out. If we could get him we'd be able to find out more and maybe defeat them." He paused. "There is more, Randall. I listened as much as I could and found out a lot. The ghost like creatures, the ones we encountered, are the superior beings on their world. They are called, Calir after the name of their home planet. There are others here too. They are the warriors made up of creatures from many other worlds the Calirs have conquered and enslaved. In general, they call their warriors, Aborgs a very warlike and aggressive race. They say their bodies resemble gorillas with a lot of hair and their heads look a little like a spider's head. From what they say, their appearance would terrify most earth people. There were many other things I need to tell you before it is wiped from my memory by time. In a few days, I will eventually forget everything I now remember. We have to pass all this to the military. I'm sure they can use it."
"Is there anything else you can remember?"
Jess struggled against the power of suggestion to forget the aliens had implanted in his mind. "They, the Calirs are capable of passing from this level of existence to another level. I didn't understand that but I think it means they can disappear into another world that exists next to ours, or something like that."
"Great."
"That was my impression," Jess replied and hung his head as his thoughts became even more confusing and his memories of the last few hours slowly dissipated.
In a cool early morning dawn, Randall walked over to meet the other officers and the fire department. Ernst Pike, his chief deputy was the first to reach them.
"What is going on out here, boss?"
Randall told them about everything that happened leaving nothing out. "I saw them myself, Ernst. Hell, I fought them. I was lucky. Very lucky." The words reminded him that Chief Joe Dahner had perished in the brief, but brutal battle. "They got Chief Dahner and were attempting to get information from Jess. Poor Tom was not lucky at all. He died a violent death. They got him and messed with Jess's mind. I'm going to get them."
Ernst looked at Randall with an expression of disbelief on his face. "They got Chief Dahner?"
Randall had a hard time accepting that fact also. "He put up a good fight, Ernst. We weren't much against their weapons."
"That's sad," Ernst replied. "Do you want us to transport Jess to the hospital?"
Randall looked at Jess still sitting in the police vehicle and nodded his head. "He wants to go with us to search for those aliens. However, I would rather that he went to the hospital and get a check up."
Ernst walked over to the cruiser and looked closely at Jess. "He's sleeping like a baby. Does he need medical attention?"
"Probably," Randall answered. "We don't know what all is wrong with him. He does need a doctor to look at him." Randall looked at Jess. He could hear his breathing and a slight snore every now and then. "He wants to go with us except I don't think that is wise. He cannot make it. He is weak and almost exhausted. We probably ought to leave a couple of EMTs here with him until we get our search taken care of. I don't want him waking up and taking off somewhere looking for those aliens. We can transport him later."
"Sounds like a solid idea to me," Ernst replied. "What's our next move? I have twenty armed deputies here with me. We can get more help if we need it. I have the State Police standing by ready to help."
Randall thought about it for a brief time before making a decision. "That should be enough for now. We do not want to put too many men in those woods. They might accidentally shoot each other. I can see that happening."
Ernst looked around him. Cruisers with flashing lights were now all over the meadow and were parked along the graveled road all the way from the old barn to the paved highway. Fire trucks and emergency medical units were parked in the field with their crews running around attempting to find out what was going on. "We better move fast, Randall. The longer we wait the better opportunity the aliens will have to do more harm and they will probably be able to escape if we don't get to them soon."
"Right," Randall replied. "We'll leave five men here in case they attack again. The rest of those deputies will go with us. We will have to move fast and carefully. They may already be gone. I think that I told you that they have strange powers, Ernst. I saw this one bastard jump up into the air and the next thing I knew it had disappeared into the trees. They also have the ability to 'float' above the ground. If they have traveled here from some other world, we do not know what they are capable of. Their technology is far ahead of ours. I even believe that they are fooling around with the weather."
Ernst was shocked. "The weather? How do you know, Randall? I know the weather is weird but do you seriously be"
Before he could finish the sentence, Randall cut in. Time was precious now, more than ever, and he had to get things moving. "I saw them produce a tornado with a small machine and then make it disappear. I'll tell you more later, but now we better get busy."
As they walked toward a group of men Ernst pulled his leather jacket closer to him and tried to keep up with Randall. "Imagine that."
"Imagine what?" Randall asked.
"They make tornadoes."
They moved quickly through the dark woods following the trail each of them aware of instant death not far away. Randall led the group making sure everyone remained vigilant. He'd seen the enemy in action and he knew death was the same no matter where it came from. The attack could come from any direction at any time and he knew it. He wondered what Jess had meant when he said they were ghosts. Was he speaking the truth or was he hallucinating? Randall had seen the aliens and they appeared more human-like than ghosts except they had disappeared, hadn't they?
Feeling his guts tightening as they walked down a hill into a meadow below Randall felt as if he were walking into the Valley of Death. Then he knew why there was a lump in his throat and the pace of his heart increased. All around them stood about twelve of the creatures. Randall knew what they wanted and the reality of that fact stunned him.
They wanted him and they wanted his men. They wanted them for the same reason they had wanted Jess. Humans could provide them with knowledge about the planet it would otherwise take them years to assimilate. Randall knew this was a decisive time. He must act quickly while it was possible to surprise them. Ejecting a shell into the automatic shotgun he carried in both hands he yelled to his men, "follow me. Let's get them now."
With loud war cries, they charged four of the aliens in front of them. Appalled, the aliens stood their ground for more than a few seconds before deciding it was time to vanish into the woods. Randall wanted desperately to capture at least one of them. He had a few questions he wanted to ask it before he blew its brains into the four winds.
Before they could reach the aliens, they were gone, vanished into the woods like smoke flowing under a door. They had become a part of the night. Randall stopped and looked behind them. "Damn. They all left us, Ernst."
Ernst's eyes were wide with fear and he was panting like an old hound dog that had chased a rabbit a little too far. "I-I, it looks that way." Sucking fresh air into his lungs, he slowly let it escape. "To be honest with you, Randall, at first, I thought you had lost it. I mean, well, seeing aliens is hard to swallow. Even after I saw them, it is difficult to believe. I can't believe that I actually saw them."
"Frankly," Randall said, "I wish I had lost it, in a way. At least, if I lost it I would know I was crazy. Now, I am not quite sure what is true, or what is possible anymore. I will never sleep well again, Ernst. I'll be looking for those things in my closet, under my bed and in the back seat of my cruiser when I drive at night." While they were talking, Randall was making mental notes and checking the condition of his crew. It seemed that they all had escaped the wrath of the aliens. He would check things out later. Turning back to Ernst, he asked, "Did I really see those things vanish like ghosts, or was I imagining that?"
"Absolutely," Ernst answered. "And, that means they can reappear just as quickly and that means that we have to be on our toes, like now. I've seen enough science fiction movies to know how these things usually work."
"We better keep alert," Randall warned. All of the law enforcement officers were close enough where they could hear him. Then he turned his attention back to Ernst. "Is it possible the government might be involved in this?"
Ernst shook his head in disgust. "I reckon those morons could be involved. We could have stumbled onto some kind of secret project or something. They are about crooked enough to do anything, including genetically engineering creatures like these aliens. I do not know about you, but I don't intend letting them get away with it. We got to follow them and find them."
Randall agreed. Looking at the other men he said, "Okay. Let's move forward very carefully. They have to be out here somewhere, but where?"
Walking cautiously through dark woods they soon came out into an open meadow with a creek running down the center of it. In the center of the meadow was a spaceship near the creek. The craft was huge and triangular. A pale blue light emanated from its surface. It looked somewhat like a prism and rested on slender legs in high grass. The aliens were gathered in front of the craft watching the humans. Randall and the others had walked out into the open before they saw the aliens. "Tarnation," Randall said. "We have a welcoming committee."
"They don't look too happy to see us," Ernst said as he pulled his Glock from its holster. Before the men could respond, the aliens raised their weapons and fired. Randall raised his shotgun and tried to fire. His body felt like it was made out of lead and he felt helpless. His arms and legs may as well have been rubber bands or steel bars. Before he could fire the weapon, he and the others were paralyzed in the tantalizing field of light.
* * *
Chapter 2
Jess Carter was wide-awake arguing with Nate Perkins, a county deputy, about Jess going to join Randall when the sky to the west lit up like a million suns had exploded. Jess stood with his mouth open as an object that reminded him of a rocket taking off erupted from the dark forest and slowly rose into the star-studded heavens. With a full pale moon in the background and dark clouds drifting across a pale blue sky it was like something out of a science fiction movie. "Too late," Jess said, "the ghosts got them."
Nate did not have a clue as to what Jess was talking about except he knew he had to do something, and do it fast. The ship was quickly disappearing. What was there to do, except pray? Looking at the other deputies with despair written all over his face, he made a quick decision. "C'mon, men, we'll check those woods. They may still be there. Jess, you stay here with the emergency squad. You will be just fine. We have to move fast if we are going to find and rescue the other men."
Jess objected and followed Nate as he led the men into the woods not knowing that evil lay in wait for them. Nate knew he did not have time to argue with Jess so he told him to stay behind him where they could keep an eye on him.
Staying alert wasn't difficult when they emerged into one of the meadows where the first battle had been fought. Bodies were scattered all over the field. One man was stumbling around in a daze. His left arm was missing. Nate looked at Virgil Stull. "Radio for those EMTs to get over here as soon as possible. Tell them how to get here. We have wounded and probably dead people."
Nate and Jess walked into the midst of the horrible scene. More than half of the force that had been sent out against the aliens had been slaughtered. There were only two survivors.
Randall was one of them and the other one was a deputy. The deputy had an arm shot off and bled to death before the paramedics could arrive.
Nate approached Randall and took him by his arm to prevent him from falling. It was clear that he was in extreme shock. "Randall, what happened?"
Randall stared up at the night sky as if he saw something out there among the stars. "Jess was right," he whispered with a faraway look in his unblinking eyes. "They are ghosts!"
Nate persisted with his question. Randall was clearly terrified. Nate had never seen Randall scared of anything in his life. Randall had seen many bad situations as Sheriff and he was normally calm and professional. Nate had never seen him terrified of anything, until now. "What happened? Are you able to tell me?"
Randall sat down on a log, disgruntled. Nate sat near him on a large boulder. Recovering somewhat, albeit still stunned Randall rested his arms on his legs and stared down at the ground as if in deep thought or in distress. "They came down from the trees so fast we didn't have a chance. Some of my men were killed in the battle. The aliens captured the rest of them. I think they killed them too. Their bodies must be in those woods over there. Our weapons were useless because they moved so fast and their weaponry was superior to ours." Randall looked up at Nate with tears on his cheeks. Hopelessness was sculpted into his troubled face. "I don't know what to think about this."
"Don't worry. We will get them back. We better get you to the hospital. You need care and rest. We can talk when you feel better. I have enough information to make my move and to do my job."
"Don't underestimate these things, Nate," Randall warned.
"I won't," Nate promised. "We need to get you and Jess somewhere so you can be cared for."
Even though Randall protested, Nate helped him onto a stretcher. Two deputies helped the paramedics carry him to an ambulance with lights flashing. Randall was still insisting that he did not have to go to any hospital when the ambulance drove away. Jess still refused to go. Nate decided to let him have his way. He could not force anyone to go to the hospital.
Jess and Nate stood watching as the last of the wounded were on their way to area hospitals. Additional emergency units were arriving. The coroner and other investigators were on the scene attempting to sort out the details of what had happened. With Randall in the hospital, Nate was now in charge as acting sheriff, a job he had never wanted especially since it usually meant that Randall was sick, or in the hospital due to serious injuries. Sometimes, Nate had taken the job when Randall was on vacation but that was different since he knew that Randall would be returning to work in a week or two. Now he had no idea about when Randall might come back to work. It might be a few days or a few months, perhaps never. Staring at the confusion around him, he groaned and shook his head. He would be buried in questions and paperwork for weeks.
Jess stepped closer to Nate to avoid two emergency workers carrying a stretcher with a bloody, mangled body on it. "Don't even think about it," he warned. "I'm not going to the hospital. I'm fine. Kalor is the name of the leader and I am going to kill him if it is the last thing I do. I cannot remember much, but I can remember that. Don't ever forget that name, Nate. He's a evil creature out to destroy all life on earth."
Nate knew he didn't have time to argue with Jess. Now he was delirious talking about somebody called, Kalor. He would have to get more details from Jess later, but now Jess needed medical attention. "Don't you think you should at least go in and get yourself checked?"
"I'm fine." He knew he was not okay. His encounter with the aliens had left him with a splitting headache and a knot in his stomach that made him feel like vomiting. Unfortunately, that was not all of it. When he closed his eyes he could see images, hundreds of them showing the aliens on their native world of dark skies and then there was the swamp full of carnivorous creatures with terrifying teeth. None of this made sense to him so he supposed the aliens had somehow probed his mind, and he had unintentionally probed theirs. Maybe what he was seeing was what he had seen in their minds while they invaded his mind. Whatever they had done to him did not matter now. What did matter to him was the fact that he now possessed information about the aliens he could use against them, if he could find them. He knew they were still round because they had a reason for being here.
If he had any hope at all of defeating them, he would have to find out where their main base was. He knew they had one. In order to do that he would have to search his own memory and he needed time to put everything together. Right now, everything was extremely confusing and shocking to him. He knew he could do it if he had enough time. He would not be able to do much from a hospital bed. He needed time to do a lot of thinking. "What did they want? Why were they here and who were they?" The questions had already been answered except Jess did not believe anything the aliens had told him. Why would they tell him so much? Had they intended to wipe his memory out and were interrupted? He was sure that was it. They had said that he would not remember anything at all about them. Already he was forgetting some of the details. That was one good reason why he had to stay here.
A million thoughts rushed through his tired mind as they watched the commotion unfold around them. The sudden violence had changed things for a lot of people. Many more would be affected in days and months to come. Events might change the entire world.
EVENTS!
Events were a series of occurrences that happened in exact sequence. Life was like a chain with each link an event. Each event could determine what the next event would consist of. Sometimes, you could predict the next event or the next series of events by diagnosing and analyzing current or past events. Using that logic, something he had never thought of before, Jess decided that he just might be able to figure out what the aliens were up to and what their next event, or move, would be. He might also be able to determine if they had told him the truth. If he could do that, then just maybe he could do something to stop them, or annihilate them.
Even though Jess knew he had to find out everything he could about the aliens, he knew he had something else to do before embarking on an all-out crusade to eliminate them and save the human race. Laura and the girls needed him for a little while. Then he would find out what he needed to know. "I'm going home to my family as soon as I can get my truck out. My family needs me."
Nate felt a rush of relief pass through his mind and was happy because he wouldn't have to worry about Jess going into the woods and getting hurt. Now he could concentrate on finding the aliens. "Can you drive by yourself, Jess?"
Jess managed a smile, although it was quick and soon vanished. Like a spark, it did not have enough fuel to survive after all the trauma he had suffered. "Those ghosts didn't completely cloud my mind or erase my memories. I can still remember how to drive." He turned around and walked toward his truck as another ambulance left leaving a clearing so he could get to the drive and get out.
Nate held up his hand for Jess to stop and ended up gently taking hold of his arm as he walked away. "When you are feeling better, stop by the station. I need you to fill out about a ton of paperwork. Can you do that, Jess?"
"As soon as I get time." Jess turned and walked away when Nate released his arm.
Nate stood watching him go astounded at the way he was acting. Ten minutes ago, he had been determined to capture the aliens and now he was going home? Jess's erratic behavior worried him. Changing his direction in mid-stream was not a good sign that he was feeling well. Nate made another mental note to check on him just as soon as he could. Nate also noticed that Jess had not called his wife and had not said he would do such a thing. Pulling his cell phone from its case on his belt, Nate called Laura and told her that Jess was fine and that he was on his way home. He also asked Laura not to tell Jess that he had called. After he closed the connection, he wondered if he had done the right thing.
Jess got into his truck and started the engine feeling a little more at ease about being with his family. He still was not sure about what he was going to tell Laura. She had enough to worry about. Perhaps he shouldn't tell her anything or concoct an innocent story that she would believe such as one of the cows fell over the hill and landed in the creek. Maybe she might believe that, except she would not believe that he had an encounter with visitors from another world.
At four o'clock in the morning, the road to Carter Mills was almost deserted. The narrow two-lane paved road wound around one hill after another until he finally started down the incline into the town he'd called home all of his life. The streets were as deserted as the road. Jess surmised that most of the residents were in their homes sleeping quite unaware of the danger around them. Above the town high on the hillside and the valley below, he saw the place he called home. He felt alarmed when he realized that more lights were on than usual. Usually, they only left a light on in the front room and one on the front porch. Feeling guilty because he had not called Laura on his cell phone and told her, he was just fine he made the excuse that the battery was weak in his cell and that mountains blocked his signal even though he knew none of it was true. The truth was that he was so immersed in everything that had happened that he had completely forgotten to call her. Randall was in the hospital and he had not informed Laura about anything. That much he was sure of.
Jess drove up the hill and the old truck lurched forward each time he changed gears taking the steep incline with ease and grace as he fed it more fuel. Parking the truck in front of the house, he got out and slammed the door. Was there never peace in the world? When humans were not fighting their own wars, they were fighting something from another world. Every day was a crisis since the clown had appeared in Washington and became the destructor of the nation. Things looked dark and gloomy for America and now Jess was sure it was not going to get any better. No better at all.
Jess walked upon the front porch and opened the storm door. Through the glass panes, he could see Laura, still dressed in the green blouse and brown pants she was wearing when he last saw her. Only he and a few others, mostly her doctors and family members knew that her beautiful brown hair was a wig. Six months of intensive Chemotherapy had left her body hairless. She held the bible in her hand as she walked slowly toward the door and let him in. The treatments left her weak and that worried him. Her face was as pale as snow. Nonetheless, she was still radiant with an inner beauty that complimented her outer beauty. Seeing her warmed his heart and made him, realize that love was still the most powerful emotion. A smile appeared and her eyes brightened when she realized that it was Jess at the door.
When she disengaged the safety bolt Jess turned the doorknob and stepped into the room. Carrie was curled up on the couch while Jan and Tracy was snoozing in armchairs.
Laura pulled him to her and wrapped her arms around his neck. Before he could explain about what happened or apologize she kissed him. It was warm, long and passionate, typical of the love she had always shown him. Jess knew Laura did not want to let him go. To do so would allow him to be out of her reach too long. He had been away from her too long as it was. In her arms, he wondered how God, or anyone else, for that matter, could be so brutal and cruel. As if a fire had ignited in his brain, he knew not only the answer to that question but the answer to many other questions as well. The revelation further convinced him that the aliens had influenced his mind; loaded it with information he had never been aware of be-fore. Had they opened a door into his consciousness he never knew existed?
He knew who and what God was, how and why the universe was created and the future of humans. What he did not know was how to save his wife from a terrible fate, yet. The answer was in his mind and he would find the answer, or die trying.
She released him and he stood back looking at her. It always hurt him when he saw what she had become, almost a helpless child when once she had been a strong and healthy woman. His heart throbbed almost bringing tears to his eyes. "I'm very sorry I didn't call," he said sounding like a scolded schoolboy. "I had some problems out there and completely forgot. I feel so stupid."
She smiled again and took his hand. "Come on. Let us go to the kitchen. There is hot coffee. Let the girls sleep."
As she led him toward the kitchen, he felt like he had let her down. There was always the emptiness when he felt that way. He knew he would never desert her and especially in her time of need, but still he felt like he was sinking into a void he would never come out of. Then he knew that she had known about him and knew that he was safe. "How did you know?"
"Nate called me. He told me not to tell you but he said that you forgot to tell me. He knew I would worry. I forgive you this time but don't you ever forget again, Jess. I worry about you a lot."
Laura tried to reach up and get a cup from the cabinets over the counter but before her fingers touched the door handle, her arms felt weak. She rested her hands on the counter and stared at the wall.
"I'll get the cups and pour the coffee. You go to the table and sit down," Jess said. With a hand on each of her shoulders, standing behind her, he guided her to the table and pulled out a chair for her. When she was seated and comfortable, he asked, "Have you been up all night?"
"I have been awake since you left." She sighed. Her voice sounded strained, as if she had been jogging for a long time. The chemo and the cancer had affected her vocal cords and sometimes her voice was high-pitched. "When you didn't come home I called Randall. It was the only thing I could think of and now, I'm mighty glad I did."
Jess placed the cups on the table and poured coffee for each of them. "I'm glad you did. You probably saved my life."
Laura stared at the cup of hot, steaming coffee sitting in front of her. "Jess, what happened out there?"
Jess felt stunned because he was not sure he understood what had happened. Stirring his coffee, making sure the cream and sugar was well mixed did not do much to help him understand what had happened. Nonetheless, he told her about going out to the farm and how he encountered the aliens. His knowledge of the battle was limited. His mind wandered when he attempted to recall what he had been through. The terror he'd experienced caused a mental block he had great difficulty overcoming. Finally, when he thought he had been as accurate as he could be he sipped from his cup and stared at the table. "That's it," he sighed. "I don't expect you to believe me. I hardly believe it myself. When I had to face those aliens, all I could think was that it was all over and I would never see you and the girls again. I'm so relieved and happy that I'm here with you now."
Laura had a disturbed and concerned look on her face. "Who are they? What do they want?"
Jess shook his head. "I don't really know, for sure. Some of them left in a spaceship so I can only assume they came from some other place, some other world out there. They were like ghosts, Laura. They could disappear and zip around all over the place."
"Maybe they were alien ghosts," she suggested. "We can't see atoms but we know they're there since we can blow up cities with them."
"I guess you might be right. They were definitely real. After I sleep a while I am going to the hospital to talk to Randall when he is up to it. I keep remembering one word. Kalor. I think that word is important. Each time I attempt to remember what it means my mind goes blank. It must mean something. I was hoping that talking to Randall might help me to get some of the memories of what happened out there in those woods back."
"Why?" she asked. "We need you here. As you can see I'm not able to do much now. I have another chemo treatment on Friday. You will need to take me. I don't think I will be able to drive."
"It won't take me long," he assured her. "I'll see if Mrs. Peyton will come over and stay with you while I'm gone for a little while. She is a retired nurse."
Laura looked at him and sighed. "Fine," she said. He could detect disappointment in her voice. "There is something else. The Social Security Administration sent me a letter. Medicaid turned me down. They said we made too much money. Jess, honey, what are we going to do?"
The news almost paralyzed and nearly overwhelmed him. Jess had considered the possibility they might turn them down. He struggled to find a solution to the problem. Without the chemo treatments she would die. People had been warned about the left-wing radical senator they had elected to the highest office in the land. Now his policies were beginning to hit home. Laura had become one of the victims because the system had failed her. Jess was about as angry as he had ever been. Deep inside, he was also terrified of the future. Not many had listened when Jess warned them that he was a communist and that he was out to destroy the country. They were too enthralled with his charm and his lies. Now, people were finding out that everything he had said was a lie. People who needed healthcare, like his wife, could not get it while illegal aliens and terrorists could get all the government help they needed. The country was in a mess and the radical government did not care. They had promised a health care system that worked and all they had delivered was rationing and failure.
Laura was only one of thousands that had been denied care and sentenced to death. Jess knew this day was coming and had dreaded its arrival. Now that it was here, he did not know what to do. "Don't worry, honey. I will get help for you somehow. If we have to we can get a second mortgage or a reverse mortgage on the farm."
"I'm sure you will," she said forcing a weak smile. "Why don't you ask your sister, Mary Ann to come over and stay awhile since she's not working? She gets along well with the girls."
"I'll do that in the morning," he promised. "The main thing is for you not to worry. Let me worry, kid. You just concentrate on getting well." Reaching over he took her hand and kissed it. "Maybe we should get to bed. Dawn is not far away."
"While I'm getting ready why don't you wake up the girls? They need to sleep in their beds. They were worried to death about you."
The girls were happy to see him. They each hugged and kissed him before wandering off to their bedrooms.
After Laura was asleep beside him, he lay on his back with his eyes open staring up at the ceiling. He knew the aliens had the ability and the technology to save Laura. All he had to do was capture one of them. Except, how was he supposed to do that? They all had jumped in their ship and disappeared. Then he had a flash of memories shoot through his mind and he knew the answer. They had not left at all. They were still here and they were planning something horrible. He had to find them. Laura's time was short. Kalor might be able to help her, whoever Kalor was. Jess just remembered that he was powerful and intelligent. In addition, he was evil.
* * * *
Chapter 3
Mary Ann Carter, formerly Mary Ann Naylor, sister to Jess Carter, lay in her bed in the upstairs bedroom she had shared with her husband Mike Naylor for twenty years. A true American, he had kissed her and gone away to Afghanistan, and never came home again. She still remembered that kiss as she had for many long nights. Sometimes, a few hours before dawn, she could hear him downstairs preparing breakfast for her. Even though she could smell eggs and bacon when she went downstairs, he was not there. The eggs and bacon was still in the refrigerator and Mary Ann had to prepare her own breakfast.
Something had kept her awake for most of the night. Mary Ann was not sure what caused her such despair and unease. Whatever it was she wished it would go away.
Ignoring the gusty wind knocking a branch against her upstairs bedroom window she brushed her long brown hair out of her blue eyes and turned over on her side facing away from the window. Mary wore one of Mike's old loose-fitting shirts and her bikini panties. She was about as nude as she could get without wearing nothing at all. She loved her skin pressed against the silk sheets he had bought her for a Christmas present a few years ago.
Moonlight, cold and blue plastered dancing shadows of the limbs on the walls giving her an impression that she was not alone. It was only the limbs tossed by the wind and she saw no reason for alarm. Still, she felt as if someone or some thing was out there. Now, it felt like somebody was in the room with her.
Pulling a sheet over her head she closed her eyes and tried hard to relax, to make her mind a blank chalkboard except a message appeared on the board.
CALL LAURA.
The message was written in neat block letters on the board just as if the board was real and it was screwed onto the wall in front of her. Just a trick of my imagination, she declared even though she did not actually say it.
Why should she call Laura Carter at four o'clock in the early morning? Was one of the girls sick or something? She wondered if she really should get out of bed, go downstairs and call Laura. Would she be able to sleep once Laura told her that nothing was wrong? Laura would scold her for calling her at such a late hour. She had talked to Laura yesterday and she was as well as a person with terminal cancer could be. The thought about cancer aroused a new train of thought in her mind and she wondered if something had happen-ed to Laura. Before Mary could pursue the matter further, she heard a loud noise on the roof. Were rogue limbs beating the house again? As well as Mary could remember, there were not any trees near the house with limbs that were anywhere near the house, especially close enough to touch the roof. Alarmed, assured that she had heard something she tossed the sheet off her and sat up listening intently. Then she heard it again. It sounded like a heavy person walking on the roof and dragging a heavy bag behind him. She knew it was too early for Santa Claus. Was there a burglar or a rapist on the roof?
The question became more important and terrifying the more she thought about it. If someone was on that roof, she was in danger. All kinds of possibilities loomed before her as she considered several options. The first thing that came to mind was the service entrance on the roof that allowed access to the roof from the attic. The last time she had been in the attic was when she was helping Mike rearrange all the old things she had stored up there. She was sure the deadbolt on the roof door was engaged but a crowbar would render that useless with little effort. Then where would she be and what would she do if someone did manage to break in? Once in the attic all an intruder would need to do was to pry the attic door open and they would have access to the stairs that led down to the upstairs hallway.
Mary put her legs over the side of the bed. Her bare feet touched the floor as she heard heavy footsteps on the roof again. Not hesitating at all, she grabbed her green blouse and put it on. As she listened to the sounds, the creaking roof joists and the howling wind outside she put on her pants and shoes. Taking a jacket from the closet, she put that on too. She might have to escape into the night. She had seen enough horror movies to prepare herself for almost any eventuality. Her situation was no different than the horror novels she had read except this was real. A killer was on her roof and if she did not move her cute little butt real fast he was going to be in her house.
Leaving the light off in her bedroom Mary opened the door a little and peeked out into the hallway. The only light came from an overhead fixture near the stairs and from a dim nightlight in the bathroom. She looked toward the other end of the hallway where the stairs led up to the attic. It was immersed in darkness.
Opening the door, Mary stepped out into the hallway closing the door behind her. The sounds from the roof were no longer there.
Walking on the carpeted hall floor she moved quickly to the stairs and descended. She stopped on the steps about halfway from the landing at the top of the stairs and listened. If he was up there, she could not hear him. Maybe he was already in the house. What if he would come through the kitchen door? She considered that possibility as she cautiously made her way down the stairs.
At the bottom of the stairs, she stopped and listened. The only sound she heard was the sound of her own breathing. Glancing down the hall she saw that the front door was still closed and the security chain was still in place.
Walking into the kitchen, she checked the door. It was still locked. If he was not already in the house, the only way he could get in was to come in through the roof hatch. She had to be ready for him.
The living room was immersed in a soft glow from a lamp on a desk by the picture window. She had checked all the windows and doorsas she always did before going to bedand they had been secure. Feeling urgency shoving her forward, she went to the old cedar chest that had belonged to Mike and took an aluminum box from the top drawer. Placing it on the desk top she opened the box trying to remember what Mike had called the two guns he had given her. There were two revolvers in the box. All she could remember was that both guns could fire .410 caliber shotgun shells or .38 caliber cartridges. She knew they were Taurus pistols and that they were called, the Judge but she was not sure about anything else. Mike had taught her how to load and shoot them. He had given them to her because he wanted her to feel safe when he was not home and he had said they would retain their value, whatever that meant. There were two boxes of each kind of ammunition in the aluminum box. Mike had taught her enough to get her through the concealed weapons class taught by a former police officer and a friend of Mike's. It was a state required test. He had been so proud of her when she finally received her license to carry a concealed handgun. Although she rarely carried a gun, it made her feel better to know that she could use one, if she had to do so.
Loading one of the revolvers with .38-caliber ammunition, she stuck it under her belt. Next, she loaded the other revolver with special loaded shotgun shells. Mary held the weapon in both hands like Mike and her instructor had shown her as she headed for the telephone on the wall near the kitchen entrance. If she could call the police maybe they could save her, otherwise she would be facing the monster alone. Holding the gun in one hand, she picked up the receiver. Mary was a bit surprised when she heard a dial tone. It was never that way in most of the horror movies she had seen. Dialing 911, she nervously waited for the dispatcher to answer.
"Charleston Central Dispatch," a sexy woman's voice replied. "How may I?"
Then the line went dead. No dial tone, no dispatcher and no way Mary was going to stay in the damn house. Her chances were better outside where she had plenty of cover and plenty of neighbors. Neighbors? She had not seen one of those critters for weeks, maybe even months. Most of them spent their spare time in front of the idiot tube watching mindless comedies and reality television. What a crock, she thought as she planned her assault on the monster that might be just about anywhere now.
Then she remembered her cell phone in her purse. She could use it to call the police. Her purse was on the armchair by the front door where she always left it. Except, when she attempted to make a call all she could hear was strange static emanating from the speaker. Tossing the cell phone on the couch, she hesitated before turning her attention to the front door.
With the gun held ready in her right hand, expecting to hear the attic door come crashing open at any moment, she released the dead-bolt and removed the security chain. What if he was out there waiting for her? Was that the reason he had not come crashing through the attic door? What other choice did she have except to get outside and find help? She hoped she could arouse some of her hibernating neighbors. The only choice she had was to get outside away from the house where she could defend herself until help arrived. She knew the police would eventually check out the reason someone had called and the line went dead unless she had not been on line long enough for them to identify where the call came from. That possibility almost froze her in her tracks. They would want to know what had happened. She hoped.
Bracing herself, ready for anything, she opened the door and froze again as her blood chilled. Mary Ann had seen many strange things in her life however; she was not prepared for what she saw now. She did not think that anyone could be prepared for what she saw.
Spider webs!
Spider webs, or something similar to them, some of them as thick as threads, covered the door barring her escape from her own home. At first, she could not figure out what she was seeing, however after a few terrifying seconds she realized that she really was not dreaming and that something terrible was about to happen. A scream, maybe more than that, perhaps a long shrill scream, or a million of them, was lodged deep in her throat and no matter how hard she tried she could not let it escape even though doing so might just give her some relief. Hearing her own voice, or her scream, might introduce her to her own reality, she thought.
With her mouth hanging open and her eyes staring straight ahead, Mary Ann was immobilized with disbelief and a terrible numbing chill that she had never felt before. Was she dreaming or was the spider web really something else that had fallen from the sky and landed on her home? Reaching out she touched it. The thread-like lines were sticky and fragile, almost like silken thread. Yet, she knew what would happen if she attempted to force her way through it. Flies and larger insects easily got stuck in spider webs and could not escape. Mary Ann definitely did not want to become like them. Frantic, she backed away from the door wondering how big the spider was that made that web. Then a terrifying thought occurred to her. Somebody, or a giant spider, was attempting to keep her inside the house. They weren't trying to get inside, as far as she could tell, at least not just yet, they were trying to keep her a prisoner in her own home.
You are one crazy bitch to believe something like that." She scolded herself for even thinking such things.
Regaining her strength again, recovering from the shock she turned around and ran to the kitchen door still holding the gun in her hands. Jerking the rear door open, she stood there frozen to the floor chanting the same word repeatedly.
"No, No, No . . . NO!"
Her words drifted away as she regained her senses. This was not happening to her, was it? Both doors were blocked and being the rational person that she was she knew that the spider webs covered the entire house including the windows. That is why HE was on the roof. He wanted to make sure that she did not escape. Bracing herself for what might lie ahead, she closed the door and locked it. Walking to a window in the living room, she opened the blinds and wanted to scream. It was covered with silky threads so heavily that she could not see anything but a solid sheet of white.
Mary Ann wanted to walk over to an armchair, sit down and let whatever was going to happen, happen. Except, she was a fighter and she was not going to let a giant spider suck all her body fluids from her body. It was not going to end that way. No, it was not going to happen that way at all, she hoped.
After all, she was a woman with an inquisitive mind and HE was just a spider, albeit a large one. She was part of the species that had conquered the earth and took a giant step into space.
Mary Ann walked over to one of the padded chairs and sat down on the arm. Her stomach quivered as if an electric eel had somehow been born there and her legs trembled so much she was not sure she would be able to walk if she decided to get up again.
Mary Ann knew that the gun was useless against the spider webs. She had seen how strong normal spider webs were and how they could hold large insects captive for a very long time. She was not willing to attempt to break through them. She knew that the web would stretch like an elastic band until her body became trapped in it. She needed to remove the barrier and not just force her way through it.
Mary Ann felt better as her plan of survival evolved and a small ray of hope shone into her dark world. Her face brightened as she thought of the item she needed to destroy the web.
Fire!
Fire would clearly destroy the spider webs, except Mary Ann did not know if she could do that without destroying the house. If it came down to it, she did not care if she destroyed the house or not, especially if it was a choice between her and the house. Another thought caused her great discomfort and that was that she would set the web on fire and then be unable to force her way out the door before the rest of the house caught on fire. She had no way of gauging how thick the spider webs were. It might take the fire a long time to burn away the web and during that time, several things could happen. She could be overcome by smoke and she could get caught in the burning web if she attempted to force her way through it.
She laughed, not loud enough for anyone to hear her outside the house, but loud enough to be aware of it. Why did she care if she burned the house down? She knew it was insured. If she did not get out soon she would be spider food anyway. She supposed that the spider did not care if his food was raw or burned to a crisp. Maybe she would not have to burn the house after all, she speculated. Her eyes focused on a red fire extinguisher mounted on the wall by the kitchen door. Mike had put it there years ago. Did it still work? He'd put it there a few years before he died. That thought brought pain to her already racing heart. She thought that she might have a heart attack until she decided that having a heart attack might leave her helpless and at the mercy of that beast out there. That fate would be worse than death. The most important question remained, how would she be able to burn that web that stood between her and freedom? She could roll up a newspaper and light it on the gas burner on the stove in the kitchen. Except . . . that might be a little too much flame and once lit it would be difficult to extinguish. She needed something else.
A cigarette lighter would not be big enough, since she had never smoked she did not have one anyway, but a blowtorch would be just about perfect. She surmised that it would take a lot of heat to ignite the steel hard strands of web.
Mary Ann knew just where to find one. Unfortunately, it was now located down in the basement on the workbench where Mike had left it after installing a new water heater a few years ago. She had seen it just the other day when she was washing clothes down there in that dismal basement. The thought of going down into that dark hole in the ground made her cringe.
The basement was dark. Cold. Mike had spent most of his spare time, when he wasn't working or taking care of her, down there making furniture and listening to short-wave radio. It was almost like she could hear him encouraging her now as he used to do. "Just be my brave little darling and you'll do just fine," he said in a voice that wavered in and out like the stations on his short wave radio used to do.
She wished she could believe Mike, however he was not here in a cocoon held prisoner by a deranged, overgrown spider with supper on its mind. She was precisely in that predicament. She had to go down into that basement, if she wanted to live. Thinking about the spider inserting a tube into her stomach gave her the incentive to do what she had to do.
What were her chances of going down to that basement, getting the propane torch and the striker, she must not forget that if she wanted to light the torch, and returning to the living room before the spider came seeking his dinner.
Not good, she surmised.
She would have to move fast although she wondered if that would really make a difference. The spider had forever, and it was patient, waiting for a long time while its victim awaited its fate.
Except it wasn't really a spider, was it? Perhaps a combination of a gorilla's body and a spider, human-like head might be a better description of the creature. Mary Ann was so terrified that she imagined every kind of monster that might possibly exist. The spider, ape-like creature was one of many. It was ironic that her image of her protagonist was the most likely one.
Determined, Mary Ann arose from the chair and walked down the hall to the basement door. When she reached it, she stopped and checked the deadbolt. It was still locked. The deadbolt had been Mike's idea. If anyone gets into the basement they can't come up those stairs to harm us, he'd said a long time ago when they first moved into the house. He had been right about that too, except now she had to open that door before she could get the torch.
Placing her ear against the door, she listened intently. It seemed quiet down in the basement as far as she was concerned. Her best bet was that the spider could not have gotten into the basement from the outside. Mike had worried about burglars breaking into the house through the outside base-ment door so he had installed a heavy steel door down there. An elephant could not break it down. At least, that was what Mike had said. She had always believed him, most of the time anyway.
Now, every sense she possessed was warning her to be careful, to throw a chair through that web and be done with it. Except, she knew that the web was probably strong enough to stop a tiger tank. Distant voices were screaming at her trying to convince her that IT or HE was in the house with her and had been there for a very long time. Was HE the only one or was there more than one? Perhaps one of them was already in the basement and had been there for a long time.
Mike had told her once those extremely small spiders crawled into the office that used to be their garage and then grew up living on flies and other insects that got into the office. After a little while the small spiders were big spiders and somehow managed to start a family. Had a small spider gained access to the basement and was now an extremely large one? She did know there were many spider webs hanging from rafters and the ceiling down in that basement. The only attention she had paid to them was when she took a broom and wiped them away. She had never seen any small or large spiders but that did not mean they were not down there.
Mary Ann blinked her eyes attempting to clear the tears from them so she could see. She tried to force the voices from her mind knowing they were only part of her imagination. Concentrating on the basement, she reached out and grasped the deadbolt. Convinced that nothing was in the basement she disengaged the bolt and turned the doorknob. Sighing deeply she opened the door and peered into the dark basement. The light switch was on the left wall. Mary Ann reached over and switched it on. Pale yellow light flooded the stairwell and the basement below. If He was down there she had just announced her arrival, she thought regretfully.
The first step was the most difficult. Nonetheless, Mary Ann did not hesitate. Pulling the door closed behind her, she took another step listening for even the minutest sound that might indicate she was not alone and in danger.
Mary Ann lived in a sparsely populated area south of town. The nearest house was half-a-mile away. It would not do any good to scream. Nobody would hear her. The volume on their televisions would eliminate the possibility they could hear a tornado siren warning them much less a woman screaming a mile away. She was alone with a monster, or maybe two monsters.
By the time she reached the bottom of the stairs, she had already convinced herself that nothing was in the basement ready to pounce on her. It made sense to her to believe that the spider would stay outside until it got hungry unless it was imprisoning people in their houses as food for use when cold snow fell. If that was true then she figured that she was not the only one in trouble.
Even though she had not actually seen the spidermuch of what she knew was speculationshe could envision it sitting up there on the roof with its legs spread looking out across the valley at all the houses it had to cocoonize.
Was that a word?
She did not know?
She did not care?
Mary Ann realized there was not any light at the far end of the basement where the steel door was located. Her first thought was to grab the torch and run as fast as she could back up those stairs. However, the curiosity in her was as strong as that of a cat. She figured that the light bulb had simply burned out leaving the basement dark. After all, she had not replaced any of the bulbs since Mike died so maybe it had just burned out from old age. Everything died. Nothing lasted forever.
She walked over to the workbench and picked up the propane torch and a striker. Sticking the striker in her coat pocket, she grabbed a hatchet, which she intended to use as a weapon if she encountered the spider. Remembering the gun stuck in her belt she thought it be more effective so she put the hatchet back on the table. She was not about to let that thing get close enough to her to use a hatchet or knife on it.
With the pistol in one hand and the propane tank in the other she walked into the darkness wishing she had thought to find a flashlight.
Mary Ann walked into a sticky substance on the floor and into an enormous web that stretched from ceiling to the floor. It was attached to both walls and to the rafter's overhead. Both obstacles stopped her abruptly. The sticky stuff on the floor, that felt like glue, and the sticky web held her tight and the more she struggled the more tangled her body became.
Entangled in the web with her feet stuck to the floor she screamed when she realized that she could not turn around and run or break free from the sticky web. It was like flypaper and she felt like a trapped fly.
Her erratic struggles made matters worse. She did manage to pull her left foot loose long enough to turn around. However, she had pulled her foot out of her slipper and she was facing in the opposite direction wrapped in spider ropes. She dropped her foot back to the floor before she realized she was stuck again. Just when she thought things could not get any worse HE appeared at the bottom of the stairs and crawled, or walked, toward her slowly. Then she remembered.
Under the stairs was an open space where she stored a couple of boxes with fruit jars she never used. The damn spider had been hiding under the stairs as she walked down them right over him.
Never felt him.
Never heard him.
Never smelled him.
Mary Ann could not believe her eyes. With her heart pounding and her blood chilled, maybe even frozen in some places, she attempted to scream only to find that something was lodged in her throat. Fear paralyzed her as she stared at the horrible creature in front of her.
He was tall with wide shoulders and a short neck like a wrestler. However, any resemblance to a human ended there. His large black, featureless eyes were focused on her and he moved slowly, almost cautiously. He was black and dark gray. Two large mandibles constantly moved back and forth like a machine with two blades designed for cutting. Three red tendrils that looked like short tentacles flayed around resembling blind snakes. He was naked and most of his body was covered with stiff, thick black and gray hair. His bulging stomach, somewhat pungent and vulgar by Mary Ann's standards, was hairless and wet with an oily substance. Considering these details, terrified, she could do nothing else except conclude that he was an ugly spider with two hands, two feet and sharp teeth. She surmised that she was in trouble and she was going to die a horrible, painful death.
The very appearance of the creature was enough to paralyze her just like a snake scaring a rabbit or bird into a deadly trance. She supposed the long sharp, curved bones sticking out what she thought was a mouth were meant to serve as teeth but with all the horror she was experiencing she could not be sure. Regardless of the teeth, the sharp talons on his hands were sharp enough to tear her body into little pieces.
Even though terrified she was unable to take her eyes off him especially his sharp claws or talons that looked like eagle claws. His hands were repulsive. A thick white liquid flowed from his mouth. If he was a male she did not want to know what the female of the species looked like.
Locked in denial Mary Ann could not believe that any of what was happening to her could be real.
Would he kill her now or inject something besides fear into her to paralyze her? So troubled was her mind from the horror that she could not remember much about what spiders did. About all she could remember was that, she was terrified of them. Surprisingly, she could recall that she had never actually killed one of them. Instead, she had managed to avoid them. There was no way she was going to avoid this spider and she knew it.
He stood in front of her now with his mandibles moving slower and his eyes studying her with great interest. Mary Ann struggled to free herself as it reached out and ripped her clothes from her body. If her nude body impressed him his horrible, impassive face did not show it.
She attempted to break away from the net except it clung to her like glue. Mary Ann knew it was over just like a rabbit knew it was over when it faced death at the pleasure of a cat when the cat ripped its stomach open and played with its guts. It usually perished from shock if from nothing else.
The creature seemed to have a purpose and she knew what that purpose was. It was attempting to torture her, to make her suffer so it could savor her fear. She was sure that was exactly what it was doing. Something puzzled her and terrified her at the same time. The creature seemed to be intelligent despite its arrogant attitude.
Mary Ann imagined those sharp mandibles ripping and slashing her throat, the sudden realization that she was dying and a quick journey into total darkness. She did not feel fear anymore. She had given up all hope of surviving. She would soon be with Mike and all things would be well with them. She did not feel guilty about her total nakedness or feel fear anymore. She had given up all hope of surviving. Her mind, and her body were almost numb as if rigor mortis had taken over.
Just when she thought she was as terrified as she could be, a long, black slender tube with a sharp point on it appeared from the creature's mouth where she thought a tongue would normally be. The spider creature stepped back. Leaning forward, he injected the stinger into her stomach just below her naval. She felt stinging, excruciating pain burning like fire in her lower stomach as the stinger penetrated. Then she felt coldness that originated in her lower stomach and emanated outward like a balloon expanding. When the coldness took over her entire body, she could not move her fingers, eyes or anything else. She could not feel anything even though she knew she was still alive. She was a living, conscious being trapped in a dead body and trapped in a house that might not look like anything except a white cocoon.
Helpless, she unwillingly watched as the creature placed his long claw against her naked skin above her naval and pushed hard. She did feel the searing pain despite the fact she was paralyzed. Without hesitation the spider creature ripped her stomach open. She wanted to scream and could not. She was unaware of having a mouth, nose or any other senses except she could see and her vision was becoming blurry making it difficult to see. Everything was becoming a fleeting memory along with the rest of her mind.
However, the pain was real and it remained with her even though she thought the rest of her body was dead as a nail.
The spider creature pulled her intestines out and carefully examined them as her tortured mind begged for death. Death did not come even when he pulled other organs out of her stomach cavity and put them in containers. When he finally surgically removed her beating heart she entered the darkness that seemed endless.
She died.
* * * *
Chapter 4
Randall could remember nurses awakening him several times that night to give him medicine. As he rubbed his eyes with the back of his hands trying to remember where he was he became aware of tubes running out of his arm to an IV machine. It was clear that he was still in the hospital. It was also apparent that it was early morning. A red sun was sending red rays through the blinds of a nearby window. He felt as if he had been on a long drunk. His skin was wet with perspiration and he was feverish.
Before he became fully awake, he heard the door open and a woman's voice. Looking up he saw Patricia Snow, a medical doctor at the hospital. Randall had known her for a long time. Patricia Snow was still unmarried and Randall had never figured out why a beautiful young woman would prefer to live alone in an apartment building with a couple of cats for company. She was as trim and as youthful looking as a forty-year-old woman could get. With russet brown, shoulder-length silky hair and blue eyes, she should have been able to snare any man she wanted, except Randall never saw her with anyone except other women. Randall had dated her a few times before he got married. That was a long time ago and now he still felt warm feelings for her. Some memories died hard and some memories never died. It was possible, he supposed that she could have a regular boyfriend and just did not let anyone know. It was her business anyway and he had enough business of his own. Had it been two years since his wife died? Why hadn't he asked Pat out? She was most certainly an inviting creature.
"How are you feeling?" she asked as she pulled his chart from a hook on foot of the bed. "Do you feel any better than you did last night?"
"I don't remember what I felt like last night," Randall answered. "For now, I feel very lousy." When he attempted to move, so his head was further up on his pillow he groaned from the pain. Then he realized that he could barely move his head at all. Reaching up he touched something wrapped around his neck. It was a cast.
Patricia Snow walked to the side of his bed and sympathetically touched his hand. "You had a slight neck injury. It is nothing serious that a few days rest will not take care of. The pain you are feeling is mostly just a muscle that had a little too much strain put on it. The cast and pain meds will help. It should clear up in a few days if you follow directions."
Randall attempted to smile and found the effort painful.
Patricia immediately detected his discomfort. "You have a slight bruise on your left cheek. It too will vanish in a few days."
Puzzled, Randall stared at her. "Anything else?"
"Nothing. After a few days of rest you'll be just fine."
Dismayed, he looked at her. "I'm the sheriff of this county and I can't stay in bed for two or three days. Serious things are happening out there."
Patting his arm, she attempted to comfort him. "Now Sheriff Randall, you need to rest. Somebody else will have to do your job. You are still weak from the operation."
"What operation?" he asked with a furious expression on his face. "I thought you said I was fine."
She smiled. "You are fine after we removed your gall bladder."
"Damn," Randall said completely surprised that he had been sick at all. The only pain he had noticed had been in his stomach and his doctor said it was probably caused by gas. Randall had been taking over-the-counter meds to relieve the pressure and a slight feeling of nausea. Other than that, he'd felt fine. Now, this nurse was telling him he'd had an operation without his permission. "Why did you do that?"
Glancing at his chart as if she had not read it at least ten times in the last twenty-four hours, she said, "Randall, you had a lot of infection and we couldn't figure out where it was coming from. At first, we thought you might have suffered internal injuries so we woke you up and got your signed permission to conduct a series of tests. You probably do not remember all that since you have had so much sedation. However, you will remember it very shortly. The tests confirmed that you had a lot of infection and that your gall bladder was the most likely cause of it. We did not have any choice in the matter. If we had not removed your gall bladder when we did, you would be dead in an hour or so. No doubt about that."
With his eyebrows raised, still slightly confused and still trying to figure everything out he stared at her unable to believe what she had said. "Why did I have infection? I have not had a lot of pain, just some discomfort in the lower part of my stomach. My doctor said it was from gas and gave me some medication for it."
"The infection was caused by damage to your gall bladder. It appears as if your gall bladder and the area around it was exposed, for a brief time, to heavy amounts of radiation, a type of radiation we are not familiar with but it is clearly radiation. It is also possible that your gall bladder was already causing infection and the radiation just elevated the problem." Pausing for a few seconds, she shuffled papers and stared at the charts uncomfortably before turning her attention to Randall. "What happened out there, Randall? How did you get that sudden, high dose of radiation?"
How had he gotten the radiation? Everything had happened so quickly and it was mostly a bright blind spot in his mind. Slowly, he was able to recall the events of last night by recalling everything that had happened from the time he had arrived on the scene. The only time he had had actual contact with the enemy was when the aliens had ambushed him. They had fired a ray at Ernst and Randall. He had experienced severe pain in his right side before he had blacked out. Had the paralyzing ray been more concentrated or intense in the area of his gall bladder?
"Well," he said and then sighed having a difficult time believing any of the things that had, and were happening to him. "I guess everybody around here will eventually find out the truth anyway so I may as well tell you. All I can ask is that you not talk to the press or anyone else that is not directly involved in the care of myself and the other officers that were out there last night. We need to keep what happened out there on Jess Carter's farm as secret as possible. The only reason I'm telling you is because you may need to know the cause of my illness."
Patricia stared at him for a few seconds before she finally spoke. "You got it. I will only inform my boss if it is absolutely necessary and I will not tell anyone below me."
Then Randall told her about the incident to give her enough information so she could determine if perhaps his gall bladder had already been infected before the incident or if the ray of blue light had somehow affected it more. Leaving out information that was not pertinent to what she needed to know, he told her as much as he thought she needed to know. Her involvement was with medicine so he did not emphasize that the creatures were from space, just that they were of unknown origin. If she wanted to reach the conclusion that they were indeed from some other world then that was up to her and her decision. Randall thought she was rational enough to not want a panicked populace on her hands since it would mean disaster for the human race. By the time he'd finished, Patricia was sitting in a straight-back chair listening to every word he said.
"I won't say a word to anyone about this," she promised, "although with Tom dead and the other men dead, hurt or missing I don't know how you will keep it quiet."
"I'll have to keep a lid on it someway, for as long as I can." Then Randall looked at her with a sincere expression on his face and a dire look in his eyes. "Now you know why I have to get back on the job. If the wrong people find out about this, the people in this country will panic, especially if we have more incidents similar to this one."
Putting the clipboard on a nearby table, she crossed her legs and rubbed her chin. With her elbows on her knees and her fist supporting her chin, she studied him before speaking. "Randall, I will not lie to you. Most of the time, under ordinary circumstances, your operation would have been an in-patient and outpatient process. However, you still have a lot of infection lingering in your system. You need time to let your wounds heal and for your body to remove the infection, poison, that has not had time to be eliminated yet. That means that you will be here for at least two days. You may be able to direct everything from here."
"You're probably right," Randall agreed sounding as destitute as he looked. "I'll just have to manage things from my hospital bed. After all, this is the age of technology. I have a cell phone and I can have someone bring my laptop to me. Armed with constant information from many sources, I should be able to be effective."
Thoughtfully, Patricia got up and went to a closet. Opening the door, she searched through his possessions until she found his cell phone and gave it to him. "You probably won't feel like doing much for a while yet. We have been giving you pills to ease the pain and you still have a lot of morphine in your system. Remember to get some rest and if there is anything I can do for you, just call me."
"What about the hospital rule that I can't use a cell phone in here?" Randall knew that cell phone communications interfered with hospital equipment and he did not want to contribute to more problems. As a public official, he knew they had enough problems. "I guess I can use the regular phone and not use my cell," he suggested.
Patricia smiled. "You solved your own problem. Can't you see how good you are?" Before she turned to go, she patted his shoulder and gave him a warm smile.
When Patricia left, Randall picked up the telephone receiver from the phone on the stand beside him and called Ernst. Anxious to get back to work and out of the hospital, he waited patiently until Ernst answered the phone.
"Randall, I'm glad you called. Everything has gone to pot out here. We got a lot of problems, but first, how are you feeling?"
"Just fine," Randall responded. He knew he was not going to tell Ernst anything he did not need to know. He did not want Ernst fussing at him too when he checked himself out of the hospital as soon as he knew he felt like it. "They won't release me right away. They said it might be one or two days. I am hoping to get out much sooner but until I do get out you are in command. You will have to run everything that is critical through me. I have a cell phone but cannot use it so just call this number. It should show up on your cell phone."
"It does," Ernst said. "And, after I fill you in on our progress, I'm going home and get a few hours sleep. I have not had any sleep in twenty-four hours. I will tell the dispatcher to call me if anything else goes down. So far, the State Police seem to be in charge so I might be able to catch a few winks."
"Why don't you just come on down here on your way home. That way we don't have to carry on a conversation over the phone. We never know who might be listening."
"That is a good idea," Ernst agreed. "I'll be there in about ten minutes. I'll stop by the police station and tell them what is going on so everyone is on the same track."
"Good," Randall said. "I'll see you in a little."
Randall put the receiver back in the cradle and wondered for a few minutes what Ernst was going to tell him.
Ernst arrived fifteen minutes later. When he walked into the hospital room, he closed the door behind him. He was a tall man with sandy hair that was cut short. His hair was not cut as short as most cops wore theirs. With dark brown eyes, he always had a serious look on his face and that had given many criminals reason to respect him.
"How is it going?" he asked. "Are you ready to go home yet?"
"I'm ready," Randall said. "The only thing keeping me here is the good looking women."
"I can understand that," Ernst replied. "I saw your old girlfriend out there at the front desk. Has she seen you yet?"
"She was in here a little while ago. Still single, I think. Have a seat and we'll get down to business."
Randall attempted to sit up except the tubes and cables were in his way. He was already tired of his hospital stay. "What were you going to tell me, Ernst?"
Ernst wondered if he could discuss what he was about to disclose to anyone except Randall. If Randall had not seen everything with his own eyes, he probably would not have believed anything Ernst told him. An expression of horror swept over him as he thought about the last twelve hours of pure terror. With his face white as a sheet and his voice trembling slightly, he spoke. "We got several calls early this morning. Neighbors of Mary Ann Carter called dispatch and the phone went dead. Neighbors of hers had been calling the police complaining about strange happenings and noises in the area where she lives. As you know, Mary Ann is Jess Carter's sister. When we arrived on the scene, we found several houses completely covered with a material almost exactly like spider webs. These webs were so thick and heavy they looked like snow. Randall, I cannot tell you about the terror and concern we felt when we realized that the thick material covering the houses were spider webs. We couldn't even comprehend the size the spiders would have to be to create such enormous webs." Ernst paused and walked over to the chair where Patricia had previously sat. He sighed. "We had to use sharp knives to cut through the webs. I do not think fire would have destroyed that stuff. It reminded me of fiberglass strands. Nevertheless, what we found inside turned our blood to ice."
When Ernst seemed to become lost in a deep daze Randall spoke. "What did you find?"
Ernst sat down and stared out the window. "All those people were stripped naked and had most of their internal organs removed. We checked all the houses, five of them, and it was all the same. Whatever did this had removed all their organs and left their dead bodies entangled in a massive spider web. After it left, the spider, or whatever, sealed the house again as if it expected to return. We called for support and the coroner. When things calmed down a bit, I remembered that Mary Ann lived in the area. Taking one of the deputies with me, we drove up the hill to where she lived. We found her in the bathtub. She was dead and she had been mutilated. This is going to kill Jess and Laura. I heard Jess was close to Mary Ann."
"He was," Randall said with his eyes staring off into some distant world. "She's going to be a great loss for him and Laura. Did anybody see the creature or did you try to find it?"
"A couple of residents said that they saw a big man near one of the houses except it was dark and they couldn't see any of its features. We spent most of the morning searching for a trail. We believe the creature went into nearby woods. There must have been more than one to put all those houses under those webs."
"Is it possible humans, the government, or somebody did this?" Randall asked. "Perhaps we need to look at all the angles."
Ernst leaned forward in his chair and rested his elbows on his knees. Without sleep for over twenty hours, his eyelids felt like lead and he could barely think. "I guess you could be right except the coroner and the investigators from the state could find nothing to indicate a human had been there to do the crime. The only humans we found were dead. In fact, our police dogs went crazy when we brought them to the scene. They had never reacted to human scent like that before. It was like they were confused about the scent of the creatures we were tracking. Even the dogs were neutralized with fear. It might have been because the spider creature had come into extensive contact with human victims. No, I think that something extraordinary happened there last night."
"Did the dogs find a trail?" Randall asked.
Ernst nodded his head. "They led us into the woods. We lost the trail at the creek. I have county deputies, State Police and others out there looking around. The investigation is continuing. So far, the intensive search has produced nothing much at all."
Randall was shocked. He had intended to keep the incident a local matter. The fewer people that knew about it, the easier his job would be. "Do you mean that the State Police have already moved in?"
"Yeah, the coroner had to call the State Crime Laboratory and everything was out of the bag. That includes our earlier encounter with those aliens. The State people wanted to know why they had not been notified earlier. I told them that we were quite busy just trying to survive."
Worry lines appeared on Randall's forehead like furrows in a freshly plowed field. "What about the communist run news media? Have you seen any of them around?"
"I don't think that even the State Police wants them there asking questions and disrupting the investigation. We can keep the lid on for a little while longer, I hope."
"Good, the longer the better," Randall agreed. "The last thing we need is a bunch of nosey reporters running around making up a bunch of prefabricated stories and exploiting the situation to make everything as they want it to be. I don't want to deal with all that."
Ernst yawned and stood up. "Well, I'll drop over and give the bad news to Jess. If we keep the heat on maybe we will come up with something. What do you really think about all this, Randall?"
"What do you mean, exactly?" Randall asked with a confused expression on his face.
"Could this spider creature be connected to those aliens?
"I'm quite sure they are," Randall responded. "In fact, they might be some kind of fifth column they intend setting free on the planet to kill all the other life that exists here, especially human life. Once it kills all the humans, they will take over. That is one of the main plots of many science fiction books I have read. I never thought I would experience the real thing though."
Randall hesitated long enough for the thought to sink in. "There may be another explanation. They might just be doing research since they were so interested in body parts. They might be interested in what we are made of so they can devise a way to destroy us. Ernst, we have to capture at least one or two of them."
Ernst started to furnish his own opinion of what it all meant except before he could speak, Randall was asleep. Ernst pulled the warm blanket over Randall's arms and walked out of the room. A few hours of sound sleep and he would be ready to face whatever fate had planned for him. One thing Ernst did not know or did not realize was that the aliens did not rest much and their plans of conquest would bring them back in contact with him again. Soon.
* * * *
Chapter 5
The midday sun had long since dropped lower in the sky casting its weak rays through the Venetian blinds in their bedroom when the telephone rang dragging Jess out of deep sleep. Turning over toward the nightstand he glanced at the radio they rarely used. The digital display showed that it was two-forty five in the afternoon. Jess groaned despondent because he had slept so long. Waking up at two o'clock in the afternoon always made him feel bad. He was used to getting out of bed long before the sun showed its face on the horizon. He had been asleep for less than six hours. The telephone rang eight times before he finally reached over and grabbed the receiver.
"Jess, this is Ernst."
Even though his mind was groggy, he rubbed his eyes with the back of his hand and dropped his feet over the side of the bed onto the hardwood floor. With the cordless phone held to his ear, he walked to the window and opened the blinds. He did not want the sound of his voice to disturb Laura. She seemed to be sleeping soundly.
"What's up, Ernst?" Outside, kids were playing football in his neighbor's backyard. The scene brought back memories of more innocent times. Jess sensed that something was wrong from the sound of Ernst's voice.
"I'm standing on your front porch. I rang the doorbell but I guess you were sleeping and didn't hear me. Can you let me in? I need to talk to you."
"I'll be right down," Jess replied. Dropping the receiver in the cradle, he quickly dressed. Sitting in a straight-back chair while he tied his shoes, he studied Laura. She was in her bed, on her side facing him. Her pale face reminded him of the devastation the harsh chemicals had bestowed on her body turning it into a frail representation of what she had once been. The sight of her frail body and the suffering she had endured saddened him until tears flowed in his eyes. The pain of worrying about her and of knowing he could do little about it angered him. Was there a merciful god who could do that to someone like her? Why didn't God save her instead of making her suffer? Maybe he would ask those damn aliens when he saw them if they had figured all the madness out yet. Maybe he would and if they did not have an answer then he would think there was not an answer.
Yawning, Jess managed to get downstairs without stumbling over something or missing a step on the stairs. At the door, he threw the deadbolt and let Ernst into the living room. He looked as tired as Jess felt. "You look like you could use some coffee," Jess said. "Come on into the kitchen. I prepared the coffee maker last night. It still should be done perkin' by now. I just woke up."
Ernst followed him silently into the kitchen dreading giving Jess the bad news he had to tell him, particularly the part about his sister's death.
Ernst sat down at the table while Jess poured two cups of fresh coffee. The coffeemaker was automatic and he always set the timer so they'd have fresh coffee when they got out of bed so the coffee was only a few hours old.
When Jess was seated, he looked at Ernst. "Looks like you're dead on your feet. When's the last time you got any sleep?"
"I never got home until ten this morning. I was too exhausted to go anywhere else so I got a few hours sleep and then came on over here to see you. We had some more problems last night over on your place after you left. We had more trouble out there where your sister lived."
Shocked, not fully awake, Jess stared at Ernst for a few seconds before saying anything. "Lived? What do you mean? Did something happen to Mary Ann?"
Ernst sucked his lungs full of air and let it out slowly, a sure sign that the stress didn't escape from his body along with his breath. This was the moment he had dreaded all morning and all afternoon. "I don't know an easy way to tell you except that Mary Ann is dead. In fact, several, or most, of her neighbors are dead too."
Jess felt as if his head was spinning around and that none of this madness was happening to him. How much more could he take and still keep his sanity? "It can't be. I just saw her a few days ago." His voice was stressed and his lips quivered. Jess felt like he had to vomit and nothing he could do would stop it.
Ernst told him about the calls and how all the houses were covered with dense spider webs. When Ernst told him about how the creature had dismembered Mary Ann and the others Jess had tears in his eyes. First, his wife was fighting a battle with death and his sister had succumbed to it.
"I'll find them," Jess cried. "I'll find them and I'll kill every one of them as painfully as possible."
"How will you do that?" Ernst asked. "We don't even know if they're still here, or where in the world they are." Reaching across the table Ernst patted Jess Carter's arm. It was about as emotional as he got. "We'll get them. You just try to take care of yourself. Jess, you have Laura and the kids to take care of. They need you. Let us take care of these monsters and the bad guys."
Jess shook his head to show his disapproval of Ernst's suggestion. "What am I going to tell Laura, or should I not tell her? Her and Mary Ann were close. Mary Ann was over here almost every day to help her and to check on her. They were more like sisters than sister-in-laws." Jess hung his head and stared at the table. "Jesus, this will kill Laura before her time."
"I don't know what to tell you, Jess," Ernst said. "I guess this decision is up to you because I have no idea what I'd do in a situation like this. I guess the bottom line is that you'll have to tell her, eventually."
Staring into nothing, Jess slowly nodded his head. "Not now. Maybe never. I just cannot cause Laura any more pain. She has suffered more than enough already. I might tell her a little later when she is feeling a whole lot better. We have never held any secrets from each other. I need to find someone to stay with her when I am gone. The kids don't understand her needs and they couldn't do much if she suddenly got worse."
Ernst's eyes brightened and his face took on a hopeful expression. "You know something; I was over at Marcus Barber's place the other day and his wife Wilma was asking about Laura. She said that if you needed help that to give her a call. You know them; don't you, Jess?"
"Of course, Marcus is a distant cousin. I have not seen them for a couple of years. I may drive over to their farm later and see how they are doing. While I'm there I'll ask Wilma if she can stay with Laura while I'm working."
"That's fine. I saw Randall earlier at the hospital and he is as ornery as ever. He will probably be getting out sometime tomorrow. Are you going over there to see him?"
Jess thought quickly. He had intended to go see Randall except he had not thought of it this morning because he had been tired. "Thanks for reminding me. I doubt if I will have time today. I'll go over and see him early tomorrow."
"Great," Ernst replied. "I'm sure he'll be happy to see you." Drinking the last of his coffee, he stood and pushed his chair away from the table. "Well, I better go and see how the investigation is going. Thanks for the coffee and if I can help you in any way, let me know. I'm sorry about Mary Ann. I sure wish there was something I could do."
After Jess escorted Ernst to the front door and locked it after he left, he went back to the kitchen table and poured another cup of coffee. He had a lot to think about.
In the house with his wife and daughters sleeping upstairs Jess felt a little more at ease except when he remembered the aliens he knew he had to do something about them except he had no idea about what he could do. He loved his wife and kids. There was no way he was going to let the aliens harm his family the way they had done his sister. He was at war now and the sooner he got to the first battle, the better.
Several things bothered him and one of the issues was how to find the aliens. Something in his mind, maybe a little voice, told him they would not be hard to find. The voice also warned him that they were part of an invasion force and he wondered if his mind was playing tricks on him by causing him to imagine things. Jess could easily imagine an expeditionary force sent here to cause all kinds of havoc and horror before the main force arrived.
When he thought about telling Laura about his sister's death he decided that might just have to wait until after he visited Marcus and Wilma Barber. Laura had poured her love over him all her life like sweet honey on pancakes. They had loved each other since they graduated from high school. She had showered him with happiness and blessed him with three beautiful daughters. Laura had rarely complained about anything and wanted nothing more than the love he gave her. She was a remarkable woman and he intended to make her life as pleasant as possible.
As he was concentrating on the problem of the aliens, he thought about another thing that had been hiding in the back of his mind trying to get his attention ever since he first woke. Why were the kids sleeping so late? Had they stayed up all night talking and watching movies like they sometimes did? When he came home last night they had been in bed. After he checked on Laura and made sure she was okay, he had gone straight to bed. The thought of the aliens getting into his house and hurting his family while he slept suddenly became a great possibility. Before he could get up from the table to check on them, he heard a noise behind him and his blood felt like it froze in his veins just like his heart had suddenly frozen. He was too late, the aliens were already in the house and his gun was in the living room.
Hearing a soft voice behind him, he turned around to see Laura standing in the doorway tying the belt on her bathrobe. She was wearing the wig he bought her a couple of weeks ago. The chemo had robbed her of all body hair like a thief in the night. "I heard someone talking," she said as she sat down at the table.
"Ernst came over." He arose from the table and poured her a hot cup of coffee. "Don't get burned. It is hot."
"What did he want?" she asked. Laura poured cream and a little sugar into the cup and slowly stirred it.
Jess told her about the houses with spider webs covering them. The rest of the story was not so easy to say. "Mary Ann's house was in the same condition."
"Oh, my God, Jess. I'm so sorry. Is she coming over?"
Jess shook his head. He knew he had to tell her the truth. "I'm sorry, Laura, but Mary Ann is dead. I do not know any other way to tell you. The spider or whatever it is killed her and left her body in the house. Most of the neighbors were also killed or were enslaved in enormous spider webs. All of the houses were attacked."
Reaching across the table, she placed her hand on his. "I'm sorry," she replied and tears formed in her eyes. "I share your loss. Is there anything I can do for you?"
"From now on I don't want you and the kids in the house alone. I'm going over to see Marcus Barber. Wilma said she would stay with you when I'm gone. I have to work overtime this week. I am not going to leave you here by yourself. We need the money so I have to work."
"How long will you be gone over to Barbers?"
Jess looked at her and saw the sorrow in her eyes, the wrinkles she had not had six months ago and the color of her flushed face. It was apparent that she was sick. "I'll be gone about three hours, probably not much more than that. If you need me call my cell or call 911 and then call me."
"Jess, you be careful." Tears were streaming from her eyes and she wiped them away with the back of her hand. She could only mutter a few more words. "If you need someone to talk to I'm always here." Then she cried.
Jess got up from the table and went to her. Standing behind her, with his arms wrapped around her, he kissed her gently on her cheek. "I'm here for you too, you know. We will get through this. I already miss Mary Ann and my grief will last forever but I have to take care of you and the girls. You have to be as strong as you always have been." Standing up straight fighting the emergence of tears in his own eyes he massaged her back. Laura relaxed and praised him for making her feel better. She always loved it when Jess massaged her back. No matter how bad she felt she never refused his offer for a back massage.
"I'll always love you," she said. "You better get going or you won't get there before dark. We'll be fine until you get back. We'll lock the doors and I have that Taurus semi-automatic you gave me for Christmas last year. We will be fine. You better get going or you will not get there before dark. We'll be fine until you return."
Jess got his pistol, the Taurus Judge revolver from the hall closet and stuck it in the holster on his belt without Laura seeing it. She was waiting at the door for him and he hugged her tight. He kissed her for a long time before finally leaving. He had a strange feeling it was going to be a long night.
Sitting behind the steering wheel of Laura's forest green SUV, he drove toward Marcus Barber's farm nestled in the hills south of Charleston. It became apparent to him that he had more problems than he could ever have thought possible. Jess thought it was enough that he had Laura to worry about and aliens to contend with. How many people knew about the incident by now? Did the government know about them? At least he had not seen black helicopters flying all over the place, yet. Before he had reached the farm Jess decided black helicopters would likely be in his future. How could aliens land on earth and the government NOT know about it?
It was almost four-thirty and the sun was still high above the horizon before he found the graveled driveway that ran parallel to a small creek that seldom overflowed onto the road. The farmhouse was located in the center of a wide valley a safe distance from the creek on a slope that led up the mountain. Jess chuckled when he saw that Marcus had enough wood stacked in neat cords to last for many winters. Nothing like being prepared, he thought.
The house was a two-story wooden frame building with four large white columns holding up the front porch. The old house somehow reminded Jess of a southern mansion except it was not as large as most southern plantation houses. Marcus had once told him that his great grandfather had built the house and that many generations of Barbers had lived and died there. In fact, Marcus had shown him an old cemetery up on a rise above the house with gravestones dating back to the late 1700s. He was pleased to see that Marcus had painted the house since Jess's last visit.
Jess drove up the drive and parked in front of the house near Marcus's Ford truck. Wilma's 2005 Malibu was parked nearby. They were standing on the front porch ready to greet him by the time he got out of the SUV. The truck was his and the SUV belonged to Laura. After she got sick she didn't drive much so Jess drove her SUV as much as possible to keep it in good shape. A car sitting will deteriorate, his father had once told him. Jess wished things could be the way they used to be when they both were in good health and had time to enjoy each other. Deep down, Jess Carter knew the good times were gone forever. Laura would never get better and even though he didn't want to admit it, he knew it was true.
"Good to see you again, Jess," Marcus said extending his hand as Jess stepped upon the porch. "How is Laura doing?"
Before he could answer, Wilma hugged him and kissed his cheek. "Good to see you," she said. Releasing him, she stepped back and studied Jess. "Yes, how is Laura? I have not talked to her for over two weeks. I did not think she felt much like talking. I have been planning on going over and seeing her except things have been busy around here."
It was a question Jess always dreaded answering. It was difficult gauging exactly how she felt. After chemotherapy and the blood booster shots, she always felt lousy, which was most of the time. Sometimes, she felt better between treatments and sometimes she did not. The thing that worried him most was the fact she was weak and was not bouncing back after a treatment the way she once had. "She had her chemo treatment last week. She is still feeling tired. Of course, she has those vomiting spells almost constantly and cannot keep food in her stomach. I think at present she is feeling a little better, but that won't last long. She has more treatments this week."
Wilma shook hands with him after hugging him and told him she was sorry Laura was not feeling well. "Those chemo treatments really make her sick, don't they Jess?"
"Yes, they truly do," he responded. "Her cancer rate is down though and that is good."
Wilma smiled happy to learn that at least there was a little ray of sunshine somewhere in the tragic life of Laura and Jess Carter. They'd had their share of trouble. Any good news was welcome. Wind tossed her long brown hair around and she used her hand to brush it out of her face. Her deep blue eyes stared at Jess for a moment before she spoke again. Wilma still had her thin waist and well-rounded hips, even though she'd had her thirty-second birthday last year, that few men were able to ignore. Wilma had been in the same class at school with Laura and they had always been close friends. Now Laura needed her and she knew it. "Jess, Marcus said he could take care of himself for a few days so I'm volunteering to pack a few belongings and go stay with Laura for a while."
"That's nice of you," Jess said. "She will be happy to see you and I sure could use the help. It has been driving me crazy trying to work and care for her at the same time. Laura will be happy to have your company and I know she will really appreciate it."
Wilma turned to go into the house and stopped. "Soon as I pack a few things I'll be leaving. You guys can chat and catch up on old times or watch football."
As she disappeared into the house, she called back over her shoulder, "Jess, Marcus has something he needs to talk to you about. Don't you, Marcus?"
Marcus Barber was a tough old farmer of fifty-four years with graying dark hair and gray eyes. He had once told Jess that his ancestors had immigrated to West Virginia from Scotland. He was tall with broad shoulders and a slightly wrinkled, weathered face that had seen many sunny days and probably more rainy days than he wanted to see. Hard work on the farm had left him with tough muscles, especially on his arms and chest.
When Wilma drove down the drive, the men looked at a trail of dust she left behind her. "I gotta get that driveway graveled again next year," Marcus said. "Would you like a cold beer or maybe a hot cup of chocolate or coffee, Jess?"
"Haven't had a beer for a long time," Jess said. "Laura has been sick now for over three years and I haven't had much time for personal enjoyment. In fact, I never watch television or even listen to music. She is the only joy in my life." Jess felt pain in his heart that caused tears to flow in his eyes. He could barely speak and that embarrassed him. It took a lot to make him cry. "If she d"
Tears and pain forced him to leave the sentence unfinished. He did not want to think how it would be without her. It would be tough and he knew it. Jess did not look forward to that day.
Marcus patted his arm. "She's tough, Jess. You know that. She is going to make it." He hesitated before he spoke and pulled the screen door open. "I'll get us a couple of beers. We can sit out here and talk until the sun goes down. I reckon it will get a little chilly after that. You have a seat over there and I'll be right back with the beer."
When Marcus returned he had a galvanized water bucket full of ice cubes and cold beer. "We'll have a few while we talk." He placed the bucket close to where Jess was sitting in an old squeaky lawn chair. "This weather is sure confusing, ain't it Jess? It's sixty-two out here now and they're sayin' a cold front is going to move through tomorrow and it'll be down to twenty before the week is over. They're saying we might have a lot of snow before the end of the week too. Looks like I have a lot of work to do in order to prepare for it. Have to get the cows down here from the higher pastures and get the horses bedded down for a big blow, a norther, as they were saying last night."
"I hate snow," Jess said. "Used to love it when I was a kid." Popping the top on a can of Coors Light, the only beer that Marcus Barber would drink, he leaned back in his chair and stared out toward the forest that surrounded the Barber Farm. "What did Wilma mean when she said that you wanted to talk to me, Marcus? Are you guys in trouble or something?"
"I just hope you can believe what I have to tell you."
"Why wouldn't I believe you, Marcus? It can't be any worse than what I have seen and heard in the last couple of days."
Marcus sat down in the old swing with a beer in one hand and his leg resting on the seat of the swing. His arm hung over the back of the swing. He swallowed some of the beer and licked his lips. "It's warm for October, don't you think?"
"It is," Jess said. "According to Jan, my meteorologist daughter we are in for a rough winter. You said we were due to have a snowstorm and I believe you. Jan has been preaching the same thing. Jan is usually right about these things."
Marcus considered that for a long moment. "Yes, that could be, I'm afraid. The squirrels seem to agree with her. They're packing in the nuts like it's going to be a long cold spell."
Jess nodded his head in agreement and drank half of the cold beer in the can. The shadows from the forest were creeping toward them at a leisurely pace. Had Marcus heard him when he said he knew things that Marcus would not believe? He was not sure about that because he knew that Marcus had difficulty hearing sometimes. Jess thought that Marcus had spent too much time in the jungles of Vietnam. All those explosions and gunfire did something to a man, especially when you were lost in that jungle for eight months with Viet Cong all around you. Marcus did not like to talk much about that war and Jess had not mentioned it again after Marcus told him about it. Now they were engaged in another war and the enemy had them all surrounded. "Marcus, you said you had something to tell me. Is this one of those things where you have to get drunk to tell me about it?"
"It won't sound so bad as it really is if we got a couple of Coors in our belly, Jess. I hope you understand what I have to tell you because I sure don't understand it."
Jess finished his beer and put the empty can on the floor by the bucket feeling slightly guilty because Laura couldn't eat much less drink beer, yet he had to loosen up or he would not be any good to her at all. A couple of beers might release some of the stress and anxiety he was feeling. He could not afford to get sick or have a nervous collapse. With another full can in his hands, he popped the top and took a sip from the can. "What are you trying to say, Marcus? Are you trying to say that you saw something so horrible that you can't talk about it?"
"Something like that," he replied. "It all started about two weeks ago when two of my cows turned up missing. When I found them up that hollow, I could not believe what I saw."
"They were ripped open and all their internal organs were missing?" Jess said.
Marcus looked at Jess with a disbelieving expression on his face. "How did you know?"
"It happens that way in the movies. What did you do? Did you see who did it?"
Marcus sighed and acted as if he dreaded the answer. "Well, as a matter of fact, I did see who did it and I still can't believe what I saw."
"Are you sure it wasn't terrorists, or maybe some of those rebel groups that have been giving the wonderful government a justified headache these days?"
Marcus laughed. "Jess, I think you know that those rebels won't bother us. They have plenty to eat. They are well supported and their numbers are growing daily. If the socialist government continues in it present path we're going to have a full-scale revolution." Marcus failed to mention that they were members of the New American Liberty Party. They both knew that the left wing radical dictator they had for a President and his cabinet, had to go. They had destroyed the country. Few people had freedom anymore and the government controlled everything.
"I'm ready," Jess said. "You said you saw the person that did it. How did that come about?"
Marcus pulled the tab on another can of beer and drank from the can before speaking. "I didn't know who or what killed those cows but I sure was anxious to find out. After cleaning up the mess, I began to formulate a plan. The night after I found the first mutilation, I left the remaining cows in the meadow in the backwoods. With my rifle and a canteen of fresh water with me I hid in the woods where I could watch the cattle." He paused and drank more beer. "About nine o'clock I was beginning to believe they wouldn't come back. Convinced that I should go home and forget about it I looked at my watch to see what time it was when the moon appeared and lit up the field and the surrounding woods. I immediately saw movement in some bushes under the trees so I remained vigilant. When I sunk lower behind a fallen tree hoping that nobody had seen me two dark figures emerged from the forest and made track toward the nearest cow."
Jess was frozen to his seat. He'd read about cattle mutilations but this was the first time one had occurred in his neighborhood. "Did you get a good look at them?"
"Yes, I did and ever since then, I wish I hadn't seen them at all. They were big and hairy. Even though their heads and bodies were similar to humans, the similarity ended there. They had mandibles and had some of the characteristics of spiders. Even their hands had long slender fingers with claws on them. Of course, I didn't see all those features right then and there but before the incident was over I'd seen enough of them."
Jess pondered the situation for a while trying to visualize the creatures in his mind. He was sure they were the same creatures that had killed Mary Ann and the other people. "Were they carrying any equipment? How did they remove the organs from the animals? Did they use their claws?"
"You aren't going to believe this," Marcus promised. "One of them pointed an instrument that looked like a small flashlight at the cow. A blue ray enshrouded the poor animal and it seemed to go to sleep. Using the same instrument, they produced red laser beams they used to dissect the cow. It was an eerie sight watching two alien creatures kneeling beside my cow. Putting its organs into metal containers nearly terrorized me. I kept thinking they did that to humans as well as cows. I admit that I was angry enough to kill them."
"I know I'd like to kill them," Jess replied. "I'll tell you about something later and you'll understand why I feel that way and why I believe you. What did you do then?"
"I did what any red bloodied American would do when aliens try to take something from them. I aimed my rife at them and pulled the trigger."
"What happened?" Jess was sitting on the edge of his chair reaching for another beer while keeping both eyes focused on Marcus Barber.
Marcus drained another can empty and looked at Jess. "I'll take another one of those, if you don't mind," he said. When he had the beer in his hand, he opened it and took a few sips. He decided he did not want to get drunk. The night ahead would be long and he needed to think clearly. "I hit one of them in its chest. They jumped up. The injured one shot that ray at me. The beam missed me by inches but I didn't miss him the second time. I put another slug from my shotgun into his chest and he dropped to the ground. The other one ran to the woods and I followed him. Of course, when I needed it the most, dark clouds obscured the moon and I couldn't see a damn thing in the gloom of that forest but I found something else that will blow your mind."
"What was it?"
"Jess, you finish that beer and I'll show you. You know what they say, showing is better than tellin'."
* * * *
Chapter 6
Dareen Runyon had been a security guard at the Cloverleaf Home for Orphans for over three years. The security office was located at the main entrance drive, right next to a six-foot tall brick wall that surrounded the main part of the complex, where the officers could control access.
The security office was constructed of brown brick and had four sturdy windows so the guards could see in all directions. A knife gate kept visitors at bay until the officer cleared them and punched a button that allowed them to enter the facility.
Darren squirmed in his swivel chair trying to keep his kidneys from discharging until the other guard, Homer Stull, returned from his patrol. The bathroom was in the back of the building, the main administration office building that was behind the guard shack, but Darren knew that as soon as he left the office something would happen. Deciding he could not wait any longer, he grabbed his two-way radio and ran to the bathroom. Nothing much ever happened at the home so the world could wait long enough for him to run down the hall to the bathroom and take a piss.
The Cloverleaf Home for Orphans prided itself with the fact they cared for over five hundred orphans every day of the year and their good record brought in thousands of dollars in contributions from caring citizens and institutions. They did not want, and did not need bad publicity. They reminded their employees constantly about positive behavior. One negative event could destroy their image and cost them plenty.
Darren had this foreboding outlook, a feeling of impending doom, on his mind as he entered the bathroom to take care of important business. When he finished, he headed back up the hall just as he heard someone scream.
At the end of the hall, he used his access card to enter the security office. What he saw stopped him dead in his tracks. Homer Stull was lying across the desk with blood splashed on the desk, floor and on the ceiling over the desk. His severed head was on the floor with its eyes staring at Darren.
Captivated by what he was looking at, and the shock, Darren was unable to move for several seconds. When he finally realized the peril he was in he wondered who had killed the security guard. Shivering when he realized that he would be dead too if he had not gone to the bathroom when he did. Grabbing the phone, he dialed 911. All he heard in the receiver was static. Terrorists! The thought appalled him. What would terrify people more than the murder of five hundred helpless victims?
The guards were not allowed to carry cell phones, a decree instituted by none other than Sue Bishop, the administrator, because they had been spending too much time talking on them and ignoring their work. Dareen kept his cell in his locker located in the hall. If he could get to it then he might be able to call for help. He was concerned because he did not know what was going on and the phone lines were dead indicating that someone had disabled them. He did not know what was happening and who or what had killed Homer.
Unarmed, Darren sped out of the guard shack, across the lawn and two driveways to the administration building. His locker was in the front of the building near the personnel office and the reception area. He had to get help for the children and the staff. Whoever the murder or murderers were they had to already be inside the complex. They might harm the children and Dareen was not about to let that happen.
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