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"You won't be able to put it down. Every
page promises excitement and adventure. Every character inspires
empathy, and invites the reader to join them on their quest."

- Nick A.

 


"I couldn't put this book
down! The authors have created a chilling
horror story that brought me goosebumps. I cared about the main
characters and couldn't wait to read what would happen next.
Excellent plotting. This book contains hair-raising experiences
mixed with hope and a dash of spirituality. Yes, this book is dark
and a few times even brought tears to my eyes. But it is a horror
story and it's a great addition to this genre. This book begs for a
sequel."

- Jeanne J.

 


"The story is excellent. I didn't want to
put it down once I started reading. The story has an intriguing and
unusual, origination story for the 'shadows' and zombies that
quickly over run humanity. Be warned, there is some graphic zombie
violence, yet there are also some uplifting moments of humanity
while following the intertwining stories of the three main
characters. It has the feel and pace of a horror story, yet still
manages to maintain a sense of...spirituality...for want of a
better word."

- Traci D.

 


"Die-hard zombie fans will not be
disappointed with this book. There is enough gore for even Peter
Jackson (a la Dead Alive), but still substance to make for an
excellent read."

- Lynn C.

 


 


 


 


Darkness falls over everyone,

Casting its shadows,

Casting its blackness,

Bringing all of its horrors,

And all of its savage nightmares.

You can’t stop it,

You can’t hide from it,

All you can do is face it.

 


“But the wicked shall perish, and the
enemies of the Lord shall be as the fat of lambs: they shall
consume;

into smoke shall they consume away.”

- Psalm 37:20 (King James Bible)

 


 



Prologue

Solidity of
Sorrow

 


Stuck cold and alone, caught and held
under,

Hysterical numbness born of an austere
world

Haunts you in the shadows of the rising
darkness.

Still you look up, not wanting this,

Crying out for the fluorescent shades of
day.

 


The
Ancient Ones recognized the significance of the shadowing that had
befallen the city. They had long known that a world of violence and
disease, pain and poverty, greed and apathy could not stand
everlasting. The Great Ones, who called themselves Victory,
conceded the massive shadow as an entity of suffering and sorrow. It was the form of misery. It was the
substance of all negativity and fear. And the darkness of woe was
evolving.

Broadcast around the globe were media images
of the shadow-plagued city. Scientists were at a loss to explain
the origin of the phenomena. The city at midday was so dark that
the streetlights in more advanced countries would have blinked on.
Still suffering from the destruction of its infrastructure,
however, this city did not have that luxury.

The people of Monrovia were
witness to the sun blazing in the sky but could not see its
evidence of brilliance around them. Most of the world populace gave
the anomaly no more than a passing thought, a shrug of
indifference, feeling distant and far removed from the plight of
the Monrovians. There was not one earthly mortal that linked the
mysterious and menacing shadow with the horrifying existence of the
urban inhabitants. Infested with violence, poverty, and disease,
present day Monrovia was listed as one of the most dangerous places
on Earth and the suffering that citizens endured was
agony beyond all description.

 


Thereby, the blackness descended.

The time of reckoning had come.

 


The Alpha Rising

 


Sabay led the cluster of rag-tag children
down the filthy alleyway. They followed the shockingly thin young
man unquestioningly as he was the oldest of the group of fifteen
orphans. He didn’t need to call to them, he didn’t need to
encourage them to keep up, or tell them not to stray because they
knew he was all they had, and that he was their only hope for
survival.

For the first time in his
life, Sabay didn’t know where to go. He felt disoriented.
Why is it so dark? I see the sun in the sky. Why
is it so dark? He wasn’t even sure how much
of the day had passed since they woke that morning after sleeping
huddled together in the dirt under the ruined stairs of what was
probably once an apartment complex. He was usually very good at
discerning the time of day.

As they walked past the ruins of Monrovia’s
crumbling buildings, some burnt, some littered in bullet holes,
Sarrah, who walked a step behind Sabay, disrupted his questioning
thoughts, “Alida doesn’t look good.”

Sabay, with long black hair that stuck
straight out, the tips turned orange, threw a quick glance over his
shoulder to look at Sarrah. Her concerned face looked older than
nine, cradling her two-year-old sister in her arms like an infant.
The baby shivered violently. Alida coughed weakly and heaved,
wanting to vomit, but there was nothing in her stomach to bring
up.

Sabay knew he should say something to Sarrah
to ease her fears but he didn’t know what he could do to help her
anymore. He was well aware of the symptoms of malaria. He had
watched helplessly as his own mother suffered horribly and died
from it when he was ten. He knew Alida didn’t have much time
left.

“Let’s try to find her some water,” was all
he could manage to say, although the search for food and water was
really all their lives consisted of.

With a purpose and direction to get his mind
off the strange darkness, Sabay turned the corner and headed to a
more populated part of the city. On the streets where theft, sexual
assault, and murder were constant, people wandered day and night
with nothing to do. Only fifteen percent of the population was
employed and the average wage was only twenty dollars a month. Ten
thousand orphaned, homeless, and utterly neglected children roamed
the streets, their parents lost to war and disease.

Twelve-year-old Belloh carried her younger
brother on her back. As they came to Sabay’s side, Jedhudi grinned
from ear to ear while he bounced along with his sister.

“Sabay,” Belloh asked, her tone carrying a
quality of unease.

“What is it Belloh?” Sabay responded with a
sigh, worried that she would present him with another problem.

“Do you think Alida is going to be okay? I
mean, you don’t think she’s going to…to die, do you?” Bellow asked
again, as her voice trembled.

He quickly shot her a
displeased look. He didn’t want to talk about Alida with Sarrah
close enough to hear their conversation. Death was a part of their
everyday life. Death was everywhere, but he would
not—could not—talk
about it, nor resign to it for anyone he loved.

“Let’s just get her some water and maybe see
if we can get her a little food and hope she can hold it down,” he
told her.

“Why is it so dark?” Belloh asked more to
herself than Sabay. He didn’t answer her anyway.

Belloh said nothing more but continued to
keep pace at his side.

As they approached a busy intersection, they
saw people everywhere trying to sell anything they had. Two little
girls stood next to a water cart manned by three older boys. In
each of their hands they held small plastic bags of water that they
offered to sell to all who passed by. Sabay approached the water
cart as the children formed a tight group behind and around him. He
begged the older boys for a small bag of water, pointing to the
sick child in Sarrah’s arms as he did. All three boys shook their
heads and Sarrah cried.

The other children pleaded in unison,
“Please, please!"

Leaning against the cart, one of the older
boys told Sabay, “Go get something to trade for the water and then
you can have some.”

The children continued down the street,
hands outstretched, begging to every passerby, slapping the windows
of the taxicabs, beseeching, “Please, do you have any food? We’re
very hungry. Please, do you have any water for us? Can you give us
some money? Please!”

Some of the people turned away, not wanting
to gaze into the haunted eyes of the starving. They didn’t even
have enough for themselves let alone fifteen miserable children.
Others, who continually looked around, confused and afraid,
pondering the reason for the day so dark while the sun shone
bright, did not even notice the heartrending pleas of the street
urchins.

Still, others yelled at them, “Go on! Get
away! Move along! Leave me alone!”

One man, after screaming, “I said get outta
here!” pushed little Rebekah so forcefully that she fell to the
ground, skinning her knees. She sobbed loudly as the other children
gathered around and tried to comfort her.

“You’re all just a waste of life! Someone
oughta exterminate all you maggots!” the cruel man continued to
shout.

Some of the other children started to join
in Rebekah’s pitiful sobs. Sabay ushered the group away from the
man and sat them down against the side of a ruined building.
Disheartened, he also sat with his back against the wall and tried
to think of what to do next.

“Hey, what’s going on? Why are you all
crying?”

In harmony, all fifteen heads turned to the
left to see who was behind the caring voice.

“Joao!” Sabay exclaimed. He couldn’t have
been happier to see his old friend right at that moment.

Sabay estimated that Joao was probably about
ten years older than he was but even Joao didn’t know the day or
year of his own birth.

“Joao!” all the children cried out as they
quickly forgot the reasons for their tears. Even little Rebekah, in
her threadbare, pink dress with tiny yellow flowers that was two
sizes too small for her, was diverted from the pain of her bleeding
knees.

“How are all my buddies? Are you all right?
Did something happen?” Joao asked the group as they all rushed to
hug him and grasp his hands, while the littlest clung to his legs.
Only Belloh hung back. It was hard for her to hang around Joao. He
reminded Belloh of her older brother.

The shattered and battle fatigued city was
now host to former child soldiers who plagued the streets, many
addicted to drugs or involved in prostitution as by-products of the
civil war nicknamed ‘Octopus’. Eight years previously, a group of
government militiamen had brutally abducted Belloh’s brother. With
beatings, brainwashing, and torture they systematically altered him
into a savage warrior. Belloh had seen her brother Joseph a few
times, roaming the streets with others of his kind, all of them
angry and defiant without the leadership that had created them. She
believed he had recognized her but he never let on. He broke her
heart.

“We’re looking for food,” Johnson, who was
grubby, frail, and sickly, said dryly.

“And we need water for Alida,” Sarrah spoke
with sadness, never taking her eyes off the child in her arms.

Joao looked down at all the little children.
A look of misery and concern crossed his face and his lips
tightened. He reached deep into his pants pocket and pulled out a
handful of kola nuts.

“Here,” Joao said and he grabbed Sabay’s
hand and poured the beans into his palm, “Don’t worry. I’ll be
right back.”

Joao quickly jogged across the street,
dodging in and out of the way of the fast moving vehicles and
buses, and headed toward the water cart.

Sabay handed a nut to each of the children,
counseling each one to chew slowly but there weren’t enough. There
were only twelve kola nuts. He wouldn’t have one and, of course,
Alida wouldn’t be able to chew one. Johnson was the only child left
with his hand extended and he moaned.

Kimmie, only six, dressed in nothing more
than shorts, and showing signs of extreme malnutrition, offered his
kola nut to Johnson.

“Here Johnson, you can have mine. It’s okay.
I’ll be all right,” Kimmie's voice was small and sweet.

Johnson took the nut. He looked at it for a
moment, turning it between his fingers, and then bit it in half. He
kept one-half in his mouth, handed the other half back to Kimmie
and said, “Thank you.”

Sabay looked hard across and down the
street, trying to make out what was going on between Joao and the
water cart boys. All around, the dark, sinister shadow made it
difficult to see far.

Finally, he could make out Joao’s form
returning to them. He saw that he held a small bag of water.

All the children stood motionless. Only
their eyes moved as they watched Joao approaching.

Joao handed Sabay the water and told him,
“Listen, I’m going to go find more food. I need you to stay right
here and wait for me, got it?”

The little ones jumped up and down and
clapped their hands. Kimmie and Johnson looked at each other and
smiled. Sabay, Belloh, and Sarrah thanked him several times and
told him they would wait for his return.

After they had watched Joao walk briskly
away and disappear around the corner, they carefully passed around
the little bag of water, each taking small sips in turn, very
careful not to spill a drop. Amazingly, not one child greedily took
more than their share. Their remarkable love for each other always
outweighed their thirst or hunger.

Finally, after Sabay took the tiniest sip,
he dipped his fingers into what remained of the water and let a few
drops fall into Alida’s mouth. She licked her lips but did not open
her eyes. There was only a small amount of water left in the bag so
Sabay closed it tightly and handed it to Sarrah.

The children, with their thirst and a small
fragment of their hunger abated for the moment, resumed their
positions against the wall and waited. Even the youngest were
uncharacteristically quiet and still. It was only mid-afternoon,
but already the people on the street had begun to scurry to their
shelters for the night. It appeared that an uneasy panic was
spreading. Parents were pulling their children along frantically.
Ten or twelve people at a time were trying to pack into one taxi.
Those physically disadvantaged helped each other along as they
attempted to get to a bus stop, wanting nothing more than to get
off the streets. Everyone took note of the fact that the shadow was
thickening. It had become tangent. Its appearance was now like a
black fog and it reeked of decayed flesh and congealed blood.

An hour passed and still the children did
not stir. They could no longer see anything directly across the
street. The smell had become pungent. The children looked at each
other while pinching their nostrils.

Suddenly gripped with fear, Sabay could not
settle on a course of action. He didn’t want to miss the chance of
more food, especially since he hadn’t had any that day but he also
knew he could not allow the children to be witness to nor victims
of, the violence of the night.

As the minutes ticked by and the city
darkened still, Sabay noticed that dark thunder clouds, common to
the region for that time of year, had began to roll across the sky.
He knew that they couldn’t wait any longer. They had to get moving.
He was about to announce to the others that they should find a
place to stay for the night, perhaps in the small shack of a school
in a nearby alley because Joao might think to look for them there,
but the sudden and alarming screams and shouts interrupted him. All
the children slowly rose to their feet, bewildered and afraid.
Sabay’s heart beat so furiously he could hear its pounding in his
head.

Joao came around the corner fast. He dodged
each of the children as he screamed at them, “Get out of here!”

Sabay cried out, “Joao!” just as six figures
also flew wide around the corner. Some were dressed in army
fatigues. Some were armed with bats, others with boards, and one
with an M-16 assault rifle.

The children stood transfixed and watched in
horror as Joao ran into a woman that had suddenly stepped out of a
doorway. He knocked her sideways and her head slammed onto the
cracked cement. Running at full-speed, Joao was unable to keep his
balance and he fell on top of her. In that one catastrophic moment,
the gang was on him. All six of them grabbed hold of Joao. They
pulled him by his shirt, his arms, legs, and dragged him to the
side of the street.

Belloh gasped. She recognized one of them as
Joseph, her brother.

“You think you can steal from us,
motherfucker!” Joseph screamed as he kicked Joao violently in the
ribs, breaking three.

It seemed Joao wanted to speak, to defend
himself but before he could, he felt the butt of a rifle smash his
teeth.

In a drug-induced frenzy, they struck him
with the bats and boards. They kicked and punched all over his
entire body.

Joseph continued to yell, “You stupid
son-of-bitch, I’ll show you—you piece of shit! How do you like
this, fucker?” and he stomped on his arm so hard Joao's bones
cracked loudly.

They laughed wildly now, like madmen. Joao’s
screams gurgled as his throat filled with blood and grew weaker.
Sabay and the children, paralyzed by shock and terror, hardly
recognized Joao anymore.

Joseph pushed one of the others and ordered
him, “Go get it, now!”

The other turned and quickly disappeared
back around the corner.

The rest continued to kick and punch poor
Joao. He wasn’t screaming anymore. Sabay thought that perhaps Joao
had mercifully lost consciousness.

To Sabay’s horror, he saw the other return
with a large gasoline can. Joseph yanked the can out of his hands
and started to pour it over Joao’s body. As the gas flowed into
Joao’s fresh wounds he started to convulse.

Joseph dug into his pocket and pulled out a
shinny Zippo lighter.

“No, please Joseph, please don’t!” Belloh
cried out as she took a few steps in Joseph’s direction.

As all six of the brutal young men turned to
look in the direction of the children, Sabay grabbed a hold of her
arm and whispered, “Don’t Belloh.”

One of the ex-soldiers smiled and turned to
Joseph, “They know him.”

“Yeah, I think they were in on it, probably
put him up to it,” another asserted.

“You’re next!” Joseph
snarled, looking directly at the children as a sick grin spread
across his face. Then he flicked the lighter bringing the flame to
life, and dropped it onto Joao’s wretched,
gasoline soaked body. In one abrupt flash of fire, he began to burn. Joao was suddenly conscious again. His
piercing, blood-curdling screams echoed through the shrouded city
street as he attempted to thrash about his broken body.

Despite the horror that played before his
eyes, Sabay’s mind began to race. He knew it was now or never.
While the gang was sadistically preoccupied with the gruesome death
of his friend, he commanded the shrieking children, “Let’s go. We
need to get out of here. Run!”

He gathered the skeleton-like body of Alex,
the youngest of the boys, into his arms while Belloh hoisted
Jedhudi onto her back. Sabay knew they were going to have to move
very fast to put as much distance between them and the vengeful
group. He ran ahead of the children knowing that they would follow.
Sarrah, with Alida held tight to her chest, along with Belloh and
her little brother trailed them all to insure than none fell down
or fell behind.

They could hear the gang hollering
manically. Joao’s screams slowly died as he did. The boy with the
M-16 fired several rounds into the air as they celebrated a life
snuffed out.

At the sound of the shots, thinking the band
of murderers was firing at them, the children wailed with mouths
opened wide but continued to run as fast as their little legs would
allow.

As Sabay turned corners left and right and
skirted down alleyways he sensed the children, exhausted and weak,
had begun to slow their pace. He felt confident that Joseph and his
friends had not immediately followed them. However, he also knew,
without a doubt, that the band of killers would not forget. They
would search them out. They would hunt them down, and kill them
all.

It was completely dark out now and Sabay
could hardly see a few feet in front of him. Even the lightning
could not pierce the heavy blackness. In between peals of thunder,
he could hear Alida crying hoarsely. The rain abruptly started to
pour down, instantly soaking them, and Sabay knew he had to find
shelter for them quickly. It had to be a place that Joseph and his
followers would not immediately think of, if at all.

Sabay’s mind was confused
and racked with guilt. Oh God, why did I
agree to let Joao find us food? Why? I knew he would steal it, but
why did he have to steal from the most dangerous people in the
city? They tortured and killed him because he was just trying to
help us get food! It’s all my fault! And why did the children have
to see such a horrible thing? Why?

“Can we stop now? Please? Just for a
minute,” Sarrah yelled out in between heavy breaths. Alida was
still crying.

They all came to an immediate halt. Sabay
turned to face them. Several of the children flopped down on the
ground. As Sarrah tried to pull the tattered cloth wrapped around
Alida up over the top of her head in an attempt to give the baby
more protection from the pounding rain, she pleaded with Sabay,
“What are we going to do? Where are we going to go?”

“Why are we running Sabay?” Carey asked. Her
stomach was bloated and most of her hair was gone.

“Yeah, how come?” Georgetta, naked and all
her hair orange, joined in.

Sabay sighed. He hadn’t realized that not
all of them understood. He didn’t want to talk about it. If they
didn’t know already, he didn’t want to be the one to cause them
more fear and he didn’t want to talk about Joao.

He swallowed hard and forced himself to
speak anyway, “Those men, those bad men that hurt Joao are coming
after us. They want to hurt us too.”

“Oh no…what are we going to do? I’m
afraid…Sabay, what should we do?” All the children cried out. Some
groaned, some whimpered, all shivered fiercely partially from the
rain, mostly with fright.

“We are going to find a place to stay. A
hiding place.”

Sabay’s mind unexpectedly
flashed on the perfect place. A building he had gone to with his
mother many years ago in search of food and medical attention from
the makeshift clinic set up in the circular driveway. He didn’t
know the original purpose of the building, nor its name but he
remembered a feeling of awe when he first laid eyes upon its
grandeur. He remembered families gathered
around charcoal fires that burned in the corners of the large
rooms.

“Come on. I know where to go,” he told them
with confidence.

He no longer felt the need
to run. It was going to be a long walk in itself but in the dark
and heavy downpour, it would be difficult indeed.
He knew the children would need to pace themselves
and conserve what little energy they had left.

In a tight bunch, they plodded along, all
following their fearless leader. No one spoke. The only sounds were
Alida’s raspy cries. Occasionally, other people looking as anxious
as they felt, would cross their path and startle them. The
adrenaline brought on by fear of who the strangers were helped the
children along.

After trudging along for an hour, the last
half without running across anymore of the city’s residents, Sabay
knew they were getting close. Despite the fact that Sabay had
always had a good sense of direction and a very good memory, he was
still amazed that he had found the place so easily in the dark.

As they approached the long driveway Sabay
sensed the darkness was even heavier there and the smell so bad he
could taste it. He could not even make out an outline of the
building against the sky.

Right before they reached what Sabay thought
would be the bottom of the marble stairs that led to the entrance
of the great structure, he ran smack into the bumper of an older
Mercedes-Benz sedan. He was surprised as he noticed there was
another just like it parked next to it. Before Sabay’s mind could
question the reason for the parked cars, he heard hushed and
mumbled voices coming from the top of the stairs.

Unbeknownst to Sabay, the
men were part of an order of Freemasons. Members of this order had
evicted the eight thousand squatters a few years previously in
hopes of restoring their temple known as The Ancient, Free, and Accepted Masonic
Lodge. The stunning palace, now decrepit
and burnt out, had been the scene of many battles during the civil
war. The majority of Liberia’s high-ranking officials were Masons
and it was widely believed that matters of state were handled
within the lodge. However, most mainstream Grand Lodges did not
regard members of the Liberian Order as ‘regular’
Masons.

Sabay quickly steered the children away from
the cars and towards a low cement wall. He motioned with his hands
and his body that they should crouch down. He held his finger to
his lips to signal that they should stay quiet. Flooded with relief
he found that Alida wasn’t crying anymore. He was certain whoever
was descending the stairs would not see them in the gloom even so
close to their cars. As the voices grew nearer he saw that there
were three men and he saw this only because they each held small
flashlights. One of the men jumped into his car and started the
engine even before the other two had reached the car closest to the
children. Sabay thought they looked as if they had just seen a
ghost.

As the two men hustled to unlock the doors
and climb into their car, one of them dropped his penlight to the
ground. It bounced and rolled so close to Sabay’s feet that he was
sure the man would find them when he went to retrieve it. Spooked
by something Sabay could not imagine, the man hopped in the car and
slammed the door. He did not concern himself with the flashlight.
The second car followed the first around the driveway, tires
skidding as mud flew high and wide in the wake of their hasty
exit.

Sabay reached out and took hold of the small
flashlight. It was such a small thing, but for the first time since
his mother had died, going where he could not follow, he felt that
his luck was finally turning. He thought that maybe there really
were angels watching over him as his mother had told him right
before she had closed her eyes forever, leaving him all alone.

It started to rain harder now and it stung
the skin on their faces and bodies like thousands of needles. The
rumbling of thunder was relentless and deafening, while lightening
flashed continuously across the sky.

Still holding Alex, Sabay stood and called
to the children, “Let’s get inside. Hurry.”

“I don’t think I can go in there,” Belloh
said. It was the first time she spoke since she had cried out to
her brother for mercy.

“I don’t think I want to go in there either,
Sabay. I’m afraid,” Ellen agreed.

“It’ll be all right. We have to get out of
the storm. We need to take care of Alida. Come on, it’ll be okay,”
Sabay reassured them.

They slowly climbed the stairs as Sabay ran
the light across the large arched, glassless windows.

The door stood wide open. Still holding Alex
with one arm, Sabay stepped through the threshold and scanned the
entrance with the thin beam of light. As he cautiously stepped
further in, his light jerked around the large meeting room as his
hand shook nervously. He inspected the marble floor and the ruined,
winding staircases. He briefly illuminated what he now remembered
as the entrance to the basement. He recalled listening, with a
disturbing fascination, to some older children who were retelling
the story of what was in the basement those long years ago when his
mother still stood at his side. They had said that evil lived down
there. They claimed that some worshipped Satan there and that the
spirits of those sacrificed to the prince of darkness haunted the
temple. They claimed there was a huge altar crusted with dried
blood and on the white marble floor was a huge black circle with a
five-pointed star inside. Over the star was the head of the horned
god, Lucifer. Sabay didn’t know if it was true but he felt now was
not the time to think about such things, let alone investigate the
rumors.

He continued to sweep the room with light
and found an area in the corner that looked dry. There were some
rags and several crates stacked nearby. He figured that would be
the best place for them to hunker down for the long night ahead of
them.

The children felt good to be out of the rain
but the odor inside was worse than outside. It carried the same
overpowering stench of death but now it merged with the reek of
human excrement.

He led the children to the corner and while
he lit the area, he kicked around the rags to make sure they would
be all right to sit or lay on. He didn’t detect anything other than
grime. He sat down cross-legged and set Alex at his side. The other
children followed his example and sat close together.

Using the flashlight, Sabay let his gaze
fall on each of the children’s faces. They looked so fragile and
worn-out. As he lit upon Sarrah’s face, he thought she didn’t look
right. She wasn’t looking down at Alida in her usual, motherly
fashion and it looked like she was holding the baby too tightly.
Her eyes were vacant and tears silently streamed down her
cheeks.

Still gripping the flashlight, Sabay crawled
over to her.

He spoke so gently, “Let me see Alida,
Sarrah.”

When she didn’t respond, he attempted to
take the child from her arms. She tightened her grip.

“Please, Sarrah let me see her. Let me check
if she’s all right,” he pleaded.

Sarrah shook her head.

As he pried her fingers, hands, and arms
away from the child, he told her, “It’s okay, Sarrah. It’s okay—you
can let her go. I’m going to take care of her for you now. It’ll be
all right.”

As soon as he had a hold of Alida, he knew
he held dead weight. Sarrah began to weep aloud and her body shook
with anguish.

Sabay wasn’t sure what to do. He felt a huge
lump form in his throat. He knew he couldn’t cry now, he had to be
strong for the others.

He stood and walked to the crates. He held
the body of the baby girl and the flashlight in one arm, and picked
up a crate and shook out the debris with the other. He gently laid
her in the crate and covered her face with the dirty rag she was
wrapped in.

Belloh was the first to speak.

“Oh no Sabay, don’t tell us Alida is...” She
couldn’t finish.

“What happened, Sabay? What’s wrong? Is
Alida okay?” Johnson questioned.

Sabay spoke in a whisper, “It’s all right.
Alida is in heaven now with Jesus and her mommy. She’s okay now.
Don’t worry. Don’t feel bad. She’s better now.”

Alex, who rarely spoke more than a word or
two for days at a time, said, “I wanna go to heaven. I wanna see my
mommy and Jesus, too.”

“Me too…me too,” the children agreed.

They all started to whimper and laid their
heads down, resting their arms over one another.

Sabay sat down next to Sarrah, put his arm
around her, and held her close. Belloh, with her brother in her
lap, scooted herself close to Sabay’s other side, and cried
softly.

Sabay felt overwhelmed. He was going to have
to bury the little girl, their precious Alida, in the morning. He
could hardly bear the thought. He had to do it though, for Sarrah’s
sake, and for the others as well. He couldn’t just leave her there.
And what would they do afterward? He needed food. The others needed
food. He felt they were safe from Joseph and his gang for now, but
what about tomorrow? What would they do? Perhaps the
self-proclaimed soldiers of the city would find others to terrorize
and become distracted. Still, once they caught sight of the group
of children, they would remember and they would go after them.
Sabay felt like he just couldn’t go on. He didn’t know how he
could, but what else could he do?

The thunder roared so loudly now he wondered
how any of them would ever succumb to sleep. The horror of the day
began to replay itself in all of their tortured minds.

As if attracted to the anguish and torment
of the motherless, the shadow that engulfed the city began to move
and change. It rose upward and then folded in upon itself. It
condensed itself. It formed a disk of substance, thick like the
ashes of burnt, black paint. It swirled itself in a circle at an
incredible speed, ever increasing in velocity directly above the
haven of the grief-stricken children.

Directly beneath him, Sabay
heard, as well as felt, a rumbling. It was a sound so thunderous
and so full of force that he could never have described it. Just as
he thought the basement,
the flashlight blinked and went out, leaving them
in the most unconditional darkness they had ever known.

From the colossal black cloud swirling above
them, fueled by currents of electrical energy from the vast and
countless lightening bolts, shot a tornado-like column. With the
speed of light it stabbed itself ferociously through the temple
straight through to its bowels.

The building imploded and then exploded with
the force of an atomic explosion.

The death of the innocents was instantaneous
and without foreknowledge. It was without pain and there would not
be any forever more. If there had been a witness, one with the
extraordinary power to discern such things, they would have seen
the plump, cherub-like spirits of fifteen children rising up with
singing and laughter, reaching into the arms of love.

From the massive crater that was left in the
wake of the blast, a great earthquake panned out in every
direction. The earth cracked open wide, forming deep chasms. The
ground rolled like waves, utterly annihilating every single
structure within seconds. When the quake reached the shores of the
Atlantic Ocean, it caused four separate and mammoth tidal waves.
The city’s destruction was absolute.

Out of the vestiges of the smoldering,
lifeless abyss rose up a form of such magnitude and enormity, with
its appearance so sinister and evil, that it was beyond
comprehension. Dark and vaporous, it moved quickly—its manner
disjointed—above the ruins, then high into the atmosphere with a
shrill and inhuman roar.

 


 


Freedom Mourned

 


Tiny cries haunt the night,

Born of hate and shame,

Waiting alone in darkened shadows,

Silent screams for an angel,

And only by the Light of Love shall they be
saved.

 


She
hadn’t meant to catch a glimpse of her reflection in the bathroom
mirror. Her face horrified her and she took great pains to avoid
the sight of it. She had been disfigured for six very long years
and even now, she could not come to grips with what she saw. She
steeled herself and fought back the tears welling up in her eyes.
She quickly opened wide the mirrored cabinet and grabbed her
hairbrush but did not shut it. She brushed her long glossy chestnut
hair letting it fall over the left side of her face. She knew this
tactic did little to cover the hideous and repulsive scar that ran
wide from the corner of her eye, across her cheekbone, and extended
to her chin but it was all she had to work with. Surgery or even
make-up was totally and absolutely unattainable.

As she slipped into despondency, she was
jolted, as if struck by a volt of electricity, at the sound of her
mother’s harsh, shrill voice shouting at her from the kitchen.

“Grace, I want to leave now! You’d better
come out of there right now! The Lord proclaims, ‘Thou shall not be
filled with vanity and pride over your appearance!”

Her mother’s words pierced
her soul. Her disheartened disposition quickly altered to one of
fury. Does she really think I’m vain, that
I’m staring at myself in the mirror, admiring my beauty? She’s
crazy, insane, stark raving mad! Even as
she screamed the accusations in her mind, she was already bringing
her thoughts under control so she could speak the words her mother
wanted to hear. It was something she had learned to do as a young
child. It had become her only known defense, weak as it was, and it
usually did not protect her. She set her brush back in the cabinet
and shut it, while quickly turning away, dodging another
catastrophic glance at her face.

“Coming, Mother,” she called out as she
swung open the bathroom door. She ran to her room and quickly
grabbed her navy blue jacket. So as not to be reprimanded for
running in the house, she slowed down considerably before she
approached her mother.

“It’s about time, Grace. You’re never going
to be anything to look at and more importantly you know better than
to keep me waiting,” her mother told her matter-of-factly.

Grace, with her eyes lowered and in a small
soft voice answered, "I know Mother. I’m sorry, please forgive
me.”

“Only God can forgive you, Grace. Although,
sometimes I think you are beyond salvation.”

Grace slowly nodded her head. She never,
ever argued or defended herself. She never spoke unless she was
spoken to and only if an answer or reply was expected. She existed
in a constant state of keen alertness and anxiety.

“So do you think we could leave now?” her
mother asked as she tugged one of her black driving gloves over her
bony fingers.

“Yes.”

“Yes what?” her mother snapped sharply, eyes
wide.

“Yes, ma’am.”

“That’s better,” her mother looked back down
as she pulled on her other glove, “Well don’t just stand there
looking like an idiot, get in the car! I want to get this over
with.”

Grace knew her mother hated their weekly
trip to the market as much as she did although their reasons could
not have been more dissimilar. Grace’s mother frequently declared
that she would not tolerate the defiling of her pure spirit by
contact with ‘heathens’. Even those that regularly attended her own
church, those she referred to as ‘backsliders’, were not immune to
her callous and unforgiving judgment. Carol Hampton was of the
opinion that most churchgoers were only concerned with the
absolution of their weekly transgressions and as soon as they
stepped foot out of the House of the Lord they fell back into their
wicked and evil ways.

For Grace, there was a
time, before the chastisement, a time where she could
still find fleeting sensations of joy and she looked forward to
their weekly excursions to the market and church. These were the
only places she had been allowed to go outside of her dull, dreary
home that was polluted with religious paraphernalia. She had never
been to school or even Sunday school for that matter. During church
services, her parents kept her guardedly between them. However,
despite her obscene confinement and emotionally stunted
environment, she was drawn to others. Even as a toddler, she loved
people. Her unconditional and total love for all living things
poured forth from her unreservedly. Almost everyone she
encountered, consciously or subconsciously, knew her to be a
magical child. Of all the cruel punishments and violent abuses her
parents cast upon her none damaged her more than the denial of
human contact. It was only after the incident, when she wanted nothing
more than to hide away, did her sadistic parents force her to
interact with the guests that frequented the office of their small,
family owned motel. Grace knew with absolute certainty that when
others stared at her they only saw her mark of sin, the brand of
her offense against God. However, her extraordinary beauty is what
held their attention. She stood tall and willowy and she moved with
a mystical elegance. The scar on her face contrasted against her
perfect skin and caused her exquisite loveliness to become all the
more prominent and even though she was unaware of it, her inner
devotion to the life force in all things became more pronounced and
magnetic.

“Yes Mother,” Grace quickly answered in
response to her mother’s demand that she get to the car. Grace
hurried passed her through the side door into the adjacent carport
attached to their two-bedroom cottage situated behind the
continuous L shaped motel.

Once outside, the brilliant
sun momentarily caused Grace to squint her eyes. Undiluted sunshine
was rare along the northern coast of California. Suddenly, Grace
was overcome with the yearning to run far into the thicket behind
her house, lay on her back, and let her damaged body soak up the
healing warmth of the sun. She imagined herself reading one of
those cheap paperback, grocery store novels like the ones she
occasionally found in the guest rooms. The bible was the only
reading material her parents found suitable. Television or even a
radio was absolutely forbidden within her home and she of course
had never been to a movie theater or a stage play. During rare
times of bravery and desperation, when she found herself alone
cleaning and making-up a guest room, she'd stolen hasty glances of
the pages of the books and magazines forgotten or discarded. It was
because of these books as well as quick glimpses at the televisions
in the rooms, that she came to understand that a happier, healthier
life could be had. She knew the lives of others did not meet her
parent’s righteous standards for living a pure and sinless life but
she also knew, without a doubt, that to inflict pain on another was
far from the will of God. As a result of years and years of bible
study, and with wisdom far beyond her nineteen years, she truly
understood that to judge another was God’s right alone. The dawning
of these first epiphanies was the beginning of her understanding
that her parents were cruel, selfish, and deranged, and her silent
mantra had become, Vengeance is mine saith
the Lord.

To Grace, the already short drive to
Westport’s only market passed far too quickly. She was experiencing
severe apprehension at the thought of contending with the gaping
stares of those she might encounter, combined with feelings of
extreme distress knowing she would inevitably do something her
mother did not approve of.

“All right, let’s get this over with and I
don’t want you wandering around,” her mother told her once she had
parked in the small lot in front of the market.

“You better answer me when I am talking to
you Grace,” her Mother snapped at her, grabbing a hold of her upper
arm so fiercely that her thumb and fingers pinched the tender flesh
of her under arm, breaking the skin.

Grace winced and whimpered, “I’m sorry,
Mother.”

Her mother glared at her for a long moment
before letting go of her arm, and then she got out of the car
without saying another word to her daughter. Grace felt her arm
tenderly before she also got out and hurried to catch up to her
mother, keeping her head down, and letting her hair hang over her
face.

Once they were inside her mother ordered,
“Grab a basket.” Although, she used a much softer tone now that
they were within earshot of other people.

Grace quickly did as she was told, hastily
walking after her mother.

As soon as Grace’s mother whipped around the
corner of the first aisle, the market’s only stock boy, Ricky
Starks, stopped Grace dead in her tracks. At once, her heart
started to beat furiously with fear and panic.

“Hello, Grace,” Ricky said with a warm
smile.

Embarrassed and self-conscious of her
disfigured face, Grace nodded her head only slightly. She had known
Ricky all her life and he had always tried to be friendly to her
whenever he found her parents preoccupied with something or someone
other than Grace. She estimated that he was a year or two older
than she was, and she thought his tall and slim, athletic body and
heart shaped face were intriguing. He was the type of boy ordinary
parents would have been pleased to have their child associate with.
He was clean cut, hard working, and his family had money. The
Starks had moved to, and consequently blessed, the small town of
Westport, before Ricky was born. They owned the Westport Market,
the Westport Café, and the Westport Inn, which of course was a far
classier establishment than the Hampton’s rundown motel. Even
though the Starks were the wealthiest family in the small town,
they were never pretentious and gave extraordinary large donations
towards the town’s development and improvement projects. Grace
would have liked to get to know Ricky but she knew better. She had
given up the hope of ever having a friend a long time ago.

“How are you this fine day?” Ricky asked as
he leaned close to her, speaking quietly while still holding his
soft smile.

Grace glanced up at him only to just as
quickly glance away with a feeling of dread.

“I-I’m good,” she told him in a whisper.

“That’s good to hear,” his smile broadened,
“So how’s your family’s business these days?”

Frantic, while trying to think of something
to say that would enable her to get away from him before her mother
found them talking, she replied, “It’s good.”

“I am happy to hear that. I was wondering if
it had been slow lately. My dad told me it’s been a little slow
over at the inn.”

Grace started to thank him for his concern
and then tell him that she had better find her mother but she was
too late.

“Grace, what are you doing?”

Grace jumped a little when she heard her
mother’s sharp voice from behind her.

“Oh hi, Mrs. Hampton. I was just asking
Grace how business was at the motel,” Ricky quickly interceded,
still holding his boyish grin.

“I don’t see why that would be any of your
concern Ricky Starks, or why you would even think to ask my
daughter such questions.”

“I’m sorry, Mrs. Hampton. I was just trying
to be friendly, that’s all.”

“My business is none of your affair, now I
think you should leave Grace alone and get back to work before I
complain to your father.”

“Okay, okay. I’m sorry to have bothered you
Mrs. Hampton,” Ricky told her. He quickly looked at Grace and gave
her a quick wink.

Grace’s heart felt like it
dropped completely out of her chest and into her stomach. She knew
that she was going to get it now. Why did
Ricky have to talk to me? She did not look
at him as he walked away.

Her mother stepped very close to her leaving
only a couple of inches between their faces. Grace struggled with
the urge to turn away.

“What have your father and I told you about
talking to boys?” her mother grilled her in a stern and sharp but a
low, hushed voice.

“That it is an indulgence but I didn’t start
talking to him, he came up to me,” Grace whispered.

“Don’t you dare talk back to me! You know
you’re supposed to stay with me the whole time and keep your mouth
shut! And what do you do, you little harlot? You start talking to
the first boy that crosses your path.”

“But…,” Grace started to say.

“I don’t want to hear another word come out
of your filthy mouth, you ugly sinner! You just wait until I get
you home and tell your father about this Grace Hampton. We’ll just
see what he thinks about this. I imagine he’ll have something quite
unpleasant in store for you. Something that’s really going to teach
you a lesson and you had better learn it this time!”

“I’m sorry Mother,” Grace whispered, as she
fought back her tears.

Near hysterics but still able to control the
volume of her voice, her mother snapped, “I told you and I will not
tell you again, not a word out of you, you disgusting piece of
trash.”

Grace only nodded her head.

“Now start moving. The sooner we can get
through this the sooner we can get home to your father.”

Grace wanted to plead with her mother, to
explain that she hadn’t done anything wrong but she knew it
wouldn’t change anything, she knew her mother wouldn’t listen, and
would only become angrier.

The rest of their shopping trip and drive
home passed in a haze for Grace. She couldn’t think straight. Her
hands and feet felt numb. The anticipation of punishment tortured
her mind. Her thoughts were frenzied and muddled. She even thought
that maybe this time she would die. Maybe they would kill her, and
release her from the constant, paralyzing fear. During the drive
home she sat slumped in her seat staring out her side window.
Suddenly, her mother brutally slapped the back of her head as she
screamed at her for day dreaming and having impure thoughts about
‘that boy’. Her mother smacked her again, this time against her
forehead, while she screeched at her for slouching. She accused her
of slothfulness, a deadly sin, and one that would surely guarantee
her a place in hell, smothered in fire and brimstone for all
eternity.

Her mother pulled into the carport and
stopped the car with such force that it made Grace’s seatbelt cling
tight from the sudden stop.

“I’m going to find your father and I want
all the groceries put away before we come to talk to you. Do you
understand me?” she ordered Grace sternly.

“Yes, ma’am.”

“Well get moving then!” her mother snapped
when Grace hadn’t moved at once.

Grace got out, walked to the trunk of the
car, and loaded her arms with as many bags as she could carry while
she listened to her mother’s fading footsteps as she headed to the
motel office.

She hurriedly put the groceries away. She
wasn’t sure how much time she had before her parents arrived and
she didn’t want to be caught with the task unfinished. When she was
done, she sat at the kitchen table and waited while her heart beat
furiously and her stomach turned.

It didn’t take long for them to burst
through the front door shouting her name. She hung her head, closed
her eyes, and called to them, letting them know where she was. She
heard her father’s angry footsteps as he stomped into the kitchen.
She did not look up when they entered.

“What is all this talk about you consorting
with a boy, young lady?” her father’s voice came sharp and harsh,
full of anger.

She couldn’t answer. She didn’t know what to
say. Nothing she said would matter.

“Answer me, you little witch!” her father
screamed.

“He just asked me how I was and how business
was at the motel,” Grace told him, her voice tiny and
frightened.

Grace heard footsteps and then her father
slapped her across the right side of her face and then backhanded
her across the left side. She cried out in pain and leaned over the
table as she cradled her left cheek. Her scar felt like it was on
fire.

“You have no business talking to him, not
about yourself or our motel! How many times have we told you that
it is a sin to fraternize with a boy that you are not married to?
How many times have we told you that lust is a shameful
transgression, a crime that should be punished? Lust is an evil
desire that leads to the death of your soul.”

“How many times Grace?” he screamed at her
again when she didn’t answer.

“A lot. I tried not to talk to him, I swear!
I had to say something before he would move out of my way. I’m so
sorry.”

As Grace cried softly, her father hit her in
the face again, this time she tasted blood.

“I have told you to never, ever speak to
boys but you just won’t listen! Do you want to go to hell for all
eternity?”

“No.”

“Well, you are well on your way Grace and
you are not bringing us down with you! You have to be
punished.”

Grace’s heart sank, she was hoping hitting
her was going to be punishment enough but she knew now, it was only
wishful thinking.

“What should we do with her?” Grace heard
her mother ask in disgust.

“I'm not sure yet. Just let me think a
minute, will you Carol?” her father answered, sounding
irritated.

“I know what to do,” her mother said after a
minute of silence, “whip her.”

“Go get the switch,” he told Grace.

Grace looked at her father with pleading
eyes.

“Go get it now!” he screamed.

Grace slowly got up from her chair. Her legs
felt weak and wobbly. She went to the kitchen closet, she grabbed
the branch that her father had ripped from the birch tree behind
their house one night when she had broken a dish in the sink.

Grace handed him the switch. Immediately her
mother forced her to turn around and roughly yanked her jacket from
her, then shoved her against the kitchen table. Grace leaned over,
placed her hands firmly on its surface, and took a long, deep
breath.

Grace closed her eyes as soon as she heard
the swishing sound of the switch taken back quickly in the air and
brought forward hard against her back. She valiantly fought back
her cries of pain, but after the fourth whack, she couldn’t hold
them in anymore. Her father struck her six more times before
stopping.

“I don’t ever want to hear about you talking
to another boy ever again, do you understand me?” her father
screamed into her burning hot ear.

Grace nodded her head.

“I can’t hear you!”

“Yes-s…s-sir…I under…stand,” Grace told him
between sobs.

“Good. Now go clean up and then get to work
on cleaning the rooms.”

Mercifully, it seemed to Grace, both her
parents left the house, heading back to the office.

Grace stood in the kitchen and waited for
the throbbing pain in her back to subside before she went into the
bathroom to clean herself off and change into a fresh shirt. After
five minutes, the pain had not lessened but she knew she was going
to have to move soon before her parents came looking for her.

She slowly took a few steps in the direction
of the bathroom. She could not stand straight. She walked slow,
hunched over, like an old woman. When she did finally make it to
the bathroom, she quickly and quietly closed the door and then
collapsed onto the floor and cried.

After several minutes of agonizing and
painful sobbing, she pushed herself up off the floor. She slowly
took off her shredded shirt as fresh, excruciating pain shot
through her whole body. She dropped the shirt to the floor and then
stood sideways in front of the mirror and looked over her shoulder
to see her back. There were ten new cuts and they all bled.

It was the old scars that caused her to sob
softly now. Her back had become one large mass of scar tissue. It
had been slashed more than eighty times.

She turned around, faced the mirror, and saw
only the repulsive monster she had become. With her spirit broken
and her psyche shattered, she no longer had the strength to control
her thoughts. She stared at her ravaged face, her lower lip was
puffy, and her one unblemished cheek was beet red. Her other cheek,
the scarred cheek, as a result of the brutal slapping had turned
purple and her mind morbidly began to replay the cause of its
original ruin.

 


Claire Anderson caught sight of Grace
looking at her in the large mirror that hung in the girl’s bathroom
of the St. Thomas Episcopal Church. As Grace absent-mindedly washed
her hands, she couldn’t help but stare at the older, teenage girl
as she smoothed the pale-pink lip-gloss over her lips.

“Would you like to try some, Grace?” Claire
asked as she held out the tube of gloss.

“Really? You wouldn’t mind?” Grace responded
with great enthusiasm.

“Of course not, I think this shade would
look fabulous on you. Here, go ahead, give it a try.”

Grace took the tube and pulled out the wand.
As she slid the tiny sponge across her full lips, she thought of
how wonderful and exotic it felt. After she handed the lip-gloss
back to Claire, they both admired themselves in the mirror and
giggled. Suddenly, thirteen-year-old Grace felt so grown up and
beautiful. Since her mother never used make-up, she’d had no
experience with it. The thought never occurred to her that there
might be something wrong with it.

Grace filled with excitement as the two
girls walked out of the bathroom. She just couldn’t wait to walk
into the fellowship hall where the parishioners gathered after the
Sunday morning service with her newfound friend and her newfound
beauty. She was sure her mother would comment on how pretty she
looked.

As Grace and Claire entered the great hall,
Claire immediately joined a group of teenagers that had gathered
around the dessert table while Grace scanned the room for her
mother. She spotted her in the middle of the room talking with a
few of the women from her bible study group. Grace quickly walked
to her, tugged her dress gently, and looked up at her mother with
the sweetest and most innocent of smiles. Her mother looked down at
her daughter and froze; her eyes, light and carefree suddenly
changed to a sharp, angry glare.

“What is on your mouth Grace?” she asked
through her teeth trying not to scream at Grace while there were
other people around.

“It’s lip-gloss. Doesn’t it look pretty?”
Grace asked as she lost her smile a little when she noticed the
look of disgust on her mother's face.

“Come with me now,” her mother told her in a
sharp voice while she grabbed her forearm and yanked her towards
the exit door. Her father noticed, along with several others, that
something was up between his wife and daughter and immediately
excused himself from the conversation he was engaged in and
followed them toward the bathrooms.

Grace’s mother pushed the bathroom door open
with such force that it slammed against the wall and would have
slammed back into Grace’s face it she hadn’t been quick enough to
raise her hands and stop it.

“Get that revolting stuff off your face
now!” her mother demanded as she nearly foamed at the mouth.

Grace moved to grab a paper towel.

“Let me do it!” her mother hissed between
clenched teeth and quickly ripped the paper towel out of Grace’s
hands. She took hold of the front of Grace’s dress and yanked her
towards herself, making Grace’s head snap back giving her such a
sharp pain in her neck it made her feel dizzy. Her mother wiped at
her lips so hard they felt like they might swell and bleed. Grace,
so shocked by the quick turnabout of her own feelings, didn’t cry.
Yet.

“Go get in the car now Grace and do not say
anything to anyone while I get your father.”

Her mother didn’t have to go far to find her
father. He was waiting just outside the door. He didn’t say a word.
He turned and walked briskly ahead of them towards the parking
lot.

Grace shook feverishly and uncontrollably as
they drove home in silence. She considered making a break for it as
soon as the car stopped but she knew her father would be able to
catch her. Besides, to where could she run?

"Get in the house now, Grace,” her father snapped at her once
they were parked at their house.

Grace did as she was told. Her parents
followed right behind her. Grace stepped into their small living
room and stood in the middle of the floor with her back to her
parents. She heard the front door slam loudly.

“What were you thinking Grace? How dare you
defile our place of worship by your unholy use of worldly
vanities!” her mother screamed.

“I’m sorry, I didn’t know it was wrong,”
Grace bravely told them truthfully

Grace heard her father move over to the
fireplace. Now reduced to smoldering since they had left for church
earlier that morning, he stoked the fire. He threw on two more logs
and the sound of the flames crackling loudly began to fill the
room. She didn’t know why it should, but the sound frightened
Grace.

“Don’t tell us you didn’t know. Of course,
you knew. I think you deliberately disobeyed us. I think you gave
into temptation, that you were enticed by evil desires. You’re
weak, Grace. You’re a weak, spineless halfwit!” her mother
blasted.

“She’s got the devil in her Carol,” her
father offered.

“I think you might be right.”

“I know I’m right,” he responded and he
began to stab the burning logs furiously with the fire-stoker.

“What are we going to do with her,
John?”

Grace heard the thrill of excitement in her
mother's voice. It was an emotion she had never seen her mother
exhibit. Grace was greatly disturbed. It was something that she
pondered many times since.

“We are going to make sure that she never
forgets the sin that she committed today. We are going to make sure
she is never again tempted to look upon herself with vanity,” her
father said in a low voice, “Hold her arms Carol.”

Grace’s mother did as her
husband told her. Before Grace really knew what was happening her
mother had taken a firm grip on her arms and pinned them behind her
back. Grace wanted to fight at first and try to free herself from
her mother’s grip
but she knew there was no use. She knew there was no escape. She
felt herself go limp with fear. She resigned her will and let
herself lean against her mother as all her strength drained
away.

Grace let her gaze drop to the floor and her
eyes unfocused. She heard her father push the fire-stoker hard into
the burning logs one more time. She couldn’t help but look up.

He was pulling the stoker out of the fire,
the end of it red with heat. His intent abruptly dawned upon her
mind. She wanted to cry out for someone to help her but the scream
caught in her throat.

Her father moved across the room quickly.
Grace’s instinct for survival suddenly kicked in and she tried to
break free of mother's grasp but her mother was stronger.

Her mother, in an emotional frenzy started
to recite scripture, “Honor thy Father and thy Mother…fix your
thoughts on what is true and holy and worthy of praise…get thee
behind me Satan…keep us clear of temptation and save us from
evil…the spirit is willing but the body is weak…come to us Lord in
this hour of our need…blessed are those who hunger and thirst for
righteousness…”

“This will teach you! From now on, you will
never be tempted by pride! You will never again be tempted by
vanity!” her father screamed in her face.

With one massive hand, he took hold of the
top of Grace’s head and forced it to turn to the right.

Grace begged them to stop, to forgive
her.

“Hold her tight Carol!”

Her mother tightened her grip on her
daughter's arms and slid her feet farther apart to brace herself
for what was to come.

Her father brought the fire-stoker to the
left side of Grace’s face. The tip of it touched her skin, first
burning a thin line under her left eye. He brought the rest of the
red-hot fire-stoker down, pushing it against her cheek and chin.
Grace heard the sizzling of burning tissue. Smoke rose up in front
of her eye and she smelled burning flesh. He then brutally twisted
the stoker sideways causing the burn to broaden. The torment lasted
no longer than three seconds, just long enough to leave a lifetime
of damage on her body, mind, and soul.

Once Grace's father pulled the stoker away
from her face and took a step back, her mother released her grip on
her arms. Grace collapsed onto the floor with one piercing scream.
She lapsed into unconsciousness.

She awoke after dark still lying crumpled in
the middle of the living room floor. She could neither see nor hear
her parents. She assumed they had gone to their office. In
excruciating pain, she made her way to the bathroom and managed to
find a bottle of aspirin. With water from the faucet, she swallowed
six pills. Fearing she would pass out again she groped her way to
her room and laid herself gently on her bed and there she stayed
for a week. Her parents did not check on her nor concern themselves
with her nor even once speak to her during her time of continuous,
constant pain and severe loneliness. When she was hungry or
thirsty, she got up and took care of her own needs. It was a
miracle the burn healed as well as it did on its own. She used the
burn ointment and bandages she found in the medicine cabinet until
the supply was exhausted. After that week, her parents, growing
weary of the chores left undone in Grace’s absence, forced her back
to work. None of the town’s people at the market or church ever
asked her what had happened to her face. Although, she was sure
most of them speculated amongst themselves. Despite her ordeal, her
faith weakened but was not altogether lost. She would never be able
to give up completely her belief in something greater than herself
but there were times now when she felt it difficult to feel that an
all-loving Supreme Being watched over her.

It was during that first night of fitful,
frightful sleep that Grace dreamed a dream of such intensity and
passion that it had since remained vivid in all its glorious
details. In the beginning, she thought the dream was real, that it
truly happened but as the years passed, she began to feel foolish
for even thinking that it could have been anymore than just a
dream. As she lay in her bed, still fully dressed that first
horrible night, she dreamt that a young man sat at her side on the
edge of her bed. She knew he was older than her mere thirteen years
but, as she gazed upon his face and looked into his eyes, she knew
that she loved him instantly and she knew the love she felt was not
like the love she might have felt for an older brother but rather
the kind of love that exists between lovers.

His black, chin length hair gleamed in the
darkness. His cobalt blue eyes dazzled her. His face was young and
boyish, and so good-looking it was almost pretty.

As he spoke, his fair, almost translucent
skin seemed to glisten and shimmer.

“Hello Grace,” he said as he caressed her,
running his hand softly up her arm and shoulder in the manner of a
most loving parent.

He gently stroked the right side of her face
with the back of his fingers and whispered, “My love.”

His voice and touch were like morphine. She,
who had never known tranquility or been the recipient of affection,
was suddenly washed in peace and enveloped in the feeling of being
deeply loved and cherished. There was no pain.

She was never sure how long he sat with her,
holding her hand, and whispering to her, “It’s all right now Grace.
Be strong. I’m with you. I am always with you as I have always
been. I am always by your side, even when you think you can’t see
me. Soon I will come to you. Soon you will see me again with your
own eyes. I will take you away from here soon, my darling. Do not
be afraid.”

She fought the sleep her body urgently cried
out for, afraid that he would disappear. She forced her eyes to
stay open. She would have been satisfied to do nothing more than
just look at him forever.

He knew her body and mind needed to rest, to
shut down, and rejuvenate. He gently passed his palm over her
eyelids and they closed. His voice tranquil and filled with
adoration spoke to her one last time. He leaned very close to her
and she breathed deep his sweet scent, “Sleep now, my angel, and
forget me not.”

Her sleep was profound and undisturbed for
the next twenty-four continuous hours. Upon waking her burn, while
still quite uncomfortable, was never as intolerably painful as it
was before the dream. And she did not forget.

 


As Grace blinked and came out
of her memory-induced trance, her naked reflection in the mirror
startled her. In one rapid rush, all the anguish of the day flooded
back to her. Curiously however, she felt better and for the first
time since that long ago time of fire and dreams, she could
feel his presence
all around her. Her mind and body felt stronger. Her wounds didn’t
hurt quite as much and she could look at the reflection of her
face, and while she didn’t like it, she did not succumb to
self-pity.

She turned on the shower and adjusted the
temperature to warm. As with her burn, she didn’t know how she
knew, no one ever told her; nonetheless, she knew that she always
needed to make sure her wounds were clean.

As she let the water stream over her head
and down her back, it felt better than she had expected it to. Her
back stung a little but only for a moment. She felt like she was
washing clean away all the emotional filth and physical anguish
that her parents had dumped on her since the day she was born.

With renewed vigor of mind and body, she
quickly stepped out of the shower, dried off, wrapped the towel
around her, and walked upright to her room.

As she dressed, a
breathtaking thought suddenly occurred to her. Every time her
parents had administered an especially harsh and cruel punishment,
they would always leave her alone for a time. Sometimes they would
not bother with her at all for days as long as she kept up with her
chores and didn’t get in their way. It was as if their craving for
abuse, violence, and bloodshed had been satisfied. She also sensed,
quite strongly, that her liberation was close at hand and for some
unknown reason she accepted the fact and the truth that
he was very
real, whether he had actually come to her or had
come to her in a dream, did not matter. Over the years, she had
often agonized over why he still hadn’t come to save her but now
she understood that he was waiting for her to come of age. Filled
with more hope than she ever imagined possible for herself, she
didn’t just believe, she knew
he would come, and soon.

As she walked out of the house, she thought
that if Ricky stepped in front of her again right at that moment
she would thank him. If he hadn’t gone out of his way, if hadn’t
tried to be a friend to her that morning, none of what had
transpired that day and eventually led to her drastic
transformation and emotional uplifting, would have come about.

As she started down the path that led to the
motel office, she came across a small tabby cat frolicking in the
weeds.

She scooped it into her arms, held it close
to her face, and whispered in its ear, “You are so pretty.”

After she gently set it back to the ground
and continued on her way, it bounded after her, right at her heels.
She spied a group of bright orange poppies. She tilted her head to
the side, and with a tender smile, she nodded to them. A sudden and
ever so slight breeze caused the flowers to nod back. She looked up
into the cloudless sky and saw two magnificent and perfect, white
seagulls. She watched them glide majestically through the air. They
cawed to her in salutation.

She felt good, better than she had ever felt
in her life. She had something and someone to be strong for now.
She had always thought that she would be doomed to live out her
miserable existence with her wretched parents until death released
her. Whenever she had dared to allow herself to contemplate escape,
she had always come to the same conclusion. She had nowhere to
escape to. She had no relatives to her knowledge and no friends.
She did not begin to know how to find a job and besides, she was
sure no one would want to hire her because of her disgustingly ugly
face. However, she felt differently now because she didn’t feel
alone. Even though she still felt some apprehension when she
thought of how her most beloved would feel about her disfigurement,
she was absolutely sure he loved her unconditionally and that he
would help her but she wasn't sure if he would love her the way she
loved him. That thought alone was so agonizing in its implications
that she buried it deep into her subconscious mind.

She boldly pushed open the door to the
office. At the sound of her entrance, an older couple who were
standing at the counter facing her father turned her way. Their
conversation came to an abrupt halt. Her father looked at her for
only a moment, his eyes vacant, void of all emotion. She bravely
met his eyes with her own. She noticed then for the first time,
that she was at least a head taller than he was and he suddenly
looked weak and pitiable. The couple’s eyes followed her as she
walked passed them, and as she rounded the end of the counter, and
headed towards the back of the room. The elderly man, having
experienced the same, thought by the appearance of her face that
she must have been in a very recent car accident. Even through
Grace’s beautiful hair hung down her back passed her waist, the old
woman, furrowing her brow, still noticed the tiny streaks of blood
that had begun to seep through the back of Grace’s blouse. Both the
woman and her husband quickly glanced at each other.

Grace spotted her mother slumped over the
metal desk in the corner of the room. She did not stir or give any
indication that she was aware of the presence of her daughter.
Grace thought her mother looked insubstantial and aged.

Grace opened up the closet and began
gathering her cleaning supplies and loading them onto a cart. As
she bent to pick up a bucket, she felt the lacerations in her back
pull and bleed. Pain threatened to rock her on her feet but she
refused to let her mother have any inkling that she might be
experiencing even the least bit of discomfort. With her cart filled
with what she needed, she pushed it back towards the reception area
of the office. The elderly couple had gone, presumably, to their
room. Her father stood motionless at the counter lost in his own
meaningless thoughts. When she looked him straight in the eye
again, he flinched. She struggled with getting her cart through the
front door but managed by herself.

After she had entered the first room that
she needed to clean, she immediately and fearlessly switched on the
television. She was positive her parents would not bother her and
she was eager to hear and see more of what the world had to
offer.

It took her a full minute to understand that
the images flashing before her were real and true. She realized it
wasn’t a movie when she saw the station identification and scripted
bulletins running across the bottom of the screen. She had never
witnessed anything so horrible. Dispersed between collapsed
buildings and piles of smoking rubble were victims, some with
broken and crushed limbs, some covered in blood, some cradling dead
children. Others screamed and wailed. Some clutched and clawed
their faces and arms. In her state of shock, she only caught bits
and pieces of the words spoken by the broadcaster.

“most powerful ever recorded…
incomprehensible destruction… Monrovians… 10.5… localized tsunamis…
in the hundreds of thousands… earthquake…unexplained shadow…”

She stood motionless, stunning in her
unclaimed beauty and with the countenance of a goddess. Her right
arm began to rise outwards from her side with her palm cupped;
giving the semblance that she was holding an invisible hand.

And with great anguish and grief, she wept
for the strangers she saw before her even as her life’s blood wept
from her own wounds.

 


 


Death Breeders

 


Float negated thoughts through eternity,



Below the majestic sky that you refuse to
see.

And now no more is the love that you
forsook,

For the end is near, created by fear,

The quickening of the wicked…

 


It did
not think with language. Its first thoughts were pure emotion.
It felt that it
was a god, a god birthed from the one human emotion, the only
emotion in direct opposition to love, the one emotion whereby all
negative emotions spawned, fear. And as the creator that had
created itself, symbolically it knew, its purpose was to
create.

The massive wraith, having vacated Monrovia,
its now desolate birthplace, roamed the earth. It countered the
rotation of the planet to avoid those regions washed in sunlight
and began to absorb psychically the vibrations that radiated from
the emotions of the humans that numbered 6,732,318,914 and
counting.

It flew below the clouds, spreading wide its
form. An apparition that startled some of the earth’s residents as
they momentarily questioned the source of such a sizeable shadow
that fleetingly filled the night’s sky.

As like attracts like, it was attracted to
those that emanated suffering and sadness, worry and doubt, anger
and hostility while it spurned the feelings of joy and love,
acceptance and forgiveness, humility and kindness.

It was not
all knowing. Rather it
was hyper-adaptive, its learning immediate and without instruction. It discerned
that humans were either male or female, unlike itself. It
distinguished itself to be neither and both simultaneously. It was
whole. With supernatural cognizance, it pulled upon the primal
knowledge of eons past. It was a time, before recorded history,
when humankind first propagated the planet. It saw that the God of
humanity was alone and was compelled to bring forth and shape an
infinite amount of companions in Its own likeness, and together
they would take pleasure in all that God had created. The
spirit-offspring of God, who had been fashioned from Love, were
bright and dazzling, like billions of shining diamonds. Some of the
spirits descended upon and traversed the Earth, reveling in its
abundance. After countless years of existence in a material world,
the spirits adapted and changed. They began to form temporary,
physical bodies that housed their eternal spirits and they forgot
their Creator. Such was man’s ‘Fall from Grace’. Then, fallen man
began to experiment with the other physical life forms that
inhabited the beautiful, garden planet and they fornicated with
animals. Considered now as only myths and legends, rose the
chronicling of beasts, like the half man-half horse, occasionally
depicted with the horns of a ram or the wings of an eagle. Their
Creator knew this to be an abomination so the Originator of man
split the spirits in two, making one male and one female with the
ability to have sexual intercourse with each other and removed from
all life forms the capability to procreate through the copulation
of different species.

As the personification of fear continued to
evolve it found that it could perceive the thoughts released into
the ether from the brain waves of all Earth’s creatures. It began
now to assimilate the symbols of words coming from the swarm of
minds and in a host of tongues. It absorbed with pleasure the
prayers and supplications of the lonely and brokenhearted that
begged for the return of their “other half,” their “soul mate.” It
deemed all mortals repulsive and abhorrent.

 


Enduring Slaughter

 


Nearer but not full on to omniscience and
omnipotence, the shadow consciously recognized that in order to
create in its own likeness it needed to exploit the souls imprinted
with negative emotions. In so doing it would bring about the
annihilation of all humans and their lower life co-habitants and
usher in a new world that would emit such infinite darkness that it
would consume the power of the sun.

Instinctively, it was drawn
to a particular human whose emotions were fraught with violence and
whose thoughts were consumed with torture and death. Decreasing its
swiftness of flight, it drifted over the city of Shanghai. Halting,
it enlarged and extended itself further, spanning the entire
illustrious metropolis and then descended rapidly, seeking its
prey. If it had
not been the dead of night, the urban occupants would have feared
that their city was next to be inexplicably shadowed and destroyed.
When it had honed in on the vile soul of its searching, it
compressed and shaped itself into the murky, phantom form of a
distorted, three dimensional humanoid.

It plunged quickly, passing directly through
the roof of the back-lane, one story structure. It came to a stand
still in the middle of a room illuminated by only a single low-watt
bulb hung from the center of the ceiling. It abruptly moved to the
corner, recoiling from the light.

As it scanned the windowless, gore
splattered room, and found it furnished with only two small beds,
it pulled to the one that radiated pure fear. Handcuffed to the
headboard and shackled at the feet, was a teenage boy of about
seventeen. He lay face up, crusted in his own excrement and blood.
Nothing about him gave the semblance of life. Only his eyes,
bulging with terror and madness, moving rapidly from side to side
proved the sole indication that he was still alive. On the other
bed was the body of another teenage boy, yet unbound, or what was
left of his decayed remains. Both hands, the toes of one foot, one
leg up to his knee, and his head were gone. The center of his torso
was cut and ripped wide open. Most of his vital organs had been
removed.

The shadow god directed its psychic ability
now to the mind of the only other living soul within the squalid
and macabre home. It picked up flashes of thoughts like pictures.
It saw that a man hovered over a wood-planked work surface, smeared
and dripping with slimy grunge. Wielding a 7-inch, ice-hardened
cleaver, he was in the process of shaving the calf muscle off a
human leg bone. Piled across the wooden bench top were separated
mounds of skin, flesh, and muscle. To his left, a large wok held a
human liver, heart, and slices of intestines that appeared to be
marinating in watery blood. In a bucket at the man’s feet was a
discarded, severed head covered tight in wrapping film, minus the
tongue and eyes, which he considered delicacies and had, with
ravenous impatience, already eaten raw.

Chen Malik suddenly felt an overwhelming
urge to dispose of the remains of the body in the other room. He
felt the time for the death of his most recent victim was close at
hand. He never fed them. He only forced just enough water down
their throats to keep them alive while he tormented them. Malik
paused now his fiendish meal preparations and began gathering his
tools including a saw and several plastic bags. He wanted to snatch
another, always a young man, and usually a runaway. He delighted in
seeing them squirm and defecate themselves in terror as he forced
them to watch as he dissected the other alive in front of their
eyes.

As he hung onto his equipment in one arm, he
unlocked the door to the torture chamber and walked into the room.
He immediately sensed that someone, other than the wasted form on
the rancid cot, was in the room, but did not see anyone.

A loud voice boomed and
echoed inside his mind, instantly causing several small brain
aneurysms, Behold, I am! And you and I
shall be one!

The massive shadow slithered across the
wall, closing in on Malik who now stood paralyzed with shock and
fear.

Before his mind could
comprehend what he was seeing, the voice, mimicking Malik’s
Mandarin language, sounded in his mind again, Let loose the captive!

Malik felt his heart palpitate and his
bowels loosen. He was compelled to do as the thing commanded if he
was to have any hope of surviving the unholy encounter with a being
of such might.

He dropped his implements of cruelty and at
once began to remove the cuffs from the naked boy’s wrists and
ankles.

No sooner had Malik stood trembling upright
did the shadow move on him. It wrapped itself around Malik as he
started to squeal and screech like an animal ensnared. Malik’s body
soaked up the shadow like a sponge. As the nefarious shadow filled
him his heart immediately burst, his blood instantly coagulated,
and his brain collapsed. At the same moment that his lifeless body
began to fall to the floor, his spirit, and the spirit of the
wraith rose up out of it. Both spirits, one black, the other gray,
appeared to dance together around the room. They swirled and
churned, mixing the gray into the black. They could no longer be
distinguished as two separate entities until they split like the
division of cells.

The two appeared to stand face to face. The
newborn, more or less the size of its former host body was much
smaller in stature than its maker.

The phantom creator,
communicated to its offspring through telepathy,
Two commandments I give to you, multiply and
destroy. Do as I have done to you, increase a billion fold and go
forth to obliterate all the Earth’s life forms.

It pointed to the boy on
the bed, who lay still and unmoving exactly as he had before he was
unbound, Overtake this one, and let it
begin.

The shadow soldier would obey
unquestioningly. Unlike human spirits, given the supreme gift of
freewill from their just and amorous Creator, the shadow entities
were not recipients of the same. It directly jumped on the pitiable
teenager and seeped into him.

The boy’s body did not immediately succumb
to death as Malik’s had. Only The Wraith had the ability to cause
death instantaneously, as it was in essence, a pure form of
negative energy.

The boy however, with his body already
weakened, began to deteriorate. His skin turned pallid. Large puss
filled sores broke out on his face, arms, and legs. Blood started
to ooze from every open orifice. The shadow found it easy to
control his already insane mind and the boy lost his own ability to
reason and choose.

His upper body rose up into a sitting
position like a dead man rising. He swung his legs over the side of
the bed and then fell forward catching himself with his hands. He
walked out of the room on all fours, on his hands and feet like an
animal. He moved quickly like something trapped and trying to find
a means of escape. The shadow linked into the boy's mind and used
his sight and his memories to find an exit.

When the shadowed boy had found the front
door, he slid his hands up the wood, as he stood straight. Huge
splinters pierced and slid under the skin of his palms. He beat
against the door with his fists so fiercely that the sides of his
hands bruised, swelled, split, and bled. Once he remembered how to
use the latch he burst through the opening so abruptly that he
stumbled and skidded across the cement with such force that his
rapidly decaying and festering skin on one cheek, arm, and leg
scraped off in sheets.

He rose up on all fours again just as two
men, tripping over their own feet and bouncing off each other,
walked drunkenly on the other side of the street. They were making
their way home after the long night of debauchery and depravity
they had just spent in the company of four Chinese santings or
third tier prostitutes. The men laughed as they recalled the abuse
and humiliation they had heaped upon the young women.

The possessed boy, naked and rotting, ran at
them almost sideways like a crab and leapt at the man closest,
knocking him to the ground. He bit ferociously at the man's face,
tearing off his lips, cheek, and nose, and gouged one of his eyes
with his fingers completely ripping it out of its socket. He used
his other hand to claw open his neck pulling apart his jugular
vein. The boy spewed froth, spittle, and teeth that had loosened
from his disintegrating gums, and flung out tuffs of his own matted
hair. The attack was so swift that the man never had a chance to
cry out, let alone defend himself.

The shadow had pushed the boy’s body to its
uttermost limit of human strength, even beyond its normal
capabilities after it had been cruelly weakened by malnutrition and
prolonged immobility. The shadow sensed the boy’s body was about to
expire as his blood pressure rose at an alarming rate and his rapid
heartbeat meant a stroke or cardiac arrest was eminent.

The other man, splattered in the warm blood
of his friend, with his mind muddled with drugs and alcohol was
slow to respond. He sluggishly turned away from the grisly
spectacle and then consciously willed himself to run.

The deaths of the man lying in a pool of his
own blood and bits of fleshy tissue, and the possessed boy were
concurrent. The exiting shadow quickly seized and turned the boy’s
spirit as its Shadow King had done to his own. Two shadows strong
now, they both caught and turned the malicious spirit of the dead
man even as it rose and floated above the rooftops of the single
story homes.

Three shadows, all the same,
indistinguishable from each other, with spastic movements, drifted
downwards at an angle towards the other fleeing, terror-stricken
man.

One shadow overtook and overshadowed the man
who at once projected vomit at full force a foot out from him.
Feverish and filled with an overwhelming murderous rage, the man
continued towards his home where his slumbering wife and two small
daughters waited for his return. In the meantime, the other two
shadows, now on opposite sides of the street, entered into the
dwellings of the unsuspecting.

 


Academic Purge

 


The Wraith, having not lingered as a
spectator, for with unearthly confidence, it knew that its
creations would instinctively carry out its mandates, had moved on.
It soared high with exceptional speed and was already closing in on
its next mark.

In the same manner it had shadowed Shanghai,
stretching wide and with a down-rush, it settled upon the largest
of all European cities, Moscow. It was enticed by the concentrated
outpouring of rage that surged from a lower-income apartment
complex set outside the campus of the Lomonosov Moscow State
University.

Ustin Novikov sat tensely on the edge of a
stained and dilapidated, puke-green recliner. His eyes shifted
rapidly as his hands gripped a video game controller, while his
thumbs rhythmically moved across it. Abruptly, he let loose a long
stream of obscenities and threw the controller at the
old-fashioned, oversized TV console, knocking a butt-filled ashtray
off the arm of the chair and onto the floor in the process. He rose
and stomped through his dark living space that also served as his
bedroom, towards the kitchenette. He grabbed one of five warm,
high-energy drinks that were still in the grocery bag he had tossed
onto the counter earlier in the evening. He stomped back through
the room and flung himself down on the only other piece of
furniture he owned, a bare double-sized mattress. He reached under
the mattress near his feet and pulled out a baggie. He leaned back
and dug deep into the front pocket of his black Levi’s and pulled
out a small smoking pipe and butane lighter. After he had packed
the pipe with a bud of Afghan marijuana and deeply inhaled and
exhaled two large hits, he gazed glossy eyed at the arsenal
arranged on the floor in front of him.

All the firearms were American made. There
was a Beretta carbine, two Beretta semi-automatic pistols, and one
Remington 870 short-barreled shotgun. He had already packed the
tactical load-bearing vest with five 20-round magazines, used for
both the carbine and the pistols. Ten shotgun shells hung from
loops, and the remaining pockets held five improvised explosive
devices or ‘nail bombs’ which actually contained ball bearings,
nail heads, and broken razors to produce a large radius of
destruction and increase wounding ability. He planned to wear his
brown hooded parka for which the deep outside pockets would hold
the pistols. The shotgun would insert into the left sleeve, and the
carbine held in place through slits cut into the inner lining. The
inside pockets held several more Beretta magazines, shotgun shells,
and two more bombs. He had also stuffed his backpack with as much
ammunition and bombs as it would allow.

The marijuana had a calming, self-assuring
effect upon his amped up mind, as his plan ran through it.

In approximately seven hours, he intended to
enter the Lomonosov University’s Main Building. His objective was
to execute as many as possible before they took him down. He would
embrace his own death. He had lost his desire to live but he would
not take his own life like a coward, he would force them to do the
deed. He envisioned his death in a blaze of glory. He would stand
tall, his head held high, arms outstretched, as hundreds of bullets
pummeled his body. They wouldn’t be able to ignore him after that.
They’d remember his name. They wouldn’t be laughing anymore. He’d
blow the smirks right off their faces. He wouldn’t have to listen
to their haughty laughter or humiliating insults ever again. He
wouldn’t have to put up with the cruel hand gestures or
condescending looks from any of the high and mighty hot-shit
bitches he had tried so hard to impress.

His thoughts, filled with
vengeance, wrath, and carnage were the magnate that pulled The
Wraith in. It floated down through the dormitory. In the room
directly above Ustin’s, another young man was also awake at that
ungodly hour. He lay stretched out on his sofa watching the old
black and white subtitled version of Night
of the Living Dead when out of the corner
of his eye he would have sworn he glimpsed a black ghost-like
figure pass from the ceiling down through the floor in the farthest
corner of the poorly lit room. Sufficiently freaked out, he quickly
changed the channel on the TV to something other than the horror
show he was watching and promptly turned on every light in the room
including the lights in the kitchen and the bathroom.

In the corner of Ustin’s own apartment, he
saw the Shadow seep through his ceiling and come to a standstill.
It didn’t speak to him as it had done with Malik although it could
have conversed with him perfectly in Ustin's own north Russian
dialect. It had nothing that it wanted to communicate to the
pathetic simple-minded human. Ustin, who had just been reveling in
the visions of his own death, had only one thought. He wasn’t ready
for it yet. Just as he leaned towards one of the pistols, The
Wraith, shuddering and quivering from side to side, advanced with
astonishing rapidity and fell upon him. As with Malik’s, Ustin’s
body died instantly, forcing the evacuation and turning of his
spirit.

Again, using thought transference The Wraith
instructed its newest combatant. The shadow immediately obeyed its
master and proceeded to pass through the wall into the hallway lit
bright with long fluorescent bulbs running along the ceiling. Upon
entering the illuminated hall, the shadow quaked and contracted,
its movements were lethargic. It sank down just below the
floorboards where the light did not reach and slunk through to the
apartment opposite Ustin’s. Now in a darkened room the shadow moved
swift and sure. It entered into one of the three soundly sleeping
young women.

As soon as it had taken over the slight
raven-haired girl, she woke and rolled off the bed with a sickening
thump. Her body being in excellent health, strong and youthful, did
not deteriorate as quickly as the captive boy’s had. However, her
eyes sunk in a bit and dark circles formed around them, and her
perfect skin turned red and blotchy. She started to menstruate
heavily. She clawed and scratched her face, neck, and chest as if
she were trying to get at something inside her.

She sensed she was losing control over her
mind and will. Greatly disturbed and frightened by what was
happening to her, she crawled over to where her roommate slept and
grabbed a hold of her shoulders, wanting to shake her awake.
Instead, she found that her hands had slipped up around her neck
and she was in fact throttling her. Less than a second after the
girl’s eyes popped open, the other crushed her throat with
remarkable strength.

The silver-gray spirit of the newly
strangled and now deceased girl left her body. The shadow, already
in possession of a human found it could only leave its living host
once the body expired and so was unable to catch and turn the
exiting spirit.

The third girl was awake now. She sat
stunned, not believing her eyes, and proceeded to scream and scream
and scream.

The shadowed girl clasped her hands over her
ears and shrieked, “Would you shut the fuck up! Just shut up, you
bitch! Fucking shut up! If you don’t shut your goddamn mouth, I’ll
shut it for you, you loud-mouthed cunt!”

The screaming didn’t stop so the possessed
girl picked up a long and narrow but thick and weighty glass vase.
She sauntered over to the hysterical girl and told her, “This’ll
shut you up.”

She proceeded to slam the bottom of the vase
into her mouth, breaking all her front top and bottom teeth, and
forced it down her throat. After she pulled the glass bludgeon out
of her destroyed esophagus, she swung it back, then forward and
smashed it against her skull so violently that blood splattered
high and wide across the room.

The piercing screams had awakened the
newlyweds down the hall. The young husband retrieved his already
loaded Nagant Revolver off the nightstand and dashed out the door,
dressed only in a pair of boxers, while his very pregnant wife
pleaded with him not to go.

He rushed heroically to the apartment as the
last of the screams cut short. He tried the door but found it
locked. Without hesitation, he kicked the door in after only one
attempt. As the light from the hall flooded the room, he quickly
surveyed the ghastly scene. The petite blood-spattered girl came at
him in a rage, holding the vase covered in gore and bloody hair
high above her head. She snarled at him like a panther. At nearly
point blank range, he fired into her chest four times. Her body
dropped like a stone.

Her spirit rose up out of her, as did the
shadow. The shadow attempted to turn her spirit as the master had
instructed but it could not grasp it. Her spirit was not gray like
the others but a pearlescent white, sparkling and brilliant. It
rose upwards majestically, through the building and into the
night’s sky. The shadow found it could not even get close to it as
if there were some kind of protective shield around it. It didn’t
understand and wondered if its master did.

The man, while not able to see the departure
of the girl’s glorious spirit, did however, observe the shape of
the black shadow. He watched mesmerized, almost hypnotized, as the
shadow swiftly descended back down from the ceiling and hovered
just above the dead girl whose head had been pulverized with the
ordinarily non-threatening flower vase and whose top half of her
body now lay slumped over sideways and hung halfway off her bed.
The man watched the black shadow twist and coil. What he could not
see was that the black shadow was transforming the ashen colored
spirit of the deceased girl into another shadow person. Still not
understanding the spectacle that played before his eyes, the black
specter ceased its spin and split in two.

The newborn shadow immediately rose up
through the ceiling into the apartment above where an old man had
also awakened to horrifying screams. After hearing what he knew to
be gunshots he lay trembling under the covers in his now urine
soaked sofa bed.

At once, the shadow in the young women’s
apartment rushed the man with the gun. He fired at the shadow once
with no effect and then the shadow surged into him, and while the
man kept a steely grip on his gun, he doubled over, suffering from
severe abdominal pain resulting from the immediate manifestation of
two baseball sized and malignant tumors in his intestines. He
coughed up huge lumps of brown mucus as he instantly developed lung
cancer.

He heard his wife begging and praying loudly
for his return. He stood straight and did an about-face. With mucus
dripping out of his mouth, down his chin, neck, and chest, and with
diarrhea seeping through his underwear and running down his legs,
and with his gun ready and trigger finger itching, he returned to
her.

 


Comes the Executioner

 


Already soaring and already
halfway to its next destination, The Wraith picked up the thoughts
of its most recent shadow creation. It saw that the shimmering
white spirit of the black-haired young woman could not be turned.
It marveled at this and concluded that there were some spirits that
were so selfless and charitable, so gentle and harmless, and so
full of joy and affection, they could never be overtaken. It didn't
matter though, for it knew there were more than enough contemptible
spirits that could be turned. There would be more than enough to guarantee the
elimination of all Earth’s existing life forms and it was impatient
for this to happen.

The Wraith, having left Moscow shortly after
3am was now arriving at and settling upon the city of London at
close to 1am. With its extrasensory ability, it scanned the city
for the one who was void of all emotions save one, greed. This one
would do anything, would kill anyone, in order to gratify his own
egotistical and insatiable desires.

Jaeger, keeping his head lowered, briskly
strode the dark and cold streets that were still wet from the
downpour earlier that day. He wore his dark-brown felt dress hat
pulled down low over his brow and his matching cashmere overcoat
buttoned up tight. He held a black stick-umbrella in one hand and
gripped a black storm-case that concealed a sniper rifle in the
other. Essentially, he looked like an executive clutching a large
oversized briefcase, returning home from a late night business
meeting.

He rounded the corner and entered the
passageway that ran behind the abandoned building of his
destination. His heart pounded in his ears with excitement. The
kill meant nothing to him. He wanted little more than to get the
tedious chore done with. It was the ridiculously huge payouts that
he lived for.

He made his way into the building through
its back entrance and began the arduous climb up the stairs. The
structure, partially burnt, was home to more than twenty homeless
drunks and crack-heads. Since the place had also become a killing
ground for ripped-off drug dealers, the squatters were not
surprised at the sight of such a well-dressed man. Jaeger, without
the slightest concern, felt their eyes on him. He knew that their
drug fed paranoia would force them to keep to themselves and their
fear would keep them quiet.

Once he reached the door that opened out to
the roof he felt hot and sticky, his breath labored. As he stepped
through the threshold, the blast of cold air felt good against his
balmy skin. He breathed deeply and proceeded to the front of the
building. There he squatted and flipped opened the locks on his
case and pieced together his rifle. He removed his overcoat, turned
it inside out, spread the lining side on the ground, and lay down
upon it. Looking through the scope, he took aim at the dual doors
of the nightclub across the street and waited.

He knew little about his targets other than
one was the prosecutor that was set to press charges against one of
Jaeger’s prime employers within the next few days. Jaeger had also
been commissioned to assassinate the key witness who was presently
in the company of the attorney.

Jaeger found murder to be simple and
uncomplicated. He had slain more than one hundred and fifty men and
women throughout Europe in the last fifteen years. He had never
once failed to hit his marks. The fact that some may not have
deserved death did not bother him. He had amassed great wealth and
that was all that held any meaning for him.

With unparalleled patience, he lay watching.
The sidewalks in front of and across the street from the club were
swarming with pedestrians. He planned to use the crowd to his
advantage once he’d completed his objective. After the attack, when
panic and disorder ensued, he would join those whose curiosity
would get the best of them and who were sure to gather around the
victims.

Jaeger’s muscles tightened when he saw the
double-doors open and the drunken patrons began to file out. He
caught sight of the witness first and saw the lawyer walking behind
him with his arms draped around two scantily dressed women. Without
hesitation, Jaeger squeezed the trigger and caught the witness
directly between his eyes, knocking him backwards. As the glassy
eyed prosecutor turned his head towards the fallen man, Jaeger
pulled off another shot. The bullet pierced the man’s temple.

Jaeger had already gotten up, put on and
buttoned up his coat, and was rapidly piecing apart his weapon when
the screams of alarm and disbelief began. He intended to trot down
the stairs, exit through the back and come round the corner just in
time to slip in with the throng that would be racing towards the
crime scene.

Just as he had finished securing his case,
he heard a thundering voice that carried a strong British accent
like his own. The voice, loud and abrasive, so startled him that
his hands leapt to his ears, never realizing the voice was coming
from inside his head.

Bow low and kneel before
your god! The Wraith bellowed and sensing
the man’s pride and arrogance wanted to toy with him. It wanted to
break him down. Wanted him to grovel and cringe before
it.

Jaeger, feeling as if his
heart had stopped, searched the darkness for the source of the
voice and thought furiously. Who dare
speak to me like that? I will not have a witness; I’ll kill’em,
whoever it is.

He saw something now but it was not exactly
a man. Shaped sort of like a man but much larger, and it seemed
almost smoky. There were no discernable eyes, or mouth, or anything
that resembled some sort of facial feature.

“Who are you?” Jaeger heard himself ask.

I am your lord, your conqueror! NOW, kneel
before me!

The words resounded and reverberated through
Jaeger’s mind. He clutched the sides of his head as a severe
migraine assaulted him and the pain forced him to drop
thoughtlessly to his knees.

The Wraith, finished with the game, took him
in the blink of an eye. Still on his knees, Jaeger’s upper body
fell forward, his face smashed with full force onto the asphalt
roof, his arms slung out and extended above his head. It would be
weeks later that a small group of men, women, and children fleeing
for their lives as their city, held siege by countless shadowed
zombies, would find his abandoned and putrefying body still laying
prostrate before his long gone master.

As The Wraith rose once again to continue in
its seeking out the iniquitous, the turned spirit of Jaeger sunk
down through the building. It would go forth to make others like
itself. It would recreate again and again until the whole world was
consumed in death. Filled with hate, it longed to bring pain and
suffering.

Felton, lay curled up on the second floor on
top of and covered with newspaper. He had been sick for nearly
three months. His throat was raw and his stomach muscles ached from
the constant onslaught of coughing fits. He did not see nor sense
the shadow coming for him. Once it was in possession of his sickly
frame, he coughed so forcefully that his throat muscles tore and he
ejected blood, vomit, and mucus from his mouth and nose. His veins
turned black and varicose. His hands developed acute arthritis and
his feet contracted festering lesions.

When he stood and put his weight upon his
infected feet, his body registered pain but it gave no outward
appearance of the distress. He shuffled, taking short steps like
the hunched-over old man that he was but infused with the inhuman
strength of the shadow, he moved with abnormal speed.

He exited the building out the front
entryway. The crowd, milling back and forth, straining their necks
to get a better look at the sniper victims, took no note of
him.

An expensively dressed woman, holding a
small white poodle that sported a diamond-studded collar stood next
to her Triumph TR5. Just as she reached to unlock the door, the
shadowed man yanked the puppy from her by the head. Still holding
its head, he clutched its body, twisted, and ripped the head
completely off, instantly splashing himself and the now screaming
woman in dog blood. He threw down the two halves of the poor poodle
and lunged towards the woman, clawing and ripping her open from her
forehead, down her face, her ample breasts, and her stomach. He
then pushed her down on the ground, her head slamming onto the
sidewalk so violently that brain matter flew out the sides of her
crushed skull.

Next, he spotted a man running and shouting.
Still moving oddly fast but with the gait of the elderly, he caught
the man by the shoulder. With his other arm, hand fisted, he swung
against the side of his head so hard that his neck snapped.
Silenced, the man crumpled to the ground.

As the blaring sounds of a multitude of
police sirens rung closer and closer, he turned towards another
woman who had her hands crossed over her protruding, small round
belly.

As she looked into his crazed bloodshot
eyes, she shook her head back and forth, and she pleaded, “No, no,
please, please don’t, not me, please spare me, have mercy on my
baby.”

He took a step towards her. She stepped back
and cried out, “Help! Help me! Someone, help me!”

However, no one did. The ones who saw what
was happening turned and ran for their own lives.

Practically flying at her, he bit a large
hole in her throat. As she fell backwards, he fell with her and
proceeded to bite open her stomach right through to the fetus and
ate it.

Consecutively, four police vehicles skidded
to a halt in the middle of the street while two more flew around
the corner stopping directly in front of the carnivorous
shadow-zombie.

Two officers, having immediately gotten out
of their vehicles and had hit the ground running with billysticks
in hand, shouted, “Halt! Stop what you’re doing, NOW!”

The eleven other officers took suit and
surrounded the homicidal lunatic.

The formerly meek and mild old man looked up
from his maniacal feast, let loose an eerie and unnatural howl, and
charged straight at the men nearest him. One police officer struck
him hard on the top of his head rendering him dazed and
considerably slowed him down. Six of the law enforcers repeatedly
and brutally struck him with their truncheons. The shadow-zombie
fought valiantly but in the end, in a fury of blows, they brought
him down.

When they ceased, the crowd and the police
officers stood inert and wrapped in silence. Not a sound was heard
and all watched bewildered as a shadow-spirit rose up out of the
pile of bloody rags, and sickly flesh and bones that lay disheveled
on the ground. They saw the spirit split in two. The shadows now
oozed into two of the closest police officers.

The officer that was possessed by the shadow
that had been directly created by The Wraith transformed into the
likeness of a diseased advanced, terminal AIDS patient while the
other, having been overtaken by a shadow that had been produced by
the shadows of two human spirits did not deteriorate as fast. He
looked more as if he had been battling the stomach flu for several
weeks. Both men vomited, one projected it, just missing the face of
his partner to his side, the other downwards onto his shoes. The
two shadowed police officers were able to murder three of their own
before the other confused seven beat them dead only causing to set
free their spirits along with the shadows that had seized them and
expedited the shadows increase exponentially.

 


Methodical Lunacy

 


The Wraith had since crossed
the Atlantic Ocean and was presently soaring over Middle America.
Having traversed the United States once already during its first
pass over the planet, its interest in the country had been peaked
after it had ‘picked up’ a conversation from a small but powerful, esoteric group of advanced
intellectuals in India discussing the anagram for America. They had
rearranged the letters in 'AMERICA' to construct the phrase 'I AM
RACE'.

It gleaned the knowledge
from this assembly that the God of the humans, thousands of years
past, had appeared before Moses in the form of a flaming bush. When
Moses asked for Its name, God replied, “I
AM that I
AM. Tell them I
Am sent you.”

The name of God being ‘I Am’, translated the
anagram of ‘I AM RACE’ to ‘God RACE’. America was the God Race.

The Wraith deciphered that The United States
of America had become a commanding and influential force in the
world. America had shown all of humankind the way in technological
innovation and material wealth. The next step would have America
lead the way in spiritual advancement. The Wraith would smite them
all before the seeds of this endeavor brought forth its tender
roots.

It had taken its time drifting over New York
City, Washington D.C., and even Miami, Florida. These cities
offered a significant amount of human persecutors but there was one
particularly fiendish human that peaked its curiosity. It set its
sights on the northern coastal region of California.

Having increased its familiarity with human
behavior it had become minutely fascinated in their use of
freewill. It was lured in by one that had wielded his wishes over
others to such an extent that he so convinced them to bend to his
own will that they seemed to have lost their own.

Fifty-two year old Raymond
Wilkes, wearing only white briefs and a tee shirt, lay wide-awake
on his back with his hands behind his head. A full hour remained
until the morning sun’s filtered rays of light made their
appearance. With so much time to
himself, with nothing to occupy him other than a small television,
he slept off and on at odd and different times of the day and
night. His bunk was a mattress on
top of a slab of concrete that attached to the back wall. His cell
was part of eight others like it that formed a pod and arranged in
a cluster around a computerized control room where correctional
officers virtually monitored the movements of every inmate.
Since 1999, he was isolated at the
Pelican Bay State Prison for twenty-two and a half hours a day. He
was serving two consecutive life sentences for the murder of nine
people and conspiracy to murder five others. However, he had only
personally killed two. Members of his posse of knife brandishing
psychopaths had taken the other twelve lives.

A voice
interrupted his thoughts. He was used to hearing voices, nothing
new to him. How’s that
working out for you? Fear. Doesn’t seem like your fear induced
control over others works too well in here does it? However, there
are others aren’t there? There are others outside of this structure
that will still do your bidding, won’t they? You do have quite a
following, haven’t you? Do you really think you’re something
special? The Wraith let
its words flow reservedly into Raymond Wilkes mind. It was more
cautious with this one, careful not to ravage his brain as it had
done to Malik's and Jaeger’s.

Raymond turned his
head to gaze upon the apparition. Without the least bit of
astonishment or uncertainty he answered, “That’s right. I am a
great man, greater than Jesus Christ Himself! That’s who I am! And
everyone is either going to follow me or die!”

Raymond, excited
now, jumped to his feet and continued his rant, “Who are you? The
grim reaper or something? An angel? Are you here to help me set the
world straight? Yeah, we’ll kick-start the apocalypse! Well all
right, it’s about time. Let’s do it!”

Only a species so
weak and stupid would follow one such as
you, The Wraith
concluded, having gleaned nothing from the imbecile that stood
before him. Not understanding, not knowing how to respond, Raymond
giggled hysterically.

Marty, one of
three guards posted at the control room caught sight of Raymond’s
sudden rise to his feet on his monitor. He strained forward, his
face close to the screen, as he noticed what appeared to be a black
cloudy figure in the darkened cell with Raymond. Perplexed, he
watched the cloud move towards the prisoner and saw it disappear
into his body.

Keeping his eyes
on the monitor, Marty reached out and slapped his fellow guardsman,
Antoine on the arm, “Something’s up with Wilkes, something strange,
go check it out.”

“Wha-da-ya mean,
strange?”

“I don’t know!
Just go! Hurry up!”

Antoine stood,
glancing over Marty’s shoulder at the monitor. Both men watched
Raymond shudder and spasm and clutch at his
heart.

“Oh shit,” Antoine
murmured and turned to hurry in the direction of Raymond’s
cell.

Marty, watching
the monitor saw the underwear-clad body of Raymond fall stiff as a
board, sideways, slamming his head against the wall, and then slump
to the floor. He saw the black cloud, whirling and twisting as it
exited from the top of Raymond’s head just as Antoine reached the
cell door.

Gary, having slid
his chair next to Marty’s to get a look at what was happening, his
voice an octave higher than normal, asked, “What the fuck is
that?”

Antoine now stood
at the cell’s solid metal door,
which had nickel-sized holes punched
throughout, and saw the coiling
shadow and cried out, “Wilkes, Wilkes, can you hear
me?”

All three men
observed the separation of the shadow into two forms. Even though
it was still the dark of night, The Wraith was aware that dawn was
fast approaching. It swiftly ascended through the ceiling, into the
sky and sped away from the small upper-most coastal town in
California. It flew out over the Pacific Ocean, out racing the sun,
and made its way towards Japan. In the next forty-eight hours, it
would visit many cities on all continents but it wanted to hit
America hard. It shadowed and turned one individual in each of some
of America’s largest cities: New York, Washington D.C., Boston,
Miami, Chicago, Indianapolis, New Orleans, Dallas, Kansas City,
Denver, Las Vegas, Seattle, Portland, San Diego, Los Angeles, and
San Francisco.

The smaller
specter formed from Raymond Wilkes’ unbalanced soul bled through
the hole-riddled door and took
over the unsuspecting guard standing on the other side.
Antoine, very muscular and well built, a
specimen of great physical power, swayed from side to side.
Clusters of cold sores broke out around his mouth, nostrils, and
ears. The skin all over his body turned lumpy and leprous. Huge
greenish bumps rose from his scalp, split open, and oozed a foul
brown sludge. He walked stiff-legged back to the control
center.

“What’s going on,
Antoine? What happened to Wilkes? What was tha...?” Marty stopped
short his questioning once he took a good look at Antoine’s altered
condition. He watched spellbound as Antoine slipped loose his
baton. He never thought for a moment that Antoine would slam it
against his face, shatter his nose, cheekbone, and jaw until it
happened.

Thoroughly trained
and with quick reflexes, Gary hit Antoine over the head with his
own baton, splitting the tainted sores on his contaminated scalp
causing them to burst and spew rancid puss into Gary's
face.

Antoine, unfazed
by the blow, continued to macerate Marty’s
face.

Gary, occupied now
with frantically wiping his soiled eyes and mouth with one sleeve
and flipping the alarm switch, did not see that Antoine, having
finished with Marty had turned towards him. Raging, Antoine smashed
the baton against Gary’s chest with brute force, shattering and
splintering his ribs that stabbed into his lungs and heart. By the
time four more guards, armed with mini-14 rifles, rushed to the
control room, Antoine had beaten Gary’s entire body to a
pulp.

One guard shot and
killed Antoine, releasing the captive shadow into the dimly lit
room. It floated upwards like a helium-filled balloon and twitched
as if the light actually caused it physical pain. Once through the
roof where the light could not penetrate, it was quickly able to
turn Gary’s departing spirit. Both black spirits flew back down
into the room in slow motion, with blood curdling, animalistic
screams. One fortified officer shot at the shadows several times
with absolutely no consequence. The shadows continued their
measured, unimpeded descent and overshadowed two of the armed
guards who then proceeded to shoot the other two. The zombie
guards, one looking as if he had one foot in the grave while the
other one looked like he’d actually been in the grave for weeks,
went to the control panel. One hit the buttons that released all
the prisoners in the pod while the other switched off all the
lights.

The liberated
prisoners, already awakened and brought to attention by the
gunfire, tepidly and deliberately walked in a tight group towards
the control center lit up now only by the computer monitors and
panel lights. As they filed in several more guards raced in on the
other side of the room. The shadowed men fired their rifles
repeatedly in a wide arc. One of the prisoners armed with two
shanks was able to creep up behind one of the rifle flaunting men
and stab him, two fisted, twelve times before he dropped to his
knees.

The breeding of
death, shadows, and zombies spread throughout the complex like
wildfire.

Troy Maddison,
shocked awake by the sound of the prison’s security breach alarm,
sat up. He knew he’d already locked the door to his office before
he passed out on his couch four hours earlier. He checked it just
to make sure. He sat back down, hands on both knees, and rocked
slightly. His dress shirt plastered to his skin with cold
sweat.

He wasn’t the lead
psychiatrist but he would be soon, he was confident of that. He
prided himself with his ambition, it was the American way, he knew.
He’d taken on a new prisoner, transferred in at midnight. This one
interested him, fresh blood, not like the tired ramblings of
Raymond Wilkes. He passed that one off to a colleague. He had
become bored with Wilkes’ crazy talk and hadn’t even bothered to
check in on him since last spring. The new prisoner, who was a
molester, torturer, murderer, and a necrophiliac of children, would be so much more exciting, much more intellectually
stimulating.

He hadn’t bothered
to go home the evening before. Instead, he whiled away the hours
with Lisa, a thirty-three year old administrative assistant from
the processing department, behind the locked door of his office. He
had done her twice before they called to inform him of the arrival
of the penal colony’s most recent perverted lowlife. Troy carried
himself with an air of confidence, tall and slim. His brown hair
held no hint of gray and his face was ruggedly handsome at
forty-six. The women loved him.

He really liked
having excuses to not go home at night, and found them as often as
he could. He worked hard and brought home a very large paycheck. He
gave his wife and children everything their hearts desired. He
fully supported their expensive lifestyle and often went beyond his
means. He’d maxed out five credit cards with another three close to
it. He had taken out a second mortgage and made extremely large
monthly payments on six very expensive vehicles. He didn’t
understand that there was more to love, more to family, than simply
buying them whatever they wanted. He didn’t beat them or abuse
them. In his mind he truly believed that he loved them, showed them
his love by the gifts he bestowed upon them, therefore, he didn’t
feel he needed to spend ‘quality’ time with them. They had each
other. What did he have besides a lot of hard work and a lot of
expenses? Nothing, he
thought. He deserved to do whatever he wanted in his free
time.

He flinched when
he heard distant and muffled gunshots. He thought that perhaps a
prisoner had tried to escape, or worse, another riot had broken out
like the one eight years ago. With self-righteousness, moral
superiority, and an advanced intellect, he looked down on the
criminals as if they were nothing more than feral dogs and
brainless swine. He sure wasn’t about to leave the safety of his
room if there might be even the slightest chance that any of the
wild animals had escaped their cages.

He sat vigilant,
rocking, listening. As the hour passed, he heard more gunfire,
closer now. He heard shouts and screaming. Another hour passed,
fearing for his own life, he heard running in the hallway outside
his office, more yelling, more screaming, gunshots right in his own
building.

The frantic
pounding on his door literally caused his whole body to jump
completely off the couch.

“Troy, Troy, help
me, please, open the door, God, oh my God, Troy please, open the
door!”

It was
Lisa.

More pounding,
more pleading, “Troy let us in, please, for God’s sake, open up,
please, they’re going to kill us, they’ll get us, please, OPEN THE
DOOR TROY!”

It was Carrie Ann
this time. He’d nailed the twenty-five year old for the first of
many times two months ago. He broke it off once she had started in
on him to leave his wife.

There was no way
he was going to risk opening the door, even for a second, no way.
The pounding and pleading from the two desperate women finally
ceased. He listened to their fading sobs and running footsteps, and
then heard their screams. He put his face in his palms and cried
like a baby, not for the women he’d ignored and left to fend for
themselves, but for his own sorry self.

He listened
between his blubbering to the battle that raged around his small
sanctuary. After a time the gunfire seemed to come less frequently
and the screams died down. Then he heard what sounded like the
squealing of a herd of pigs, and then the lights went
out.

Fortunately for
him, the two small rectangular windows high on the walls near the
ceiling afforded him a little light on the gray drizzly day. He
didn’t know what to do. He lay down, curled in a ball, and waited,
and listened, and hid for the next eight hours.

He awoke with a
start, gripped in fear at the thought that he had fallen asleep,
that he had let down his guard. He had to get out of there. He was
hungry, thirsty, and needed to relieve himself. And he could smell
smoke. He couldn’t hear anything anymore. He decided. He’d go. He
couldn’t believe that just a few hours ago, he loathed the idea of
home and now it was all he wanted. He wished to be home where it
was safe, warm, and comfortable.

Trembling with
nervousness, he first urinated in his waste can and then slowly
opened the door just a crack and peered out. He didn’t detect
anything, no movement, no sounds, nothing. He was going to get out
of there just as fast as he could. He took off running down the
hall towards the front entrance. When he came across the first dead
body, he screamed like a woman. He saw more bodies. Bodies
everywhere, ripped and torn, missing limbs and gapping gun shot
wounds. They were people he knew, people he joked with, he
counseled, people that respected him. Just before he reached the
front doors, he saw Lisa and Carrie Ann lying on the floor, their
arms thrown over each other, their legs entangled. Their faces were
close together. They looked like they were kissing. He took a
closer look. He felt faint. He saw that their faces were actually
smashed together. They looked like bloody Siamese twins conjoined
at the face. He vomited and then burst through the door and ran out
into the daylight.

The area had
become a war zone. He saw that two separate buildings were on fire.
He saw people, some in yellow jumpsuits, some in street clothes,
some in uniforms, milling around. They didn’t look right to him,
they moved oddly. They looked wounded and sick and they looked
lost. In the distance, he saw an inmate charge like a bull at full
speed towards Sam, one of the maintenance men, who appeared to be
contemplating an attempt to scale the barbed wire topped, cyclone
fence in front of him. Troy didn’t tarry long enough to see the
outcome and no one noticed him as he ran towards the parking lot.
The shadows cast by the buildings seemed to move, to conceal things
ominous.

He spotted his
car. He had the horrible feeling that he wasn’t going to make it.
He kept thinking someone was behind him. He continuously glanced
over his shoulder. He kept running. He sobbed and prayed to a God
he didn’t even believe in. The shadows cast by the cars and trucks
in the parking lot pulsed and slithered as if filled with an untold
number of hidden viperous snakes.

Without slowing,
he pulled his key ring out of his pocket and remotely unlocked the
doors. He made it. Oh,
thank God he thought as
he yanked open the door and dove into the seat. He slammed shut the
door and slid the key into the ignition at the same time. He
started the engine of his platinum Cadillac SRX
Crossover.

The shadow,
seeking solace, had made its painstaking way to the dark
undercarriage of the luxury car. It wafted upwards and entered into
Troy from beneath.

Just as Troy
geared the car into reverse he felt sick, sicker than he’d ever
felt in his life. He thought that maybe his ordeal had brought it
on. He felt like he was going to die. He felt nauseous, and his
head, legs, and arms ached horribly. He saw age spots on the backs
of his hands and he saw warts had developed in between all his
fingers and thumbs. He looked in the review mirror. His face looked
older, his wrinkles wider and deeper. The whites of his eyes were
yellow. He noticed the hair at his temples had turned completely
white. His stomach heaved and his feet and calves cramped. He
groaned.

He was even more
determined now that he would not die. He would get home to his
ungrateful family. He would get home to his bitch of a wife. He
thought of her constant nagging and wanting, her whining and
persecuting him, and those spoiled rotten kids. Thoughts of revenge
spurred him on now. And the shadow was going to make sure he did
get home. It let him keep a measure of his own will, just enough to
allow him to drive to wherever home was. There were no more humans
in the vicinity to control, no more spirits to turn. The shadow,
wanted nothing more than to please its god, its lord and master, to
kill and destroy and to bring forth more of its
kind.

 


 


Second Sight Softly
Stirs

 


Self-indulgence, disillusionment, and
lies

Pulls the shade across the minds-eye.

For possessions only possess you,

While to all truth illumines,

The perception senses path,

As liberty cry’s out its call home.

 


“Lily…Lily Ann, it’s time to get up…let’s go, wake up, breakfast
is ready,” Seth, poking his head through her partially opened
bedroom door, his blonde hair spiked straight up as if he’d stuck
his finger in an electrical outlet, and in a gentle singsong
fashion, roused her.

She turned in her pine-green lace draped,
wrought iron canopy bed and moaned something unintelligible. Her
sixteen-year-old brother chuckled.

“You better hurry up before I eat all the
eggs and bacon!” he teased as he moved down the hallway.

“No! Don’t,
Seff, you better
not!” she whined.

Lily knew it was Saturday by the assortment
of yummy smells that wafted up from the kitchen below her room.
Eggs, bacon, sausage, french toast; she could even smell cantaloupe
and strawberries. Klaudia, the family’s live-in housemaid, only
made such a huge and scrumptious breakfast on Saturdays. Weekday
breakfasts were strictly oatmeal, muffins, and bananas. On Sundays,
Lily’s mother begrudgingly set Klaudia free. On Sundays, the kids
fended for themselves.

Lily pulled herself up,
threw off her checkered, tea-green and teal-blue, down feathered comforter,
swung her little legs over the side of the bed, and plopped her
tiny feet onto the plush, forest-green carpet. She moved slowly
across the room, counting out her steps, hands and arms extended
until she felt the wooden, louvered doors of her clothes
closet.

She had been born blind.
For the first two years of her life she thought blind was normal.
She hadn’t realized that she was different from the rest of her
family. Now she understood very well that they could
see things and they
could see each
other. It didn’t bother her though, she had never known sight, she
was what she was, and she accepted that. Of course, as with most of
those sightless, her sense of touch, smell, taste, and hearing were
extraordinary. She was also gifted with an exceptional intellect,
far and above the average five year old.

She heard her mother’s footsteps from all
the way downstairs even as she walked across the oriental silk rug
in the great room, and then as her high-heels clicked across the
limestone flooring and then come to a stop at the bottom of the
stairs.

“Lily, come down to breakfast now. I need to
leave soon. I’d like to see you before I do,” her mother
called.

“I’m coming, Mommy! I jus’ wanna get dressed
first!”

Lily wasn’t sure if her mother heard her,
she hadn’t offered her a response. She heard her mother walk to the
kitchen. Her mother’s footfalls were heavier than her older
sister’s, but Seth’s were heavier still, and Klaudia’s were the
heaviest by far. Lily could always tell who was whom by the sounds
and vibrations that came from how they walked, even when they
didn’t have their shoes on.

Lily swung open the doors to her closet and
moved to her left where a wardrobe pole had been installed at her
level. She felt the material on several of the numerous and
expensive outfits that hung on the expansive bar, searching for her
favorite. It was the pocket on the denim empire smock that she
loved. Her fingers nimbly found the soft, double ring-spun fabric.
She touched the long gingham sleeves that matched the pocket and
felt for the row of buttons that ran down the front. She pulled the
dress from its cedar hanger and made her way out of the walk-in
closet. After she had shut the doors tight, she turned to her left
and felt for the rim of her honey-brown, mindy-wood dresser. The
décor of her room, not adorned in the typical pink or white
normally chosen for little girls, since she couldn’t see it anyway,
was decorated in what pleased her mother’s eyes.

She hurried to dress as quickly as she
could. After she had slipped her dress over her head, she checked
to make sure the buttons and the pocket were in front. She plunked
her bottom down onto the carpet and immediately found her
yellow-blue-green-pink, Nike Air Morgan iD shoes, just where she
had left them. She put them on and expertly tied the laces just the
way Seth had shown her. She bounced up and felt for her crayons
that she had placed on her dresser the night before. Smelling each
one by one, she dropped them into her front pocket. There were four
scented crayons, her favorites, cherry for red, apple for green,
grape for purple, and licorice for black.

She gathered up her pajamas, turned around,
and made her way, counting her steps again, towards the shared
bathroom situated between her room and her sister Emily’s room.

She had a habit of switching on the lights
in the bathroom as well as in some of the other rooms only because
everyone else did this. She also knew that sometimes it unnerved
her family when one of them unexpectedly encountered her in a
darkened room. She placed her laundry in the hamper and then felt
her way to the stool in front of the basin. She turned the right
handle of the faucet for cold water, took her toothbrush and
toothpaste in hand, and squirted a little toothpaste on the brush,
checking the amount with her finger. She counted her brush strokes
as Seth had taught her. After she had rinsed her mouth, she ran her
hairbrush through her straight and fine white-blonde, shoulder
length hair. No one had to remind her to do things like brush her
teeth and hair, or nag her to pick up her dirty clothes. She was a
very good girl.

With her stomach growling loudly, at least
it seemed loud to her, she walked back through her room. Once she
stepped through her door, she turned towards her left, let her hand
trace along the wall all the way to Emily’s bedroom door, and then
continued passed it until her fingers felt the strip of clear
packing tape that Seth had run down the length of the wall. Her
mother had insisted that Seth use transparent tape as opposed to
his first choice of blue electrical tape so as not to mar the clean
design of the wooden, bead-board plank paneling. The tape alerted
her to take three more steps and then she would be at the head of
the stairs. Firmly holding onto the railing, she descended,
counting each step. She was proud that she could count so high, all
the way to infinity if she wanted to, and she could do it without
counting aloud. Once she had counted to eighteen, she knew to take
one more step and then she would be at the bottom of the
staircase.

Still holding onto the railing at the bottom
of the stairs and as she swung around to her right she called out,
“Watch out Murphy, I don’t wanna step on you.”

The family’s German shepherd lay curled up
and slept silently on the floor directly in her path. Even a
sighted person, maybe having come quickly around the stairs might
have run into the dog. The fact that she knew the dog was there was
a mystery. Even she, with her mind so young, didn’t realize that
she had and was using a kind of extra-sensory perception. Murphy
lifted up his head as he heard her voice, his ears perked up as if
he understood exactly what she said and he bounded off ahead of her
in the direction of the kitchen.

She again felt her way, now through the
great room that opened into the dining room. There were no
obstacles or pieces of furniture along certain walls in the house.
Everyone was very careful to never move anything around or leave
anything out of its assigned place.

Coming to the end of the wall, she continued
in a straight line to avoid the hand carved mahogany formal dining
table and chairs to her left. She neared the breakfast room
directly ahead of her that was set off to the side of the kitchen.
The glassed in room was surrounded on three sides by the back porch
and afforded the rest of the family a spectacular view of the
picturesque Jedediah Smith National Redwood Forest.

Lily heard Klaudia banging around in the
kitchen to her right. Klaudia, a heavyset woman, kept her
gray-white hair put up in a tight bun at the back of her head. Her
appearance coupled with her cheerful disposition, caused Emily,
with endearment, to christen her, ‘Mrs. Santa’.

“Gutenmorgen,
Kyaudia,” Lily
announced cheerfully.

Klaudia had only recently begun to teach
Lily a few German words and phrases and was thrilled to hear that
she had remembered and even used the greeting.

“Gutenmorgen, mein Kind,” Klaudia answered
back with a strong German accent. She had immigrated to America
with her parents at the age of eleven. She was fifty-eight now,
childless, and had never married.

Joanne, already having what she thought was
the perfect number of children plus the good fortune to have a girl
and a boy, did not plan on Lily. Joanne would never have said that
her baby girl was ‘unwanted’; she was just ‘unexpected’. The burden
of caring for another baby, and a blind one at that, was too much
for Joanne to handle alone so she had hired Klaudia when Lily was
just a few months old. Klaudia loved Lily dearly and she garnered
such enjoyment out of teaching the child some of her own native
language.

Once Lily made her way to the breakfast
table she heard Emily’s thumbs methodically tapping out a text
message on her BlackBerry Storm Smartphone to one of her friends no
doubt and she could hear Seth’s lips and mouth smacking and
swallowing big gulps of food.

“You’re too late Lily. I already ate all the
bacon and sausage and eggs. I guess you’re stuck with cold cereal
today,” Seth told her through a mouth full of french toast.

Lily, perceiving the sound
of a grin in his voice, told him, “I know you didn’t,
Seff.”

Feeling for her chair and once having found
it she climbed into it and waited for someone to help her with her
food. To feel around and put her fingers all over the food in the
serving dishes was something she was not allowed to do.

“I’m not lying, it’s all gone. Actually,
Emily ate most of it before I got down here.”

“Shut up Seth, I did not!” Emily snapped
loudly, slamming her cell phone down on the table.

“Hey! Would you kids shush!” their mother
scolded from the kitchen as she twisted the phone on her ear
upwards and away from her mouth, “Seth, stop picking on your sister
and help Lily with her breakfast.”

“Okay,” he said and Lily could still hear
Seth’s smile as he spoke, “What would you like to eat, little
missy?”

“Um, I guess I should
habe a
wittle eggs and some
bacon and three snausages,” she requested, lightly feeling for her cloth napkin
that she gracefully draped across her lap.

Emily spit her mouth full
of orange juice back into her glass as she started to choke with
laughter, “Snausages, that’s funny. What a dork Lily. It’s sausages not
snausages.”

“Oh shut up Emily, she’s only five,” Seth
defended Lily.

“Well, she has to learn how to talk right
someday, might as well teach her now.”

“Weren’t you the one who had to go to speech
therapy class for like ten years?” Seth retorted, grinning.

“It was only for two years so just shut the
hell up, Seth. You always have to bring that up and you know I hate
that! You’re such an ass!” Emily’s voice rose as she abruptly got
up from the table and slammed her chair in against it causing all
the dishes to rattle.

“Hey! I am on the phone! You both need to
knock it off, now!” their mother snapped again.

“He started it,” Emily whined and stomped
her feet a little.

“Wow, Emily, you sure don’t act like a
seventeen year old. Do your friends know that you still stomp your
feet?” Seth asked laughing.

“I am very serious, you two had better stop
this instant!” their mother told them very sternly now.

“Fine!” and with that Emily stormed out and
into the great room, flung herself down on the luxurious oversized
chenille couch, pressed the power button on the remote that brought
the 75-inch plasma HDTV to life, and proceeded to turn up the
volume as loud as she thought she could get away with.

“Can you get me some food
now, Seff?” Lily
asked softly. She didn’t tolerate arguing or confrontation easily.
She was forever the peacekeeper.

“Oh, yeah, sorry, you said you wanted eggs,
bacon, and sausage, right? No french toast, no fruit? Maybe you
should have a little fruit,” Seth responded, feeling a little
guilty that he may have caused Lily some distress.

“Okay, gimme one piece of
cannayoupe and
two strawberries.”

She listened to him pickup
her plate and load it up with the assortment she had requested.
When she heard the plate settle back before her she turned in the
direction she knew he was sitting and said, “T-ank you,” flashing him a wide and
very precious smile as she swung her feet back and
forth.

“You’re welcome!” he replied, “Oh, and you
need some milk. I’ll go get you some.”

“It’s okay,
Kyaudia’s bringing
me some,” Lily commented casually. Just seconds later Klaudia
stepped up next to Lily and set a big glass of cold milk on the
table in front of her.

Puzzled, Seth wondered to
himself. How could Lily have possibly
known Klaudia was bringing her a glass of milk? She probably heard
her footsteps but how did she know she had a glass of milk? She
couldn’t have smelled milk from that far away, could she? That’s
weird. He considered asking her how she
knew but then decided that it probably
wasn’t that big of a deal and thought, she
probably just assumed she was bringing her milk when she heard her
walking.

Instead, he asked her, “How are your puzzles
coming along?”

Lily’s tutor came every weekday during the
school year since there were no schools for the blind in their
area. Yesterday she had left Lily with four large-pieced puzzles
that Lily could put together by feeling their shapes.

“Good, I did
aw of
dem!”

“Really? Wow! Do you want me to buy you some
more?

“No, dat’s okay, I wanna do the ones I
habe
again.”

“All right. Maybe I’ll try doing one with
you later.”

The two were quiet now as they enjoyed their
meal, and consequently couldn’t help but overhear their mother’s
part of her phone conversation.

“…well I don’t know Susan,
I think the Gibson’s yard looks absolutely gaudy especially with
that hideous fountain. I guess they think by redoing their garden
in front of their house they’re going to top mine. I mean the new
roses I put in are so amazing. There is no fountain or grove of
trees they could put out there to make their yard look anywhere
near as good as mine. I don’t even know why they are trying.
Although, their fountain did get me to thinking and I searched
online and I found one much nicer and much more expensive, and I
plan to have it put in my own yard next month. And since I just
deposited that huge commission I got from the Goodman house I was also considering
a boob job…that’s right…and maybe while I’m at it I’ll get a face
lift and tummy tuck…”

“Blah, blah, blah,” Seth whispered under his
breath and rolled his eyes. He was ready to get up from the table
but he’d wait for Lily to finish. He decided to switch on the
20-inch flat screen TV that was mounted to a strip of hardwood that
framed the large glass panes that surrounded the breakfast room. He
didn’t care what was on just as long as he couldn’t hear his
mother’s idiotic conversation.

He had intended to find a children’s program
for Lily to listen to but his eyes happened upon a breaking news
story. There was something going on in China and Russia. The
authorities had no real explanations for the outbreak of violence.
Several theories suggested that it was a contagion or a virus.
Another commentator broke in announcing that the station had just
received some very early reports coming out of London. The
information, still sketchy at best, also suggested unexplained
aggression.

Now that Lily was finishing up the last of
her food, her mother, carrying a steaming cup of hot coffee, had
decided to join them at the table. She was dressed impeccably in
her dusty-rose, form-fitting business suit. Her color-treated,
platinum blonde hair was done up in a perfect french twist with not
a hair out of place. Her make-up was flawless. Seth thought she was
beautiful just as she was. He couldn’t fathom why she thought she
needed a face-lift, boob job, and tummy tuck. She sat down, grabbed
the remote out of his hands, and changed the channel to one of her
many favorite shopping channels.

“Mom, I was watching that!” Seth
complained.

Ignoring him, she admired the close up of
the Freshwater Pearl Baroque Necklace for the amazingly low price
of only $1,656, “Isn’t that necklace beautiful? Wouldn’t the girls
at my garden club just die if they saw me wearing something like
that?”

“Don’t you care about what’s going on in the
world?” Seth demanded of her.

“No, if it doesn’t have anything to do with
us here, then no I don’t care and I don’t see why you would either.
You don’t need to be watching stuff like that. And that shirt
you’re wearing looks like a rag. You should throw that out Seth.
You have much nicer things to wear.”

“Who cares what I’m wearing, Mom? No one’s
going to see me and I’m not going anywhere, so who cares?”

“I care, Seth. I see you.”

Seth looked at Lily and noticed that she had
completely cleaned her plate and now sat tense and alert.

“I’m gonna go shoot some hoops. Wanna come
with me Lily? You could ride your bike.”

“Okay,” Lily answered, then slid off her
chair and carefully proceeded to carry her plate and utensils to
the kitchen sink.

“I’m going to be leaving in just a few
minutes. I’m showing the Soludo house today. I’ve got some very
interested buyers and it will pay an even bigger commission than
the one I got yesterday!”

“You do that Mom,” Seth replied with hint of
disgust. He truly loved her; he just didn’t like the person that
she was.

“I should be home around three. I’ll see you
kids then. Be good,” she said, not ever taking her eyes off the
jewels displayed on the television.

Seth also picked up his dirty dishes and
walked into the kitchen to deposit them in the sink. He took hold
of Lily’s hand and they walked together through the back of the
kitchen into the mudroom to fetch his basketball. They went out
onto the side porch and walked around to the carport where Lily had
last parked her bike.

Joanne, noticing that she now sat alone at
the table, checked her watch and decided to get going. She handed
Klaudia her coffee mug, picked up her Gucci bag, slipped on her
Chanel sunglasses, and walked towards the great room to say
good-bye to Emily.

“I have to leave now Emily, I’ll see you in
a few hours, be a good girl.”

Emily’s pretty face popped up over the back
of the couch, “Wait Mom. Can I have your card before you go?
There’s a skirt at Chere’s Boutique that I really love. It’s so
cute and they only have one left in my size. Can I please get it
today, Mom? And also, since you got paid, can we get Rock Band 2
now, please? Jeremy got it last week and it’s so awesome. Of course
I’ll have to go into Walmart to get it and I hate Walmart, I just
can’t stand being around all those dirty, rude, welfare people, and
my car is almost out of gas, so I need gas too.”

Joanne pulled her American Express card out
of her purse and handed it to Emily, “Here you go, honey. I’ll see
you later.”

“Thanks Mom! I love you!” Emily rejoiced and
ran up to her room, never bothering to turn off the TV.

Seth dribbled and bounced his basketball as
Lily moved her bike out of the carport, careful not to bump against
her mother’s tasman-green BMW 328i Convertible. She knew exactly
how to maneuver her new two-wheeler with the training wheels that
Seth had attached, without bumping into anything.

Seth walked and bounced the ball, Lily rode
following the sound, around to the back of the house just as they
both heard their mother start up her car, back out, and drive down
the driveway.

As they made their way towards the
basketball hoop, passing by Emily’s car now, Seth started to bounce
his basketball very hard so it would fly high into the air.

“Watch out
Seff, you’re gonna
hit Emiyie’s
car.”

“No I won’t,” Seth said but, sure enough,
the ball veered to the left and slammed hard onto the trunk of the
car. Upon close inspection for damage, he became more concerned
with the small, perfectly round dent than how Lily had known it
would happen.

“Oh great, she’s gonna kill me,” he
moaned.

“To’d ya.”

Seth, having remembered
that Emily was already in a pissy mood thought, Oh I’ll deal with it later, and led
Lily to the beginning of a cement path that had been created just
for her. There was in fact a maze of paths that ran round and
round, and coiled and snaked through the whole yard. She had ridden
on the paths with her tricycle for years and had memorized every
curve, every turn, and every straightaway. If her bike wheel ever
swerved off the path, she would know immediately by the feel of the
tire on the lawn.

She loved to be outside. She loved the
sounds of the birds, the woodland creatures, and all manner of
insects. She loved the feel of a breeze and warm sunshine on her
skin. She loved the smells of the trees, flowers, grass, dirt, and
rain. She could hear, touch, and smell the life in the world.

Seth wrapped his arm around her, “Okay, I’ll
be right here. You be careful.”

Lily felt the blood flowing through his
veins and the beating of his heart through his touch.

“Okay,” she agreed as he tussled her
hair.

“Dooon’t,
Seff,” she
complained and she smoothed her hair back down with both hands then
took off slowly down her path.

Seth played basketball. Lily listened to him
as she rode along pleasantly, smiling as he talked to himself, or
rather talked about himself. He imagined himself to be a star
player and a sports announcer at the same time. He would wildly
broadcast every shot he made. Sometimes Lily would laugh aloud to
herself but never loud enough for him to hear. She never wanted to
embarrass him. She would never make fun of him. She wanted him to
enjoy being outside as much as she did.

Emily suddenly appeared, bubbling with
excitement. She was dressed in a short violet linen skirt that
complemented her slender tan legs with a dark purple seersucker
jacket over her white silk blouse and purple ballet flats that
matched her coat. Her naturally blonde hair was curled at the ends
and held back with a lilac satin headband.

“Guess what? Mom said I could get the new
Rock Band today!” she declared.

“Really? Cool. I’ll help you set it up when
you get back and we’ll be rock stars!”

“Yeah! I’ll try to hurry!”

He watched her hop into her
red and black ’69 Chevelle 396 SS. She
didn’t even notice the dent, he thought. He
wondered how long it would take her. Maybe never, but one of her
friends would surely notice and point it out to her. He knew she
didn’t care about cars all that much and it seemed like the thing
was in the shop for a tune up more often than not. He knew she had
only begged for the Chevelle because of the attention that it would
undeniably bring her, especially from the boys.

Seth shouted to Lily who was now heading on
the path that lead back to the basketball court, “Lily, stop for a
minute. Wait until Emily drives out before you come any
further.”

Lily back peddled to engage the brakes and
waited patiently for the sound of Emily’s car to fade away.

Seth resumed his exhilarating game and Lily
resumed her ride. She rode to the end of the path and onto the
tarmac, steering straight towards Seth.

“Watch out Lily, you’re going to get too
close to me,” he warned.

“I know. I can see you.”

He stopped abruptly, his head whipped
towards her, “What? What do you mean, you can see me?” He couldn’t
believe he heard her right.

“I can see you,
Seff.”

Holding the ball in both hands, he walked
towards her, “What do I look like?”

She drew a large oval shape
in the air with her index finger, “I s-ink you’re grape.”

“You think I look like a grape?”

“No,” she laughed,
“I s-ink you’re
grape-purpaw.”

“Purple? I’m purple? Can you see anything
else? Can you see that tree over there?” pointing to his left, “Can
you see your bike? What about my basketball?” he asked excitedly as
he bounced the ball.

“No, I just see you,” she said quite
matter-of-factly as she started to ride in a wide circle.

“Can you see other people or just me?”

“I see o-der people too. I
s-ink
Kyaudia is
yemon-yeyow
and Emiyie and
Mommy are kinda the same. I s-ink dey’re byueberry-byue, and dey aw yook yike dis,” and
she drew another oval shape in the air.

Lily’s blindness had never
been pure darkness or blackness. Instead, it had always been pure
whiteness. Of course, she could never have explained this to
anyone. She had actually been right on the mark when she described
Seth’s color as ‘purple’, his aura was purple but Klaudia’s was more an
orange color than yellow, and Emily and Joanne were both shades of
green instead of blue.

Seth needed to think about this, he needed
to talk to his mom about it. He no longer felt like playing
basketball.

“Let’s go in Lily, I’m thirsty.”

“I don’t wanna go in yet. I’m not done.”

“Come on Lily, I’ll bring you back out
later.”

After they had both stood in the middle of
the kitchen gulping down their fill of cold water Seth grabbed a
bag of Doritos and a couple of apples and suggested, “Do you want
to color? I can bring your crayons and stuff into my room. I need
to use my computer for a little while.”

“Okay,” Lily agreed.

They held hands and went upstairs, stopping
at Lily’s room so Seth could grab her drawing tablet and the rest
of her scented crayons. He set her up on his bed. She loved to
draw. She breathed in deep the scent of each crayon in order to
choose the one she thought would be the right color for the things
she wanted to draw. She tried to draw flowers and trees, cats and
dogs the way her teacher had described them to her. She drew some
shapes and traced around her hand over and over again.

Seth searched online for anything he could
find about the blind and colors…the blind becoming sighted…the
blind seeing shapes of people…but came up with nothing that
described what Lily said she could ‘see’. Frustrated he gave up and
instead asked Lily if she would like to play a game of chess.

He pulled the all-wood Chess set off his
shelf. The playing pieces, specially designed to be identified by
touch, fit snugly into pegged holes in the board. The dark squares
were raised slightly above the light squares. Seth had only begun
to teach Lily to play chess a few weeks prior and he was amazed at
how quickly she had taken to the game.

Not long after they had started on their
third match they both heard Emily’s footsteps bounding up the
stairs two at a time.

Emily bopped into Seth’s room with
exhilaration, “Okay, I got it. Come on Seth, let’s go set it
up.”

“I’ll be right down,” he replied almost as
excited as she was.

Seth had decided not to mention Lily’s new
and astonishing ability to Emily. He feared she might downplay,
make a joke of, or dismiss the incident entirely. It was a big deal
to him. He would wait and discuss it with his mother.

“What about our game,
Seff?” Lily
asked.

“We’ll just leave it here and finish later.
Let’s go downstairs. I’ll bring your puzzles and you can work on
them at the coffee table.”

“Took you long enough,” Emily said once Seth
and Lily had joined her in the great room. She had already torn
open the boxes and had flung pieces of cardboard, Styrofoam, and
plastic wrap everywhere.

“Help me get this thing hooked up,” Emily
ordered Seth, tossing some cords at him.

“Okay, hold on,” he told her as he put
Lily’s puzzles down on the coffee table. Lily felt her way to the
table on her own and sat down on the rug, propping herself up on
her knees.

“Hurry up, Seth,” Emily griped.

Seth hooked the game up with ease. He had
always been good with electronics.

Emily and Seth rotated turns with the drums,
guitar, and microphone. They taunted each other playfully when one
or the other was ‘booed off the stage’. They laughed and jumped for
joy when one of them was credited as a ‘top performer’. Lily
laughed along with them. She loved it when her brother and sister
enjoyed each other's company.

“Excuse me,” Klaudia said softly.

Seth quickly pressed pause and Emily groaned
impatiently.

“Yes, Klaudia?” Seth asked as he turned in
the swivel chair he had brought in from the garage to use as a drum
set stool, and faced her.

“I’m sorry to disturb you.”

“It’s okay,
Kyaudia,” Lily
said sweetly.

“I was wondering if there is something
special you children would like me to fix for dinner.”

“I don’t know,” Emily answered, annoyed,
“can’t you just think of something yourself, isn’t that what we pay
your for?”

“Emily!” Seth exclaimed, shocked.

“What? It’s true,” Emily responded with mock
innocence.

“Be nice,
Emiyie,” Lily told
her as sternly as she could, mimicking her mother’s
tone.

“Oh whatever Lily, you sound like Mom,”
Emily said rolling her eyes.

“I think pasta sounds good,” Seth told
Klaudia with an apologetic smile.

“Wiff meatba’s!” Lily added.

“All right then, pasta with meatballs it
is,” Klaudia replied, smiling down at Lily, and then headed towards
the kitchen to get dinner started.

No sooner had Klaudia left the room did the
front door open and they heard the voice of their mother talking
loudly on her cell phone.

“Hi, Mommy,” Lily called to her but her
mother did not reply. This did not bother Lily who only said and
did the things she did because she wanted to and not because she
always needed to elicit a response or some action from another.
While not perfect, Lily excelled at selflessness.

Joanne walked passed the children without
even a glance in their direction and went straight to her room to
shower and change.

“Mom can be such a bitch sometimes,” Seth
said shaking his head.

“Oh just get off her back, Seth. She works
really hard,” Emily told him with a condescending tone

“Whatever, Emily. You don’t give a damn if
she works hard or not, all you worry about is getting everything
you want,” Seth snapped.

“P-ease stop fighting. Jus’
pyay
da game, okay?” Lily
raised her voice only slightly, and only so they could hear her
over their bickering.

Emily and Seth turned their attention back
to their game. They didn’t tease each other good-naturedly now nor
did they laugh.

Lily went back to her puzzle. She sang
along, her voice high and cute, with some of the more repetitive
lyrics that she easily picked up on.

As Lily put a piece of her puzzle in its
proper spot, she suddenly felt her stomach cramp and turn sour. She
wrapped her arms around her belly in hopes that the pain and nausea
would go away as quickly as it had come on, but it only
worsened.

“Seff,” she said with a little
gasp.

Not hearing her, she cried
louder, “Seff!”

“Yeah?” he asked. He paused the game and his
voice hinted of annoyance.

“I feew sick, I feew like I habe a headache in my tummy. I
s-ink I need some water,”
she told him, her voice echoed pain.

“Okay, just give me a sec. We’re almost done
with this song.”

“No! I need water now! P-ease!” Lily
demanded forcefully, something she’d never done before.

Seth, also surprised by her uncharacteristic
insistence, responded, “Okay, Lily, it’s okay. Sit tight and I’ll
go get you some water right now.”

“No, I wanna go
wiff you,” Lily
informed him as she struggled to rise up from her kneeling
position.

“Just wait here, Lily. I’ll be right back,”
Seth told her as he strode quickly towards the kitchen.

“I wanna go
wiff you!” Lily
told him sternly. She was on her feet now, feeling her way after
him.

“Fine,” he agreed and backtracked to her and
took her hand.

Once in the kitchen he lifted her and set
her on one of the kitchen bar stools while he fetched her a glass
of water.

“Here you go,” Seth spoke softly now, with
concern.

“T-ank you.”

“You’re welcome.”

Seth stood watching Lily take long sips of
her water. Klaudia, having paused in her food preparation, watched
her too. They both took note of the fact that the skin on Lily’s
face was stark white and her hands shook. They both wondered to
themselves if perhaps she was coming down with something more
serious than a stomach ache and were also amazed at how suddenly
it, whatever it was, had come upon her.

“Seff.”

“You done?” Seth asked impatiently, wanting
to get her settled down on the couch and maybe take her
temperature.

“Daddy’s home,” Lily told him, ignoring his
question.

“Dad’s home? I didn’t hear him come in,”
Seth questioned a little perplexed but then recalled her earlier
intuitive predictions.

Both Klaudia and Seth continued to stare at
Lily and then they stared at each other when they heard the hum of
an engine as a car pulled into the carport, and then shut off.

“Guess you were right,
Lily. Dad is home.” Seth was really starting to think that maybe
Lily was psychic.

“Daddy’s different,” Lily said.

“What do you mean,
different?”

“I use’ to
s-ink Daddy was
cherry-red, now I s-ink he’s yicorice-byack.”

“He’s black?” Seth asked, confused.

Seth moved to make his way towards the front
door that he knew his dad would use to make his entrance.

As Lily sensed his intent,
she whispered weakly, “No Seff, stay here.” Her voice was tense
and shaky.

A strong feeling came over him. He thought
maybe it was his own intuition but then he realized it was more
than that, it was everything Lily had told him that day, that was
what convinced him that he should listen to her.

All of them, Lily, Seth, Klaudia, and even
Emily who waited patiently in the other room, were startled as the
front door flew open hard. So hard that it slammed against the wall
and shook the circular foyer table causing the Italian marble
statue of the Archangel Michael that was on top of it to rock and
tumble, crashing and breaking into pieces as it struck the
floor.

Troy Maddison had come home.

 


 


Youth Immortal

 


The world, once filled with the pure
devotion,

Since faded and worn by hate and fear.

The shadows ascend, no longer a suggestion
of warmth

From the light of love to halt them.

 


He
strode with agility and reason. His sapphire eyes were vigilant and
perceptive. His head, slightly lowered, caused strands of his
straight jet-black hair to fall over his face and brush against his
smooth hairless jaw line. He didn’t feel the chilly night’s air as
he stalked the mist-shrouded city in the dark early morning hours.
He didn’t really need the black gas station jacket he wore. He had
only donned it so as not to draw unneeded attention to himself. He
purposely wore what would have been expected of one roving the San
Franciscan streets at that ungodly hour. His black Vans pants and
black and white Converse All-Star shoes were fresh, spotless, and
new. His flawless soft skin was almost as bright as his crisp white
tee shirt. He wore an antiquated silver medallion of the Archangel
Michael around his neck. A black and purple bandana was folded and
wrapped around his left wrist. His black leather belt was studded
with circles and Iron Crosses. Since he didn’t need to carry a
wallet he’d attached his wallet chain, which he likened to the
pocket watch chains of the 18th century, onto two belt loops on his
right side, and from one end hung a smaller chain holding a
collection of hole punched guitar picks; the oldest dating back to
the late 1800’s. His black Ibanez 12-string guitar was slung across
the back of his tall slender frame. At the moment he didn’t need
his guitar but he thought it better to appear a twenty-something
musician rather than a rogue or a drunkard. He was mindful that
dawn was fast approaching.

His dog Gage, who was as
time-honored as he was, kept pace at his side. All who had ever
encountered the extraordinarily striking young man and his dog
assumed that Gage was a wolf-dog hybrid. He was in fact, a
perfectly trained purebred wolf. Both, with abnormally advanced and
keenly alert senses scoured upper Haight Street.

He and Gage saw a group of three men and one
woman huddled together under a street lamp, the light barely
penetrating the foggy street corner. Even from two blocks away, he
was able to deduce from their conversation that the older man had
just sold the younger men two small rocks of crack cocaine and had
been in the process of offering the woman to them at a shameful
price.

Before any of them saw him
coming, before they even suspected they weren’t alone, he was
directly in their midst. He stood statuesque just outside their
small group. Gage, his black fur thick and lustrous, sat at his
side, watchful, listening.

The young man closest to him turned
suddenly, and with a look of surprise, he spoke, “Hey man, ‘sup?”
He wondered how long the stranger had stood amongst them.

The other three abruptly stopped short their
chatter and turned to stare at the newcomer.

“Hello, I’m Aeden, Aeden Stone, and this is
Gage,” Aeden nodded as he introduced himself and glanced down at
Gage who exchanged his fleeting look.

Aeden let his gaze fall on the oldest of the
three men, who had his arm slung over the shoulders of the woman.
The hustler, feeling unexpectedly troubled by Aeden’s attentive
stare, stepped backwards out of the light, pulling the woman with
him.

“Let’s go Cherie,” he whispered to her.

She untwisted herself from his arm, “No,
Maddox. Wait.” For some unexplained reason, she strongly felt that
she just had to hear Aeden speak again.

Maddox gripped Cherie’s
arm and thought to force her. He looked at Aeden and saw a crooked
smile play across his lips that seemed to dare him to do it. Maddox
thought the better of it. He let go of Cherie’s arm, turned, and
huffed away thinking, I’ll take care of
that disobedient bitch later, but as he
felt Aeden’s eyes bearing down on his back he knew, in the end, he
wouldn’t do anything at all.

Aeden turned his smile to Cherie now, no
longer crooked but full and beautiful, further lighting up his
already dazzling face. His eyes filled with compassion and
understanding as he realized that she was infected with HIV and was
in the second or chronic stage. He reached out and took hold of her
pale, frail hand. She felt a surge of warmth and strength emanate
from his hand to hers.

One of the other two young men now extended
his hand towards Aeden, “I’m Alex,” he said, unsure of why he was
even doing such a thing. He’d never offered to shake another’s hand
and introduce himself. He thought that only business suit types
acted in such a proper and idiotic manner.

Aeden let his hand slip slowly from
Cherie’s, much to her dismay, and firmly grasped Alex’s.

“And this is Tyler,” Alex informed Aeden,
while still keeping a grasp of Aeden’s hand.

“I am pleased to meet you
both,” Aeden told them as he took back his hand to shake
Tyler’s.

Tyler grasped his hand in awe, and just like
Alex, he was reluctant to let it go. Aeden’s touch was like a drug
that made them feel warm, comfortable, and at peace, relaxed and
almost weightless.

Aeden turned his attention back to Cherie
but he spoke to the men, “I was thinking that you two gentlemen
should see to it that the lady gets home safely.”

Both Alex and Tyler looked
at each other grinning and thought, Gentlemen? He called us gentlemen? And he called that sleazy,
diseased whore a lady?

“Yeah, sure,” Alex answered.

“No problem,” Tyler added. Both men knew, of
their own free will, that they did not want to refuse nor
disappoint him.

“Yeah, I think I should get home. My mom’s
home alone and she gets so scared. Whenever I leave, she cries and
begs me to stay. I don’t think she sleeps when I’m not there. I
guess I really should go home,” Cherie surprised herself with the
revelation.

Alex came forth as well, “I left my son with
my girlfriend last night. He’s only four. I told them I was going
to pickup a pizza and that I’d come right back but, I spent the
money on...on…something else. I’m gonna go home too.”

Aeden placed his hand on Tyler’s shoulder
and requested, “Can you help him, Tyler? To be a father is a great
privilege that carries with it a great responsibility. Some find
the burden of parenthood to be such an unbearably heavy load that
they cannot carry it alone. Help him.”

“I will,” was Tyler’s only response.

Aeden took a step back from the astonished
and forever altered three, letting his hand fall away from Alex’s
shoulder, “I have to go now my friends. Take care of yourselves
until we meet again.”

None of them knew what to
say. They didn’t want him to leave. They could only watch as Aeden
and his wolf dog turned and walked away from them, fading into the
cold haze. As he disappeared from their sight, the warmth, and
well-being they had experienced when Aeden had been with them faded
as well and they missed it exceedingly. They would all do their
best, at least for a time, to do as he expected. They all hoped
they would see him again, they hoped he would remember
them.

Aeden and Gage kept to
their course, moving further up Haight Street towards Golden Gate
Park. When they hit Stanyan Street, Gage started to whine and ran
at full speed straight into the park following one of the paths.
Aeden let loose his guitar and astonishingly, now kept pace at
Gage’s side.

Aeden picked up on a disturbing conversation
coming from not less than one mile deep into the park.

“Hey, old man, where’d you get your coat,
the dumpster, or something? You smell like piss.”

“Maybe he just pissed all over himself,
Cal,” another mocked and snickered.

“GO ON, GET OUTTA HERE!
LEAVE ME ALONE!” a frightened and pitiful voice cried
out.

“What did you say, old man?” the one called
Cal demanded.

“Please, just leave me alone. I never done
nothin’ to you.”

“Oh, but you did do something to us, old
man!”

“W-what? What did I do?” the elderly man
asked, as his voice grew weaker.

“You’re in our park, old man. We didn’t tell
ya you could sleep here. You’re stinkin’ it up,” Cal leaned in
close to the old man’s worried face, throwing spittle as he
spoke.

Both men, jacked up
on amphetamines and Angel
Dust, completely blown out of their right
minds, pulled switchblades from their pockets and began tossing
them back and forth in their hands and waving them in the old man’s
face, taunting him.

“I-I’ll leave, I-I’m sorry,” he stammered
and struggled to raise himself to his feet.

“You’re not going anywhere,” Cal sneered and
then, with a flick of his hand, sliced open the old man’s cheek
causing him to holler in pain as he fell back down onto the park
bench.

The other man, set off by his friend, aimed
to slash the side of the old man's neck. The old man was quick
enough to move his head to the side and only received a superficial
nick just below his earlobe.

The old man, bleeding from the face and neck
began to weep and beg for his life, but the two men just
laughed.

“Do you really think we care if you live or
die old man?” Cal stated more than questioned.

Aeden and Gage, still a
half mile away, knew they had no more time. Aeden fixated on the
old man and in an instant, he and Gage appeared ten feet directly
behind the men. The men, one with a tattoo of a serpent on the back
of his shaved head, the other wore a black beanie, obscured Aeden’s
view of the old man.

Just as Aeden took a step
forward, the beanied man shouted, “No, we don’t give a shit!” and
stabbed the horror-struck man in the stomach.

“What are you doing?” Aeden spoke with an
eerie coolness, “What did you do?”

Both men whirled around to face their
questioner.

“It’s none of your damn business asshole and
you better turn around and get the hell outta here before we do the
same to you, and your damn dog,” the beanied one snapped.
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