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My Demonic Ghost
By Jacinta Maree
When they set their chains upon you, you are trapped in their
Do not help these Banished Spirits…
Do not fall for them…
CHAPTER ONE:
I used to not fear death but now it follows behind me at every turn. I was nervous, visibly nervous; my fingers hadn’t let my luggage handle go since the beginning of the trip. It must’ve been nearly two years ago when I last rode the Whitehaven train alone. It was a two hour trip with the clattering and whinging of train wheels rolling over their tracks. But now I hardly noticed, I hardly noticed anything anymore. My eyes were glued to the endless passing of water down below, its navy glow reflecting off the orange and faded pink tinge spread across the sky. The sun; it was setting, tucking itself back into its slumber behind the lips of the far off mountains. I lingered on the edge of sleep throughout most of the trip.
My hard case luggage rocked against me as the slither of the train ducked its head into a nest of hills and houses. The stretch of endless blue sea vanished without a moment’s notice as I entered the mouth of the tunnels. The silence of the voices, the lack of company, and the vacant touches of strangers as they weaved past; these subtle things I would have never thought I’d miss. Now it was just me, this one train, and my bag. My mum had been sitting with me the last time I was here; I had been about three years younger, with an ice-cream in my hands that leaked down my fingers. I had smiled, laughed, looked up at my mum’s kind blue eyes and felt at home instantly. The weather had been a lot warmer back then. I now cringe at the notion of anything icy moving along my hand. But this time my mum was nothing more than a voice on the other end of a phone call.
She had called just moments before; worried of course, the sadness in her voice was poorly masked by laughter. I could only comfort her back with the same fakeness. It was a short call, cut off by the distance separating us. The train finally came to a halt with the screech of metal wheels, rocking back and forth. I picked up my bag and walked out.
The smoke of the train floated into the air in thin black mushroom tails and disappeared behind the trees. As I got off the train the station was nothing more than a block of concrete in the middle of bush with only two wooden posts and one large sign. One would think there was no such thing as Whitehaven and the train had merely deserted me in the middle of a bush land.
Whitehaven was a little town tucked away in the mountains. I suppose there are some advantages to being in the bush compared to the city, but his place, these swarms of nature and wild life, this wasn’t home. Not to me anyway, a girl who is use to trees being confined behind fences.
The wisps of my light blonde hair played beside me, tickling under my chin. Three months ago Mum and I drove out here to visit dad, but Mum hasn’t been back since.
I paused and clutched at my chest as a surge of twists yanked at my heart. The memory hurt so I instantly dropped it.
Leaving the dirt path, stepping foot onto the cracked concrete of the road and following down the line of houses, I was inching closer to the house. But the closer I got, the heavier my footsteps felt and the tighter the knot in my stomach seemed to pull. The streets were silent, occupied more by nature than people as the stretch of concrete road crumbled back into dirt lanes. It was getting darker and darker by the minute, the light fading much faster compared to the sunsets back home. The city lights kept the people awake but here nothing glowed except the moon.
Entering the pit of the woods I stumbled upon an old, decaying house. It was grand in structure, made of stone and had more leaves than tile sitting on top of the roof. Across the face of the house were patches of white panel windows and a single green door. A stone path that lead toward the entrance was buried underneath the grass; the roof appeared hairy, filtered with a green paste of leaves as vines climbed up the walls and dangled lifelessly off the window sills. The building was double storied with gnarled trees leaning and peeking into the bedroom windows. The front yard was large and connected by a long patch of untamed grass; a clearing path for cars where the in dints of car wheels vanished underneath the lush of re-growth.
The knot that had once entangled in my stomach had morphed into steel cords pegging my feet into the ground. The weight intensified from being a small downward tug to now heaving a huge crate behind me.
I reached the door without any manner of grace within me, having twice tripped on boulders hidden among the garden bed and once slipped through a ditch where rabbits had burrowed themselves a home. With my hand held up high, fingers curled into a fist I quietly knocked twice on the front door. There wasn’t any movement inside, no shadow gliding between the gaps of the door, nor were any of the lights on.
My knocks were meant to be casual but had somehow quickened into urgent taps, and I hadn’t noticed until now that my hand was trembling as I held it out. I planted down my bags and weaved my way through the front garden, leaned up against the window and peered in. Just as I expected, inside was completely dark and lifeless. But he has to be here, he wouldn’t be anywhere else.
I couldn’t keep my voice steady, “H-Hello?” Another tap, this time on the glass of the window as the hollow sound echoed inside the household. There was a stir of life, small but quiet. I scampered back to the front door just in time to catch the doorknob twist. The hinges creaked as the door was slowly pulled inside. He kept to the shadows with just an eye hooked around the door.
“Dad… it’s me…. Rachael.” The man flinched, ready to slam the door shut but stopped himself.
“Rachael? My dear girl, I’ve missed you so much.” He stepped out and hugged me.
I could have burst into tears right there and then. He looked like nothing more than the waste left from his former life. He was old beyond his years; frail and balding so patches of his blonde hair could barely be seen across his grey scalp. His eyes were drooping; his skin, paste and bones, could be seen poking through the thin fabrics of his robe. Even as he hugged me, I could feel the quiver in his breathing and the knobs of his spinal cord down the back of his leathery skin. He was dying, but not from body failure. It was something else, a mental thing, and it was the reason why everything had turned out the way it did. My world had changed again and again, like a boat being thrown onto its side by each large, passing wave, never letting me have time to assemble myself and resettle before the next hit bowled me over.
No amount of medical treatment could find out what was wrong with him, out of all the psychiatrists in all of the hospitals that admitted him. He just started dying …without warning. No cancer cells or signs of rare diseases, it was as though his body sped up to meet that of an 88 year old. The doctors wanted to write a book on him, but he wouldn’t allow it and neither would I, this is not how we wanted to remember him.
I left my bag sitting at the front foyer and followed dad into the kitchen. He used a cane to help himself stay upright and had a terrible limp. The walls, the carpet, the windows and even the stairs were covered in pulverized mud; his feet completely bare and blackened as he dragged himself around. There was a lingering stench buried inside the furniture; it was as if dad and this decaying reek had moulded into one to create their own unique perfume.
“You must be thirsty, please sit down. I’ll get you a drink.”
He was gone behind the kitchen wall where I could hear the clattering of cups and saucers. He returned with a glass of water and then sat down so we were facing each other at the dining room table. The blanket of dust covering the table was thick; I started to wonder what dad actually did with all his time. All of his belongings hadn’t been touched in a while, dust being collected across nearly every surface and there were muddy footprints covering the floor, perhaps he would spend his days outside in the garden and wobble in for bed with the dirt still stuck to his feet? A part of me even suspected that the bed would be also covered in dust and neglect.
“How’s school?” Dad asked.
“Oh, it is okay I guess. English is easy, even though I’ve gotten Mrs. Watson again but I guess that's alright too.”
“Mrs. Watson?”
“Uh … yeah, she was my year 8 English teacher.”
“I don’t understand, aren’t you in year 7 this year?”
I couldn’t help myself feeling just slightly offended, but quickly wiped my face clear before he noticed. “No dad… I’m fifteen now.” There was an awkward pause, my dad’s eyes dropping to the ground as I fidgeted in my seat.
“My own daughter is nearly sixteen?”Upset, he rolled his forehead into his palm and exhaled deeply. The tension made everything feel like walking on egg shells. “And your mum?” He spoke with his head propped up by his arm, his voice slightly muffled by his wrist.
“She’s fine too…”
Another gap filled with awkward silence. Daringly, I glanced upwards and pursed my lips, thinking cautiously if I should bring up the topic of the demons. If I were to mention the spirits, would he open up to me? Or would he scream and try to hurt me? Hurt himself again?
I bit my lip and lowered my head, too, the cup of water now shaking in my hand. I couldn’t do it, not yet anyway.
It was a disturbing thought, a hazy nightmare that lingers and pokes at me in reminder that it was still there like an alarm clock going off every half an hour. Tick! Tick! Tick! Tick!
It had begun a year and a half ago, the obsession of spirits and the need to follow the orders of this so called “evil” to free himself. It burned my eyes to remember. I glanced up and blinked slowly, dad watching my face with anxious patience. He hadn’t been to any special or suspicious places that could have been the reason for this change in behaviour, nor did he take drugs or interact with anybody that could have influenced him. He just changed, referred to his soul as nourishment for the banished, and how this connection was dragging him into his early grave. First he had just disappeared for a long time then started immersing himself intensely in demonic exorcists and acting out in aggressive and violent ways. He lost all interest in everything that he used to hold dear; got fired from work, continuously left Mum and I worried about his safety for weeks on end, set fire to things, broke into people’s houses or attacked strangers on the street, and constantly tried to end his own life. He was sent from mental institution to mental institution, all of them unable to offer any source of a cure.
He lost everything: the house, his family, his marriage, his mind, and now he’s losing his life.
“Is your mum, s-s-seeing anyone… else?” His head twitched, jerking quickly towards the cluster of shadows in the hallway behind my shoulder, and when I turned my head to catch what he was staring at, he dropped his head back into his open palm again. I turned back very carefully, pacing my words in even and steady breaths.
“Uh, no she's not…. Do you still love her?” Perhaps this was my inner child talking, wanting my family to be back to the way things were. Always chasing my happily ever after.
“Yes,” he said quickly while lifting his head up so our eyes met. “Does she still love me?”
A burn of guilt caused my lower lip to tremble. I could not answer. I lowered my head, and softly, I heard him exhale and lower his, too. After a few hours, I had set up dad a nice hot tea and served him his prescribed medication.
By the time I said my goodnights and tiptoed up stairs, it had just reached 8:30. The room was just as plain and old as the rest of the house, neglected and broken, like an old abandoned tree house that no one liked to venture into. I heaved my bag up with me, dumped it by the foot of the bed and rummaged through until I came across a book. The bindings were weak and losing grip on the pages. The bed wasn’t dirty, but moaned underneath me as I climbed on top.
***
Sitting in the shadows, waiting for his time to come and for the girl to retire, lingered a pair of eyes that did not belong to this house. They followed Rachael up the stairs before turning back to George, who was slouched over on the couch in front of the lit fire place. The flame licked up the walls, already black and charcoaled from previous meals, burning out quickly. From a twist of black smoke stepped forward the slim build of a young boy. He made no noise except a small brush of wind, stepping so lightly that not even the dust was disturbed.
“Who is she old man?” The voice was light, young, innocent; yet he held a charm which was slick and delicate, like a soft sprinkle of water but with an underbelly growl of vinegar. To put it in physical terms, it’s like walking towards an open bloom of an irresistible flower yet still able to sense the venom and thorns on its body. This boy, he didn’t look human, not so much in the sense that he had extra limbs or a disfigured form, no; he was inhuman in the state that he was perfect. Beautiful. Dangerously beautiful.
“None of your concerns, demon, just let me rest for a while.” George’s eyes remained fastened forward into the flickers of the dying flames. In a quick sweep the boy hovered over the chair behind the older man, his feet not touching the ground as he linked both hands behind his back.
“That’s not a very nice thing to say, and after everything I’ve done for you…” He smirked, his eyes flickering with the glow of a vivid emerald underneath the rim of charcoal hair. A stain of black ash tinted his forehead, stopping at an even cut across his cheek bones and through the straight arch of his nose so that his mouth and jaw were left clean. The rest of his skin was marble white, except the black smudges of ash that marked his exposed arms and neck like bruises.
“You? What have you ever done for me??”
“I let you see the truth, didn’t I?”
“Demon, please leave. I have my daughter upstairs-just don’t do anything”
“Shut up” The boy chuckled and spun in the air, “I own you, don’t forget that.”
Snapping his fingers, smoky grey chains appeared strapped around George’s neck, binding down both of his wrists and ankles into heavy black locks that were held like reins in the boy’s grasp. George wheezed and convulsed in his seat, struggling for a moment against the chains before collapsing exhausted.
***
I had studied the tales of spirits, learned of their appearances and how to expel them from bodies, houses, and pets (in theory that is). I trained myself only to a beginners level, able to detect the symptoms of the bad spirits from the good and had even read lightly over the old stories of the Bible, trying to match the accusations my father made with any other stories of past victims, but the one thing I couldn’t do was to bring myself to believe it was actually true. Even though I loved the idea of something beyond what the human eye could see and that could unlock a new world of possibilities, I also felt comfort and security knowing that there was nothing outside my understanding or the understanding of the human race. Maybe I believed him… Maybe I didn’t, or just couldn’t. The words blurred underneath my heavy eyelids, and I didn’t bother fighting for consciousness. I slipped into sleep without registering the dark overpowering me.
***
The spirit hummed melodiously over the restricted body of the older man, lips pushed together as he let out a little whistle.
“Really, I’m not all that bad. How could you still not like me?” The boy grinned and flipped over onto his stomach, the chains still firmly in his grasp. George muffled a small cough, his chest rising and falling with deep heavy pulls. He could have easily shouted for Rachael if he really tried, but his breath was falling short and the boy would surely have gagged him before he could utter the letter ‘R’.
For a ghost, the boy seemed to be completely solid. He wasn’t transparent, didn’t have any white or silver outline, despite being able to levitate and teleport through clouds of black smoke. He seemed as solid as the couch which George sat bound to and wasn’t what the books had described spirits or demonic ghosts to look like. He was about 5’2 in height with a perfectly round face, slim to the point where you could nearly count the ribs across his chest. His skin was bone white and flawless. His hair was black with long bangs that swept into his eyes and layered with messy flicks that were finger combed forward. His eyes were large and lush, the deepest of greens.
He wore a boys’ summer school uniform, a simple white shirt that had been ruined with dirt stains, scratches and tears along the bottom hem. His shorts stopped just above his knees, dirtied as well, though the marks were hidden among the dark, mint green colour. He wore dark brown boots and around both his wrists were thick black wrist bands.
“Stop messing around, we still gotta get the Staff, I don’t want another mess up like last time.” The chains faded back into clear air, and though no longer visible, were still tight around George’s joints. He sat on the couch, silent and content, his breathing still deep. With a small smirk, George went rigid and grunted under his breath.
“What are you smiling about?” Lock whispered. George’s smile grew. “Answer me!”
A cough erupted from George’s chest and through his wrinkled lips, loud enough that Lock flinched backwards. His breathing was rapid and uncontrolled, barely able to inhale any oxygen into his lungs. As George jerked forward, a small vial was shaken loose from his grip and rolled slowly into his lap. Lock peered at it, his eyes straining, for he was bothered by the small print and the long vocabulary. Yet he didn’t need to read the ingredients or the title to tell that it was a fatal type of poison.
“You- how? That’s impossible; I monitor your every move…” George heaved forward in his cough so that the delicate bottle was thrown from his lap and shattered into tiny pieces onto the ground.
“It wasn’t me…. who slipped it…. into my drink…”
Lock inhaled and clutched desperately at the chains that surrounded George’s limbs. But it was too late; the connection was fading along with George’s life. “You don’t get to devour my soul any more demon…. Now you can die… and perish… in hell where you belong.”
“You bastard!” Snatching at the restraining collar, Lock shook him violently until George flopped lifelessly in his grasp. Not a second afterwards, the boy started to slip further and further into the shadows of the room. The darkness was quick and silent, sweeping over him, sucking at his face as rotting wrinkles and decaying cracks scarred his perfect, translucent young skin.
He fell into a heap on the ground, bent over and clutching at his chest.” No…. It’s happening again, its coming. I can’t go! I don’t want to be sent there.” Pushing himself upwards only to collapse once more, the youth could feel his own connection with this world slip between his fingers, for how was he supposed to survive on the surface without a host to feed off? He was surely doomed, unable to move in search of another body as the wrinkles began to sink further and further into him, eating him slowly piece by piece.
***
A distinct crash alarmed me as I shot up from my book, my eyes droopy as the haze of the room spun around me. I had fallen asleep on top of my novel, the page sticky up against my cheek as I rubbed at my forehead. It took a moment to register what had happened before the sound of wheezing coughs alerted me to my dad. OH NO! I slipped and staggered to my feet, sprinting desperately for the door as I fell into it, yanked it open and galloped down the halls.
“Dad? Dad??” I shouted as my voice broke under the strain; beating my feet against the carpet as I clawed at the walls, trying to spring myself forward to get to him faster. I cursed myself now for my lack of athletic ability. By the time I had reached the top of the stairs the coughing had stopped and was replaced by the groans of pain and heavy breathing.
I couldn’t control my hands or my feet; just felt them slapping the ground as I hit each step. I reached out for the railings but didn’t have time to grasp, moving quickly onto the next step before I even realized I was trying to grab for support. I felt a pain shoot through my toes as I tripped on the last step; just at the same moment I faintly saw a dark shadowy blur instinctively jerk upwards and spring to the rafters. My mind was elsewhere and I forgot it instantly as I fell to my knees in front of dad; grabbing his hand, I was able to feel the temperature drop in his body.
“Dad? No please, don’t die Dad. Please? Don’t leave me…” No matter how much I screamed he didn’t respond, inside I knew, no matter how hard I shrieked or how long I waited, he wasn’t going to wake up, and after letting the tears pour from my eyes, I finally got to look at the peaceful smile he left on his face. With a racing heart that felt like I could vomit at any second, I bit back my tears and let my hands drop.
“Oh dad.… I’m so sorry-”
BAM.
A body crashed onto the ground right beside me as I shrieked and recoiled. Instantly I kicked myself away from the carcass, frantically as though I was swimming poorly in a back stroke. The thing lay unconscious with its face down, fingers twitching subtly as wisps of soft black smoke fizzled off it in long spaghetti strands. I was frightened and tense, sitting at least 3 metres away from it, watching the body heave and struggle for breath under its own weight. If there was any time for my heart to beat its self into a heart attack, now would be the moment. My lips were quivering, fingers shaking, and my eyes were clouded with tears. The foreign animal was spread out and squirming on its stomach, covered in a blanket of clothes and a mane of black on top of its head. And how on earth was it hiding in the rafters for so long? This house really did harvest monsters!
“Oh… oh God.” The strange form started making more sense. The slender shoulders turned towards me; the ruffled hair, the tattered uniform and the trembling back that quivered with each breath. This wasn’t a strange animal at all; it was a boy. I felt stupid for not realizing it sooner and I crawled quickly towards the body. The necessary questions of who was he, why was he here, is he dangerous, is he dead just didn’t seem to be of any importance. But before I could place a hand on him, he flicked his head up and startled me into drawing back.
“Are you okay?” His face was hollowed in with deep, black wrinkles. He looked up wearily and watched me, unable to speak as if his lips were too dry. His eyes were large and green, a fearful look in them. My frantic mumblings appeared completely lost on him, like white noise falling from my lips. I felt utterly hopeless and it made me sick to my stomach.
“What happened? How can I help, what should I do? Where's the phone? Water? Do you need water? ”
The walls around me spun, faster and faster as the world tilted and knocked everything to the left.
He kept his eyes on me, unfocussed and distant but still glued onto my swaying head, his lips trembling. As more time faded, so too did the smoke around his body start to thicken. Neither of us was paying much attention to the other, my head ferociously turning as I searched for aid while he dragged himself closer to me, that same determined, dangerous, and monstrous greed burning in his gaze.
Everything happened so quickly that I wasn’t sure how it happened at all. Just as I turned my head to face him, he numbly heaved himself onto my knees; and just as he fell forward in a state of exhaustion, I leaned in to check if he was alright. And, in that spilt second, he fell into me, unconsciously slipping his lips into perfect form upon my mouth. I froze immediately; not only was I caught off guard, but something beyond my understanding was starting to emerge. My entire body dipped downwards, my heart plunging into my stomach.
A curl of smoke spiraled around me, around us both, and captured us into the eye of a miniature cyclone that thickened in both expanse and speed. The room vaporized around me, cutting off my vision so I was left in complete darkness, only able to feel a hand move to the back of my head, holding me in place as a pair of freezing lips captured mine. He was so cold.
The dark vortex was so violent that it whipped my hair uncontrollably upwards and shook my entire body; like a dog thrashing a chew toy. I wanted to scream but he held me still, silently waiting to take me out, waiting for my head to knock into something hard. Yet despite the violent bouncing of my body, he stayed with me the entire time; the only difference being that he grew stronger, his hand became firm and his lips were no longer just sitting on mine but instead pushing in as if he was trying to take the very breath inside my lungs for himself. It all happened in a matter of seconds, I didn’t even get a chance to pull my hands up and push him off; once free, he lifted himself up, allowing me to crumble to the ground. Stunned, I lightly touched my mouth, still able to feel the cold sting he left behind.
He was gone. The room was gone.
I sat somewhere else, somewhere different. There was no fire place here, the couch had disappeared along with my father; the carpet was now wood as the room became alive with a soft glow of the setting sun. Messy stacks spread out in front of me and all across the walls of the room were mountains of boxes, old toys, clothes and forgotten furniture. The soft melody of a sweet piano accompanied with violins and flutes could be heard playing nimbly. It was supple and slow, akin to the harmonious voices of a host of angels.
I searched for it only to realize it was actually just a CD player, the song left on repeat. The air was thick and stuffy for no one had bothered to crack a window open, and the stench of damp wood filled my nostrils. I felt myself spring upwards onto my feet, twirling, and completing a full 360 degree turn. I was completely dumbfounded; unsure of where to go, or how I got here and what to do. I took two steps in each direction before stumbling back into the middle of the room. I spotted a closed wooden door sitting opposite me but before I even had a chance to run towards it, I was pulled back by a voice. A boy’s voice; crisp with youth.
“Well, that was lucky.” Much to my relief and confusion, the young dying boy had completely restored himself. He watched with great powerful eyes that pierced me with his sharpened glare. His skin was full and smooth like cream. He was beautiful, dazzling beyond words as his face rolled towards me, knocking my breath hard from my chest.
“Who… who are you?” I managed barely.
The boy paused, looking me over.
“I am Lock.”
I was uneasy, studying him and waiting for him to continue. I was lost in a mixture of awe and desperation; something was terribly, terribly wrong.
“How did we get here? Where are we??” I questioned in my best demanding voice.
“Where we are doesn’t matter, for now you belong to me. That stupid man had…”
“That man? You mean my father??”
“Duh!” The boy snorted, “I can’t believe I am going to have to explain this all over again…”
I grabbed at my chest, able to feel the heavy pounding of my heartbeat like feet stamping inside me. This boy was a ghost, the very thing my father had tried to convince the world that was controlling him, that this other realm of good and evil spirits existed within arm’s reach. The room again began to spin and I felt the need to sit down and rest my head, guilt and shock slowly choking me. I hadn’t believed dad either…really how could I? It was an absurd idea that could only be connected with a psycho, by someone who was probably paranoid beyond recovery and was the type who sat with shot guns surrounding them, chanting under their breath that the end of the world is coming. But here he is, standing right in front of me looking exactly just as my father described him. A demon in angel’s clothing. I tried to beat some sense into myself, but no matter how many times I closed my eyes and rattled my head, the boy didn’t fade into the couch with my father snoozing on it, nor did the attic around me morph back into the living room.
“Listen here girl,” it growled, “this is the deal. Your soul now belongs to me. We need to find the Staff. Got it?”
My soul? I grimaced and clutched my hands to my chest as if I could hide my soul within, thinking deeper back into what my father had once said. They’re using my soul as some sort of nourishment, like a battery! It’s the spirits; they’re taking away my life so they can stay on earth for longer. I swear it’s true; it turns out they’re looking for this instrument or something that will set them free. I’m not really sure though, it won’t explain properly. But I’m forced to help them; I don’t want to but they are controlling me. I don’t want to. I don’t want to…Selfish bastards….
I blinked and swayed backwards, realization hitting me hard, now it’s going to happen to me. It may have been a selfish worry, dreading my father’s path with great panic; ending up crazy, alone, covered in dirt in a lonesome house. And his soul… his soul was taken by this creature.
I was going to be like him, I was going to die like him.
“No,” I bellowed, “No, you can’t, I won’t let you. You can’t kill me like you killed my father; I won’t let you use me.”
The room whipped around me as I kicked backwards, reaching out for the door. My footsteps stampeded across the floor boards, the boards creaking under the strain as I listened, dreadfully cautious for footsteps following mine, chasing me down. Yet Lock did not move. He stood still in his spot, watching me as I played a game of tug of war with the door knob, only to have the door shudder in refusal. I peered over my shoulder as Lock lowered his head, watching with a sense of remorse and pity as I struggled for freedom.
“You can’t escape, the door is locked… It’s always locked.” he whispered gently.
“Let me out.”
“I can’t.”
“LET ME GO.”
“I told you I can’t.”
“LIAR! You’re lying to me.”
“Shut up. You’re so annoying,” he snarled, “I don’t care if you like it or not but you’re stuck with me. We’re connected now and I need you to survive so deal with it, stupid!”
I felt myself unsteadily obey and fall silent.
“What are you exactly?” I lent myself flat up against the door; it was locked and wasn’t going to budge. Perhaps if this thing is civilized, I just may have a chance.
“What am I?” Lock repeated, stepping forward as he pretended to stroke the flawless angle of his chin. “I’m not too sure, a gho.. No, a deity I would call it, or perhaps even spirit lord would do.” He laughed sarcastically. My entire body shivered again and again at his chuckle, it was evil. He was evil.
“I think monster or demon is better suited,” I instinctively spat. Lock growled under his breath and sharpened his stare that pricked me like a splinter. My eyes couldn’t stay on his for long or they would have surely liquefied.
He somersaulted himself up off the ground and flipped into the air so quickly that I struggled to follow, leaving a trail of smoke behind him as he appeared in one loud bomb of ash and locked his arms around my shoulders. He didn’t weigh anything but I could feel his presence throttling me; his arms ringed around me with such strength that I couldn’t inhale a single breath. His face was too close. Way too close, so that I tried to look everywhere except the haunting green eyes boring into my face.
Snarling, he laughed in triumph, “I’d rather you called me master!”
The spiral of dark powder spun around me once more, swallowing me back into a coil of ash. The spirit chanted in a low demonic voice like hot whispers, stripping his melodious tone of any human or innocent resonance. He spoke in a dead language I couldn’t understand; except for only a few words that I caught which were in English, ‘death’ and ‘binding’.
A set of heavy black chains materialised on me, locking onto my neck, both wrists and around my ankles. I was completely trapped, like a bound calf. Instantly I could feel the ice hands of death sweep over the room, seeping slowly through the chains that strangled me. I don’t know how I knew it was death; that this icy feeling just wasn’t a crack in the window. It was deeper, thicker and heavier than anything I’ve ever felt and went beyond the touch of skin. It attacked all senses ferociously. Fear poured down on me like a furrow of frost wind, making my entire body shake under its own weight, moving like I was embedded in a chilling shiver. I was consumed by the thought that Lock was prepared to slaughter me right here and now. Is this it? I am to be sacrificed? I had become numb from my fingertips to the points of my toes, just barely able to hear a light, swift chuckle as he floated above my head.
“I’ll be watching.”
I didn’t have time to fully absorb Lock’s warning as I was swallowed into the spiral of shadows momentarily and reappeared back into the dining room, sitting back by my father's feet. He was sitting facing me, with his eyes closed and a soft smile across his relaxed face; as though he was letting me know that everything will be alright. I couldn’t stop myself from shaking. I couldn’t stop myself from crying. Wrapping my arms around his knees and burying my face into his legs, I let out painful sobs.
I’m so sorry! Please, help me, what am I to do? Save me dad!
A few hours had passed as I sat facing a stern older woman, wrapped in a blanket as paramedics hovered over my father. They checked his neck for a pulse and after a moment exchanged swift shakes of their heads. They lifted his body upwards and lay him out across a trolley, pulling up white sheets until his head was completely covered. The layers fell against his body leaving an outline of his resting form.
I sighed, tense, my fingers twitching and my mind racing a hundred miles a minute but not registering any thought at all. I could feel Lock’s cold presence lingering, watching me in the darkness and draining me with every passing second. It felt horrible. How long will I have to wait until I too go insane? And what about my mum, she would surely break down if she were to find out… I shuddered so hard that my entire body shook. I can’t do this to her.
“Are you okay? Would you like a drink?” The older woman wrapped her arm around my shoulder as I broke out in shivers and shakes.
“Did you know my dad?” I inquired.
“No, I didn’t know him personally, but the hospital dealt with him on weekly basis. He was always so kind to all the nurses.”
“You never saw anything abnormal? Like a young boy with him, around thirteen or fourteen?” I lowered my head, feeling the burn of the nurse’s stare harden.
“What are you talking about? As far as I know, he was always alone. Preferred it that way too, I believe.”
“Did he speak about bad spirits?” Glancing up so my sore red eyes could focus on her face, I stole a peek at the towering nurse, her once wrinkled smile pulled back into an uncomfortable frown, stubborn and intimidating like a principal ready to discipline a student. Her eyes were outlined by stress wrinkles, deep and burrowed into her pasty skin where soft, mousy hair poked out in patches underneath her nursing cap. Around her neck was the Crucifix.
“Well-”
“Never mind,” I quickly smiled and shrugged the question off, turning back to face my father, whose body was being wheeled out the front door and into the waiting ambulance.
Everything around me seemed to slow in time. The ticking of the nurse’s watch became loud, and gradually, nothing but heavy thumps as the wheels of the trolley squeaked away. I could never explain this situation without sounding as insane and disturbed as my father. I can’t follow his path and try to rely on others. Otherwise it’ll be me next that’s being wheeled out underneath white bed sheets. To have the world look at you as if you’re crazy, to be an outcast in your own family, and used as a slave by supposedly fictional spirits, how that must’ve felt. To be so alone, ignored, and told over and over again that you’re a liar and that you’re crazy, could anyone do anything different than what he did? But at least I know what the demon wants; he wants me to help find some sort of Staff. But what is this Staff? Is it a weapon of some sort? Can he harm others with it? If I don’t do as he says, I’ll become a walking eighty-eight year old teenager. Should I help or shouldn’t I? Live by helping the bad or die by being good? It’s like being pushed into a war but ending up on the wrong side. On the losing side. What do you do then?
Die or join them?
CHAPTER TWO:
I waited for Mum to call but my mobile connection was poor. To keep myself busy I started scrubbing at the bench surfaces of the kitchen tables. I found a total of six rat bodies that had died underneath the gap of the fridge, an infestation of centipedes had taken over the walls across the halls and up the stairs, and I was pretty sure I had stumbled upon a nest of cockroaches lingering around the bath tub. How my father could have lived like this was beyond my understanding.
The very first time dad had brought the family to this house was around 3 years ago; it had been left behind by a distant uncle, related by marriage, who lived here with his second wife and their three sons. I hadn’t met this uncle until I was thirteen. Two of the sons, both of whom were older and belonged to my uncle’s first marriage, were on the verge of leaving the nest; but the youngest son was around my age, and belonged to the second wife’s ex-husband. I noticed the older brothers had their father’s staggering height and somewhat sophisticated charm. I didn’t get to meet the youngest boy; apparently he had been busy helping out the neighbour.
Uncle Ray had a businessman’s beard and sallow, nicotine-stained skin that reeked of smoke. He had a potbelly forming, which he didn’t seem to know what to do with, and warm brown, slicked back hair. The roots at his temple were already turning grey from his hard years of being the head of a corporate business. He was friendly, laughed a lot, and had a bowl of hard candy sitting on the living room table as much for himself as visitors.
His second wife was beautiful and quiet, but had a strange taste for a combination of rubber gloves mixed with summer dresses. My parents often made remarks about how she cared more about the house’s appearances than her own children. But as time passed it became less funny and became truer. Then suddenly, they just moved; I wasn’t sure of what exactly happened to the family, I never heard anything more about them.
She’d probably want to kill someone if she saw how her house is now, I couldn’t help myself chuckle coolly, stroking my finger against the doorframe and inspecting the coat of dust that clung to it. The house used to be filled with dashes of green and gold, the radio playing classical favourites, and the lights were left on in every room to help bring forward the beautiful paints, or so my Aunty justified the large electricity bill.
I moved into the lounge and flicked on the light switch, blinking the room into life. Turning to continue dusting, I nearly stepped through the spirit who had appeared within an inch of me. He was glaring at me, accusingly, through the sweeping bangs of his hair.
“Keep it off,” he demanded before bursting into a cloud of smoke as the lights flickered and burnt out. I took a quick step back and yelped. I could feel the panic rise in me and did my best to stop my shaking.
I couldn’t continue cleaning any longer so I crawled up onto the couch with my book, flicking through the pages and looking wearily upwards to check if the ghost was lingering around. I just had a suspicious feeling of danger. I could vaguely sense that he was watching and couldn’t shake that fear of angering him. I had my spirits and demons source book out as I desperately flipped through the pages trying to find any information about Banished Spirits.There were stories about witches, demons, ghosts, spirits of the dead and spirits of the underworld, and yet nothing could match the description of Lock. He was too real, looked too real (except maybe for the dark ash smear) and did not act like a mindless simulation of a former life, but like the behaviours of ordinary children. I hadn’t slept at all last night. I was sitting with such tension that my joints started to ache. Knees tucked up to my chest, shoulders tensed so that my neck disappeared, hands continuously rubbing and fidgeting together as my eyes shot around the room in high alert; I could definitely feel the decline in my own sanity. What I needed was to feel secure, to have friend or family member to keep me company.
“Whatcha reading?” I let out a long scream, nearly tossing the book into the air as Lock appeared, hovering above me and looking down over my shoulder onto a page about expelling ghosts. I slammed the book shut before he could read anything more.
“Please, don’t! Just go away!” I shrieked while hugging the book to my chest, afraid that he would try and tear it from my arms. I felt stupid, really stupid for blushing so hard when he looked at me. Lock floated backwards, looking a little hurt, before sinking to the ground and landing on his feet.
“I’m so bored. You’re boring. Do something!” he whined. I looked up at him with my eyebrows raised. What does he expect? Am I meant to be his source of entertainment? I couldn’t pull my eyes from him; I just didn’t know what he was capable of, of his true intentions.
Softly I hiccupped, “Like what?” I couldn’t think of anything fun that included a Banished Spirit boy with mood swings.
“I dunno, you think of something!!” Lock snapped again. I felt taken aback; did my father entertain him or something? Regardless, there was no way I was going to challenge him, no matter how rude he was.
“What are you?” I questioned softly after a moment of pause, trying to even out the shaking in my voice. He looked down at me, rubbing at his serpent eyes before running a hand roughly through his hair. I couldn’t stop myself from studying him, his every twitch and nervous fidget. He was astonishing when he wasn’t drowning me in a bottomless pit of uncertainty and awe; he looked different. Much different, even shy perhaps?
“I’m Rachael and I’m fifteen …umm, how old are you, Lock?” I felt like I was a hostage negotiator trying to keep him calm. Not once did I let my body relax.
“None of your business,” he said.
“Do you have any friends? Any family?” Lock scoffed loudly at the idea of family. He just didn’t make any sense; he wanted me to help, but wouldn’t cooperate. Every time I brought up a new question about him he either laughed or snapped at me, calling me stupid and boring. I was quickly growing a great disliking towards him and was even about to turn my back in surrender, a little annoyed that he was being so difficult.
“What about this Staff thing, tell me about that?” Lock’s almost permanent smirk fell as he lifted his head, looking over at me with a look of genuine surprise. His shiny green hues dilated. Intrigued, I instinctively leaned a little bit forward as well. He fell silent while peering over his shoulder vulnerably, looking for a distraction or anything he could ridicule. Sighing, he lowered himself to the floor, coming eye to eye with me as I remained seated.
“I can’t explain it very well,” he mumbled.
He looked so innocent, so young and small that suddenly all that hatred I had felt, all the resentment had, instantly flew out of me. My lips twitched slightly, unsure of what to say. I didn’t have any siblings, and although I had heard stories from my friends of the irritation they felt towards their little brothers and sisters, all that fighting and screaming and the annoyance of crossing each other's boundaries, knowing they would jump in front of a car in an instant to save their lives; it was an emotion I couldn’t identify with. They had always whinged to me about how lucky I was to be the only child, never realising how lonely it is.
Just then, as Lock leaned forward, opening his mouth to speak, we heard the creak of the front door opening, and inside walked an impatient set of footsteps. I recognised the visitor the moment the door slammed closed, noting the urgency in her steps as she stumbled to get inside. We both had the same clumsiness. I sprang up from my seat, whispering ‘Mum' before running to her open arms. Lock evaporated into ash even before she had stepped foot inside the house.
“I heard what happened this morning, I’m so sorry that I couldn’t get in contact with you.”
She had obviously already been crying and was out of breath, her cheeks were tear stained and her eyes puffy. She wore her baggage around her shoulders, her short blonde hair pinned back in a low-neck pony tail and her bangs pulled back by a grey headband. I was so relieved at hearing her voice that I started to feel my eyes swell with itchy tears. I instantly started crying remembering the sadness I’d felt at the loss of my father and the loneliness I’d felt without my mum, which provoked her into capturing me in a hug. Her perfume, the scent of sweet lemons, reminded me of the poor stench of the rest of the house. I wasn’t sure how I adapted to the smell so quickly; always just sitting there, lingering in my nose.
We cried in each other’s arms for a while and after a paw full of snotty tissues we both stood, ready to prepare dinner. Mum went out to the closest FGS (Food & Goods Store), or here it was called the Camarra market, to collect enough groceries to feed us both. I was placed in charge of preparing the proper place setting, something I was more than happy to distract myself with. I fetched out two of the cleanest plates, two forks, two knives, a couple of spoons and two glasses, filling both with water. I placed them facing each other with placemats tucked underneath. Wiping my hands down my front, I pulled my hair free from its pony tail and allowed it to sweep down past my shoulders. The smell of fruit from my last wash now filtered the space around me as the silence became unnatural and alien. I was just standing here, smiling like an idiot, waiting for someone to say thank you or compliment me on my work.
“What the hell is that old hag doing here? Did you invite her?” I turned on my heel at the recognisable growling tone; startled once more by the sudden appearance of Lock, but this time able to control my shrieks. He sat with a frown on his face, arms crossed and his feet kicked up against the table while leaning back on the hind legs of the chair. Even as he puckered up his lips into a pout, his heavy emerald eyes remained firm.
“Excuse me, that’s very rude.” I know I had promised myself earlier not to challenge him, but it wasn’t only me I had to protect anymore.
“Well I don’t like her, she stinks like old dog! Kick her out!!”
“What? No way!” My voice jumped and I cursed myself for losing control so easily.
“I said DO it!! I’m the master and I’m telling you to get rid of that ugly old woman!” He held his tone with me.
“Watch your mouth, Lock!”
“Or what? You’re gonna punish me? Give me a time out? HA!” He literally spat his words and vanished once more into moving smoke, making sure he tipped over the glasses as he passed and causing the liquid to rush across the table.
I stamped my foot angrily but he was long gone before I could bite back. I tried to catch the water before it dribbled onto the carpet. One of the glasses had been chipped down the side and had to be replaced by a mug. Only a few minutes afterwards, I spotted my mum, Dianne, in the distance, walking towards the house; two plastic bags weighing down each hand as her purse bounced against her hips with every step. I checked awkwardly into the rafters and around myself, not knowing where Lock was, quickly side stepping towards the door.
“You better behave yourself,” I muttered lowly. I stretched my hand out for the doorknob just as the padlock on the front door snapped closed. My fingers flexed backwards in a moment of surprise, before reaching down and twisting the lock back the other way, not thinking too much into it. Just as I let go the lock twisted back, it again refused to stay. I had already figured it was Lock’s doing, trying to get me agitated again. Don’t freak out it’s just a little boy playing stupid games!
Trying to outsmart him; I decided to hold onto the lock and the door handle at the same time, hoping to unlock it just in time to pull the door open. As I twisted and pulled the door towards me it didn’t budge, not even the tiniest inch to let the breeze in. Pulling and heaving, I became frustrated and ended up booting the door with the side of my shoe. I’m not in the mood for this; cut it out. I itched to scowl at him, but my mum had already reached the door and was waiting patiently on the other side.
Gradually, in slow twists of fine smoke, appeared the shape of a hand, spiralling like tiny ash snakes into solid form right before my eyes. It was pushing against the door, holding it back in place against the frame.
“Please stop,” I begged. Hoisting one leg up and onto the wall to give myself more strength, I pulled backwards with all of my body weight. I was leaning so far back that I could feel how my back made a straight line from my one rooted foot up to the tip of my head.
“Rachael, sweetie, is something wrong?” Mum was peering in through the window; her hands still fasten around the groceries.
“I’m fine Mum, the door is just a bit warped that’s all,” I called out in a troubled laugh before shooting a fiery glance towards Lock, as serious as I could master, who stood comfortably in front of the door, his one hand still keeping it shut. “Cut it out right now. Stop being such a little brat!!”
He glared at me intently. Dianne started pushing and tapping on the other side, catching Lock’s attention as he jerked his head and shot her an equally nasty snarl. Mum didn’t react to him, glancing inside as though he wasn’t there, her eyes moved right through Lock and onto me who stood behind him.
“I said cut it out.” I hissed through my teeth, booting the door once more, embarrassed by my lack of power as my cheeks glowed with a reddening rash that climbed up my neck and reached my high cheek bones. Suddenly in a flash I could barely follow, the blinds on the windows shot down and closed off Dianne’s face. She kept tapping the window, laughing. Unbeknownst to her, I got a powerful strike to my stomach, Lock then shoving both his flat palms into my chest and throwing me down the hallway where I slammed my back into the end wall and crumpled to my knees.
Winded and bewildered, I coughed and groaned while turning over, clutching around my stomach with one hand as I used the other to prop myself up. My back throbbed with pain as bruises ran up my skin in purple coloured rings. Lock stood on the opposite side of the hallway, his eyes masked by the black smear of charcoal before bursting back into a dark blur and zooming towards me. I slowly started to gain my balance, feeling just a trickle of tears down my cheeks as my hand moved from the tension in my chest to the throbbing pain in my back.
Suddenly, a cold sting erupted through me as the shadow hit me head on, my hand jerking out of my control as my knees gave in and buckled. My entire arm stiffened and all my joints locked, fingers curled into the shape of a claw as my veins popped up among the surface of my skin. I wanted to cry but couldn’t produce the tears, watching as my arm convulsed and mutated itself, twitching and jerking in sharp disturbed movements while listening to the echo of Lock’s burning laughter inside my head. I was sure my arm was going to snap itself in half. The weight of the hidden chains kept dragging me to the ground with each weak attempt to get myself up. My knees were wobbling and my body squirming into distorted poses, my mind swimming uncontrollably as if I was drunk and couldn’t grasp the concept of what was going on. It felt as if my bones were shrinking inside of my body, almost on the verge of breaking.
By pure accident and luck, my arm flung out and knocked the light switch on in the hallway. The burning light poured over me like a heavy, hot blanket. I heard a howl as Lock thrashed inside me, throwing my body back onto the floor before shooting out of me and attacking the light bulb. The darkness fell in tiny glass shards, the light bulb shattering and raining down as the cloud of black fog looped above my head and darted up the stairs.
I was set free for now; able to catch my breath as Mum’s voice kept knocking on the window, asking me what was taking so long. I answered the door and let her in; I was shaking but not enough for her to notice.
With dinner finished and the night already deep in its cycle, I turned over onto my side, my hand tucked underneath my cheek, my eyes open and fully alert. I couldn’t sleep, not with all of these lingering shadows haunting me, and with the episode that happened before, I started to question Lock’s intention again. He looked so young, appeared so fragile and harmless, yet he was capable of twisting my limbs and controlling my will without even a struggle. What I am to do? I can’t stop him, I can’t do anyth- I paused, choking on my own words as I looked down, noticing the pattern of my hand. It had wrinkles across the knuckles and my nails seemed to have started rotting, the corners chipping away and snapping right through the middle of the white.
Was I... was I dying? Could this be the end for me already? My heartbeat quickened with suffocating force. It was just an illusion made by the overcast shadows, yet it still caused me to sit up, clutching my hand. Is this Lock’s work? Am I already decaying? It’s rot! It’s rot!! Luckily, I was mistaken. Figuring out it was just my overly paranoid mind playing tricks on me; I slipped back underneath the covers. I was so concerned about my own sanity and fate that I was actually driving myself mad. What was worse was the future of Mum, having her here in this trap with me; to watch me the same as we watched dad destroy himself. I couldn’t do it; I needed to stop this, if not for my sake then for hers.
What am I to do?
The next morning I woke up to the soft chirping of birds. The sun was warm and the breeze was pleasant, pushing the tree branches back and forth in a hypnotic sway. Leaning over to check my watch, I saw the time was 11 o’clock am. The household was dead silent. I searched the master bedroom for Mum and was surprised when I didn’t walk in on a bump cocooned in layers of sheets. Instead the bed was made; the covers pulled back and tucked in tightly. I sighed and crossed my arms over my chest, stepping back into the hallway before tiptoeing down the stairs. Mum had already left to fetch more food for lunch and dinner. I helped myself to yesterday’s supply in the fridge. Most of the curtains were drawn back so that the morning light could sweep inside.
Now that I was alone, I beckoned Lock out of the shadows. I looked up into the corners of the room and called for him softly, “Lock, hey Lock can you hear me?”
Slipping out of a spiral of ash, the young boy stepped forward, standing secluded in the one patch of shadows at the back of the room.
“What?” he spat, his back pushing up against the wall as his large green eyes cautiously darted over towards the sun’s rays. I glanced over at him, and then followed his stare back to the sun, smiling weakly as I noticed him squirm in discomfort.
“You can’t go into the light?” I questioned solemnly.
“No, that’s not it. I can, I just... I hate it.”
“Come on, its fine,” I whispered but Lock remained hesitant. I delicately leaned forward to take a hold of Lock’s arm but my palm slipped through him. Instinctively, I pulled my hand back. Lock’s eyes immediately dropped to the floor as if annoyed.
“You can’t touch a ghost, idiot.”
Swiftly, I linked my fingers around the cord of the blinds behind him and yanked it open, covering him completely within the silk of the sun. Lock was so immobilized in a state of shock that he didn’t even try to fight back, frozen within the rays as the heat shot over him, lighting up his pale face and causing his vibrant eyes to glow, if possible, even more vivid and wild. I softened my grip on the cord as the blinds dropped shut after only a few seconds, Lock now stumbling back into the shadows and bumping his back into the wall breathlessly.
Laughing, I grinned a toothy smile at him. “You try doing what you did yesterday; I swear you’ll be tan from all the sunlight you’ll be getting.” Instead of getting angry and throwing a tantrum he just bit back a frown and looked shamefully to the floor. Well, he looks like he’s sorry for what he did, I guess. Whatever he was, he surely wasn’t a monster. “But really, I wanted to talk to you about this whole ordeal.”
Lock kept his mouth closed while I spoke to him, his eyes not breaking connection with mine, like an obedient little puppy. “I need to know what’s going on; I need you to tell me about what you want.”
“We don’t usually talk to the Hosts, but I suppose it can’t hurt,” he mumbled, “I’m trying to get my way into the Third Realm. I did something bad and now I need to get the Staff so I won’t be punished for it.” He didn’t seem to really understand what he was saying, his forehead scrunching up in concentration.
“The Third Realm?” I questioned softly, straightening my back as I spoke. Always calm, always careful.
“Yeah. You know, where you go when you die.”
“Oh, you mean Heaven?”
“Kind of, but not really. I’m not allowed in Heaven, but I can get into the Third Realm if I get the Staff.”
What could have a young boy like Lock possibly have done that wouldn’t allow him to enter heaven?
“So, where is the Staff?” I asked.
“You have to find it, one of the Hunters has it, and you have to beat them to get it.” Lock clenched his fist in enthusiasm, grinning with an arrogant smile while I laughed awkwardly, shaking my head. A smile did suit his face better then a snarl; I was pleased to see such a genuine grin.
“Hunters? What are the Hunters?”
“Just as the name states, they are hunting for us. To take us back to where we belong.” Before I could ask any more questions, Mum walked into the kitchen and dumped two more bags of groceries onto the table.
“Here you go honey, just some more food to tie us over for the next couple of days.” Next couple of days?? I spun on my heel to face her, Lock already having disappeared back into the shadow; not that he needed to, he was invisible to her eyes, but I suppose he didn’t enjoy her company.
“Why are we staying a few more days, Mum?”
“You’re father had requested that we bury him here, so we’re staying for the funeral.”
“But, but...”
“Now Rachael I know it’s upsetting for you, but this is what he wanted. Plus, this house isn’t so bad once you clean it up a little bit.” My shoulders dropped in failure. I didn’t bother to argue, even if I was to be in this house or back at the apartment in the city, Lock was going to be following me regardless. Defeated, I sighed and nodded my head. Only a couple more days. I can do that. Only a couple more days, and then both Mum and I will be back to normal. Just a couple more-
“It’s such a beautiful day, why don’t you head off and check out the area while I unpack,” Mum insisted, cutting off my thoughts, already digging through the bags and storing the food into the fridge. I mumbled an obedient okay under my breath, dragging my feet up the stairs where I got myself dressed.
I kicked up the leaves across the drive way as I walked, the tail of my scarf tapping against my chest as my tied hair sat in a twisted ringlet down my side. The sky stretched out in front of me further than I had ever imagined; the clouds sprinkled across the blue sky like dashes of smudged paint and the trees huddled beneath, yearning for its warmth. I followed the verdant lushness towards the main road where I took a sharp right, slipping down the streets in mindless wonder. It was a relief to be finally out of that house. Being completely surrounded by dust, darkness, and other infestations had grown very bothersome.
I re-entered the edge of the bush again, nothing but thick trees sitting in front of me like jail bars, when my ears caught a small giggle coming from my left. Turning my head, I spotted the peroxide blonde curls of a young girl ducking her head out from behind a tree, her face covered by her hand as she snickered, her shoulders shaking as she did. Surprised, I stopped in my tracks abruptly, my eyebrows scrunched down as the stranger started to slip back behind the trees, giggling into her palm the entire time.
“Oh, no wait,” I stretched out my arm, reaching forward, but the girl had already hidden herself back into the forest, and before I knew it I was tracking the trail wisps of the girl’s blonde locks and echoing voice. I ran after her breathlessly, like chasing down the only person who held a cure for a fatal disease. It was strange how I felt compelled to pursue her. I would just catch a glimpse of the girl’s yellow sundress fanning out behind her, or the bounce of her long curls swinging off her shoulders, as I weaved in and out and around the trees and bushes. Ducking underneath branches and jumping over roots, I tried to gain speed but couldn’t catch up. It wasn’t long until she had disappeared altogether and I was left panting, looking around myself in disappointment.
“Where did she go?” I wheezed, standing in a patch of light that leaked through the gaps in the trees. I was surrounded by chirping and buzzing; the choir of the forest life. I turned around, hands on my hips. In my struggle to collect my breath, I was stunned to see the little girl only a few metres ahead. Standing with her back towards me, her eyes directed forward, watching something off in the distance so intently that she didn’t even flinch when the twigs snapped underneath my creeping footsteps.
“Hey, excuse me.”
Before I could plant my foot a heavy thump exploded into my stomach, sending my body flying into the air and crashing into a tree. The pain erupted only a few moments after impact and I inhaled a harsh breath. It came out of nowhere, the low grumblings of a hideous creature as it dragged its self towards me, drooling and chomping the air with large vicious teeth and powerful snaps of its long jaw. The little girl had disappeared behind the shadowy frame of the monster, its shoulder blades popping out from its scaly flesh so tightly that I could see the sharp edges of its skeleton turning with its movements.
I screamed and kicked back hard against the tree, pulling my head up from the large hind claws to the expanded chest, its large gorilla arms with its knuckles scratched along the ground. On the beast’s head was a deformed mix of a boar and rabbit, its long ears tapering back to a dark greyish brown that continued down its back. Wrinkles were etched permanently across its nose from the constantly snarling and baring of its teeth, its long sabre-like fangs protruding past its lower lip with a large bull ring pierced right through its snout. I wanted to scream but I was stunned into silence, like paralysing venom, as the animal let out a furious roar, tilting its large, thick skull into the air as pools of its saliva poured from its gaping mouth. I had never seen anything like it.
A feathery touch of wind skimmed my leg and without hesitation, a coil of ash spun in front of me. As Lock jumped from its shadowy depths, his arms held out in front of his body with his fists tightening to a fighting stance.
“Stay down,” he ordered as the beast rocked forward, roaring, spit flying from its open jaws. Lock flinched as he was sprayed with the bodily juices and quickly spun his arms into a windmill loop while kicking upwards twice, sending a disk of black shadows slicing through the monster’s belly. A growl erupted from its stomach as it stumbled backwards, using its thick, pillar-like arms to shield its chest before lurching forward in a lunge. With its head lowered, it charged at Lock but was reflected. Lock, jumping into a hover above the ground and spinning out a flying kick, sent out two more dashes of black wind that slammed into the creature’s oncoming head.
“What’s going on?” I screamed as the wind around me grew with speed, whisking anything loose on the ground into the air and oscillating it around into a tornado. Lock dived into the dirt, just barely avoiding a claw that shot out, smashing the tree above my head into a storm of splinters. I cowered and covered my head as the howls grew louder and more ferocious, Lock now flipping over so he was on his stomach, looking up at me. He had a panicked look on his face which shifted quickly to calculation.
“Over here you big, fat oaf. That’s right you stupid troll, look at me! Look at me!”
Teleporting with two quick bursts, Lock bellowed out at the top of his lungs, mocking and chanting so the creature had no choice but to turn its beady eyes over to him. He punched the air twice, firing two missiles of dark matter, one shooting over the creature’s shoulder and the other smashing into its neck before stretching out a large black shield with his palms, the dark rubber capturing the animal’s powerful punches as it swung its fists madly towards him. It looked like some sort of beautiful dance; Lock’s movements were swift and agile, every twist and every leap, spin and jump was perfect and avoided each powerful punch the monster threw at him. I couldn’t tear my eyes away for a single second, watching his arms thrust forward as he harpooned power balls from his fists. I lost any sense of fear I may have felt, overwhelmed with awe and absolute wonder, it was like watching a circus act with flaming torches, acrobats and no safety nets or harnesses underneath. A part of me even felt… anaemic, fatigued. Just as I was watching him spin into a back flip, his spine bending in ways I had only seen cats perform, I felt a vicious slap across my face, a branch shooting past and slicing my cheek, thumping my head so hard that my neck snapped the other way.
I let out a high shriek, cupping my cheek. I caught Lock’s attention as he glanced over at me, fear written across his young face before he too received a powerful hit, knocking him head first straight into the tree trunk. He toppled over in a heap onto the ground; his beaten body shaking under the tremendous strain before collapsing only after a few moments of struggle. He was quiet and still, stretched out like a rug.
I felt myself instinctively leap to my feet, watching in distress as the creature limped towards its defeated prize. It didn’t even react to me as I started yelling and taunting it, hurling rocks and twigs at its head and back.
My feet start moving on their own; sprinting as fast as I could, growing closer and closer to Lock, just as the beast’s enormous hand grasped for him. Its wretched stench burned my nostrils. I would have dry retched if I had the breath.
“Stop! Go away!” I was panicking; watching as this thing dragged its ape-like arms across the ground and towards Lock, ready to lift its brutish fists to crush him; to hammer down on top of him like a bug, to break every bone in his body, and I could do nothing. Nothing but watch in blind horror. And what, what will happen then? It’s not like I hated Lock so much that I could just stand by and watch an eight foot giant clobber him to death. But what could I do? What could I possibly do to save him, to save us both?
I skidded on my knees and held both my arms up, praying that the power of my open palms would shield us both from the demon. In my final breath I could only think of the pain, the explosion of pain I would experience as every single bone in my body was crushed and shattered inside me. My second thought shot immediately to Mum. Time ticked on, yet nothing happened, and in disbelief that my plan may have actually worked, I didn’t move when I heard the howling of the beast as it recoiled. I sat still for just a moment, my heartbeat so loud in my ears that it almost over took the booming claps of the creature’s feet, stumbling backwards as another silhouette leapt into the air from overhead, kicking powerful bursts of black and electric blue shadows in large sweeps. The monster swiped twice before unhinging its jaw and screeching in a high, ear-splitting pitch, so loud that I was left with ringing in my ears, before it exploded into a mushroom cloud of black smoke. The monster vanished, leaving behind the mass of its destruction. My arms dropped back to the ground, panting and crying, as the stranger landed with a steady thump on all fours in the middle of the clearing dust cloud.
The entire forest seemed to settle down as the dust was carried away. I was still sitting in my own tears, too shaken up to move my body but still aware of the struggling breaths of Lock who lay unconscious behind me. He‘s already dead, so he couldn’t possibly die again, right? My mind raced in frantic swoops. What if he wasn’t really dead at all, but now he is really dead and I just left?
“That’s not how it works,” a feminine voice spoke up from the centre of the dust pile, her tone drenched with dominance that I felt shivers run down my spine. Oh, no wait, this isn’t a woman at all. A man approached me slowly, looking about 24 years old, he was wearing a plaid top and dark blue jeans.
“Who are you?”
I must be hallucinating if I believed this guy had such a feminine, sleek voice. He stumbled for a moment and clutched at his forehead, his lips peeling back in a painful grimace, before a hot burst of ash ruptured out of his chest and vaporised into the shadows beside my body. The cloud spiralled in tight circles before forming the body of young woman. She looked only a few years older than me standing dressed in sleeveless adult pyjamas, a silk nightie framed with delicate black lace. The colour was of a dusty, fog blue with splatters of blood droplets staining the silk, both of her wrists marred with long, deep, thin gashes. The low V of the nightie dipped down her chest, revealing well-rounded cleavage with a small tattoo of a butterfly over her heart. She had long, black hair, waving heavily down to the middle of her back. The darkness of it curled against her white skin like silk. But what didn’t match her bedtime attire were her stern, erect high heel shoes, like she had forgotten to remove them before changing her clothing.
She was beautiful, so breathtakingly stunning that I couldn’t help ogling her, not in jealously, but absolute admiration. It must have been a Banished Soul trick to be this breathtaking.
“How did this happen?”
The female ghost glared down at me. Across her right eye was a large bandage and down her face crossing the arch of her nose was where a dash of black makeup was smeared, similar to Lock’s.
“I’m... I’m sorry it just... it came out of nowhere and I didn’t know what to do.” I started to mumble, motioning towards Lock, then to the patch where the creature once stood, with weak gestures of my arms.
Her heavy stare intimidated me through my sluggish mumbles. I was quickly silenced as the woman held up a slender arm, looking down with that same haunting stare. At least I know where he gets it from now.
“Save it!” She stepped over my body and knelt down beside Lock. As she lightly touched his back, a handful of black sap leaked from her fingertips and into his skin, parting and spreading through him like veins. The man walked slowly towards us, head bowed; his glassy eyes lifeless voids, more robot than human. He didn’t look at me, nor did he look towards Lock or this other female, he kept his eyes directed at his feet, his head bowed obediently.
“W-Who are you? And what was that thing??” I stuttered breathlessly while rolling myself out of the female’s way. The enchantress soaked the black fluid back into her fingertips before flicking her wrist. Her eyelashes were thick and long, artificial-looking and her eyes were stained a deep, juicy pink.
“So you’re the new Host, are you?” I couldn’t answer; I didn’t want to answer. She took my silence as a yes and continued on, “That was a Goon you just saw.
“They are stupid but powerful creatures. Goons usually only appear when there’s death or a loose spirit waiting among the living. It must have sniffed Lock out somehow. He was very lucky that it didn’t get him.” Running a hand down Lock’s back, he shifted under her touch, his back muscles tensing as he softly groaned.
“As for me, my name is Betrayal, and I advise that you don’t pull my little brother back into the sunlight again. That is how they find us, that's how we’re exposed to the hunters.” Betrayal’s words whipped me like a warning kiss as she stood, breaking into a cloud of smoke before diving back into her human capsule. She was his older sister, so they’re family.
The male straighten his back, peering towards me with a smirk that didn’t fit the maturity of his face. He abruptly turned and fled the scene.
“No wait. Please, I don’t know what I’m doing. Please tell me what to do.”
“Then just ask.” I jumped, startled, and glanced over my shoulder. Lock pulled himself up, rubbing at his forehead. He looked uninjured and I couldn’t stop myself from sighing. There was no doubt in my mind that they were related, despite different colour of their iris, they both held the beauty and danger of a dark and powerful spirit.
“Are you okay?” I questioned.
“Yeah. I’ve been better, though.”
“I’m really sorry that I... that I did that. I didn’t know. Please don’t hurt me,” I mumbled.
Lock didn’t say anything; he merely stared up at me through his fringe, his large green eyes dilated underneath the darkness of the shade.
“It’s okay, I’m not going to hurt you.” He stood up gradually. I stood as well, facing Lock as he glanced off to the side, his head passing my shoulders.
“I, err...” I started but fell silent.
“I’m not usually that weak you know!” he grumbled with his dark defensive charm, his once full moon eyes sharpened into that penetrating glare.
“Weak? That wasn’t weak, Lock.”
“Don’t, just… It caught me by surprise. And I ... I wasn’t prepared but next time I won’t lose.” He quickly fell quiet, tilting his head up and noticing the soft grin across my face, he too exhaled deeply. “I have to do something. I’ll be back in a little while,” he whispered before fading into smoke, his body breaking away into ashes that vanished with the lift of the wind. I watched him leave before I, too, took a step backwards.
I entered the streets, disorientated, before making my escape back to the house. I wasn’t sure how, but I sensed a dark weight, probably Lock, lingering and watching in the leaves above. Well, I prayed it was Lock and not another monster following me home.
I felt so tired. I dragged myself inside the house and collapsed, hearing the door slam and click shut, ultimately closing me off from the world. Leaning against the wall, I slid onto my rear, lifting my hand and lightly patting my stinging cheek. The pain ran underneath the skin and spun in a loop around the gash. I pulled myself back up and glanced into a mirror, inspecting the wound.
Quickly entering the kitchen, I ran a cloth under the tap, letting the rusty brown water clear out first before dampening the material and nestling it against my cheek. The cold water numbed my jaw but caused a riot of nerve spasms across the wound, the cut being long and narrow, framed by smaller grazes from the branch that whipped me. I was glad that there was no swelling but worried about how I was going to explain this to Mum. I walked into a tree branch. Yeah, that’s believable.
Sitting myself down, my head rolled onto my shoulder in demand for rest. My eyes closed and my mouth dangled open, sleeping soundly. By the time I peeled my eyes open again the wet cloth against my cheek had fallen onto my lap, leaving a small patch of dampness on my clothes and a small trail of crust left at the corner of my mouth. Gross… I’d been drooling.
“Oh, sorry honey, did I wake you?” Mum was busy dusting the furniture by my feet, the light touches of the feathers being the cause of my awakening.
“Mum?” I mumbled half drowsily, “Oh, where have you been?”
“Just talking to the neighbours dear,” Mum reassured and motioned her head to outside. The table had already been set out for lunch; ordinary sandwiches with butter and jam.
“Has Dad’s funeral date been set yet?”
“Oh, yes well, I did call up the funeral home and they can have us organised in a few weeks…”
“A few weeks?” I leapt up from my seat as if I’d been jabbed with a hot poker.
It was hard to think of me having to deal with Lock’s messy and disturbed world for even a week, but this was going to keep going and going for weeks, and probably even longer than that. He’ll follow me around until he kills me, and even before that, how long can my sanity handle it? When will I crack under the pressure? I was even starting to believe that insanity would be the best option, at least then I wouldn’t have to fear it anymore.
“Funerals are very tricky businesses. You have a lot of organising and preparing to do, and we have to arrange for all of the family to get time off work and school to visit, so it may even be a while, longer than a I thought.” Mum had her back turned and fidgeting with the plates. I yanked at my fringe, rubbing forcibly at my temples with the tips of my fingers. I was going to have to do something about this, something my father hadn’t done.
“Ah, Rachael! What happened to your face?”
“I walked into a tree branch.”
It was night. The darkness pouring down over the land in a heavy rush of icy wafts, a storm followed the moon’s radiance as it swept across the sky and covered up the stars. Death. It’s ironic how I never recognised it before as a living thing, where now it follows me like my own shadow; always following carefully. But now it had a face and a name, I called it Lock.
“Lock?” There was no reply. I cupped my hands around my mouth once more and shouted as loud as I could. The storm growled at me in return with loud thunderous claps, overpowering my straining voice, pushing it back into the ground.
I wouldn’t have been able to do this any other night if it wasn’t for my fear of losing my courage. Even now, between each breath I started to question myself, my own rationality. I didn’t want to grow conscious of what I was searching for.
I wondered for a moment, as I watched the sky, if he hated the moon as well. I pondered a lot of ideas that had to do with Lock; and not just about spirits, but also the reasons and secrets he held, things which are probably too personal and hurtful to open up to me about.
There was a vibrant clash of lightning bolts as the sky struggled against the smothering darkness of the clouds. Even the moon was fighting for some surface as the swift puffy shapes collected together in larger packs.
I ventured a far distance from any nearby houses, taking the path away from the main road and entering the secluded pits of the night jungle. Even so, as I beckoned Lock to me, I had my eyes on full alert watching out for any curious spies who might be following me. Lock enjoyed making me beg for him, I could faintly hear the breeze picking up his light chuckles.
“Yeah, yeah, what do you want now?” That same smirking smile spread across his face as he reformed in front of me, his eyes so dilated and glistening that he took one step beyond handsome and actually became pretty. I would never tell him this of course; I would think he would just as quickly set a goon on me for that.
“What took you so long? I’ve been calling for two hours?”
“Master never answers Slave on command.” He beamed that rubbery grin again.
“Well that’s the problem. Come with me; I want to talk to you.” I was more than that pleased that my voice didn’t shake as I beckoned him to follow and he swooped down beside me, staying in visible form as we crept towards a large abandoned warehouse on the outskirts of town. I knew about it from dad’s stories. The large tin walls and roof threw slaps of thunder back into the rumbling clouds. It was dark and sinister; the only light came from the flashes of lightning as it blazed across the sky. Finding the only patch of moonlight leaking in through the high windows, I walked towards the centre of the room as Lock buzzed above my head, dipping along the rafters and toying with the wisps of chains in his hands, his boyish laugh jumping around walls.
“Alright Lock, can I talk seriously with you for a bit, please?” I tried my best to hold a firm stance, my voice echoing around the tin box, following his excited trail. Lock stopped sharply and lingered in the air with his arms crossed.
“It’s really simple. Haven’t you been paying attention to the old man at all?” I bit my tongue, annoyed, but Lock continued on before I had the chance to reply. “Things in the Spirit world aren’t as you pictured them in your story books. It’s much more twisted, unfair and corrupt than you could ever imagine. Even now, if it were standing right in front of you, you’d just shake your head and tune it out. People are all the same, just stupid and ignorant.”
“Just try me; I’m a very open-minded person.”
“I doubt that very much,” he sneered, “The Staff is a portal that will allow us to enter the Third Realm. That’s what we’re looking for.”
“But you call yourself Banished. How did you become a Banished?” I interrupted.
“The ones that kill themselves or have killed another become Banished.”
I shifted uncomfortably. I didn’t have the courage to ask which sin he had committed, the suicide or the murder. “You see, there’s a lot of different spirits with different powers in the underworld. The most powerful call themselves the Royals. But there can only be one Royal in charge at a time, and the Royal can only stay as ruler with power, but to get power they need to have a source. Take, for example, what a tick may do to a dog; to stay alive and strong the tick must drain the dog of blood. Well, this is similar just on a much larger scale. The Royal needs to feed off us Banished Souls for power, and to drain us we need to be destroyed in what is commonly called ‘hell’.”
My jaw dropped open. But, not wanting to prove his earlier claims of me being closed minded I, wisely, didn’t argue. “But there is a loop hole, you see. There used to be only two realms other than earth when you die. They are known by humans as Heaven and Hell, but because science had started to take control over the world and people started to question the existence of greater spirits, there was another portal opened for people of non-believers, and that is called the Third Realm. It is our task to find the Staff and get to this realm before we’re captured.” He paused for a breath, taking a moment to choose his words carefully before continuing on. “I suppose that is where the Goons come in; they only show up when there is death and are responsible for bringing all Banished Souls to their end. Even though they look dark and what some people may call ‘evil,’ they are not very smart and can be easily tricked; it’s the Hunters who are we need to avoid. They are of high rank, the ones closest to the Royals, and residing in Heaven where they use daylight to search for us. When they find us, they snap our chains and feed us to the Goons. Without sacrificing, there is no way the current Royal could remain in power and all balance will be overturned.”
I paused for a moment, letting his words fully sink in before speaking in a soft whimpering breath, “I’m sorry but I need to know, where do I come in?”
Lock’s face remained neutral as if I were speaking to a stone wall, “You, like your father, are called the Host. We use you to hide. Goons patrol the spirit world and Hunters patrol the light, so we have to hide here on earth where we don’t belong. Yet a Host’s soul can only last for so long, after a period of time the soul is completely drained and therefore the Host dies, leaving us exposed all over again until we find a new one.”
“What happens to the Host’s soul?” I leaned forward eagerly.
“You just die. I don’t know what else to tell you.”
“But where do we go, Heaven, Hell or the Third Realm? Come on you have to know the answer.” Lock was silent for he didn’t know the answer; he just bowed his head. My thoughts shot directly to my dad who was now lost in the realm of spirits. It was scary, but I honestly hadn’t really thought about what really caused my father’s death. For if he had taken his own life, and I knew by his history that he had tried, it meant there’s a good chance he has already been swallowed into Hell for fuel. Or maybe he’s running around now, a Banished Spirit like Lock.
I felt my face grow tense.
“My dad, how did he die, I mean... was it really you that... killed him?” It may have sounded insensitive but I honestly hoped that it was Lock who killed him, only because then George couldn’t have been accused of killing himself. He would be safe, residing in peace with the rest of the saved souls. Lock cleared his throat as I held my breath, waiting for his slight nod. But he didn’t. He didn’t as much as look at me and turned his attention to the holes in his clothes.
“Lock? Lock, please, answer me.”
“I didn’t do it!” he barked with the roar of thunder behind him. Throat closing, the silence suddenly slapped me hard in the face. These words, these lies were too much for me to handle. I couldn’t breathe.
“What- what do you mean you... you must’ve done it! He killed himself? Oh no. Is he a Banished Soul now just like…?”
“He’s not like me at all. He didn’t kill himself.” My shoulders fell with the weight of a ton of bricks dropping on top of them. Lock continued on, “It was you that killed him.”
“What?!?” my voice bounced high.
“He tricked you, stupid. That ‘medicine’ as he called it, was not medicine at all, so what you actually poured into his tea cup was poison.”
There was a pause, a painfully long pause, as if I was underneath the water, drowning, waiting for my vision to go black.
“When a Banished Soul dies the Goons take them to eternal damnation. Most Banished Souls can’t even master levitating let alone Host Binding, and barely survive their first Goon encounter. Of course when the Banished Spirit isn’t collected, the Goons report to the Hunters and so that’s when they get involved. Hunters are fast, giving us only a matter of seconds, 15 seconds tops to move from soul to soul. I just couldn’t risk letting him go. So I controlled him, like I controlled you in the hallway. I stopped him every time he tried to kill himself, but I couldn’t stop you from killing him. I had no hold on you so that’s why...”
“But, I didn’t really mean to kill him. I, the Royals have to understand that, right?” Lock just shrugged his shoulders uncaringly.
“All they see is one soul killing another.”
This couldn’t possibly be happening! My trembling hands cupped my cheeks and I shook my head. No, this can’t be true. Lock stepped closer to me, cautiously, as he lifted his hand and gently touched my shoulder. His fingers fell through my arm before he tightened his knuckles and tilted his face down.
“It’s not that terrible. If you know what you are doing, you can avoid the Goons for a while, I’ve lasted nearly three years on my own.” His unsure smile pulled between panic and relief as I watched. But I didn’t hear or see him; my body was reacting before my mind could respond.
“I-I can’t! I can’t do this for the rest of eternity. My time on earth is running out and now, now that I know when I die I’ll become Banished, too!” There was no other way around this. I knew what I had to do; it was now or never. “Listen Lock, I’m going to help you get the Staff but ONLY if I’m in control.”
Lock scoffed at me, “Why on earth would I do that?”
“My first rule is you are NOT allowed to use my soul whenever you want. I want to expand my time here as long as I possibly can. That means no unnecessary magic or voodoo or whatever! Can you do that?”
He laughed at the idea with a snort. I moved in so the distance between our faces narrowed. I was going to try and intimidate a doomed spirit. Smart.
I slowed my racing heart and redirected my tone, “Really, it’s your choice but just think about it. All I ask for is equal partnership so my life line isn’t used up so quickly and in return, you get my full cooperation! If you don’t like it, fine, but if you thought my father was a tough Host,” my tongue swelled at the word Host, struggling to spit it out, “then you’ve got a nasty little surprise coming. I will fight you until my bones break. I will scream and howl and cry for the attention of Goons and Hunters until I reach the point where they would need to stuff me into a straitjacket. I will happily bake myself in a desert just so you can’t hide in the shade-”
“Alright, alright, I understand!” Lock cut me short and my chest fell in relief. He pinched the end of his chin and looked down in deliberation. “How do I know I can trust you, that you’ll keep your end of the deal?” It was a little strange. This dark, powerful and deadly spirit, worried about a mere human’s intentions; a human, I might add, who is already in cuffs and poor in any basic athletic skills. As if it really mattered what my true intentions were; but still, I wasn’t lying.
“Well, you were the one that chose me in the first place, and I haven’t given you any reason not to trust me, have I?” He thought about it for a moment longer and I could see the flickering of inner debate in his eyes.
“Alright, fine, but you MUST, MUST help me. Promise?” He held his hand up, pinkie finger extended.
“Yes of course, I promise.” I held my pinkie up delicately and positioned it beside his to seal the deal. I wasn’t sure what emotion showed my face. I had never been so scared and uncertain in my life, my hand shaking while I held it up next to Lock’s, and although his remained completely still I could see by the frantic look in his widened eyes that he was just as unsettled.
CHAPTER THREE:
Under the high ceilings of the abandoned warehouse, I stood in the middle where darkness shadowed my silhouette; my eyes moving from one corner to the next, no longer flinching at the thunder rolling overhead. With fluent twists of his wrists, a syrup of black water, thick and heavy, flowed from Lock’s fingertips and orbited around his hand. The dense, dark fluid broke into droplets before forming back into a steady stream, elongating its body out further and longer like stretching a rubber band. It danced inside his palm, grew until it spiralled around his fingers and arm, continuing smoothly around our bodies in a tight loop before stretching further beyond us and sinking into the ground. The dark liquid planted its self like ink onto the concrete floor in a twist of vines and crosses. Soon, a symbol I’d never seen before had been painted flawlessly by our feet.
I stumbled and edged around the free floating drops, sidestepping as they fell to the floor in deliberate and perfect formation.
“Wait-Wait!” I was getting cold feet, quite literally, as the temperature dropped and my breath became visible in misty puffs, all this magic and voodoo trickery becoming too real and daunting. I didn’t want to back down, I really didn’t, but my inner voice was screaming frantically at me, ‘WHAT ARE YOU DOING?? WHAT ARE YOU DOING??’And I knew better than to just drown that voice out. “I have to ask, will anything happen to me?? If we go through with this I mean?” Lock shook his head so delicately that not even his bangs moved.
“No. Nothing will happen to you.”
In a passing moment, everything around us vanished as the dark, inky symbols glowed in vibrant gold underneath. He looked at me as I looked back at him, and like snakes, thick, black chains wove around the outskirts of the circle with their metal links clinking together. If Lock spoke, I didn’t hear it. How could I focus on him when we were being in caged by serpent chains; their hissing clicks bolting me in from every angle? The shackles that bound me to him, tagging me as his Host, appeared around my neck, wrists and ankles again; though the weight of them had never left my side. On the ends of the tail, where Lock would hold them like reins, they reared up their heads and formed mouths of their own, not unlike a two headed eel, biting down and securing themselves around Lock’s neck and limbs. I was caught in one set of mouths and Lock in the other, facing each other on opposing sides, his thick rimmed lashes darkening his vibrant eyes and my large rounded spheres sparkling with blue. It all lasted just a few seconds before the chains fell from sight and the warehouse was built back over the darkness. I wasn’t surprised to feel lightheaded and dizzy as I folded my palm over my forehead, the spinning of the room making me lose my balance and sway. I opened my eyes and adjusted once more, to see that Lock had collapsed. He was face down against the floor, barely moving except for the occasional breath.
“Lock?” I ran to him, crashing down onto my hands and knees. Just as my hands fell onto his shoulders, I instantly withdrew them as I felt a snap of static at my fingertips.
He was cold. His body was freezing cold, and I... I could touch him. I brushed my fingertips down his back and his clothes ruffled in response. I could feel his hair, his neck and shoulders, even the first bump of his spine. His skin was soft and frosty cold against my strokes. Feeling the warmth in my palms draining out of my body and into his, I flipped Lock over onto his front, thinking he needed to breathe.
His face, his clean unmarked face, was delicate and peaceful, like a sleeping baby. The pale, marble skin became tinged with an olive tan and his charcoal hair brightened to soft, toasted brown locks. Numbness trembled through me in bursts of shivers.
“Lock.” My once large rounded eyes now squinted with strain, a small wrinkle forming between my brows. It was a miracle, breathtaking, but most of all it was terrifying. I swallowed my heart back down into my chest as it tried to scramble up my throat, as if racing to catch sight of this amazing feat.
“Are... are you alive?”
He didn’t answer me, only stirred as his eyebrows pinched together; his soft pink lips mumbling incoherently. My words flew over each other, panicked and excited, so overwhelmed that they became a jumble of letters and pitches. “Lock? Lock?” I wrapped my arms under his shoulders and lifted his upper body, quickly catching his flopping head and resting him on my lap.
A roar shook the tin walls, putting the thunder to shame, causing my head to snap up in panic. It was a scream that didn’t belong to a human.
“What have you done?” Betrayal hovered by the high window, her intense, poisonous eyes flared with wild alarm, darting between the unconscious Lock and me, where his head lay resting on my lap. Betrayal looked wild and dangerous. Glimpsing her bulging eyes and the burning snarl on her lips, I wasn’t sure if she was ready to rip me apart or smother me with incoherent curses before removing my head.
“Betrayal?!” I stuttered breathlessly, wanting to explain when really I had no idea how to even begin. With the way she screwed her delicate face up I couldn’t find the confidence to face her. Betrayal flipped head first into the air and swooped down onto her toes, her wild hair dancing like tiny flames behind her. “Betrayal, please help me. Is something wrong with Lock?”
She knelt down next to him with her narrow arms out, hovering her hands over his body.
Her animal fury disappeared without a second’s notice but my heart didn’t slow, nor did my shoulders relax, in my mild relief.
“What an idiot.” Her fingers curled towards his clothes but slipped right through him. She flexed her fingers and pulled them back up, her lips biting down to a tight close. “You probably have no idea what all this means, but this is a terrible, terrible mistake!”
I gulped, swallowing down a stream of guilt, and in reaction my stomach churned uncomfortably. “The whole reason we need a Host is because we can’t survive on the surface alone. You keep us hidden and give us fuel for power, to summon the magic to fight. Lock has nearly cut the connection between the two of you. There’s only a thin strand keeping you together.” Only a thin strand is left?
“What-what does that-”
“It means that Lock isn’t using your soul anymore to hide or summon his magic. He has temporally converted back into his most exposed state, a mineral form. He’s only using you to stay on the surface and that’s it.”
“So he’s alive?” My voice skipped up two octaves in my excitement.
“Not at all, he is just a copy of himself before he died. You’ll know what I mean when you touch his skin. Cold, isn’t it? He also doesn’t have a heartbeat.” I shifted my hands to his neck and rested two of my fingers against him. Betrayal was right; there was no pulse underneath his flesh. He was like a moving and talking corpse. “To stay connected to the spirit realm and the use of magic, we must remain in spirit form, but to remain in spirit form is to also use up a large portion of the Host’s soul. Lock has put himself in grave danger. He can be seen by all humans, Goons and Hunters now.”
“Can you change him back?”
“No, I don’t have that type of power. Only you can grant him access to your soul and a connection to the spirit world. But don’t ask me how; no Banished Soul has ever made equal partnership with their Host before. It’s just plain stupid!” The loud screech of a wild bird bellowed from outside, causing both Betrayal and I to jerk our heads upward in fright. She spoke again in a slithering hiss, not removing her eyes from the high window, watching intensely as if something were to jump out, “You better have your guard up; there will be a lot more Goons and Hunters hanging around.” With two quick glances over her shoulders, Betrayal’s voice dropped down even lower, so low I had to bend down and lean in just to catch the humming whisper. “Make sure he doesn’t get taken; protect him and find the Staff.”
My voice also dropped to a secretive hush, though I didn’t understand why, no one could hear us. “How? Where do I find it?”
“The Hunters have it-”
“I know that, but what does it look like? How? Tell me how.”
Betrayal stood up and placed her hand against her temple. The storm had passed; it must now be reaching into the early hours of the morning as the moon’s glow was weak and shifting.
“I guess I have no choice,” Betrayal swore underneath her breath. “To be completely honest, I don’t know what it looks like, no one knows because no one has actually ever gotten the Staff.”
The lump of guilt inside me built into a combination of fear, shock and hopelessness. My thoughts came rushing down on top of me all at the same time, freezing me completely still. No one had ever gotten the Staff before. That means not one single Banished Soul has ever been saved, yet it’s all they’ve got left to hope for. The existence of the actual Staff never came into question for them; they were just so sure it was out there.
“Don’t tell Lock, okay? You can still save him and make sure he’s hidden from the sunlight.”
Betrayal vanished into a flurry of ash and took off through the high window. Sunlight! I had to get Lock back home before the sun rises. I had very little time left and no one to help me.
Quickly, I slid out from underneath him and hoisted him onto my back, leaning forward so he wouldn’t tumbled off; and started to walk with his arms draped across my shoulders, his legs hooked underneath my arm pits, and his head nestled into the back of my neck.
He was heavy and cold. I entered back into the pitch of the woods, and step by step, tried to fight back my exhaustion. His feet dangled just inches above the ground. It felt like I was carrying a bag of bones on my back; my calves, ankles, neck and knees throbbed under pressure, refusing to cooperate.
I had never been a fast girl, but I could manage long distances. My steady rhythm was put to the test against the awakening of the sun. I slipped only once, nearing toppling over onto my side with Lock as my landing matt, but thankfully, managed to tilt the opposite way and save us both. A chink of light pierced the sky as the first beam of daylight peeked out from behind the shades of night, just as I stepped foot onto the driveway of my house, about ten metres away from the front door. I turned my fast-paced limping into an awkward trot, keeping myself at least three paces ahead of the light’s advancing line. The birds were awake, chirping in anticipation of the new day as the neighbour’s rooster crowed out across the hen house.
The sun’s rays were nipping at my heels as I battled through the weeds, having to lift my knees high and step over the wild garden as it grabbed at my ankles, trying to root me in. I tripped over myself and stumbled forwards, reaching out one bent and exhausted arm to latch onto the door handle. I twisted the knob and fell through, slamming the sun out only seconds behind me; dropping Lock to the floor in weariness. I fell onto my rear, looking over at Lock, still undisturbed from his slumber. Maybe I didn’t need to be so gentle with him after all.
I allowed myself a few moments to catch my breath before kneeling up and pulling the blinds down above us. I picked Lock up underneath his armpits and walked backwards with him, his feet being dragging along the ground. The snores of deep, undisturbed slumber looped down the empty halls as we walked. I paused, waiting for Mum to wake and catch me red handed. But there was no noise coming from inside her room so, quickly, my pace now doubled with adrenaline, I dragged Lock’s body down the hallway, rolling him onto the top of my bed. The sheets were still kicked back from where I climbed out last night and my pyjamas left flung across the floor. I stretched his body out straight and pulled the sheets up, covering him up to his neck.
I also wanted to climb into bed, absolutely exhausted and reaching my limit, but instead I rolled myself up and sat guarding the door just in case Mum tried to walk in. I must’ve only gotten two hours of sleep when the door behind me was nudged into my back. My entire body ached. Behind me, I could hear Mum fighting to get into my room and ahead of me was Lock snoring into my pillows.
“Rachael? Rachael, what-?” I quickly jumped up and turned to my mum, filling the small gap between the door and wall with my body.
“Yeah, Mum? Something wrong?”
“Oh, why were you on the floor?” Mum took a step back as I forcibly wedged myself through the door before pulling it to a close behind me. Everything was still in déjà vu-mode, as if I wasn’t really here or this really wasn’t happening. My entire body was tingling; it felt as if I was caught in an alternate reality. Sleep deprivation does weird things.
“I was looking for something that I dropped, for umm, my sock. I was looking for my sock and I found it,” I laughed, lifted my right foot and wiggled my toes underneath the fabric of my sock. Mum didn’t look like she was convinced but, nevertheless, nodded her head. I thanked her for her ignorance with a small smile.
“Well, I need you to send off some mail for me down at the marketplace, I’m just too busy to do it myself. I have so much organising to do.” Dianne motioned downwards as if the chores she needed to tackle were sitting there in front of us. Her hand slipped into the pocket of her sweats and she took out a small bundle of dry brown envelopes tied together with string.
“Oh, geez. Sorry, but to be honest, I don’t think I’m feeling up to it.” I wasn’t being honest, and I hated how I felt that I had to lie constantly. I never really was the best liar, but with Lock here as motivation, I’m sure to get a lot of practise.
“It’ll only take a second. Please honey, I’m going out of town for a bi-”
“Oh wait, you’re not going to be at home?” My voice accidently came off as too enthusiastic to cover myself.
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