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Prologue:
It is hard for me. While I must record the events, I am sickened to do so. Others have suffered and sacrificed so much. It will be an eternity before any of us forget. Why a testimony such as this is needed, I try not to guess. But in tribute to history, to the ones who do not want to be forgotten, I continue with my task. Why I was chosen to be a part of such an elite group is humbling. I cannot convince them to choose someone else; maybe I no longer want them to. So I will record the events, and hide the evidence.
I received word only a moment ago; all the omega runes have been hidden, save this one. The end is near, and with so much at stake now, failure cannot be an option. I am responsible to finish the assignment; hide the last stone, and guard its secret.
We are at the abyss but I have hope. My only prayer is that there will be enough left to recognize the sacrifice, and be willing to add their names to the list of martyrs. For victory’s sake. Victory merely a thought away but we do not celebrate. With growing vigilance we wait, as tireless sentries and vicious warriors; if not for our sakes, for theirs.
~~Jyroed
When I consider every thing that grows
Holds in perfection but a little moment…
When I perceive that men as plants increase,
Cheered and checked even by the self-same sky:
Vaunt in their youthful sap, at height decrease…
Where wasteful time debateth with decay
To change your day of youth to sullied night,
And all in war with Time for love of you,
As he takes from you, I engraft you new.
~William Shakespeare, Sonnets
In the Beginning
Yakima Regional Library
Yakima, Washington, United Federated States of America
October 9th, 1900 hours:
It was a library basement. The storage, utilities, mechanical type of basement, with hollow musty smells and moist cracks. The typical underbelly every 1950’s type public service building sat on. Its open expanse was cut into artificial sections by metal filing cabinets. An underappreciated water heater sat in a far corner; newer heating ducts crisscrossed the ceiling while piping for cyber-technologies and an updated electrical system ran their way along side. And panel after panel of florescent lights.
Carolyn Reece carefully closed the archive door and stepped back into the larger room. It wasn’t like she was stealing, and it wasn’t like she did not have permission to be in there. But she never felt comfortable in the archive room. And only until recently she had preferred the organized chaos of the larger filing room. A repository for the unimportant and forgotten.
As she stepped toward the filing cabinets she noted the doors to her left were ajar. One of the rooms was a janitor’s closet. The other room was built as an after-thought for the new and improved gas furnace. She shoved the parchment she’d taken from the archive room into her pocket and walked over to the open doors. But as her hand reached out to close the furnace room door, she felt a tug on her ankle.
Reflexively she jerked her foot and spun around to face the center of the room. Nothing but flickering blue-white artificial light. She listened. Silence except for the faint buzz of electrons and the subtle hint of creaking earth. She shrugged, pulled the door closed, and made her way to the basement door. Janitor closet be damned she was thoroughly spooked.
Carolyn suddenly wanted out of the basement. All she needed was to get out with the parchment and start her new life. The seclusion the basement used to provide had been comforting. Solitude away from the crazy world in which she’d agreed to belong. Belonging to the Group promised she would be someone unforgettable, someone useful; someone of importance.
It was all a lie. Carolyn had stopped believing long before she made the decision to extricate herself from the Group. Her emptiness, her loneliness, had been powerful compromising forces. Ironic how she used to loathe being alone, but now craved it. And the basement, this basement had been her safe-place. Down here she was an individual again. A private being with thoughts that meant something, ideas that mattered. Surrounded by the meaningless clutter, Carolyn Reece found her identity.
But it all changed when Marcus Cyril required she kill Augusta. And she did as she was commanded to, never showing a hint of emotion. She’d been instructed to bring Augusta down here into her inner sanctum and take the life of the only real friend she had ever known, Augusta; her 11 years old golden retriever. It had taken her four days to clean up the blood stain on the floor near the old water heater. She knew Cyril was testing her loyalty.
And yet because of some strange psychic bond, Carolyn knew Augusta was aware of the hideous necessity of her assignment. Looking into his eyes for the last time she knew he understood and he forgave her. He gave her permission to steal his life. No, that wasn’t it. Augusta gave his life to her, so she could dispose of it, one last act of true love. Offer his essence to save hers.
Carolyn hadn’t shed one tear. Instead, she spoke comforting words into her dying canine’s ears. She would never cry, never dishonor his sacrifice that way. She would never forget him and she loved him.
After Augusta’s passing the basement ceased being a place of escape. Now it was a constant reminder to Whom she really belonged. But if the basement was a symbolic representation of her life, there was one silver lining. A basement was only a room. And rooms could be exited. Carolyn was exiting. And she was never coming down here again. Not ever.
∞∞∞∞
Joshua Flying Fox was supposed to be home. That was one of the many new restrictions set in place. All young people under the voting age must be in their domiciles before 1800 hours. Joshua balked, domiciles, that was rich. It was his house, used to be his home. But that was before they took away his mother. He wasn’t about to belong for anyone. Least of all Nellum DeGray.
He checked his watch. 1900 hours. That was great. Soon the librarian and her assistant would be locking up and going home. He knew every inch of the library and getting in unnoticed would be no problem. Joshua held his position underneath a large semi-truck parked along the deserted street. He would spend several hours tonight looking for information. And thinking about Nellum. He may only be 15, but he could still right an egregious wrong. What they did to Tatum; he would never forgive them and he would never forget.
Joshua pulled from his coat pocket an old tuna sandwich and took a reluctant bite. He stared at it chewing slowly, choked it down and returned his gaze toward the two story building. Scrutinizing the first story windows, Joshua shoved the sandwich back into his pocket. I’ll be grateful for anything to eat, when I get through with them, he thought spitefully.
∞∞∞∞
Carolyn reached the basement door with thoughts of freedom and thoughts of slavery. She rubbed her face and exhaled quickly. It was almost over and nothing they could do now would stop it. She perused the basement one last time and shut off the last row of lights. Now it was dark. Sentient darkness, palpable, settling like cancer in her lungs. Carolyn was afraid to move. She listened. Nothing audible, nothing she could hear with her ears. But something was moving she was sure of it. She leaned against the cement wall. The basement of the library entombed her. Something like fetid meat hung in the air.
“Hello?” She sputtered, running her hand along the wall feeling for the metal door knob. It was somewhere just to her left, she was sure of it. Wasn’t it? That was where it always had been. But now the wall in the blackness, elongated. Where was the door?
“Hello?” She tried sliding to the left, following her hand, and realized her movement was contrived. She was pushing herself through a viscous shroud. Lights, turn the lights on, quit being stupid. She lifted her right hand and searched for the light switch panel.
“You will fail!!” Something screeched high-pitched and breathy. The voice shot like black lightning piercing Carolyn’s eyes. She screamed.
∞∞∞∞
Ybonne Mullinieux slid the filing cabinet closed lightly. She turned and walked across the short space to the counters. Ugly gray Formica, bearing yellowing pock marks. Pits chipped out in places where errant adolescents picked while librarians were not looking. The counters separated the librarian from the open expanse of the main floor and main hall of the Yakima Regional Library.
Directly in front of her and to the left were tables for the studious and tired rows of books for the curious. To the far left conjoined to the south wall was an open flight of stairs that lead to the second floor. More like a balcony for its size. It was filled with another set of seven tired aisles of books and a weathered sofa or two.
The main floor was covered by faded carpet with many thread bare spots. The best indication of where most people had gathered for knowledge over the years. Ybonne worked in many libraries the world over. She could discover quickly the culture of the community by the places the library’s carpet was most worn. She had noticed a conundrum. Affluent libraries had human trails leading to books dealing with death and dying, fascinations with mortality, deviancy, masochism and sadism. Libraries in Suburbia, followed pathways to the rich and famous, the avant-garde, biographies of empires, and partisan portrayals of dynasties defeated.
But this library’s tells were curious to Ybonne. The well-worn carpet betrayed human traffic in and around the aisles of Religion, Philosophy, Occult and Anthropology. Archeology, and Astronomy were also frequented enough to have carved out a clearly demarcated foot path. For an agricultural community and demographically old comparatively speaking, it seemed odd. But she did notice young people. And many of them, more than typical, used the library frequently. They always seemed to congregate in the oddest places. None of the jocks seemed interested in the sports sections, nor the cheerleader types in Hollywood “Who’s Who.”
The magazines’ section was rarely riffled. She had considered canceling several subscriptions. She rubbed her chin as she thought, pulled her coat tighter around her and adjusted the strap on her briefcase. It did not matter. What did she care what the youth of the Federation were interested in today? Let alone some rural farming community in the middle of a forgotten state.
She walked down the front of the seven aisles of stagnant knowledge, making sure no one was lurking. The bank of cubicles that flanked the west wall behind the rows of books boasted flimsy metal chairs. Nothing but the finest for my patrons; Ybonne mulled resentfully. As she passed in front of the aisles she checked to see if all the chairs were off the floor. Every chair had to be flipped. Ybonne insisted this was done Friday night. It was her way to help the cleaning staff that came in on Saturday.
The library was closed on Saturdays now. She breathed heavily. Something had changed inside her ever since the Group began imposing new regulations and restrictions. She wasn’t able to place her misgivings but deep in her soul she knew something was terribly wrong. She walked to the double glass paned doors and leaned to her left above the counter and turned the lights off. Lights and locks, she mused, then a nice lonely walk home and a lukewarm bath. It is shaping up to be a wonderful Friday night.
She waited. Carolyn should be up from the basement any moment. They would exchange pleasantries, and go their separate ways. Ybonne looked around the room another time and sighed. A dim glow of electronics caught her eye. She could have sworn she’d turned off all the computer screens. She sighed heavily.
On the other side of the room nearest the north wall was a well-used collection of computers, six exactly. All the computers faced outward away from the center of the table. In the center was a large whole. The antiquated computers were connected by crossing wirings, threading through and around each other. A snaking mass where the center of the table should have been. Ybonne noticed how exhausted the ensemble looked. What is this? I am really transferring, she thought absently, I am the one exhausted, and she rounded the counters towards the glowing screen.
With every step she took the dim glow morphed into a dull pulsing incandescent light. And before she could process what she was witnessing, the throbbing emission infected the next monitor. It started emitting the same dull pulse. Ybonne stopped, in the middle of the crossroads to Occult and Anthropology. Unconscious of her movement, a queer sensation raised the hair on the back of her neck.
Then the third screen started rhythmically droning the same dull light, but now all the computer monitors were flashing in quicker and quicker intervals. Faster they flashed their worthless light one after the other in a repeating circle. Like a serpent chasing its tail. Around and around the table. Then faster around; faster the pulse.
“What the…” Ybonne whispered and touched her throat. She backed up and bumped into a table. A chair fell from its perch. That’s when she heard Carolyn scream.
∞∞∞∞
Okay, now that’s just creepy, Joshua rolled onto his back and checked his watch again. 1925 hours; he rolled back onto his stomach and peered carefully around the semi’s rear dualie. No one was in the street yet. But if he wasn’t in the library by 2000 hours, he’d never get in. He would get caught. The Adaptors were always here at 2000 sharp. He grabbed at his ear and exhaled slowly. Usually the librarians were out and gone by 1915. The lights went out on the main floor at exactly 1910. It was his cue.
He’d waited, but no one came out the front doors. He thought he had caught a glimpse of the head librarian. A darkened figure had leaned back toward the light panel switching off the lights. It was a petite figure, so Joshua knew it was Ms. Mullinieux. Joshua always liked to watch her when he would go in during regular business hours. She had the nicest smile and he was sure that she had more knowledge about the world than anyone in this stupid valley pretended to know. She never pretended about anything. At least that is what Joshua wanted to believe about her. She was the most real person he’d ever met. But where is she? That was what troubled him now.
∞∞∞∞
The spinning pulsing lights, the toppled chair, and the scream. Ybonne lost her balance in the confusion and fell over the dislodged chair. She knocked her head against the table in the darkness as she righted herself.
“Cripes!” She spat as she pulled herself to a standing position rubbing the front of her head fiercely, “Carolyn!” Ybonne called out. “You alright?” She stumbled toward the back of the aisles of books. In the west wall of the main floor at the end of the rows was the door to the basement. She stumbled forward through the semi-darkness while the wild glow of the computers behind her threw maleficent shadows into the ceiling and set them scurrying across the floor at her feet. Carolyn screamed again. Its urgency propelled Ybonne forward with a new determination.
“I’m coming! I’m coming!” Ybonne yelled back, fighting the urge to claw at the phantoms dancing impossibly around her. Shadows Ybonne, shadows!
She reached the door and threw it back wide. A tangible blackness yawned upward towards her and coldness oozed up in the darkness’ wake. Ybonne squinted into it. She closed her eyes then, as black engulfed her ankles and seemed to climb up her legs.
“Carolyn?” She called loudly down the stairs and resisted the urge to grab at her legs. To pull off the darkness wrapping its way up her body. “CAROLYN!” She shouted, nerves fraying, and fumbled for the light panel at the top of the stairs. Her fingers were trembling, sweaty.
“CAROLYN!” Ybonne called again, flicking the switches with no result. It was a living thing this blackness and she was going to have to go down into it and look for the woman. Ybonne didn’t want to, knew she had to, and did not think she could move.
∞∞∞∞
Carolyn had collapsed the moment the icy voice hissed its threat in the inky emptiness. She covered her head with her arms and pulled up her knees into her chest. Hard cement. Cold. Biting. Swirling void. Carolyn tried to fold up into herself, there was nowhere to go. It was all around her. In the fetal position she convulsed in agonizing fear. Her terrified mind saw what her physical eyes could not perceive. It was standing over her. It could see her as clearly as if she was standing under stadium lights. And It was smiling. Now It was reaching out for her keening, no, giggling as It stretched towards her exposed spine. It was laughing at her, and she was about to die. She threw back her covered head and screamed at the top of her lungs.
∞∞∞∞
Joshua could not wait any longer. It was 1940 and they still had not come out of the library. Necessity forced his hand. He decided he would much rather try his fate with Ms. Mullinieux, than with the Adaptors. So he rolled onto his back and quietly slid a crowbar out from above the rear axle of the parked semi. He was trained to prepare ahead. And he’d gotten good at preparing since the Group took his mother and the Adaptors murdered Tatum Gardner; his one and only friend.
Still the crowbar was heavy. And he was small. Joshua stuck his tongue out as he carefully maneuvered the crowbar into his right hand and then flipped back onto his stomach. He then commando crawled toward the front of the semi’s trailer and after checking the surroundings, placed the crowbar into a manhole directly beneath the diesel’s cab.
Mr. E. A. Crowley was operator of the semi-truck. And his route took him all over the Pacific Northwest. Joshua knew Mr. Crowley’s schedule better than anyone save Crowley himself. Every second Friday Mr. Crowley parked his semi here in the street across from the library and headed toward Northtown. Joshua knew Mr. Crowley would not be back tonight.
The kind of comfort Northtown offered old men like Earnest A. Crowley was the kind of comfort that took hours to wear off. And if Mr. C was lucky, Joshua ruminated sarcastically as he heaved on the crowbar, Crowley would have something to regret tomorrow. Something he would barely remember, which made the forgetting easier and the denial more convincing. He sneered as he contemplated what Crowley was probably doing even as he was using the old man’s truck to camouflage his own illegal activity. Now that, Joshua huffed, is ironic.
∞∞∞∞
Ybonne was grabbing her ears to protect them from the force of Carolyn’s latest shriek, when a flash of white light and simultaneous cacophony of shattering glass filled the air. The computer screens exploded. The force of the blast knocked chairs off their tables and many books off their shelves.
Ybonne instinctively dodged into the stair well tumbling to her knees, knocking her elbows against the opposing wall of the landing. She struggled for her balance in the darkness and for one moment could not seem to remove her hands from her head. The noise of the blast and the echo of Carolyn’s scream seemed no less horrifying then the blackness around her. But she steadied herself and slid to her back side and pressed against the wall. Staring into complete blackness where only moments ago dancing shadowy minions leapt sadistically at her.
“Carolyn?” Ybonne was struggling to stay in control. Come on Ybonne, you wanted excitement tonight… just breathe. Panting and alternately breathing through her nose, Ybonne turned her head to the left and tried to focus on something down the stairs.
There was no distinguishing anything. No forms, no stairs, no walls. If not for the sake she could feel the metal door jamb beneath her legs, she would not have been able to perceive the door she just fell through. The darkness was complete, and with it came vertigo.
“Ybonne?” Someone whimpered below her. Distant, muffled.
“Carolyn?” Ybonne felt compelled to whisper in the silence that surrounded her. Did she just hear Carolyn giggle? “Carolyn are… are you okay?” Ybonne didn’t feel right. The darkness was tangible, evil.
Darkness isn’t evil Ybonne, get a grip! She was rational so she did the only thing she could think of at the moment. She smashed her eyes with the palms of her hands until she saw spots. Then she opened her eyes and stared out into the blackness where the library lobby was supposed to be and pressed her head against the wall. She took a deep breath and peered to her left looking down into the onyx-colored vacuum. After all adults should not be afraid of the dark, but suddenly she was.
“Ybonne?”
“I’m coming,” Ybonne gasped and forced her reluctant arm to move. Her left arm’s muscles protested but reached out for the handrail somewhere above. As her arm nervously pawed for the handrail, she twisted her legs to her left and let them inch over the first few steps.
Ah, gotcha, Ybonne sighed with audible relief as her fingers hooked the industrial strength banister. And there she paused, legs dangling over the abyss while her left hand held the safety-rail in a vice-grip. She exhaled loudly, willing her eyes to adjust to the pit below. “I’m coming,” She didn’t feel courageous enough to shout. To let Carolyn know she was coming. Ybonne felt ashamed.
∞∞∞∞
Joshua slid the manhole cover back into place. He hung off the rung of the ladder constructed of rebar and embedded in the cement tube. He slipped his free hand into the inside pocket of his coat and pulled out a flashlight. It flared to life in his hand and he did a cursory sweep of the space below him. Then out of habit he spanned the cement tube around him and noted like always how the rebar ladder reminded him of gigantic staples. For a twisted moment he pictured these rungs as giant surgical staples holding together the throat of a monster. He grimaced and shrugged. Yeah, I’m the scope about to rip you wide open too! Rip out your throat like you tried to do to Tatum. Joshua lowered the flashlight toward the bottom of the cylinder and began to descend.
He couldn’t remember when he and Tatum figured out that the service tunnels under the city of Yakima were not a “closed system.” But he did remember that life was never better after making that discovery. Joshua carefully stepped off the last rung and bent over. There was head room for him, but he was small for his age. For a normal sized teen there would be none. He stepped quietly forward, approximately 30 feet due west was the T-juncture. He moved silently crossing unseen under the street.
At the juncture, Joshua swung his flashlight to the right. The path to the library. He swept the light left for good measure. Empty. He knew it would be. The only thing to the left was 15 feet of concrete and a dead end. But to the right… that was where truth started. He let the halo from his flashlight illuminate the 20 feet of concrete shaft. Joshua was confident the road to his truth would be a one-way thorough-fare, but he didn’t care anymore. So he stepped out toward the light.
∞∞∞∞
Ybonne lifted herself into standing position. In the dark she was dizzy. When she was sure she was steady, she felt for the next step down. Holding onto the rail with her left hand she placed her right hand on the same wall.
“Hang on Carolyn, I’m coming….” Ybonne felt for another step and descended slowly. The blackness was heavy and Ybonne found breathing difficult, but she continued. “It’s just a staircase, it’s just an empty staircase,” Ybonne whispered out loud.
Somewhere below her, Ybonne heard a feeble attempt to open the basement door. A fumbling, a knocking, a scratching, so distant and faint she almost missed it. But the attempt was enough to urge her forward with renewed zeal. How many steps had she already taken? How many steps were there to take? Ybonne had lost track, but she had to be close to the bottom.
“Carolyn?” As Ybonne spoke her foot faltered and she tripped. In the darkness she believed she was still near the top of the flight of stairs. Ybonne flailed her arms in front of her certain she was about to tumble into oblivion. But she hit the base of the stairs only a split second later. Cracking her wrists on the floor, she sprawled unharmed. She started to laugh. There at the bottom of the stairs on all fours, she laughed in spite of herself.
“I’m okay!” She giggled. It was the nervous laughter born of great relief, filled with fear.
She pushed herself up and leaned to her right towards the unseen basement door. Her hand found the metal door handle, twisted it and pushed. More blackness. And a soft “thrumph.” Something fell onto her shoes. Like a blind person, she bent over and let her fingers “see” the object that touched her. It was an arm.
“Oh my God,” Ybonne gasped. “Carolyn? Carolyn?” She urged and wrapped both hands around the arm. Carolyn was cold. As if she’d been held under frigid water for hours. Ybonne jerked her hand back in shock.
“Carolyn?” Ybonne forced herself to touch the woman, find her neck. She took a shaky step over the appendage while bracing herself against the door jamb. With insecure movement Ybonne knelt down. She traced Carolyn’s arm to her shoulders, to her head. Pulse, find a pulse, Ybonne instructed herself.
Her finger tips were numbing against the frozen flesh. She found a pulse, Carolyn groaned. Ybonne exhaled with a wave of relief. “Can you move?” Ybonne leaned forward in the darkness supposing where Carolyn’s ear would be. “Can you stand?”
Carolyn did not respond. Wonderful, wonderful, Ybonne thought desperately. What in the world had happened down here? And how was she going to get this woman upstairs if she could not walk?
“Okay, Carolyn, I am here now, but you gotta help me….” Ybonne shifted back onto her haunches. She groped Carolyn’s arms. Carolyn made no attempt to hold onto Ybonne. “Come on Carolyn,” Ybonne coaxed. “You have to help me here!”
Carolyn moaned. She was dead weight. Assistance would not soon be coming. Ybonne grabbed Carolyn’s dress jacket by the lapels and gently pulled her into a sitting position, leaned her back against the wall and contemplated what to do next.
“Ybonne?” Carolyn’s voice was thick and low.
“Yes,” Ybonne revived, “Carolyn can you stand? I don’t think I can pull you up the stairs.”
“Help me,” Carolyn’s voice cracked, it wasn’t much more than a whisper but the pathetic tone pierced Ybonne’s soul.
“I am trying, but you will have to stand okay?”
“I couldn’t do it…” Carolyn moved slightly. She rustled and struggled. Even though Ybonne could see nothing she knew Carolyn was trying to stand.
“Yes, that’s it you can do it,” Ybonne was encouraged and felt for the wall to steady both herself and Carolyn. “The door is right here.”
Out of the darkness Ybonne felt a slapping, pawing, clawing hand, “HELP ME!” Carolyn cried out expending the last of her ebbing strength.
“I got ya!” Ybonne found Carolyn’s hand and pulled her close. Carolyn lurched into Ybonne’s embrace and wrapped her arms around her shoulders. She was drowning and Ybonne was the only hope of salvation. But the outburst of energy and strength evaporated almost the instant Ybonne braced Carolyn’s sagging form. Her legs went soft and she hung off Ybonne’s slight frame only because Ybonne refused to let go.
“Come on,” Ybonne whispered into Carolyn’s ear, “you can do this….” She huffed and heaved and pulled Carolyn’s weight towards her left hip. Carolyn made an effort to step out. But her left arm suddenly released its hold on Ybonne’s neck. “No, no…nnnooo….” Ybonne spoke gently through gritted teeth, “Don’t give up yet!”
Carolyn’s head lolled forward and right, bumping Ybonne’s left temple. The two women stumbled forward onto the empty staircase’s landing. There was no discerning direction with their eyes. They were blind. But Ybonne could hear. So she spoke loudly, “Don’t give up, Carolyn!”
The flatness of her voice revealed the stairs must be to her left. “That’s it.” Ybonne spoke again relieved to hear the sound of her voice easily disappear. She must be facing the stairs now. She turned Carolyn, struggling not to let go of the unconscious woman. She took a deep breath; then stepped out into the chaos.
∞∞∞∞
Joshua scrambled breathlessly down the shaft growing a little heady from the bounce his flashlight splayed against the concrete cylinder. He always felt just a little light headed when he did something that would get him killed or worse if he got caught. And this was just the ticket. If the Adaptors found him, he was sure Nellum would do something any sociopath would be proud of. If Ms. Mullinieux found him… well, maybe she won’t carve out my entrails and choke me with them, Joshua thought. No that was what Nellum would do. She might scold him and then try to figure out how to sneak him back to his domicile.
He’d come to another T-juncture. Left to the library and straight ahead to Northtown. Ms. Mullinieux wouldn’t kill him. But Joshua wasn’t sure if her disappointment and distrust wasn’t as bad or worse. He paused and flashed his light straight ahead. Wondered at the limited view his flashlight afforded him. He wiggled his wrist and watched the triple haloed beam curve against the graying tube. Nothing down there, not close anyway. Nothing but drunks and prostitutes and probably worse than those. Joshua remembered some of the sounds he and Tatum had heard while exploring.
He flicked his wrist and sent the beam down the shaft to his left. Faint murmurings trundled down the dark shaft towards him. Made him think. Made him pause. He clicked off his flashlight. He would be able to maneuver the last couple dozen feet without the light. He’d been here enough to know it like a blind man knows the way to his bathroom. Joshua grinned, that’s funny. He felt blind all the time now. No, not now. Right now in the pitch blackness he could see more clearly than ever. And what he saw was a dead Nellum DeGray. It made him sneer with some kind of twisted satisfaction. He put his right hand on the concaved wall and stepped to his left with more confidence then he had a right to feel.
∞∞∞∞
Ybonne was a mass of sweat and stink. Every step up the stairwell had been a step of terror and exhaustion. Ybonne smelled it. Fear. What troubled her most as she used her feet as eyes, gingerly tracing every step with the care of a surgeon, was that it was her own fear she smelled. She was the one who smelled of terror and ignorance. Pitiful ignorance. Fearful ignorance.
She paused and leaned against the banistered wall holding onto to the drifting and increasingly incoherent Carolyn. The unconscious woman had been muttering something about Augusta, but then rocketing to her left threatened to catapult them both back down into the gaping blackness below. Ybonne held on fiercely while trying to untangle her own mind. She hated ignorance. Hated it. Feared it. And as she forced herself to breathe against the coolness that braced her, she rationalized ignorance was causing her to see demons where none existed.
That’s it. That is all it is. She told herself. She couldn’t explain the computers, the explosion, her nearly comatose co-worker, nor shake the undeniable feeling of filth. Your ignorance is making you afraid, Ybonne, she shook her head in the darkness and exhaled. It was then she got angry. Anger was better than fear. It helped a person survive. She would find out what in hell was going on.
∞∞∞∞
Joshua listened. What was he supposed to hear? What I want to hear is your pathetic pleas for mercy, Joshua thought absently about Nellum as he flicked his flashlight’s beam through a small ragged hole near the top of the tube.
Get in, get educated, get out, get even, Joshua curled his fingers over the top edge of the rough hole and smiled. The hole was his idea. It had taken him and Tatum, almost two months to finish. Tatum told him they were like the guy from some old movie called Shawshank Redemption… chipping away slow and steady. Freedom was what the hole meant. Freedom to access the world if they wanted; they both wanted.
They’d been exploring the tunnels for months with nothing to show for it. Sure, they could scramble undetected under the streets, but what good was that? Both realized the tunnel ran close to the library but it wasn’t until they got serious and started to plot the library’s position to the tunnels, they became excited. Tatum and Joshua had done some research during regular library business hours and found the schematics for the original library.
What they found made both boys giddy with anticipation. A portion of the library’s basement had at one time been a bomb shelter. And this tunnel ran just to the north of it. So, it was agreed they’d begin deconstruction as Tatum liked to call it of the tunnel as soon as they could gather up the appropriate tools.
Joshua paused as he remembered. It only took them two days. Joshua was part Yakama. And his grandparents and great-grandparents, who had lived with him for a while, were archeologists. Pilfering through his domicile’s garage, Joshua found his grandfathers had left many things behind. He found an old steamer trunk under a rickety counter at the back of the garage. Covered in cob-webs and dust almost as old and his great-grandfather it was nearly invisible. Nearly.
Inside he found relics of days when “belonging” only meant to your tribe or family. It was an odd time capsule, containing faded ruddy colored pictures of faded ruddy colored people; trinkets, pipes, blankets, two very tiny moccasins. More photographs, an old high school jersey. Joshua had examined a broken dream-catcher. It pirouetted lethargically so Joshua replaced it. There were bones from something Joshua hoped hadn’t been human. And finally the chipping and digging tools. Archeologists’ tools to explore and preserve the Yakama Indian Reservation. Pay dirt!
Joshua shook his head to clear the memories. Emotions he didn’t like always crept up on him when he let himself wander backwards to the time when he did belong. You gonna find yourself belonging to a place worse than Shawshank, Joshua grimaced, and it’s gonna be so worth it! He shot through the hole with minimal effort.
Sitting on top of the cement conduit, he inhaled deeply. If the cement tunnels were the arteries, then breaking through was close to an aneurysm. Tatum had loved the analogy. The two of them, underestimated by the Group, and overlooked by most adults, had taken this secret circulatory system and punched little holes in it. They could quietly bleed through now, anywhere. The library had only been the first. They bled through everywhere. The entire city was accessible to them at anytime. Their kingdom, their terms. The two were never happier.
Joshua’s eyes glazed over as he stared at the small circle of light hanging off the backside of the sealed air duct attached to the top of the north wall of the former bomb shelter. Dark rich walls surrounded him in what was another cylindrical passage way. This one made from the earth itself. These tunnels of earth however, did not cradle the entire cement labyrinth. There was room here behind the library to stand. Maybe three feet or so in any direction. And sliding along the top of the cement tube, the earthen shroud allowed for another couple dozen feet to the west but nothing to the east. Tatum and he had learned early on not to trust this outer earthly cocoon. Several of their holes opened up to solid walls of rock, deadpan, or packed earth. There were even a few attempts to punch through only to have earth rain down on them. One of those times nearly killed Tatum.
The smells and the memories brought on another emotional assault. How many times had he and Tatum sat right on this spot, talked in relative whispers about everything. Everything from God to aliens, pizza to sushi. Joshua inhaled again reflexively and swallowed the sob that was lurking in his chest. Bomb shelters, think about bomb shelters you wuss! He shined his light upwards, hitting the duct with all the warmth of a traitor’s kiss.
∞∞∞∞
Ybonne found the top of the stairs. She expelled the air in her lungs, “Ah… we’re almost there….” The mayhem formerly known as the library was shrouded in darkness. “All you have to do is stay with me, Carolyn.” Ybonne whispered into the unconscious woman’s neck.
She felt a shiver move through Carolyn’s body. Still alive, that’s good, Ybonne thought. Carolyn’s breathing was labored. Not a good sign.
“What the hell happened, Carolyn?” Ybonne whispered as she pulled the woman back into the library’s main floor. Nothing was discernable. “You gonna tell me or are you gonna make me guess?”
Carolyn moaned. Ybonne struggled. “I can’t get you to my place if you don’t help me Carolyn.” She tried to shift the woman’s weight. Carolyn’s let out a heart wrenching scream. The force of the outcry and Carolyn’s instantaneous assault took Ybonne by surprise, sending them both to the floor.
Carolyn toppled onto her, flailing her arms about her head, elbows mindlessly crashing into Ybonne’s face. She couldn’t see enough to grab Carolyn’s arms so she wrapped her own arms around her face, pulled into a fetal position and rolled to her left.
Carolyn wasn’t a large woman but she was at least five inches taller than Ybonne’s 5’3” frame. One thing Ybonne had hated and other women hated her for, she could eat her own body weight daily, and never gain a pound. As she felt Carolyn slide to her right in a heap, Ybonne loathed she was only 100 lbs soaking wet. If she’d been bigger, stronger, she’d have been able to handle Carolyn’s outburst.
Ybonne figured she would see some serious bruising on her face tomorrow. She touched some tender spots, shook her head and moved to her hands and knees. Yes ma’am, this is not what I would have chosen for a Friday night, I am going to hate life tomorrow. She quietly moaned as she stood. Vertigo grabbed her. She sightlessly swung her arms about her hoping she was near something solid. She was. The counters. She was near the doors.
Ybonne’s fingers traced the curve of the counter towards the glass paned double doors. Something suddenly tickled the back of her understanding, she instinctively paused. Bracing against the counter two things slipped almost beyond her ability to grasp. She inhaled slowly to force calm into the center of her mind. She closed her eyes, opened them again, and the force of that reality shoved her back into the counters that now offered support.
She could see. That was the first thing. Not well, but the oppressive darkness that had seemed to be alive was gone. The light devouring blackness was gone. It’s dark, but it isn’t black. Ybonne instantly scanned the room for Carolyn. That was the second thing. Ybonne subconsciously knew it the moment Carolyn slipped off onto the floor. Carolyn was dead.
∞∞∞∞
Joshua remembered his great-grandmother telling him about silly propaganda films she was required to watch in elementary school. Films designed to teach the youth of the nation what to do in case of a nuclear bomb. The story ignited his imagination. Bombs became his obsession, and he was fascinated by the idea a bomb shelter could in fact protect you from anything designed to kill the world. Humans! What the hell do we know, Joshua bitterly spat on the exposed foundation wall.
It was enough. He pushed away the memories and stood on the cement skeleton, reached up and began jiggling the vented air duct free from its place. They had attached a cord to the back of the duct. Since the duct had to be pushed into the room they used the cord to prevent it from crashing onto the bomb shelter’s floor. On this side of the wall the duct was about four feet above the ground he stood on. On the other side of the wall, it was about a ten foot drop. He stuck his tongue out and scrunched his eyes as he coaxed the vent from its resting place. Digging out the duct in a manner that concealed the fact it could be removed, took them another two weeks.
“Oh, man, Tatum, was that worth it!” Joshua spoke out loud as the vent came free and he gingerly scaled it to the floor. The opening was large enough for Joshua, but had proven to be extremely uncomfortable for Tatum. You so big and bad, Joshua grinned for the first time since he’d left his domicile. You hated the squeeze, wussy! But you don’t worry cuz I will make it up to you. I will squeeze him, I promise, I will squeeze him till his eyes pop out.
He wiggled into the space and exhaled allowing the orifice to accept his small frame. The genuine warmth of the grin faded as thoughts of revenge and torture propelled him. He pulled and pushed himself through until he was able to reach railroad spike nailed into the closest support beam running horizontal across the ceiling. The spike had been Tatum’s idea.
After their first arrival, one mild concussion and a severally sprained wrist, dropping head first onto the cold cement flooring lost its appeal. So they found an old railroad spike and hammered it into the support beam. Since it faced the vent it was invisible to anyone who walked into the room. And being in the upper northwest corner of the room it was virtually undetectable. It was genius. Joshua took hold of the anchor, and pulled himself completely free. He hung for only a moment before dropping lightly to the floor.
Joshua knew something wasn’t right the moment his feet hit the floor. He was scared. A bone chilling type of scared he’d only experienced one other time in his life. It was dark all around him in the bomb shelter, but it always was dark in here. He pulled out his flashlight and scanned the room. He and Tatum never spent any time in this room. The computers and the books were what interested them. This was just storage. Ms. Mullinieux had called it the Archive Room. But maybe it was more like his grandfather’s steamer trunk, filled with other peoples’ fading memories. Joshua didn’t like his own memories, why in the world would he want to snoop through someone else’s?
You stubborn half breed, you need to get the ‘you know what’ outta here now!
Tatum. He hated it when he heard Tatum’s voice in his head. It wasn’t fun arguing any more. Tatum’s voice declared, demanded Joshua turn tail and run.
I’m serious Chino… this is bad juju!
“Shut up already!” Joshua hissed in a vehement whisper. Tatum’s internal conversations always ended with Joshua talking to himself out loud. It wasn’t helping that the sound of his voice added to the electricity that was causing his hair to stand on end. “I ain’t leaving till I get what I need, so shut up!” Against all his instincts Joshua warily scanned the room instead of retreating back into safety of the wall.
His light fell on a large safe, four feet high by two and a half feet wide, it stood open and empty. It was on the other side of the room, against the east wall. From Joshua’s vantage point it was the only thing against the wall and the emptiness of the vault seemed to swallow the light of his flashlight like a black hole.
Joshua could not deny, with his eyes at least, how the shaft of hollow light when scanned into the center of the safe, disappeared. The same gravity which pulled into oblivion his feeble light pulled him also. And Joshua stepped toward the safe.
He could not stop. He just kept moving toward the safe. If he’d had claws he’d have scarred the floor with them. He didn’t want to look into the safe. “You were right, Nard bad juju! I never listen.” Joshua whimpered.
He pushed his light all around the room while his legs drug him to the vault. He noticed things now, things that may have interested him before. Pictures on shelves, weapons in shadow boxes. Filing cabinets half opened with dusty files and covered in the stink of ancient rodent droppings.
But Joshua didn’t have time to ponder. He was standing in front of the safe before he knew it, vaguely aware how he got there. And it was empty. And it wasn’t a black hole. It was just a safe, maybe old, maybe violated, but it wasn’t a monster and Joshua looked inside feeling a sense of relief.
He noticed a drawer on the bottom. Thin and as black as the rest of the heavy beast, it was opened robbed of its contents as well. Except, Joshua didn’t think so. He bent down and slid his hand into the compartment. Pulled his hand back and shined the light into it. There was a tiny latch at the back, and it fit flush with the bottom of the drawer. He pulled the drawer completely out and picked at the latch until he could lift it from its cradle.
Boy it good thing small Chino have small Chino finger….
Tatum again, sounding like a stereotypical 1950’s Hollywood Indian. The voice he used to tease Joshua. Joshua grinned at the thought and because he’d successfully pinched the latch between his fingers.
“Miss you, Preacher Man!” Joshua answered back out loud.
Pulling the latch open revealed a secret compartment, a false bottom in the drawer. Inside was a flat rectangular stone about 3 inches long by 3 inches wide. It was cold. Colder than the box that contained it, or the safe or bomb shelter.
Joshua slipped it out of the safety of its resting place and dropped it into the inner pocket of his jacket. Next to the chain Tatum used to wear around his neck. He could feel a chill against his chest, leaching through his clothes into his body. It was only moments before he was seeing his breath spiral around the thin luminous shaft of his flashlight.
He was cold. He was freezing, but he was invincible. He put the drawer back into the safe, sliding it gently closed. It just seemed wrong to take the stone and leave the drawer open and gaping. Next he turned toward the only door in the room. You came for a reason, so quit wasting time, he chided himself, absently rubbing the spot where the stone was now hidden.
Joshua pulled the door leading to the filing room open slowly. Cautiously. He was still filled with fear, but at the first touch of the stone his fear had somehow mitigated. The stone was doing something to him. Yeah, freaking freezing your balls off, he chided.
Joshua shivered grateful Tatum’s voice was gone. Or maybe stealing something so strange had sifted Joshua’s attention away from whatever had initially troubled him. It didn’t matter he could think about the stone later. He needed to get to the computers. He had to walk through the filing room to do that. So that is what he did. Scanning left and right around the room’s expanse, he was at the basement door in seconds. Get in, get educated, get out, get even.
All the basement lights beamed brutally to life. The burst of unnaturally white light and the instant buzzing noise of bouncing electrons shocked Joshua to his knees covering his head and eyes. His flashlight went spinning across the cement floor and slid under the propped up water heater. Its pale light engulfed by the brightness of the rows of surging florescence. Joshua wanted to shout but remembered that Ms. Mullinieux may still be in the building.
His breath in ragged short bursts was still frozen. And then something else had captured his attention. A tightly wound scroll lying next to the basement door, barely an arm’s length away. He wasn’t thinking, he was doing, reacting. Whatever was driving him, something he wasn’t consciously aware of, pulled his arm out, opened his palm and snatched the scroll. He took it and shoved into the inside pocket of his jacket, next to the chain Tatum used to wear and next to the stone.
∞∞∞∞
Ybonne steadied herself, took a step towards Carolyn, and collapsed at the crumpled remains. She felt for the pulse she was sure she wouldn’t find, nothing. Carolyn’s cold body lay twisted on the floor midst the shards and debris.
“What in God’s name happened?” Ybonne wheezed aloud. She looked around her, taking in the destruction. Absently Ybonne pulled Carolyn’s corpse to her and made her way to the library’s doors.
The door swung open violently, double doors swinging mindlessly and she was exposed to the night air. On the sidewalk she collapsed again. Carolyn’s body toppled carelessly near the curb. Under the street lights Carolyn’s form was revealed.
Ybonne’s stomach knotted, she covered her eyes in one jerk. Hands pressed tightly against her face. Short ragged breaths. Just breathe, Ybonne, she tried to coach herself. Cautiously she lowered her hands and braced herself to look at the dead woman.
Withered and frozen, Carolyn’s face was twisted, contorted. Her mouth gaping and her eyes rolled back. As gruesome as it was, Ybonne couldn’t look away. She leaned in closer. Carolyn’s eyes weren’t rolled back. They were staring up sightless and all the color once belonging to her irises, missing. Blank discs, blanched, ghostlike. And more strangely the pupils were complete gone. As if in her last moment she’d looked at something so terrifying her pupils thoroughly constricted, seized up, shut down. Shutting out, a warning corrected inside Ybonne’s mind, this is very very wrong.
Ybonne looked around her. Nothing even hinted of the madness she had just lived through. Organized emptiness. Silent nighttime noise. Maybe the hint of a breeze carrying typical city smells. Streetlamps lazily casting pyramids of light on mildly dirty streets, a large semi hovered hugging the curb of the small park which separated the north and south bound thoroughfares. But then they were there.
Adaptors in rank, three by five, marching along the avenue. Monitoring the activity of any errant youth out beyond the declared curfew, the Group’s civil youth patrol doing a great job reducing crime. In the lead was the most promising youth. Nellum DeGray. Ybonne shouted for help. The formation stopped just short of the library. Nellum signaled a “halt.”
“Help me!” Ybonne’s breathless plea evaporated into the night, “Help me! Someone has been murdered!” Ybonne didn’t know what else to call it.
At that, Nellum made another gesture and the troop held position as he crossed the street. He marched over to Ybonne and was emotionless as he scrutinized Carolyn’s body. “What in the name of the Appointed One happened here?”
Ybonne responded, cradling Carolyn’s cold form, “I, I… don’t know. The library’s electronics… the whole place exploded… she was in the basement….” Ybonne started to sob uncontrollably.
Nellum turned his head, made eye contact with someone in the front of the line and nodded. Instantly several youth made their way toward the library. Nellum reached into the inside pocket of the coat he wore. He withdrew a cell phone and dialed a number. The young men signaled by his nod were at his side in an instant. They stood transfixed by Carolyn’s remains.
“Something’s happened at the library.” Nellum anxiously looked at the library entrance. “Librarian and Carolyn are down.” He paused as he looked at the young man standing closest to him. “I don’t know sir, yes sir, she is dead.” He nodded at some silent response. “Shall I go inside?” He waited, nodded. “Understood.” Nellum motioned for the rest of the troop to come to him. He replaced the phone.
“Tyrone,” he ordered pointing to one of the four youth who’d come at his nod. “You, Martin, Latvits stay here with her. The rest of you come with me.” He motioned toward the library. Nellum put his hand on the shoulder of the young man standing next to him, Jansen Kilroy. “Cyril wants us to sweep… the basement belongs to you and me.”
Jansen nodded with a pallid expression. He wasn’t able to take his eyes off the dead woman.
∞∞∞∞
Joshua stood up and leaned against the wall, he couldn’t get his breathing under control. Something was stirring inside him. He shook his head, tried to focus. He was dizzy. He pressed his hands over his ears forced five quick breaths from his lungs. He turned around and placed his palms flat against the smooth concrete gently pressing his forehead against the cool wall.
He exhaled again, this time slowly. He’d only been drunk a couple of times and that was how he felt now. You stupid idiot, you’re hyperventilating, and you’re gonna pass out, bust your head, Ms. Mullinieux is gonna find you tomorrow dead and stinking! GET A GRIP!
A cruel chuckle escaped his throat bouncing off the concrete wall, dropping flat to the floor. You suck man, he inhaled much slower this time, slowly and deliberately exhaling into the wall, noting the faint smell of tuna on his breath. Time. He was running out of it. He took another deep and easy breath. Still frosty. It fascinated him. Exhaled. Time. He needed more of it.
Joshua pushed away from the wall finally able to stand in control of his faculties again. Strange palm prints stained the wall where he’d placed his hands. As he watched, the palm prints evaporated. It would have been hypnotizing but something else drew Joshua’s attention. Compelled him, pushing his heart rate to near heart attack levels.
Strange skittering vibrated the ceiling. Footsteps heavy and clumsy. Maybe it was Ms. Mullinieux, maybe not. He knew it wasn’t. Joshua started to open the basement door to listen when he froze. Literally. He could hear Nellum’s voice at the top of the stairs.
∞∞∞∞
Jansen stood inside the stairwell holding the door open with his backside. Flashlight on, he scanned the stair’s descent. Nellum stood just outside it, arms stiffly folded behind his back. Standing arrow straight, feet shoulder width apart. Jansen couldn’t see his expression, because Nellum’s back faced him. But he knew what Nellum’s expression must be.
He was hard. He was cold. Ruthless, scary ruthless. No one ever entertained a disobedient thought. Not with Nellum, anyway. Jansen squeezed his eyes closed, trying to silence Nellum’s voice, trying to tear the dead woman’s image from his brain. That will never happen, in your entire life, you’ll never forget.
Jansen noticed the basement door move. Maybe. Could have been the air equalizing between the downstairs and upstairs. That could happen, Jansen justified. Maybe it was a trick of the limited light he forced onto the isolated basement landing. He was no longer sure of anything he saw. Jansen flicked the light up again casting the light at Nellum’s feet. He turned.
Nellum was tall. Six foot three inches and 240 lbs. of nothing but muscle. His shoulders were broad and his features were hard. At only eighteen years old, he could take any man twice his age. Twice his size. He wasn’t just ruthless he was vicious.
Jansen may be second in command, but it was a very distant second. Nellum stared at Jansen over the top of the quivering flashlight’s beam. Jansen knew better than shining the light directly into Nellum’s face.
“No one removes a thing.” Nellum continued to talk to the young men pillaging through the rubble. “You are looking for evidence of bombs, evidence of theft, evidence of sabotage. Anything that looks out of place, anything unusual, I want to know about it. Remember you are looking… not taking….” Nellum’s resonant voice carried above the commotion, but his eyes never left Jansen.
Jansen encouraged his flashlight beam toward the bottom of the stairs. He knew Nellum was indeed setting the parameters for the search on the main floor, but Nellum was really talking to Jansen. Nellum’s eyes told him so. Jansen averted his eyes to the door at the bottom. He really didn’t want to go down there. Especially not with Nellum.
∞∞∞∞
Joshua didn’t need to open the door completely. Nellum was inside the library. How’d he know? How could he know? Joshua surged towards the bomb shelter’s door. Any revenge completely forgotten. He was quick and he was silent. Adrenaline had the amazing magic of turning a quick kid into an Olympic Athlete.
Joshua sliced open the bomb shelter’s door just enough to slip through, and sliced it shut just as fluidly. And in two bounds he was jumping up and onto the vented wall ricocheting up to the left to catch the railroad spike.
Olympic Athlete? Heck no Chino, you’re an Olympian… a god… Hercules… a freaking animal!
Tatum’s voice was back, cheering him on. Joshua’s feet shot into the hole and his momentum launched him into the space with laser accuracy. He was up to his chest when he heard the basement door clank open. Chino’s a dead man, Joshua mentally replied. But the rush of additional adrenaline hammered his system and before he knew it he was dropping out into the cool darkness of the earth.
∞∞∞∞
Unexpected light greeted the two young men. Jansen winced a little at the brightness as Nellum entered the filing room. Nellum stepped to his right allowing Jansen entry and turned off his flashlight. Jansen followed suit.
“Basement seems unaffected.” Nellum offered with no hint of concern, or relief.
Facts just the facts, Jansen’s inner voice replied sarcastically, amazing grasp of the obvious. Jansen would never say anything out loud remotely disrespectful. Nellum had no sense of humor. None. Jansen nodded and cast a glance at Nellum. He held Nellum’s scrutiny and waited.
“I will look in the Archive Room. You check it out here. Be quick too. Be thorough. Cyril’s coming.” Nellum moved straight for the archive’s door.
Jansen rubbed the back of his neck and made a quick mental note of the room. To his left and in the corner next to the archive’s door was a water heater. Up on a jerry-rigged platform, a few inches above the cement, it looked barely alive. Straight ahead were several short aisles of filing cabinets, and beyond those were two doors.
One slightly open and the other one closed. Jansen shrugged. He walked cautiously around the cabinets noting all were closed and nothing was out of place in the spaces between. If something was wrong here, there was no physical sign. But something was wrong here. Jansen felt it. He opened the first door.
Nothing. Just a mechanical room. He stepped inside and leaned behind the gas furnace. There wasn’t enough space back there for a person. But maybe a bomb would fit. Something else less destructive. Weapons perhaps. Nothing. Jansen turned exited and closed the door.
The other door was slightly ajar. Made him pause. He nudged it open further with his foot, staying out of the direct line of sight. Yeah, something weird happened down here, man. You gotta trust your gut on this. Nellum knows it too, why else would Cyril be coming? Why in the hell would Cyril becoming? Jansen’s thoughts raced and so did his heartbeat.
Suddenly a broomstick handle crashed to the floor. In the silence the sound amplified off the ceiling and the floors. Jansen shouted and sprung backward. Spooked. Instantly embarrassed and more ashamed at his reaction.
At almost the same moment Nellum burst through the archive’s door and flung open the basement door powerfully. It bounced off the door stopper imbedded in the wall and shut itself. The force of the slamming door sent a concussion of air Jansen could feel.
He’d been tempted to think that Nellum had responded to his childish outburst. That illusion was swept away by Nellum’s expression of urgency. Jansen listened to him bound up the stairs. Urgency in his face. Jansen caught the fever and began his own hasty departure. No Jay, no, no, no… he realized as he reached the basement door. Nellum was afraid. And that was permission enough for him to be afraid too.
Jansen pulled open the basement door and hit the light switches at the same moment. An action that required no thought, just reflex. He’d been trained early by earth-loving parents, to always conserve. In the pool of fear he was swimming, automated actions kept your head above water. That’s when he noticed.
Pale amber light beckoned from the corner of his eye. Just to the right, under the water heater. Jansen turned his head slightly, just enough to get a full view. Yes, there it was reflecting off the floor, in an increasingly tiring elliptic. With the face of Nellum’s fear still fresh in his own mind, Jansen didn’t give a flying rats butt about a dying flashlight. He made a mental note to care less later.
∞∞∞∞
Joshua had managed to secure the vent one second before he heard the bomb shelter’s door opened and closed. He was completely invisible now, but for good measure he covered his mouth to silence his heavy breathing. He wanted to listen and he didn’t want to be heard. Quick heavy foots steps moved away from the vent. Then he heard Nellum’s voice.
“In the archive room, sir, it’s open and the items are gone. Yes sir, both items,” Nellum’s emphasis on both made Joshua’s skin crawl. “I don’t know if she had them sir, I left Tyrone and the others out there with her and the librarian.” Long pause and then, “Yes sir, I am on it!” Nellum’s voice had taken on an edge. Joshua jerked from the sound of a loud shout followed closely by the banging clash of the heavy basement door resounding off the concrete wall.
∞∞∞∞
As soon as Nellum had called and said the word “library” Marcus Cyril was moving to the door. He slipped on his coat and grabbed the keys to his Mercedes lying on the entryway table. He told Nellum to sweep the library. But Cyril didn’t trust Nellum. He was after all only a child, and ignorant.
Cyril speed-dialed Kenneth Abbenwoth as he moved across the living room towards the hall leading to his garage. Kenneth wasn’t happy to hear there was an “incident.” Kenneth wasn’t happy at the best of times. Cyril hated Kenneth. Hated his whiney voice and pathetic obsession with being kept in the loop. This was something he did have to know about however, and Cyril was loathe to make the call.
“No, Kenneth I don’t have more to tell you…just meet me there as soon as possible…yes,” Cyril droned, “I am heading there right now.” He opened the door to his garage and rolled his eyes as Kenneth eked out a puny expletive. “Yes, well… tempter… Kenneth, remember your blood pressure.” That only made Kenneth angrier and he started to curse with renewed vigor. Cyril ended the call, cutting off the verbal assault, grinned wildly and pressed the remote access on his key fob.
He was fifteen minutes from the library. As he drove he contemplated the different scenarios that might greet him. Firstly, Carolyn was dead. That was very interesting and a calloused sneer twisted his face. He wondered what the cause had been. If she’d tried to steal the parchment, Cyril imagined the cause was very cruel indeed. Did she though? Was she that stupid? He stopped at the stop sign turned on his blinker and paused. Yes, she was, he sighed. Good in bed, but her talents ended there. Cyril accelerated and turned the corner.
Carolyn had taken the parchment. This was the only scenario that made sense. She didn’t know about the stone. Ybonne, the new woman, she may have taken the parchment, but only if Carolyn had told her about it and had given away the combination to the safe. Unlikely, they weren’t close. Either way, the question to ask was, why? He drummed his fingers on the steering wheel. He’d wait another five minutes before calling the police. Not everyone on the police force belonged and those that did were fairly new. There was only one person so far he could implicitly trust. Patrick Ferguson, Chief of Police, and Cyril’s best friend. If you had friends, Cyril corrected the title of affection.
His phone buzzed to life. He glanced at the reader display on the dash. Nellum. “Answer…” Cyril spoke the command. He loved what technology had done to facilitate communication. Why should Nellum call so soon?
“In the Archive Room, sir, it’s open and the items are gone. Yes sir, both items.”
Cyril had to this point maintained his composure. Attempts at taking the parchment had happened before, always with the same results. Parchment returned, the offender dead. But Nellum had just upped the ante telling Cyril the stone was missing too. This scenario hadn’t even crossed Cyril’s mind. Either out of his own false sense of power and authority, but maybe somewhere deeper still, fear. Cyril never wanted to think about what losing the stone would mean. What would happen now, to him, even if they recovered the stone and the parchment?
“Carolyn took them,” Cyril wasn’t really talking to Nellum now.
“I don’t know if she had them sir, I left Tyrone and the others out there with her and the librarian.”
“The situation has changed. You need to find them. They have to be on Carolyn, or maybe she stashed them somewhere along the way… check the librarian too. But you have to make it look like the library was broken into. Make sure it is obvious the Resisters did the damage.” Cyril paused… “I’ll call the police, they’ll be there within minutes, probably with the news cameras right behind. You have to be fast… I’ll give you one minute, can you do that?”
“Yes Sir, I am on it!”
Cyril hoped he was. If Carolyn had taken the stone, then Kenneth or Nellum would have been the ones to tell her. He gripped the steering wheel tightly, visions of brutal retribution painted in his mind’s eye. How to eliminate the one who broke faith. His blood lust would have to wait, he had one more call to make tonight. Cyril commanded his car, “Dial… 911.”
∞∞∞∞
Tyrone stood with his back to the library. He kept his arms folded behind him. Feet shoulder width apart. He looked north. spit clean, licked his lips and then looked south. Martin and Latvits stood on either side of him facing the library forming a triangle around Ybonne. She still held Carolyn in her lap.
“Do one of you have a handkerchief or something,” Ybonne sniffed quietly, her dignity returned and with it her anger. She had not known Carolyn well, but covering her seemed the least she could do. No one would want to be left exposed like this.
“What for?” Tyrone asked without turning around. He spit again. Straight into the street ahead.
“What do you think ‘what for’… idiot!” Martin broke out with a loud annoying bark of laughter. He didn’t bother turning to look at Ybonne either.
“Did you get a look at her face, man?” Latvits chimed instantly, without the sarcasm. He sounded disgusted. Afraid. Ybonne knew it was Carolyn’s twisted face of death which stirred the repulsion in the young man. “God Almighty, what happened to her!?” Latvits exhaled loudly. He nervously rubbed the back of his neck and shuffled slightly. “Somebody give her a handkerchief… please!!”
Even as he said it he reached inside his pants back pocket and retrieved a large brown cloth. And he tossed Ybonne his handkerchief grimacing slightly as he met her eyes. She could tell he didn’t want to look at her, or Carolyn. Mostly Carolyn. Maybe that was the reason they acted like she wasn’t there.
“Thank you.” Ybonne nodded and placed the square cloth over Carolyn’s twisted face.
What Tyrone lacked in smarts he made up for in brute strength. “Call me an idiot again, Martin….” Tyrone muttered. Ybonne bristled.
“Idiot….” Martin responded without hesitation.
Tyrone turned like lightning, jumped over Ybonne knocking her in the head with his knee. Grabbed Martin by the back of the neck and jammed him face first into the side the building. “Call me an idiot again, Martin….” Tyrone hissed through gritted teeth, spitting into Martin’s ear.
Latvits stunned, stepped back into Ybonne. “Oh, man, guys, knock it off… Nellum will kill us.” He cast a furtive glance at Ybonne. Then he stepped towards Tyrone.
Nellum came out of the building almost as if on cue. He held two library chairs. And as soon as he was five feet away, he heaved the chairs into the doors. They shattered. Without so much as a pause he turned toward Tyrone.
“Settle the score on your own time. Resisters vandalized the library.” He grabbed Tyrone by the ear and tossed him over towards Ybonne. “Search the dead woman. Whatever you find I want it. Martin,” Nellum added and took the young man by his shoulder, “search the librarian, whatever you find on her I want.” Just as quickly he disappeared into the gapping yaw.
Only a moment later Jansen appeared out of the darkness, through the cavity Nellum had just created. Tyrone was kneeling over the body of the dead woman. Martin was forcing the librarian against the building and yelling at her to spread her arms and legs. Latvits stood arrow straight unblinking, seemingly unaware of madness around him.
“Where’s Nellum?” Jansen demanded getting up into Latvits’ personal space.
“Inside the library, sir,” Latvits responded with manufactured enthusiasm. Jansen peered over his should and watched Tyrone pat down the corpse lying prostrate on the sidewalk. Behind him Martin was patting down an increasingly belligerent civilian. The world was spinning out of control.
∞∞∞∞
Joshua was careful as he pushed against the manhole cover. Usually he simply pushed up and then shoved it along the surface of the street. Tonight, he had to be quiet. Quiet was exhausting. He was really tired but managed to slip through the partially vaulted cover and on to his stomach. He scraped his knees and the cover pinched his ankles, but he didn’t make a noise. Quiet was painful too.
Across the street was chaos. By the time Joshua managed to feel his way back to the monstrous stapled throat, the police had arrived. Joshua heard the sirens long before he made it back top side. The clarions announced something was seriously wrong. But from the vantage point beneath the semi-truck Joshua couldn’t tell what the ‘something’ was. Only that it was huge.
Four police cars with swirling lights, a television camera, an ambulance, two fire-engines, an electrical service vehicle, and several other dark sedans. Everywhere, swirling lights. Joshua released a small thin whistle. If he knew how, he would have prayed. Obviously he wasn’t the target nor had he been and he felt a little guilty for being so relieved. The ambulance made him think something might have happened to Ms. Mullinieux. Or maybe the other woman. He hoped it was the other woman.
He couldn’t see what the commotion was concealing, but he did catch a glimpse of several people he recognized, Marcus Cyril, town mayor; Jana Munguia hot shot reporter for the local television station; Kenneth Abbenwoth, Yakima County Regional Library & Antiquities Director; and the Adaptors. Once his eyes found them, no one else in the world mattered. He scanned their faces. They are all so needy. Joshua thought spitefully. They needed each other, the way he had needed Tatum. That realization shocked Joshua. Something else as well, each one of them was pathetic when they were alone. Joshua felt pathetic all the time now. He cursed the thoughts away and searched with renewed hatred for the one who made him this way. He didn’t see Nellum. Joshua was both disappointed and relieved.
While he was fixating, a small crowd started to gather. Police were cordoning off the entrance to the library, and news media were readying their cameras; people started collecting on the perimeter. No one was supposed to be outside now. Joshua finally noticed the brazen act of civilian defiance. Somewhere inside him he rooted them all on. Nothing like mayhem to arouse the courageous. But then again, rarely did two fire trucks and four police cars, one ambulance and the mayor get together for a block party, Joshua mused with an ornery grin.
They kept coming. Soon there were at least fifty or more people on the fringes. Joshua watched them safely hidden behind the semi’s large wheels. Twenty-five more. The police would soon have more to worry about than whatever it was they were worried about. Joshua got bold. There were enough people out. Even some young people. He saw their anxious expressions, but their curiosity compelled them to approach with the rest of the masses. Well why not? So Joshua threw caution to the wind and slid out unnoticed into the crowd.
As the crowd got bolder and drew closer to the scene Joshua could see better. Straining to see, dodging every which way, Joshua noticed the form of a body lying on the ground inside a black plastic wrapper. Two medics were getting ready to lift it onto a gurney and slide it into the back of the ambulance. His heart stopped.
He pressed through the upright bodies, barely noticing how close he was getting to the front of the crowd. Ms. Mullinieux, no way! Please, not you! Joshua’s dread abated, before grief pushed him under the yellow tape. He saw Ybonne standing next to the ambulance draped in a reflective black and yellow blanket. A police officer was standing next to her and offered her a cup of coffee. She shook her head and closed her eyes as the gurney was inserted into the back of the vehicle.
Joshua made another quick cursory scan. Two police officers were getting anxious about the gathering crowd and were making attempts at pushing them away from the scene. Several firemen and two other men dressed in overalls came out of the library. They marched over to the waiting fire trucks. They were shaking their heads and one of them pointed back to the library while another two firemen came out. Joshua ducked instinctively as one of the frustrated officers now in charge of crowd control passed by.
Between the legs of one onlooker Joshua noted the Mayor and Kenneth. They were standing very close to another man. Near enough to the broken doors to be almost inconspicuous, just out of the dizzying swirling globes, protected by the library entrance’s covered portico. They were not talking to each other, just watching from the shadows while the organized madness unfolded.
Then Nellum and the Adaptors’ second in command, appeared through the darkened doorway. They took awkward positions behind the Mayor. But before Joshua could take in anymore of the scene, the crowd shifted. They started moving like dumb cattle to the left. He was at the mercy now of the crowd. Too entwined to easily wiggle free, Joshua was forced by the pull of humanity, dangerously close to the Adaptors.
They also were drawn to the allure of television and 15 seconds of fame as the rest of the human chattel. Joshua tried to melt into the center of the throng, but was carelessly and thoughtlessly shoved to the front of a growing mass of curios civilians. There at the edge of the yellow line he along with close to a hundred onlookers paused to listen to the commentary of the valley’s brightest young reporter.
Jana Munguia, practiced looking concerned and compassionate, moved by the loss of life, and destruction of property. The camera man gave her some sarcastic suggestions and she laughed coarsely, flinging back some expletives to heighten the banter between them. Joshua was enthralled. How could someone so beautiful be so fake? She checked her microphone and made some last minute notes on a small white card. Her intensity made her all the more exotic and revealed all the sincerity of a snake.
Joshua was accidentally shoved from behind, squarely between the shoulder blades. He fell forward tripping to his knees, just to the right of the reporter, but he scrambled up like lightning. It was his chance to scurry through the accidental hole in the human blockade. He could hear Jana’s voice begin breaking the news to the domiciled masses behind him. He didn’t want to stay, he’d seen enough. Ms. Mullinieux was safe, Nellum didn’t catch him, and…
You got some literally cool new trinkets to figure out, Chino…!
Tatum approved. Joshua released another frosty puff of air, “Yeah, figure out what the heck it’s doing to me.” Joshua blurted out loud.
∞∞∞∞
Chayambaso Kalomo Domicile
Lusaka, Lusaka Province, Zambia
October 10th, 0400 hours:
Chayambaso Kalomo woke up from a deep sleep. He sat up straight in bed wide awake. He shook his head, glanced down at his sheets. They were soaked. His dark bare skin glistened through droplets of perspiration. He looked at the window. It was opened wide, its thin curtains listlessly puffed for the occasional current of air. However it wasn’t doing a bit of good cooling down the room. It was warm, very warm for October. But that wasn’t why Chayambaso was a pool of sweat. He shuddered, rubbed a calloused hand over his neck and face, it was the dream.
In frustration Chayambaso tossed back the covering and pushed out of bed. The routine was disheartening. Have the dream; wake up in a sweat soaked bed; pace the floor until day break; repeat, repeat, repeat. He groaned and braced himself between both sides of the window, peering out into the desolate thoroughfare. Light on the horizon would soon tease the city skyline.
Chayambaso closed his eyes and breathed in through his nose. The nightmare always followed him from the bed. Stalked him. If he stood still too long, or allowed his mind to wonder away from the mundane, the nightmare leaped with the ferocity of a rabid dog.
But this was different. This time the nightmare was different. Chayambaso cringed as he leaned on his right hand and covered his face with his left. He inhaled suddenly, violently expelling the air with force. The groan escaping was more like a sob mixed with tortured grief. Chayambaso shook his head, trying to chase away the visions. This time he could feel the warm sticky blood, he could smell the copper in it, the human excrement; smell it, as death stole the body’s continence. He could hear Peter’s interrupted plea, ‘Chaz, tell her….’ Last request muted by the sword. He opened his eyes wide hungry for the familiar cityscape, something to distract him. And he wiped a tear.
The apartment intercom’s aggravating buzzer declared Chayambaso had an unexpected guest. He didn’t have to look at the clock near his bed side to know the time. It was 0400 hours. The dream always woke him at precisely the same time. No one, at least not the type of man Chayambaso had been, could expect anything good from a “house call” at this time in the morning.
This was just the type of distraction he needed. Something to trigger his most primal responses. He turned from the window with great deliberation, as the buzzer reared to life again, this time with added emphasis. Whoever you are you will just have to wait. My house, my terms, my prerogative. Chayambaso rotated his shoulders powerfully, popped his neck and turned. He was in no rush; he stepped slowly towards the hall, grateful the nightmare would have to wait.
∞∞∞∞
Zambian Defense Secretary Charles Kaunda replaced the telephone receiver into its cradle. He leaned back in the leather chair and thrummed his well manicured fingers against the expensive leather armrests. He grinned. He couldn’t control the sense of satisfaction. He smiled and his pearl white teeth gleamed against his ebony skin. He stared arrogantly, smiling broadly at the young man who sat across from him in another outrageously expensive leather chair.
“Charles, you look like the cat that swallowed the canary.” The young man commented off-handedly, only a hint of an accent betrayed his Persian heritage.
“Because I did.” Charles enunciated every word, his mellifluously deep bass voice purred. He then leaned forward and pushed a glass of brandy towards the other man.
“No,” the man tossed a casual hand at the offering, “I don’t drink.”
“Ah, yes…” Charles smirked, he’d known the man would refuse. He on the other hand did not have a passionate conviction against good strong liquor. “You won’t mind then?”
The young man nodded. “Please, please. I never have nor will I ever impose my personal belief…”
“On anyone,” Charles cut him off, took the drink, raised it in mock salute, and finished it in one swill. That was a lie. But they all lied nowadays; however as long as you didn’t forget this, you could live another day. He closed his eyes and savored the burn, then uttered a small sigh. When he opened his eyes again the young man was up and walking to a wall of books and pictures. “I expect payment three days from now.”
“But Charles, I don’t have what I want yet.” The young man reached out and traced several tomes lining the mahogany bookshelf. Femininely, delicately tracing the bindings. “Three days… isn’t much time my friend. For you or me, is it?” He turned and leaned against the shelving and pulled a book from its resting place.
Charles purred, “I will have what you seek very soon.”
“Well…” the young man turned his back on Charles raising an unseen sarcastic brow, fanned the voluminous pages, sighed lightly then replaced the book, “… hmm….” He chose a different author and fanned through the crisp virgin pages. He didn’t bother turning to face Charles. “It’s been a journey hasn’t it my friend.” He sighed.
“Uday, I have been more than accommodating and I don’t have to be. However I believe in helping when I can.” He couldn’t help but smirk again. His baritone voice was tremulous with barely concealed excitement. He loved the dripping sarcasm in his last comment.
Charles knew Uday was deeply disappointed he had been so successful and the wait was nearly over. Of course failure meant Uday would have a reason to kill him and Uday would love nothing better than a reason to kill him. Hence the lingering disappointment. The feeling was mutual.
“Three days Uday, thirty minutes after payment you’ll have what you so desperately seek.” He watched Uday shrug. His body language portrayed someone utterly apathetic with the task at hand. Charles wasn’t buying it. Uday was a snake. A viper. Deadly, quick and waiting to spring.
“My family is indebted of course.”
“Of course,” Charles muttered smugly. He was tired of this particular dance.
“Of course,” the young man turned then, smiling a strange and shifting grin, Charles was taken aback by the peculiarity of it. “It is our privilege to make good on our debts. But let us have this understanding….” Uday moved with intensity back to the chair he’d been sitting in. His long legs covered the distance in a split second. And he virtually pounced back into it with reckless abandon.
Charles leaned forward, forcing himself to appear moderately interested and completely self-assured. But something was now missing in Uday’s chestnut colored eyes. Maybe that wasn’t right. Maybe now there was something in Uday’s eyes that hadn’t been there before. Neither answer made Charles very comfortable. But he was a powerful man too. Just as powerful as Uday’s father and he would not let this whelp intimidate him slightly. At least he wouldn’t show it. “Yes Uday, let’s.”
Uday paused sitting perfectly still combing the depths of Charles obsidian irises. Charles could feel Uday reaching deeply into his head. He felt the sweat forming on his upper lip. Uday sneered, one side of his mouth lifted in a muse filled with disgust and disapproval.
“If you fail to deliver the item in three days,” He stood and placed both of his hands palm down on Charles ornate desk. Charles was forced to pull back in order to continue eye contact. “30 minutes later, there will not be enough of you left for the street dogs to fight over.”
Charles refused to break eye contact, although his insides screamed for release. Something in Uday’s gaze was burning him from the inside. All he could do was grunt. Whether from fear or rage, Charles did not know or care, but something slowly pushed him out of his chair. Reaching deep into the pool of strength he’d purchased with his own and others’ blood, he angled himself towards Uday.
His jaw jutted as he stood, never taking his eyes off the smug young interloper. Uday was trespassing into his personal space and that was simply not acceptable. Delusional or not, he was up for any threat this fledging might intimate. He was tired of tip-toeing around for the sake of protocol. Charles slowly leaned over his desk until he was able to whisper into the young man’s ear.
“Don’t make a threat you are unable to follow through with.” Charles’ hubris made him grin again. This time the young man couldn’t see the brilliance of his teeth. He kissed the young man’s cheek and sat back down.
It wasn’t an affectionate kiss; it carried the weight of a sword. A bullet, or a promise, it meant death was coming. Uday knew it too. It was enough; Charles had awakened in Uday a deep sense of dread. Fear may have been too strong a word, but Uday sufficiently understood Charles was a man to be respected.
“You may go now, I will be in touch.” Charles nodded toward the door. And then to emphasize he was the one in charge, he picked up the phone, dialed and spun around in his chair. He waited until he heard the quiet clicking of the door mechanism before turning around. He hung up the phone, opened a drawer, pulled out the crystal decanter, and poured himself another drink. A large one.
∞∞∞∞
“Who is it?” Chayambaso depressed the speaker button. He was hoping to sound angry he’d been disturbed from his sleep.
“Khumbo,” the whispered voice transformed into a gravelly hiss by fading technology.
“What are you doing here at this hour?” Chayambaso gruffed, “Do you realize what time it is?”
“Could you let me in? Please, I am in trouble.”
“Obviously…” Chayambaso bit the inside of his lip, hesitated and then began to unlock the apartment door, paused again and decided to leave the door alone. “You better be in serious trouble or you will be in serious trouble!”
The apartment complex where Chayambaso lived was gated. He released the lock on the gate allowing his guest to enter into the court yard of his building. As he pressed the lock release on the intercom box, he could hear the outer gate click open and clang shut.
Chayambaso, owner and occupier, appreciated the façade of strength his apartment complex offered. He pulled back the light weight curtain limply hanging against the long narrow living room window. His apartment was on the second floor of the second building in his three building complex.
The first and third buildings flanked the concrete courtyard. His building faced the gates and completed the square. Tired exposed wrought iron stairs angled up to an equally exhausted metal balcony. Each building had eight apartments, four above and four below. The faded white paint, feathered with cracks and peppered with holes once filled with plaster, belied the fact this was one of the better places to live in Lusaka nowadays.
Lusaka had changed in recent years. Since the Group movement had begun and its acceptance gained momentum, fringe neighborhoods were falling into disrepair. Property owners of multiple family dwellings were given the option to sell. The price for any given property was increased for those citizens who belonged. They could continue to live in their dwellings, domiciles as the Group called them now.
And the way the world economies were faltering, cash was king. In any language, it was a siren’s song. Money was never a motivating factor for Chayambaso, so he hadn’t been tempted with the idea of selling. Even less with becoming. Selling, and or becoming, was presented to him at one time merely as a suggestion. The second time as a recommendation, but third time Chayambaso was strongly encouraged to reconsider. Chayambaso watched a short dark figure silently cross the blanched gray courtyard, and bit his bottom lip. Something was gnawing at him. He let go of the curtain and stepped away from the window.
Strongly encouraged to reconsider was the Group’s way of describing it. Chayambaso huffed, and walked into his bedroom, dropped to his knees and reached under his bed. He kept a loaded Browning Hi-Power there. The night the Adaptors strongly encouraged him to reconsider was the night he realized there was more to his stone than memories and nostalgia. It was also the night he decided to keep the loaded Browning near him. As he stood up he released the magazine to make certain it was completely loaded. Then he slapped it into place subconsciously swatting at the gnawing in the back of his skull.
∞∞∞∞
“I am not sure. He is hiding something. I cannot see it clearly. But I do think he is telling the truth,” long drawn out pause, “he is strong and I think you underestimate him.” Uday grimaced.
“You should have more than a feeling my son.”
“Maybe you underestimate me, Father.”
Metallic laughter, “No, child, you are the one who underestimates.” More laughter. Restraint, composure, silence. “Do not continue in unbelief. You were born with a gift, for a purpose and I know this is true. You underestimate yourself and it would seem me as well. Should I be offended?”
Frustrated silence, premonitions opaque and terrifying, “Of course not. I… Sir… you are the only one I trust.”
“Do not succumb to another visit, give him a call, tell him the gifts left Hormuz eight days ago.”
∞∞∞∞
Chayambaso listened as the railing quivered. He noticed the wiggle of the door knob and popped the safety off. Strange impulse. Khumbo was his friend.
It isn’t Khumbo, Chaz….
Chayambaso instantly flattened against the wall. Chest heaving, head dizzy, heart racing. The thought thundered through his body and rendered him powerless for a moment as the familiar voice faded. It was Peter’s voice. Peter Webberly. Chayambaso pressed the gun against his forehead still panting. Memories and nightmares blended and distorted inside his head. Sweat of a different sort oozing out his pores.
“Chayambaso… Chayambaso…?” The voice was urgent, persistent, and familiar.
Chayambaso shuddered, shook his head, exhaled again; knocked the gun against his forehead in a vain attempt to knock away the images and stepped toward the living room. Adrenaline pumped generously through his veins creating a strange euphoria.
“Khumbo, what do you want?” It isn’t Khumbo repeated again inside his head this time his own internal voice speaking. He grimaced, reached for the locks and paused.
“Please help me, I need to talk to you, it can’t wait.” Heavy emotion caught the edge of each word, compassion swelled to a level Chayambaso could no longer ignore. His instincts had never been wrong before, but there was always a first time. And Khumbo was a friend. Maybe his closest. He released all three locks with measured hesitation. The desperate figure brushed passed him before he could effectively move out of the way. He teetered backward as Khumbo shut the door and locked it.
“What is your problem?” Chayambaso chided, righting himself and scrutinizing the nervous figure that flitted about his one bedroom abode, making sure they were alone. “I am alone… what is the matter?” Chayambaso demanded as the figure began to sweep down the hall to his bedroom. He grabbed Khumbo’s small forearm, arresting the paranoid inspection instantly. “Khumbo?” Chayambaso whispered authoritatively. One word demanding a complete explanation.
Noticing the Browning, Khumbo’s head fell forward, shoulders heaved in heavy grief. A morbid sob escaped into the dark apartment’s forgettable hall. Chayambaso felt the small arm begin to tremble. Shake violently. He pushed the red sirens now exploding in his brain into the background and forced the spasmodic Khumbo back into the living room and onto the only chair in the nearly naked room. He went to reach for the dull living room light.
“NO!” Khumbo’s head shook just as violently. “Don’t please….”
Chayambaso acquiesced and was in his little kitchen in a step and a half. He had only a modicum of food offerings, all of them Khumbo rejected. “I have a soda?”
“No… I can’t…” Khumbo started shaking again.
“Are you using? Khumbo! Are you using…? Is that it?” Chayambaso circled the chair twice, insisting with renewed caution and boarder-line disgust.
Khumbo’s head shook, “It isn’t that… it isn’t that Chayambaso… I’m clean, I promise.”
“What in God’s name then? You’re a wreck! I’ve only ever seen you like this when you are using.” He put the Browning on the floor and knelt in front of Khumbo; putting his hands on the armrests of the chair. He leaned forward. Khumbo was as dark as he was and it was nearly impossible to make out any facial expressions.
“They took Little Sis, the Adaptors took her. They know about me, said that I was dying anyway. It was their duty to protect her, give her a chance. Make sure she wouldn’t end up on the streets.”
Chayambaso let the information settle, and he inhaled deeply through his nose, letting the air expel with a long controlled sigh. He was afraid something like this would happen eventually. The sick and dying; the children, they were at the biggest risk now. Chayambaso felt his stomach knot as he thought of how many leaders were belonging and promoting the Group to so many of Zambian’s vulnerable.
“We’ll get her back, Khumbo, I promise, I will find a way, I will get her back.” He started to get up, with half a plan already formulated, when Khumbo rocketed out of the chair and shoved Chayambaso back to the floor towards the door away from his gun.
Chayambaso was quick, and spun agilely onto his stomach grabbing Khumbo’s ankle. Not before the Browning was securely in Khumbo’s hand. Khumbo pulled to a sitting position, kicking Chayambaso in the face. He didn’t let go. Khumbo slammed into Chayambaso’s face again with ferocious force. Chayambaso reached up; dizzy but single-minded, get the gun. Slam. Slam. Khumbo tried to stand. Chayambaso was sure Khumbo had just kicked out several of his teeth. He spat blood, feeling the sting of it in his eyes.
Slam. Slam. Chayambaso entertained the crazy thought; these last attacks didn’t hurt nearly as bad as the others. In fact getting kicked in the face wasn’t hurting any more, at all. He let go of Khumbo’s ankle and heard a scurry and a shuffle. Slam. Wait. Chayambaso’s mind was reeling. Didn’t he just hear Khumbo slide away… he flexed his left hand, the one that had been holding onto an ankle… when was that… yesterday… no, day before… when was that…?
He huffed and spat blood finding it extremely hard to breath. What was different about the last kicks? Something was but he couldn’t remember. He tried to stand and pain ripped through his shoulders. He writhed on the floor tasting the salt from his own blood.
“I had to Chayambaso…. They didn’t leave me a choice. They have a cure for AIDS now, you know this. They told me if I just belonged I could have it.”
Somewhere above him, Khumbo was speaking, but the voice was so far away. Disembodied. He tried to speak. Blood sputtered.
“This is the only way… I won’t let anyone stop me from having a second chance at a real life. Not Little Sis, not Mulenga, not you.” Slam. And that’s when he remembered the difference. The last few slams came with the sound of an explosion.
∞∞∞∞
Nathan was tired. He hated this largely forgotten industrial section of the Zambia’s capital city. Third world nations were on the rise. Not surprising since the super powers of the world had devolved into the parts of their sums.
But in the frenzy to rise like cream, most of the third world countries had forgotten about advancing the human condition. Everyone was more focused on scavenging the forgotten, lost, or more commonly stolen, technologies of the 21st Century. And that meant that industrial sectors like these were left to rot. Or worse, play house to the more nefarious individual’s hell bent on scavenging what the civilized world had left behind; poor, destitute, or simply desperate human beings.
The strong scent of pollution and human filth wreaked havoc on his unusually acute sense of smell. He hated walking home this way. Especially this time of day. This time of night. What did it matter the hour? He looked at his watch, pressed the little light button, while trying to adjust the strap of his medical supplies with his shoulder. 0400 hours. He hated this shift. He hated this life, he hated this city. Nathan grabbed the obstinate shoulder strap and yanked it closer to his neck. I hate this stupid bag too.
He noted the large round-a-bout several blocks ahead of him. Traffic directionals were rarely needed since the Group determined private vehicle ownership must be severally restricted, regulated, monitored. Owning one was harmful for the environment, they reasoned to the masses. Add to that; more peopled died from auto accidents than airplanes.
But after the World Health Organization report, which declared the human population unhealthy to the extreme, exercise became the mandated daily routine of people’s lives. Owning a vehicle just seemed; excessive, polluting, extravagant, and unnecessary. Most countries had rationed private vehicle ownership years ago. And since Zambia didn’t have many private vehicle owning citizens to begin with, the transition was fairly painless. Nathan hated exercise.
Three more blocks after the round-a-bout and another five blocks up a relatively small incline, Nathan would be home. He scanned the expanse between him and traffic’s directional. This was the most dangerous part of his long walk from the hospital to the apartment complex. Oh don’t forget you hate this round-a-bout too. Someone moved to his left, appeared from nowhere between two dilapidated buildings.
Another movement to his right, further up; several people materialized from around a fence near the rim of the round-a-bout. Nathan was very good at reading situations. He couldn’t read their faces, but his gut was in process of diagnosing the symptoms in situ: Four bad guys, one not-so-bad guy, bad part of town, no gun. Yeah sir, I’m in trouble, someone call a medic. I really, really hate this walk.
“You a doctor?” The man on Nathan’s left called out, still some feet away on the other side of the pot-holed, beaten and forgotten back-street.
Brilliant, you win the golden ticket, Nathan’s temper flared, what was your first clue? Was it the blazing emblem of two entwining serpents and the University Training Hospital moniker ‘UTH’ on the side of the satchel? Or maybe the scrubs, they always gave me away. This guy’s a genius. Nathan decided to follow his gut on this one: Don’t be a wise-ass just now.
“Yeah, that’s what the bag means. You need something mate?” Be a friend, save a life, mine. Nathan kept walking and the man shadowed him. He didn’t bother crossing the pathetic excuse for a thoroughfare, Nathan figured he didn’t need to because his friends were headed his way, on his side of the street.
“Yes as a matter of fact we do.” The man smiled. It was endearing in a twisted sort of way. Nathan paused only briefly, taken aback at how disarming the smile was.
“Well you know the rules, I don’t carry needles, and all my supplies are inventoried regularly. Unless you need a wart burned off or… penicillin?” Nathan couldn’t help it; he raised an eyebrow and tossed the man a smirk, “can’t help you out.” He shrugged sardonically.
“You making fun of me?” The man’s face donned a dangerous scowl.
“No way mate.” He crooned slowly, turned to face the others, nodding his head in the affirmative. It was contradictory. He loved being contradictory. Loved being a doctor, hated helping people. He hated people; it was the biggest contradiction of his life.
“Why don’t you just drop the bag… maybe we’ll let you run away.” The man’s voice declared with the approval of his comrades. Nathan noted they were all smiling now.
“I can’t do that. Run I mean… been walking too long, I am bushed. You know what that means doncha? How do they say it where you come from? Sha butuka ninaka….” Well, if you’re gonna insult them, might as well do it in their own language. He couldn’t control the sneer, boy am I gonna cark it now, you never could keep your cakehole shut.
The three young men pulled out various forms of batons and pranced towards Nathan. The man on the left sauntered across the street, smiling adorably again. Nathan bit the inside of his cheek, stood tall, squared his shoulders; ready to embrace the pain.
∞∞∞∞
It is not paranoia when it is real. Mbeya paced passed her living room window again. She had been up three hours already. But she wasn’t tired. It is not paranoia when it is real. Leathered hands fluttered near her throat, her modest nightgown hung loosely from her petite and ancient form. Better than perfect vision and overly sensitive hearing made Mbeya an oddity at any age. Her age alone made her an oddity. She was 94. Mbeya passed by the window again, casting surreptitious glances towards the court yard. She puffed out her hollowed cheeks rocking side to side as she shuffled back the way she came.
As she turned, the gate-lock buzzed release and a second later the gate clanked shut. Mbeya’s eyes squinted nearly closed as she studied the figure crossing about 15 feet away from her ground level apartment. She took a little step to her right and reached for the telephone waiting for her, sitting on the little table next to her favorite reading chair. She dialed. This time she was sure everyone was going to be killed. No one left to tell. Proof. She had proof this time. No, No… Mama, it is not paranoia if it is real.
∞∞∞∞
The spinning-light enhanced sedan traveled at breakneck speed down the deserted backstreet, jarring its passengers, rattling their teeth.
“You know this is probably another false alarm.” Officer Zuze Khuttu commented as his partner maneuvered around an obscenely large pothole.
Officer Mulenga Chanda nodded. Inside, however, urgency was twisting his gut. He knew why at an unconscious level but he was not able to levitate it beyond the reach of smothering dread. Preoccupation controlled him.
“Hey, hey, stop the car!”
Mulenga noticed the fledgling fight breaking out at the same moment his partner said, “Stop the car.” He didn’t want to pull over. Assaults happened all over the city these days. That was something the Adaptors were around to quell. Mulenga was actually impressed with the successes the Group’s citizen patrols were having. He didn’t slow down. He had to answer the old lady’s call. She was teetering on senility but this time things were different.
“Stop the car Mulenga!” His partner shoved his shoulder and Mulenga nodded reluctantly quickly slowing the car.
The street thugs paused only a moment when they’d first seen the police car turn the corner many blocks away. Adaptors usually took care of this type of infraction now. Police were not as big a concern. So they continued to pummel their victim. But when the police car slowed and stopped, they took off in four directions.
The officers were out of the car in seconds, rounding on the man crumpled on the ground, clinging desperately to his bag of medical supplies. The bruised and battered man shuddered once, shook his head and looked at the Calvary standing over him.
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