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Dedication
To my husband Otto. You are my star, my hero
Running to the Sun: Conjure Man #2
Forward
In The Wooden Seed (Conjure Man #1) Tessa, a young college girl, finds a colorful seed hidden in the hollow of an elderly tree. Before Tessa can discover the puzzle behind the round object, her friends are murdered after an evening clubbing by Allen, the bloodhound, and his friends.
Tessa escapes with her boyfriend, Taylor, to the Arizona desert where Taylor believed that he could get information about the seed from his Dine´ (Navajo) Grandmother. In between the action, Tessa has flashbacks to a horrific incident from her childhood.
What is hidden deeply inside her memory is a connection to a mythical horror through her step-mother, Maureen. Maureen's brother, Luce, has kidnapped a seed-bearer and is looking for the other two seed-bearers. His mission is to make the current world a devil's playground filled with monsters from an underworld.
Also there is already a hole from the underworld that has opened in the desert. It is already spewing supernatural beings into the world.
Chapter One
Luce hunted Rosa through the wild night. He could scent her as he sniffed the wind. He could see her steps glow by the burning cabin of his enemy. It was his time to find and search. It was his time to hunt.
He found a small path that led up into the darkness. He knew she had walked that path, but not soon enough, not fast enough to get away from him. It was good to feel absolute power over one person. Soon he would have absolute power over all.
He wanted to kill Rosa. He felt the demons give him power to track this seed-bearer, a girl really. He wanted her. What he wanted more was power. The demons whispered in his ear that this girl could add more to his power. He held one seed-bearer, her tiny form huddled in his small trailer. Luce could feel the heart beat of both his victim and his prey.
He had left Maureen to watch his victim, Marie. Someone needed to watch her after the escape attempt. He marveled at how like a rat the child had become. She would have chewed off her hand to free herself. He didn't understand such determination. He would have to kill her soon, but not until he had finished this. Power and money glittered brightly in his eyes. His heart felt like solid gold.
Luce had sent Allen, the bloodhound, after Tessa and Taylor. With Tessa, Marie, and Rosa, he would rule the world. For now, he needed to be alert. He heard the cries of the cougar. Someone else was hunting. He felt a kinship with the big cat. A small cloud covered the moon. Suddenly, the lapping fire couldn’t lighten his path. He stumbled on a rock. He kicked a rock and swore.
***
Rosa imagined Luce’s hot breath on the back of her neck. She didn't know how many thralls he had at his command. She hoped he was short-handed. She peered in front of her, her eyes adjusting to the darkness. She also heard the cougar hunting, and she shivered. The darkness closed around her, her heart thumped, and her legs urged her to run, run like a panicked animal. Run like a deer, away from the hot pursuit of the predator.
"Rosa, Rosa." Luce yelled into the night.
He was much closer than she thought. She stepped quietly. Soon she would have to run, but not yet. She didn't want him to find her by sound. Make it hard for him. But now she knew it was only him and her. She knew this land. She had run on its brown back all her life. The wind would hold her up, and her ancestors would defend her.
A small nudge from the wind made her turn to a rarely used path. It was small and steep. At some point she would have to cling to the side of the mountain, possibly six to eight feet, looking down over hundreds of feet of air to the hard ground below. It would be dangerous. Only mountain sheep and goats took this path. She could feel the danger as she looked at it. But if she stayed on the path that led to Grandfather, she would be captured. She heard the echoes of Luce's cries and she shuddered.
One step at a time. Quiet. Careful. She prayed as she turned to the path, feeling the hard rocks and cactus spines on her feet.
***
Luce reached the slight path, where Rosa had left the main path. He could feel through his demons that she was not in front of him, but not too far either. He pulled out a flashlight. He looked for a small path or footprints. Some clue. He saw only scrubs, cacti, and dirt. No footprints.
His inner demons urged him to look to his right, to look at the cliff, to look as she scrambled to a ledge hidden from his sight. But no, he was sure that she would be too scared to deviate. She would take the safe path.
He pressed on down the path until the sun rose in pinky shards of light. Then, he turned back. He had lost her. But, now he had her scent. He could find her anywhere, even the astral plain.
***
Rosa inched her way up the side of the cliff. It had looked straight up and down. But as she got closer, she could see places where she could put her hands and feet. Her eyes could see better in the gloom and she trusted her safety to the ancestors.
She could hear Luce, the monster, on the path. Something had helped him catch up to her. She could not believe that he was able to track her, not this way, unless he was being helped by something other than himself. He must be possessed.
She saw a tall gray shape. He stood on the path below, sniffing the air. She lay flat on the ledge, not moving. She closed her eyes. Nighttime predators hunted by movement.
Breathe in. Breathe out. When he turned towards her, looking for scent or movement, she held her breath. She let out her breath softly as he turned back to the main path and continued down it. She waited, counting the seconds and the minutes. About fifteen minutes later, she looked for a way off the ledge. She would have to climb higher. She couldn't wait for the sun to show her the way. She trusted her instincts. This was not the time to worry about her grandfather even though she suspected that Luce did not extend mercy to the families of his enemies. At this time, she needed to think of herself and what she was doing now.
She placed another hand in a small hole and pressed her body against the side of the hill. She inched to the next ledge which led to the top of the hill. She rested on her stomach until the sun rose. Then, she looked for a way to climb down the mountain to her Grandfather’s hogan.
***
Maureen looked at the Marie. She was a young girl - too young to be a seed-bearer. Maybe, Luce had lied. Maybe she was not what she seemed. Maureen gazed greedily at the seed hung around Marie's neck.
Luce had always liked little girls. Maureen remembered when Tessa had found her and Tessa's uncle rolling in the sheets. When Maureen realized that Tessa would tell Jack, she had been really upset. She had needed to shut the girl up. If Tessa’s father had believed the little shit, he would have divorced her.
Luce had helped her that one time. She was sure that Luce would help her again.
Maureen sighed. Maybe he would help her. He had become more callous since then.
Maureen had closed Tessa into a dark closet, hustled Tessa's uncle out of the house, and called her brother Luce. Luce had been delighted. "Let me have her for a few days," he had said. "She won’t remember a thing."
Tessa was found about three months later. She had been beaten, and abused. She had lost fifteen pounds and looked like some prisoner from a Nazi war camp. She didn't remember her abuser or what had led up to the abuse. In Maureen's view it would have been much better if Tessa had never been found. Luce wouldn't say why he let the girl loose.
However, Tessa still had a deep and abiding hatred of Maureen. When Maureen found herself pregnant with the uncle's child, she let Jack believe it was his, and then left the cuckoo's egg at Luce's request.
Maureen still believed in Luce, but here she was in the middle of nowhere. There were no salons, no spas, and no civilization. Her hair, hands, and nails had become scraggly. And when she looked into the mirror, she looked old. Luce had not changed one bit. He still looked young and vibrant.
Oh, she had enjoyed baiting Marie - pinching her arms and legs, and watching the bruises bloom on her body. The unrelenting heat with no air conditioning and primitive surroundings was not what Maureen had signed up for.
She should leave. Pack her bags and get out of here. But, she owed Luce too much. Also, he had her special ring - Tessa’s father's grandmother's ring. On her way out the door she had stolen the ring to pawn. It was the last thing that tied her to that doomed family.
When Luce had found it on her, he had grinned. "I could turn you in," Luce had taunted her. She believed him. It did not matter that Luce liked to kill with his knives. He could also plant her ring and her DNA. In one strike she could become the Cannibal Killer. She would be accused. For now, she belonged body and soul to Luce.
It didn’t matter. As Luce kept telling her, they were the only true humans on the planet. It didn’t matter what they did to the others because they were not real. Her job was to make sure this little rat did not escape. Like a snake, she watched the girl-child.
The girl opened her eyes and then closed them. It was not time. Not yet.
Chapter Two
A slight growling jerked Maureen from sleep. She had spent her evening watching the girl like a snake watching a particularly tender mouse. The girl child was not interesting, but her necklace was. It could cause them problems.
Luce had talked of the advantages of owning the seed-bearers, but he was careful to minimize the dangers if the seed-bearers learned of their power and pooled their resources. Maureen was more worried about the cunning of young women.
The weak morning sun turned to heavy dark. She glanced out the small window at the dark thunderclouds. The growling turned to a rumble.
Crack. Boom. Boom.
Maureen shivered under a blanket. The girl didn’t move. Maureen cringed. She hated storms, especially since she was in a tin can trailer. The clouds boomed and cracked over her head. She put her head under the blanket. It couldn't keep out the psychic cold. Something bad was coming.
***
Marie had called in the storm. She had felt exuberance, a newness coming from the skies. She begged it for freedom. She had a better chance from escaping Maureen than Luce. She could tell that Luce wanted to do more than beat her.
The hard flowing rain hit the trailer. It banged, battered, and deafened. Under the cover of the noise, in the darkness, Marie struggled with the duct tape around her wrists. The moisture in the air seemed to loosen the tape. She felt the first one come free. But she still needed to be cautious. Maureen was in the trailer covered in the blanket. She could hear whimpers. Marie still had time. Luce wasn't back yet.
***
Allen sat in the parking lot of the hotel, his head beating with pain.
"Ah, ah," he gasped. His head felt like it would fall off. The pressure hadn’t started until the rain swooped down out of the sky. The hard beating rain dashed down. He banged his head on the steering wheel and waited.
Crack. Boom. Boom.
He had never had a migraine before and this was it. If he hadn't been told to watch Tessa and her boyfriend closely, he would have opened the door and vomited on the hard ground. His head beat to the music of the storm.
He continued to groan in pain.
***
When first rain drops hit Timothy Begay on his head, he was leaning up against a truck, smoking. Soon he was soaked to the bone. His police attire stuck to his skin. The last thing he could remember was when he had walked into the trailer. The woman rocking in the breeze still scared him. Behind the truck was the trailer. Where was his police truck? He looked around him. Where was he?
He jumped into the truck and started it. “Come on baby,” he said. He turned the key attain. He heard a click and a growl. "One more time." The engine started.
He needed to get back to the police station. He needed to report the blood. He needed to report his amnesia. He needed to get out of here.
The rain started to slow down. He felt himself going, going, gone. He tried to grasp those wisps of memory. And then they were gone.
He needed blood.
Images of blood, children, fire, devastation, skin, loss filled his head. He drove cautiously down the ravine, and crossed it before the water flooded it. Soon the rain would push boulders down the ravine. Soon it would be impassable. A thought still lingered in his head. He needed to report . . . report what? Soon it was gone.
He turned on the radio and listened to the static of the lightening as it hit near their old campsite. The water screened his mind. An intruder inside his skull waited for the moment when he could take back Begay's body.
The rain lessened as Begay hit the highway, turning off to a small dusty track. Stop, said a voice in his head. He began slowing down, looking for a place to stop. He pulled into an alcove off the side of the road, nestled against a sandstone ring of fire.
Get out of the car, said the voice in his head. He got out of the car, stretching his legs. He stretched his arms above his head.
Check your passengers, said the voice. He walked to the small trailer and opened the door.
“Everyone okay in there?”
Begay repeated, “Maureen, you okay?" she mumbled at him. The prisoner did not say a word. She bit her lips to keep the sound from leaving her lips. It was better that way.
Wait here, the voice boomed in his head. Begay pulled out a cigarette and leaned against the door. He looked at it. What was he supposed to do? He looked at the cigarette blankly.
Oh yea, he was going to smoke it. He pulled out a cigarette lighter, lit the cigarette, and put it in his mouth. He puffed on it. It shouldn’t be long now.
***
Marie opened her eyes. Normally Luce knew when she was awake and what she was planning. It was like he was a shadow in the back of her brain - a sort of grayness. She hoped he was busy with other business. At the moment she couldn't feel that grayness in the back of her head. It would make her escape easier.
Quietly, under the soft noise of Maureen's snores, she took the duct tape off of her legs and mouth. The humidity from the rain had loosened her bonds. Marie was not Native American. Her dark skin and broad nose proclaimed her of African origin. She was safer under the canopy of rain. She knew rain that lasted for days. This land of desert and cacti was not capable of African rain. She would take what she could get, though.
In Georgia, there was more rain. Moss covered the trees and green hung from every limb. Marie had always been able to feel weather. She could feel the rain that accompanied hurricanes that hit the southern coast. She could feel the winter storms of the east. But this land of dryness hoarded water. It needed the elixir of life. There was not enough humidity to force the rain. It came rarely. It was for this reason that she must take advantage and escape. She might not get another chance.
Marie had been tied up so long that her body felt curled in a permanent fetal position. She touched the door, wondering at her good fortune. Luce was probably watering a cactus, or some such.
She was naked and had been naked from her first day of captivity. It was not the time to worry about something she couldn’t change. Nakedness was curable.
She slipped through the door. It had been weeks since she had seen sunlight. Begay was still propped against the door. Good he hadn’t seen her. Luce didn’t seem to be around. She saw a small animal trail and ran down it as quietly as she could.
Small grunts left her mouth as she stepped on the spines of small cactus. She hoped Begay wouldn't hear her. She kept running through the pain.
***
Before the sun hit the horizon, Luce went from a trot to a walk and then stood on the path kicking dust. It was already gray and soon the horizon would feel with color. Rosa was out of his reach. She was too far from him. He would get her another day. She was not safe from him yet. He smiled.
As he turned around and started back, his attention pulled towards Marie. There she was. She had a shining presence that illuminated the astral plane. The little peacock had escaped. He laughed. Yes, he might not be able to catch Rosa, but he could keep Marie. She had gone down the wrong path. She was headed towards him.
He ran towards Marie and laughed in the wind. Moments later Marie crashed into his chest. She couldn't hide herself from him. Not this one. She screamed.
He grabbed her to his chest. She kicked for a moment and then gave up. He then carried her back to the trailer.
Begay was leaning against the truck, smoking. He glanced up then looked back down at the tip of his cigarette. Good. The man was still there. That useless Maureen was probably still in the trailer fast asleep, or shivering under the blanket. For a moment he could feel the rage slip his tight control. Soon he could let his temper soar.
Marie lay limp in his arms. It was not fun when she did not struggle. He knew this little peacock. She would try to escape again and he would catch her. Next time, he'd let her get ahead, just a little, then when he caught her he would throw her on a cactus, in the dust, against a hill. She'd scream. He could play.
***
It took the bloodhound a half hour or more to recover from the rain induced migraine. When he saw Taylor rush from the motel room, Allen hunkered down in his car. Before Taylor left, he stopped to kiss Tessa at the door of the motel room; Taylor's hands lingered and touched. Allen slid down the sit as Taylor opened a car door near him. He stuck his head up when he heard the car engine turn over and drive from the parking lot.
Allen knew it was his time with the little lady. Maybe the boss would let him put his hands where Taylor's had been. He wanted her, but Luce wanted her more. Allen just needed to wait.
Soon Taylor would see the ashes of his Grandmother’s hogan. Then he would feel the loss of his Grandmother. When he came back, Taylor would find his lady gone. Allen almost laughed. It was time to start the next part of the plan.
Allen knocked on the motel room door. The motel was one of the older models. If she didn't answer, he could break the door down. It would be fun and it would be shocking. He was getting ready to knock it down when the door opened.
"You forget something?” Tessa tried to slam the door when she saw Allen standing in front of her. He was much quicker and stronger. He was in the door in seconds.
"No, no," she yelled. Allen grabbed her. She tried to slip through his hands. And then she ran to the door yelling. He noticed she was wearing just a robe, when he punched her.
One punch and she was silent. He checked her pulse. It was strong.
He wrapped her in a sheet, and then carried her to his car. He dumped her in the trunk. Luce would be glad to get his hands on her. As he drove to the pick up point, he thought of all the things he could do with a warm scared female.
***
The day before, Taylor had taken Tessa to his Grandmother's hogan for advice about the wooden seed. After Grandmother had done some medicine, combining the seed with a silver necklace and giving it back to Tessa, Rosa told them the old stories of the Dine´. These particular stories about the seed-bearers had not been a part of the legends Taylor had learned as a child.
Tessa was buying the stories though. Taylor's role, the role in his DNA, was to be her warrior and protector. But after they had made love, so gently, he fell asleep in Tessa's arms and dreamed that Grandmother's hogan was burning.
He saw a dark shape in the moonlight light the fire with magic. It had bloomed. He had heard the thing give his Grandmother an ultimatum: either join with him or burn to death. She never answered him.
The dream was so real that when he woke up, he told Tessa that he needed to see if Grandmother was alright. It was just a dream he had said when he kissed her. I'll be back soon. And she said that he wouldn't be the man of her dreams, if he wasn't protective of his family. Her kiss burned.
Taylor noticed the white car in the parking lot. It was a rental like most of the cars there. He thought he saw a little movement, but he shook his head in disbelief. He was getting to nervy, to upset about the little things. He pulled out of the parking lot and drove as fast as he could to his Grandmother's hogan. Since it was off the main roads, it would take awhile.
When he reached his Grandmother’s hogan, it was still burning. He poked around and saw that she had died there. Footsteps showed him the path that both Rosa and Luce had traveled. His gut warned him that Tessa was in danger. This monster wanted to hurt both of them, but he wanted Tessa’s abilities.
Taylor drove as fast as he could. At one point he almost went off the road when he turned a corner too wide. He had to get back to the motel. Now. The monster had been ahead of his every move. If he was going to protect Tessa, he needed more knowledge.
When he made it back to the motel, he noticed that the white car in the parking lot was gone. He walked to their room and found the door open.
"Tessa, Tessa," he yelled.
Clothes were strewn all over the place. The bathroom door was open. Taylor looked in the closets and under the bed. He began to panic. She was gone. She was gone. He backed up, looking for something.
For all his abilities, for all of their running, they had been found. They have her. He sunk against the door, his head in his hands. What a warrior he made . . . what a protector. She was gone.
"She's not here?" asked Rosa. She stood next to him, hand on his shoulder, and looked into the room.
He jerked. "Don't surprise me like that. Where did you come from?" Taylor got to his feet to look at Rosa better.
Rosa was dirty like she had rolled in it. She looked tired, but she still had some energy to smirk at him.
“You know Grandmother’s gone,” he continued, a little spitefully.
Rosa stopped smiling. Her brown eyes look sad and determined. “Yes, we need to go to Grandfather,” she said.
“We need to look for Tessa,” contradicted Taylor. He didn't look at Rosa, just stretched. He walked towards the car.
Rosa took a good look at Taylor. He was determined. No matter what she said at this point, he would want to look for Tessa. It was not the best use of their resources.
"You coming?" Taylor asked. He opened the car door and looked expectantly at her.
“You love her?” Rosa slid into the car. He shut the door and came around the driver's side. Once in he started the car and answered her.
“I don’t know.”
“Well, you better figure it out,” she said sharply. “That way.” She pointed east towards Grandmother’s place. For the first time in her life, she disobeyed Grandmother's orders. She hoped that it didn't get her into more trouble. But Rosa was the only apprentice and now the only medicine woman in the area. It should count for something.
They headed back to the hogan.
Chapter Three
Tessa bounced back and forth in the trunk of the car. She slid from one side to another as Allen rushed down the road. Her hands and feet were tightly bound together with silver duct tape. She struggled. If she could just loosen herself, she might be able to escape, but the tape held. Her head banged against the metal sides and she moaned. If this kept up, she'd have a concussion.
Tessa could hear Allen humming to a country western song on a local station. Every once in awhile, he would give out a hoot and holler with the music. He sounded like a bloodhound that had caught his prey. Tessa had goose bumps on goose bumps. She could feel her stomach tighten with fear. She would have vomited if her mouth hadn't been closed with duct tape. She tried to think of fuzzy bunnies or something calm, but it didn't seem to work. She couldn't fool her body.
When Allen had grabbed her from the motel room, she had yelled that she was being kidnapped. My wife he had said to one man who had cracked his door after hearing some noise. The man shut his door firmly with a "don't want no trouble."
She'd always thought that country people would come to the rescue, not like New Yorkers who were known to walk around a mugging, keeping their eyes away from the action. The attitude, "if you can't see it, it's not happening," seemed to be taking over the country. But, Tessa could not give up.
Allen had looked at her, his eyes stripping her clothes from her body, revealing her nakedness. "You're a little old for Luce," he said. "Maybe after he's finished with you, he'll give you to me."
Leering, he had rubbed his hands across her chest, pinching her nipples. She felt dirty. She liked sex. She liked the feel of a Taylor's hands over her body, but this . . . His oily smile, grasping hands, and slimy mouth violated her. She wanted to get into a bath and scratch his filth off. It was the first time she understood that rape was about power. This man hadn't violated her yet, but - she wanted to scratch him.
It was at this point that she began to doubt Taylor. Was this man that she gave herself to been a part of Allen's plan. Were they working together? She wanted to scream. Get her vulnerable. They were both men after all.
She felt ashamed. Taylor was her friend as well as her lover. How could she lump Taylor with the kind of man her kidnapper is . . . was . . . will be. Even though she was in a rough situation, she felt relieved. Taylor would find her. Her head hit the side of the truck with another hard bang.
A bright light, then darkness. She saw Taylor's face looming from the darkness. I'm here. I'm here, she thought into the darkness. Her body relaxed and she was gone.
***
A tango danced in her head. Her feet moved and her body swayed . . . Taylor's hand touched her and she felt the music vibrate through her body. She dipped. Her head almost touched the floor as he held her body tight against his. He bent to kiss her lips. Color. Red. Black. Green. Black and white. She saw his hat as it twirled in his hand, a dip and she whirled, her skirt full.
Tessa, Tessa, a voice said in her head. Dance, dance, dance. You are mine and you will dance.
The tango turned into a sad, mournful sound. Her steps slowed, and the arms around her loosened. She stood on toes, her arms curled. Swan lake. The prince lifted her in his arms. Taylor. The face transforms, bleeds like wax on a hot candle. She feels herself falling down.
The man was not Taylor. The man . . . his smiling face, sharp teeth, blood spilled from his hands. He drops her. She knows. She knows. She knows, sang in her head. She knows. Four men surround her—black, white, red, and brown. She knows they sang as their faces changed from human to wild beasts.
What do I know? Sadness. Terror. Monsters. She knows. She knows.
***
Tessa felt a soft touch. She opened her eyes, seeing a feather trace her face. She tried to flick the feather away, but she was handcuffed to the head of the bed.
"She knows, but she doesn't know," said a voice she hadn't heard before or maybe she had. She couldn't tell. She wanted to sink into the dream and into unconsciousness.
"Brother," said a voice Tessa knew. Maureen.
Tessa held her breath. "Hush," said the man. "She's awake."
A finger traced her neck. She knows, echoed the thought in Tessa's head. But what did she know?
Tessa wanted to rub away her headache. Her head pulsed. She could open her mouth and breath. The duct tape was gone, but her eyes had been covered in a soft cloth. Her feet were handcuffed to the edge of the bed. Oh my god, she was spread-eagle. A hand touched her breast lightly. It caressed the chain next to her skin. Tessa tried not to squirm. She breathed slowly although her heart beat fast. She tried to envision that she was safe with Taylor.
"Well," said a male voice. "Time for act two."
Tessa heard a whimper. "There, there," said the voice. "You'll be ready . . ."
Tessa heard some hard breathing, a slap, several groans, and then quiet.
"Really," said Maureen, "Did you have to do that now?"
"Are you telling me what I should do?"
"Luce," quiet. Then a loud hit. Maureen screamed. "My nose, my fuckin’ nose."
“Quiet, bitch."
Tessa felt ice creep into her heart. She knew that it seemed worse because she was tied up and blindfolded. But it was bad enough. She was in the lion's den. She was captured. She couldn't move. She knows.
What had Grandmother said? Each seed-bearer had a talent. Tessa wanted to scream, not from fear but from frustration. She had never had a talent. Her talent was words, communication, and writing. Tessa had never had a supernatural talent.
What could she do? She knows.
The only way this evil man could take her is if she allowed him to. He was unmanned by a real woman. He could not take her without some cooperation. She was not the child who Maureen betrayed so long ago.
"So you do recognize my voice," said the man.
Tessa's head hurt with concentration. Until - It was so long ago. That day when Maureen had betrayed her husband with Tessa's uncle, Tessa had seen them. These were the days she had forgotten. She had never wanted to remember when Maureen had found her.
Maureen had given her to a young man to be tortured. A child mauled by a man who cared only for his appetites. It was like being in a lion's den, waiting for the lion to kill and eat her. Why couldn't she remember his face?
The face had been bestial. Oh god she remembered. He had been found, suicide, his face - her uncle? She couldn't remember. What if. What if. No. This is unbelievable. Maureen is here.
What if. The monsters the old lady talked of… what if. No. They possessed a victim . . .? How could they? She had always been taught by Christianity that demons could not possess an unwilling victim. Could it be? They could possess an unknowing victim? But this man was no unwilling victim.
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