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* excerpt from The Terminal People


Chapter 1 - Keeper of the Half-finished
Scrapbook

 


Once upon a time, as they say, there was a
pale little boy with straight hair and dark eyes. He always seemed
smaller than those his own age and wasn’t very athletic. Not
usually one for conversation, he paid close attention to everything
around him and offered only the smallest of smiles as something in
return.

At the age of six, the pale little boy became
ill, and although he was already small and thin, he grew smaller
and thinner still. His skin turned a pallid gray, but the smile
never left his face and his mother never left his side. When he
turned seven, the tumor in his chest finally overtook his heart,
and he died.

It is whispered that everyone dies alone. Yet
the pale little boy wasn’t alone when he died, and on the other
side, he met a crooked man with a crooked stick who pointed at the
dead little boy with a crooked finger. The dead little boy then
opened his eyes only to find those of his mother closed. Somehow he
knew that his mother had taken his place and that the Crooked Man
had caused it; what he didn’t know was why.

The dead little boy’s father took him to
doctors, but none could find an explanation. The tumor remained,
and worse yet, the heart it destroyed still didn’t work. Yet the
dead little boy lived, and after a time, it became obvious to
everyone that he was still growing up. Neither ill nor incapable,
the dead little boy asked his father if he could return to school,
and with no actual reason not to, his father agreed. Life continued
for the dead little boy, even though there was no life within
him.

Before the dead little boy’s mother died, she
worked on a family scrapbook filled with pictures and memories.
After the funeral, the dead little boy’s father closed the book and
put it away, but the dead little boy always knew where to find it.
While his father no longer took pictures to add to the
half-finished scrapbook, the dead little boy continued to add
scraps of his own, waiting for the day when his father would look
at the book again and take more pictures to finish it.

His parents named him Spencer. His friends
called him Spooky.

 


 



Chapter 2 - A Sight for Dead Eyes

 


Four years had passed since Spooky left the
hospital.

When he was confined to a hospital bed,
Spooky developed a passion for watching people, a love that didn't
change as he grew older. The eyes that he watched the world with,
however, had changed very much.

At first, Spooky thought things merely looked
brighter, but as he learned to specifically narrow his vision and
focus intently (which made his eyes hurt if he did it for too
long), he discovered that he could see colors surrounding people
and objects, illuminating the edges. It was easiest to practice
narrowing on his dad (since his dad almost never lied to him), but
for those tricky questions parents rarely discuss with their
children, Spooky quickly learned to see a lie before he even heard
it.

He deduced that each color indicated a state
of being while the brightness indicated an intensity. While the
illumination of a wooden desk might be a dull brown, the
illumination of a passionate woman might be intense pink or red.
With regard to watching people, Spooky quickly discovered that
older people had learned to disguise their body language to avoid
giving away what he alone could easily see. Boys were usually easy
to read with their single-color thoughts, while girls changed their
minds so often they looked like twinkling rainbows.

It became a simple thing for Spooky to
navigate the social rankings of the schoolyard by meeting the right
people and avoiding confrontations. Were it not for his generally
good nature, he might have thought he was cheating somehow, even
more so than living life when he should be dead. Spooky had made a
deal with himself not to abuse his advantage in such situations,
letting opportunity pass him by in exchange for being allowed to
watch.

One particular day in Autumn, Spooky dreamed
of the Crooked Man and his crooked stick. He pointed at Spooky with
his crooked finger while two other shadowy shapes loomed behind
him. Spooky could see the illuminations of all three, black and
intense, nightmarish monsters of shadow and mist. When he awoke,
for the first time in as long as he could remember, he was afraid
of the things that he saw in his dream. Why was he seeing the
Crooked Man again after all that time, and who was with him?

At school on the following Friday, Spooky
received a partial answer. Seated in the middle of his fifth grade
classroom and surrounded by his fellow students, Spooky looked up
from his exam to notice something he had never seen before:
illumination without substance. An invisible creature stood in the
corner, black and intense as it had been in his dream. The shape
and movement seemed familiar, like that of a clown. No, that wasn't
right; the shape was like a jester or a fool. It turned and crept
up on the Teacher sitting unknowingly at her desk, its hands raised
(was there a knife in one of them?) to pounce upon her or
worse.

Stunned by what he was witnessing, Spooky
didn’t remember calling out the Teacher’s name, but everyone heard
it. The invisible monster turned, aware and alarmed that Spooky
could somehow perceive it. Gathering its resolve, it dove through
the nearest window; the sound of shattering glass brought Spooky
back to reality (how did a shadow break a window?)

One by one, each of his classmates turned
their heads from the shattered window to stare at Spooky, as though
he had somehow caused it. It felt familiar, the same way his
doctors had looked at him when he came back to life, staring
worriedly at the odd, dead little boy. An intense and yellow fear
illuminated them all, making Spooky feel very uncomfortable in his
own skin.

 


 



Chapter 3 - The Unwelcome Librarian

 


Spooky often spent his lunchtime in the
library (he ate nothing, after all). Haunting the back shelves
where few students dared (let alone bothered) to go, the Research
section had a modest shelf of volumes that included “the occult”
and “parapsychology”. Witches and superstition were lumped in with
other so-called imaginary things like UFOs and Big Foot, and many
of the books sadly read like a Halloween primer for decorating a
house. Spooky was confident that what he saw was real and a threat,
but he also realized that he was in over his head. Where do you
find relevant information on subjects most people think is
fantasy?

As if in answer to his unspoken question,
Spooky abruptly noticed that the Librarian stood beside him with an
armful of returned books. She asked if there was anything in
particular that he was looking for, to which he readily answered.
The Librarian didn’t even blink when he said “invisible creatures”
and “mystical sight”, although he had taken special care to make it
all sound like a personal interest instead of the truth. She
begrudgingly suggested the Internet (he'd already looked), but
Spooky shook his head and said that the information needed to come
from a book, something tangible and old to give the contents
relevance and weight.

The Librarian raised an eyebrow, using the
word “astute” to describe one so young who put more trust in the
old world than the new. Motioning for Spooky to follow, the
Librarian led him to her desk in the center of the library where
she scratched an address and a name down onto a scrap of paper. She
handed it to Spooky with a condition: to tell no one where he was
going or even that he was going there, not even his dad.

Spooky looked suspiciously at the scrap of
paper, then back to the Librarian. She nodded meaningfully at the
paper but said nothing. What did she know about this stuff, and why
was she encouraging him to keep it secret?

The Librarian also decided it important to
impart three rules to Spooky to help guide him through the world he
was about to enter; she even kind of said it that way. The most
important was to never offer his true, given name; his taken
nickname of “Spooky” would be sufficient. The second rule was about
touching things, because objects have a memory for who has handled
them. Thirdly was a rule that all children are taught but as adults
often forget: don’t accept gifts from strangers.

Armed with knowledge and a destination yet
filled with doubt, Spooky asked if the Librarian could come with
him. With a pleasant smile she refused, explaining that she was no
longer welcome there. Before he could ask why, the class bell rang,
and students who knew nothing of and had no interest in the occult
filled the library. Spooky only had a moment to thank the Librarian
but the rest of the afternoon to think up what lie he would tell
his dad for coming home late from school.

 


 



Chapter 4 - The Mostly Fake Magic Shop

 


It was cold outside, especially beneath a
clear sky on a late afternoon. Spooky wore a black hoodie that was
too big for him, making his shoulders look puffy and creating a
cowl from the hood. Between his ill appearance and mostly hidden
face, he hoped he wouldn’t draw too much unwelcome attention
walking around that part of the city alone. While the cab driver
looked oddly sorry for Spooky as he collected money for the ride,
the truth was that Spooky was more afraid of what his father was
going to say if he got into any trouble.

A coffee shop (looking trendily seedy) marked
the corner of the alleyway Spooky needed to travel down. Almost at
the edge of where the street lights could still reach (why did it
seem so dark if the sun was still up?) a decorative metal sign hung
down that read “Book Sense and Incense”. The door and entryway
beneath the sign was painted an uninviting black. What had once
been a shop window next to the door was boarded over and strewn
with weathered paper bills advertising hopeful local musicians and
long-over events. Spooky drew a deep breath, focused his vision,
and slowly turned in a half circle in front of the doorway. There
was a person farther down the alleyway, but since that person's
illumination was a non-threatening blue, he turned his attention
back to the store.

Looking up at the dark door with a moment of
apprehension, Spooky reached out for the tarnished brass door
latch, an old-fashioned type with the levered button on the top of
the fixed handle. With a squeeze of his thumb and a resounding
click, the door pushed open easily to give Spooky his first look
inside.

The walls and shelves were stocked with
everything from do-it-yourself spell casting books to every scent
of incense. One wall was painted to look like an Egyptian tomb,
complete with a fake sarcophagus and a lighted bubbling pool. Boxes
of polished stones and cut crystals were displayed beneath
“authentic” (the sign said so, after all) Native American dream
catchers. There were fertility statuettes, talisman necklaces, and
even little glass containers of rare herbs and powders; all of it
was junk but the good kind of junk. Even the teenage goth girl
behind the cash register with the black-dyed pixie hair, pale blue
eyes, nose ring, and mandatory Eye of Ra tattoo on her forearm
added to the charm. All of it was beautiful, and Spooky was sure he
could spend days inside the shop without getting bored.

The Goth Girl glanced down and noticed Spooky
looking up at her. He was still shorter than she was even though
she was barely five feet tall. She smiled back at his smirk,
probably something she didn’t do for most of the people that
frequented the shop, then looked back to whatever she was reading.
On a hunch, Spooky narrowed his vision and swept the bookstore for
illuminations. He wasn’t surprised to find that one of the
necklaces had a silvery glow, as did a few of the polished stones,
one of the geode meteor rock halves, and even the strings of two of
the dream catchers.

While wondering what made those particular
items special, Spooky caught sight of a shadow in the corner of the
store, illuminated with a dull green. As he focused on it, the
details of an old man wearing a tattered apron became clearer. The
Old Man seemed frustrated about an ornate puzzle box sitting on a
high shelf. Spooky moved a convenient stool next to the shelf and
reached up to point at the box, an action that seemed to delight
the Old Man. He motioned for Spooky to turn the box around, and
when Spooky obeyed, the Old Man smiled gleefully at him and
vanished. Awestruck, Spooky grinned from ear to ear; he had just
met an actual ghost!

At that same moment, the Goth Girl asked
Spooky what he was trying to reach on the shelf. In response,
Spooky asked her if she knew that the mostly fake magic shop she
worked in was actually haunted. The Goth Girl’s eyes widened as she
opened her mouth to reply, but the voice Spooky heard didn’t come
from her. Behind the counter and through a barely perceivable black
curtain came a commanding yet feminine voice tinged with an
old-world accent.

“Send him with the sight back to me.”

 


 



Chapter 5 - The Turn of an Unfriendly Card

 


As best as Spooky could tell, the back room
of the shop was a parlor: a series of intimate, dimly lit booths
draped in black cloth floor to ceiling. A single candle flame in an
ornate holder guided Spooky to the woman who called for him after
the Goth Girl let him behind the counter, but he couldn’t decide if
this was creepy, cool, or cliche. Spooky stepped up into the booth,
but the table still seemed too high for him, so he wrapped one of
his legs underneath himself for extra height (because asking for a
booster seat would have at the very least ruined the mood).

The woman across the table wore thick
embroidered robes, a dark shawl, and a veil over her face. What he
could guess by the candlelight was that she was not as old as he
first supposed. What he couldn’t see when he narrowed his vision
was any illumination around the woman at all. For the first time
since he learned that he could see what others could not, his sight
had either failed him in that moment or she knew how to counter it.
Still, it made Spooky smile, knowing that he could learn a lot from
someone like this. Next to the candle holder was a deck of worn,
over-sized cards with rounded edges that Spooky assumed to be a
Tarot deck.

The Veiled Woman revealed herself as the
owner of the shop and identified the ghost by the shelf as her late
husband and her secret eyes in the front of the store. When she
asked who had sent him, Spooky confessed it was the Librarian, but
that she wouldn’t come with him because she was unwelcome. To
Spooky’s astonishment, the Veiled Woman cackled and gleefully
agreed.

“Cowards will never be welcome in my shop nor
in my presence.”

Irritated by the slight against the Librarian
(who had been nothing but kind to him), Spooky changed the subject
by asking about the cards.

The Veiled Woman replied, “They will answer
your question, one you must not ask aloud.”

She directed him to take the cards, shuffle
them as he liked, cut them once, and then turn the deck away from
him as he placed them back on the table, all the while
concentrating on his question. Both the cool and cliche feelings
were taking a back seat to seriously creepy as the woman’s tone
grew more sinister. Spooky took the cards as he was told and
shuffled them as his dad had taught him.

He recalled his mother dying after the first
time he saw the Crooked Man. After he saw him again in a dream,
something attacked the Teacher but ran away when Spooky saw it. Was
it a minion of some kind? Whatever it was, it couldn't be good.
Spooky finally formed a specific question inside his mind: how do I
thwart the plans of the Crooked Man?

After Spooky turned the deck and placed it
back onto the table, the Veiled Woman took the top card and flipped
it over horizontally. To Spooky’s surprise, it was a picture of the
Crooked Man! Not a Tarot card like he imagined but an image as if
from his own dream.

“This is your enemy but also your maker, and
he has two minions.”

Flipping the next two cards, the first
depicted a fool (the dark shape in the classroom!) with a bloody
knife, while the second was some kind of horned devil.

With a finger touching the unrevealed card on
the top of the deck, the Veiled Woman said, “This next card is a
weapon to use against your enemy.”

She turned it to reveal Spooky himself on the
card!

“As the card is also inverted,” the Veiled
Woman noted, “this weapon can be made to work for your enemy as
well.”

Moving more quickly, she turned up three more
cards, all inverted, this time depicting the Teacher, the
Librarian, and the Father.

“These three represent your past, but because
you drew them inverted, your future as well.” Her hand hovered over
the deck for a moment. “This last card will reveal the outcome. Do
you want to know?”

Worried about what would appear next, Spooky
dug his nails into the table and nodded. She flipped the final card
over, but he sighed in relief to see it was the Death card.

The Veiled Woman stared down angrily upon
him, as if she were upset he didn't take it more seriously.

Both suspicious and defensive, Spooky reached
across the table and pointed at the card. “Everyone knows the Death
card only means change. It doesn't have to be an actual death!”

Faster than Spooky would have believed
possible, the Veiled Woman caught Spooky’s wrist with an incredible
grip and pulled him toward the center of the table over the cards.
“This is no metaphor!” she said, almost a threat. “A death
will occur in the outcome.”

In a panic and eager to somehow disprove her,
Spooky grabbed the remaining cards in the deck with his free hand
and flipped them defiantly across the middle of the table. To his
horror, every card’s face was the Veiled Woman herself, her veil
lifted and a Medusa’s snaked head revealed beneath it. Spooky
looked up from the table and compulsively back into the veiled eyes
of someone who had just become very frightening to him; he realized
at the same time that looking her in the eyes might have been a
very foolish thing to do.

 



Visit: http://www.smashwords.com/books/view/62108
to purchase this book to continue reading. Show the author you
appreciate their work!
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