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  Dedication


  



  For Todd.
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  * * * *


  


  In This Book…


  



  



  The Darkness Has Awoken


  



  FBI Special Agent Caleb Baldwin is on the hunt for a serial killer who has left a trail of burned bodies. One of those victims — his wife. As he gets closer to finding the killer, he falls deeper into an elaborate conspiracy.


  



  A man wakes buried alive with no memory of who or what he is. In his pocket, a note: “Avoid the sunlight and don’t touch anybody.” Now he is being hunted by the FBI while trying to remember his monstrous past. He must control the darkness within before it consumes him and the child whose life he must protect.


  



  11-year-old Abigail was dying slowly each day as the prisoner of a sick man. Until she is saved by the most unlikely of heroes — a vampire with a deadly touch. He is her only hope, and she may hold the key to unlocking the memories of his hidden past.


  



  Past, present, fate, and future are on a collision course as the hours of AVAILABLE DARKNESS are ticking away and a force greater than anything the world has ever seen threatens humanity.


  



  Available Darkness is an epic serialized journey that reinvents vampire mythology with a fast paced, character-driven thriller that blends action, mystery, fantasy, and horror in an addictive, tragically romantic story.


  



  As usual, episode prices will be .99 during the season. After we release the full compilation on Oct. 31, episodes will go to $2.99, but the full season will be available for $5.99.


  



  AVAILABLE DARKNESS RELEASE SCHEDULE


  



  Episode 1: September 18


  Episode 2: September 25


  Episode 3: October 2


  Episode 4: October 9


  Episode 5: October 16


  Episode 6: October 23


  Season One (Episodes 1-6): October 30


  



  * * * *


  


  A Quick Note


  



  Hi Dear Reader,


  



  It’s Dave here with a few words on Available Darkness: Episode 1, a serialization of the Available Darkness book we released in August 2011 as the first part in a trilogy. We wanted to revise the book — our first co-written novel, by the way — to make it a better reading experience before launching the second season.


  If you’ve never read Available Darkness, welcome!


  If you read the original, there’s a few things you need to know:


  If you already read Available Darkness: Book One, then you don’t NEED to read the serialized version. This is REVISED material, but events from the first book have not been altered. The major changes in this edition are: better scene flow, less clunky exposition, and what we hope to be a better written story.


  Available Darkness: Season One will run the length of our other serials, six episodes, followed by a fully-revised Season One compilation. A couple weeks after Season One, we’ll return with Available Darkness: Episode 7, the first episode of Season Two.


  If you wanna read more about our revisions, and a bit about the history of Available Darkness, there’s a spoiler-free longer Author’s Note at the end of this book.


  



  Thank you for reading,


  David Wright & Sean Platt


  



  * * * *


  


  PROLOGUE — A Boy Long Ago


  



  



  He was a child when he first learned of monsters.


  He was lying in bed, pillow clutched over his head, trying to drown the muffled sounds of his parents fighting downstairs. His father was drunk. Again. Violence was electric in the air. The current’s ripple caused his hairs to stand on end.


  It wouldn’t be long before the sounds of screaming were replaced by cries and the sickening sound of flesh bruising flesh. Perhaps his father’s bloodlust would be sated. Maybe the boy’s door would burst open and the battle would be continued on the second floor, again.


  He prayed in vain to a God he long ago stopped believing in.


  Please, stop him.


  The house fell silent. That meant one of two things. Either his prayer was answered or, more likely, the monster was coming for him.


  The boy pulled the pillow from his head and strained to hear the sounds of footfalls on stairs. He closed his eyes tightly and braced for what was to come. He would pretend to sleep. Sometimes it worked — sometimes monsters could be fooled.


  He heard the door creak open behind him and tried to camouflage his rapid breathing so the monster wouldn’t know he was awake. Light bathed the wall in front of him. And in that light, like a dark stain promising so much violence, the shadow of the monster.


  The boy nudged his face deeper into his pillow and focused on his breath.


  In, out, in, out. Nice and slow.


  The door closed with a whisper casting the room into darkness.


  He waited to hear retreating footsteps, but heard nothing. He was certain the monster was in the room with him — Waiting.


  He could feel his father’s hateful eyes on him.


  In, out, in, out — just pretend and maybe he’ll go away.


  He wasn’t sure how long he feigned sleep, but it seemed like forever. Suddenly, he heard his father’s voice again downstairs, followed by his mother’s crying out.


  Surprised, the boy figured he must have fallen asleep and missed his father leaving the room. Yet, he couldn’t shake the feeling that he wasn’t alone — that eyes were still on him. He slowly turned over, eyes closed, pretending to still be asleep. He took one more breath, then risked opening his eyes.


  The shadow in the corner of the room wasn’t a shadow or a man, but it slid across the wall and hung in the air like a cruel mockery of both.


  The boy screamed.


  The memory, like a bubble, rose and broke as it crashed to the surface …


  


  CHAPTER 1 — Caleb Baldwin


  



  



  October 20, 2011


  morning…


  



  FBI Special Agent Caleb Baldwin narrowed his tired eyes at the charred bodies as his team processed the crime scene: Two bodies burned through, wearing clothes that were barely touched by flames, in a house also untouched by fire or smoke.


  “You ever seen anything like this?” Oakview Police Chief Arnie Williams asked.


  It was too early for dumb questions. Why else would he be here if he wasn’t investigating murders where the victims were in this exact condition?


  “You’re the one that responded to our memo, right?” Caleb asked, attention still on the bodies.


  The chief looked down at his shoes, chagrined.


  Caleb was maybe 20 years younger than the town’s police chief, who was on the wrong side of 60. But it was Caleb who carried the jaded look of a man who’d seen five lifetimes of action. He also wore the look of a man who was used to calling the shots and waiting for the yes sirs! Which is exactly what he got when he and his seven member team arrived, brushed the locals aside and locked down the crime scene.


  “So, do you guys have a profile of the unsub?” the chief asked, a nervous half-smile flirting with his lips.


  For the first time, Caleb turned his head to meet the chief’s eyes.


  Williams was no different from the other cops Caleb usually met when he arrived in small towns like this. Eager police looking to show their little knowledge of serial crimes to the FBI agent. Caleb wasn’t sure which he liked least, the small town lapdogs or the asshole city cops, who wouldn’t cooperate until Caleb put the fear of God into them. Since the lapdogs were easier to control, he decided he liked them more, but just barely.


  Besides, this case was still fresh and he might need the chief’s cooperation if another body popped up soon. So he swallowed his annoyance and responded.


  “We’re still working on the profile, but we’ll keep you in the loop,” Caleb lied, holding the chief’s stare for a long moment until the old man retreated and found something else to occupy his time.


  According to the chief, the two bodies were Randy Webster, a club bouncer with a penchant for hard drugs and violence. The woman was his live-in girlfriend, Stacy Harrison. Their next door neighbor heard screaming, though saw nothing, and called 911. Three hours later, just before dawn, Caleb’s Special Investigative Team was on the case.


  Caleb leaned in to look closer at the ashen bodies now being examined by Agent Leslie Chang.


  “Are the burns the same?” Caleb asked the pathologist.


  “Yes,” Chang answered. “they seem to be.”


  It had been three months since his unit had been called to one of these familiar scenes, two states away.


  Caleb’s team was one of two working under Washington state’s Escalated Threat Division of the Bureau, which handled unexplained phenomena that posed a threat to society. The team served the dual function of solving crimes and removing threats, a job they performed exceedingly well.


  This particular case was proving difficult.


  Seventy-three murders in 20 years, all the victims in the same condition; not just burned completely through, but burned without any accelerant. No gas, no chemicals, nothing. And the point of origin for each fire was inside the body, not outside. Usually when a body is on fire, it stops burning when whatever fuel was used to ignite the fire was depleted. That wasn’t the case with these victims, though. They continued burning at an elevated temperature, the body using fat as its fuel, until there was nothing left but cinders.


  And unlike normal fires, the burning in these cases was limited to the victims alone and never spread to surrounding areas. Oftentimes, the victims’ clothing was only marginally burnt. The deaths were most similar to cases of spontaneous human combustion, except for the fact that these cases were anything but spontaneous.


  The murders had been occurring mostly on the west coast during the past two years. Tonight found Caleb’s team in Oakview, Washington, a small suburban town west of the Cascades.


  Caleb stared down at the corpses and examined the living room, searching for anything which the others had missed — some clue that might lead him to his killer. As he scanned the scene, he absentmindedly turned the wedding band on his finger. He couldn’t look at the corpses without thinking of his dead wife, Julia — victim number 43.


  Suddenly, an excited voice erupted from the basement, “Jackpot!”


  Caleb shouldered his way past the locals and down to the basement where Agent Harris was standing beside Agent Roberts in front of a closed circuit TV monitor. The screen was frozen on the image of a shirtless young man with dark hair caught swinging a chair at a giant bald man, one of the two victims upstairs.


  “This is our guy,” Harris almost whistling as he pointed at the screen, “We’ve got him.”


  Caleb stared at the image of the man he’d been tracking for an eternity.


  His mind’s eye had worked up hundreds of images of what the man would look like, but none resembled the picture on the screen. This man was much younger than the profile the agents had been working from. The killer seemed to be in his mid to late twenties. His hair was long, hanging in his face. Shirtless, and bloody, he looked more like a college kid who’d been on the losing end of a bar brawl, than the 40-something year old they’d profiled. This man could not possibly have been killing for as long as the man they were looking for.


  Perhaps he wasn’t tracking just one killer.


  Caleb wasn’t sure why the dead man had his house wired with security cameras in nearly every room and outside — paranoia or suspicions his girlfriend was fucking around.


  “Play it,” Caleb instructed his agents.


  “There’s nothing after this,” Roberts said. The cameras all went to shit at once.”


  It happened just as the killer and the bald man began to wrestle. The screen flickered with quick images and then went to snow.


  “Signal jammer?” Roberts asked.


  “Doubtful,” Caleb responded, “did you check the connections on the cameras?”


  Roberts nodded and clicked a button to show that all the screens were working.


  Caleb stared at nothing, tumbling the known facts in his head, trying to pull sense from insanity. Usually, his analytical mind functioned with precision, always spitting instant responses. Seeing this man, maybe the man who killed his wife, was clouding the process.


  He bit hard on his inner cheek. The copper taste of blood flooded his gums.


  He told his agents to send stills of the video to headquarters to cross-check the system for matches. They had already issued regional Be On the Look Outs for the victim’s presumably stolen vehicle. If they couldn’t find a name to match the killer’s face, they would continue to the next step, releasing info to the media to see if anybody could provide an identity or location of their suspect.


  Caleb loathed releasing the details of this case to the press. He’d prefer to keep things quiet and make his job simple.


  Beneath the white-hot heat of the media spotlight, tt would be hard to kill the man once he found him.


  Hard, but not impossible.


  Caleb’s radio crackled through the silence. “Boss, you need to see this. In the master bedroom upstairs.”


  Caleb ascended the steps two at a time. He entered the room and felt an all too familiar sinking in his gut as he saw hundreds of DVD’s and photographs poured onto the bed, and two agents watching something on a laptop.


  Caleb knew what was on the video before his eyes hit the screen.


  A young dark-haired girl no more than 11, underneath a naked bald man ― the one from downstairs. The camera was zoomed in on the girl’s glazed dark eyes ― this was not the first time she’d been raped.


  She simply stared into the camera, which was being held by someone, likely the girlfriend, judging from what the lens most focused on — the girl’s eyes. The camera woman was likely a victim at one point, too, Caleb guessed.


  The numbness in the child’s expression as the bald man raped her, stabbed Caleb in the guts. Whoever the girl was, that person had died long ago, leaving a shell not unlike those downstairs.


  He averted his gaze, turning it to the bed, toward the pile of evidence. Caleb spotted a few other children in the photos, though none with the bald man. They were likely gathered from internet newsgroups or traded with other pedophiles. The mind boggled at how many children’s slow deaths were chronicled in the mound of evidence.


  Agent Ramirez handed Caleb a photograph of the girl from the video, the image no less shocking.


  “Found that in his printer tray, which allowed us to secure an emergency search warrant,” Ramirez explained. “Then we found all this in the closet.”


  If the rapist weren’t already a roasted slab of pork, Caleb would surely have run downstairs and put the gun to the man’s head and pulled the trigger. Twice.


  “Did you see that?” Ramirez asked, pointing to something on the screen.


  Ramirez looked around the room and back at the screen. “The closet in the video… it’s this closet! He shot the video right here.”


  Caleb looked at the screen. Sure enough, this was the room in the video. But who was the victim? The neighbors said the couple lived alone and the other rooms in the home served as storage, showing no sign of any children living with them. Perhaps it was a niece, a neighbor girl, or…


  Then something in the video caught his eyes.


  “Rewind it,” Caleb said as he pointed quickly at the corner of the screen, “okay, stop. Pause it there!”


  Ramirez, puzzled, looked at the screen, “What are you looking at?”


  It was hard to look beyond the evil in the foreground, but just beyond the monster, inside the closet, Caleb saw something that made his heart leap in his chest and then into his throat.


  He raced to the closet.


  Light already on, stuff thrown about from the search of the evidence.


  He threw clothes and half empty boxes aside. Hands furiously searching along the back wall. Only it wasn’t a wall.


  But rather a hidden door.


  On the floor, just behind a men’s size 12 Nike, an open padlock, the key sticking out like an arrow in a bulls-eye. Caleb’s eyes locked on the door as if he could will his eyes to see through it.


  He wanted to spin around and ask how the fuck everyone in the room managed to miss the fact that there was a goddamned hidden door in the closet, but he didn’t want to alert whoever might be on the other side to his discovery.


  He drew his gun and glanced back at his agents to make sure they were doing the same ― every one of them was.


  Caleb pressed against the door. It clicked and then moved forward a half inch. He pulled it open the rest of the way, gun ready, revealing a 10 by 10 room, or rather a holding cell, painted in garish pink with a mattress on the floor.


  Dirty sheets with some children’s show characters on it.


  Stuffed animals lay in a row along a blue pillow.


  Stagnant air reeking of waste steeped in a bowl in the corner of the room.


  “Jesus,” someone said behind Caleb.


  Where is the girl?


  “We’ve got a possible missing child,” Caleb spoke into his radio, “maybe kidnapped by our murder suspect. We’re sending a photo. Add this to the BOLO’s.”


  He instructed his agents to find out how many other girls were on the discs to see if they could verify if the dark-haired girl was indeed the room’s most recent prisoner.


  Caleb glanced back at the monster on the computer screen and prayed the girl wasn’t now in the hands of something even worse.


  



  * * * *


  


  CHAPTER 2 — The Amnesiac


  



  



  Last night…


  



  The man woke amidst the darkness, breath barely budging from a shallow prison of angry lungs. He gasped for air, nearly hyperventilating in the confined space. He tried to lift his leaden head, could barely move an inch. Walls surrounded him on all sides. His arms, he realized with a sick dread, were fixed against his sides as though bound.


  His mind scrambled to make sense of his surroundings. A horribly long minute later, his fingertips confirmed he was captive in a box. The smell of earth around him said he wasn’t just in a box. He was in a coffin.


  I’m not dead, his mind started to scream.


  His mouth would only make sounds that refused to render into words.


  Panic set deep and his whispering breath climbed toward a pant, echoing against the narrow walls of his tomb in perfect time with his pounding heart.


  What happened?


  Why am I buried?


  His voice whimpered its way through the suffocation. He heard his own cries of “no,no,no” as he tried to shake life into his limbs. The voice was part his, part child; mostly frightened animal.


  His body bristled from a billion needles, impeding thought and dulling motion. Finally, with a strength he didn’t know he had, behind a panic that could be borne only by waking in one’s grave, he shoved his forearms madly against the wood above. He heard a snap, then another, as the lid of his prison shifted ever so slightly.


  It was the greatest sound he’d ever heard. And freedom suddenly seemed possible — if he wanted it badly enough.


  He clawed, scraped, and pushed at the darkness above him with blunt, awkward blows, blotting the bulkhead with blood he could not see but could smell. He desperately fought his way upwards, using first his arms and then his knees, finally his head; anything to give him leverage. His arms shot forward, no longer meeting resistance. The lid lifted and fell to the earth beside him with a thick, muffled thud.


  The moon mocked his confusion, like a Cheshire smile in the sky.


  He collapsed into the cold dirt, sucking crisp air into his stale lungs in bottomless mouthfuls, then exhaling breath in hot gusts of steam which evaporated into the frigid air of midnight.


  His body tensed from the nearby sound of movement and he pulled himself upright to peer into the darkness.


  He was in the midst of thick woods. Tree branches pierced the gloaming like ink stained daggers, barely illuminated by the pale silver moon. Shivering, he looked down at his bloodied bare arms and chest. All he wore were torn jeans, soaked in blood.


  He would have screamed for help, but something — he wasn’t quite sure what — stopped him cold.


  Beside him, a shovel bulged from a mound of dirt; an invitation for his gravedigger to come back and finish the job.


  His head throbbed, his thoughts were mush, and he couldn’t remember anything, much less how he wound up buried.


  Jesus Christ, I was drugged, kidnapped, and Lord knows what else.


  Another sound. Movement. A branch breaking.


  He realized with a horrible certainty ― whoever dropped him in the dirt wasn’t gone, or finished.


  He glanced again at the shovel and swallowed. He forced his body into an awkward sprint, legs wobbly as he stumbled blindly into the night.


  Just run.


  He raced from his tomb, stumbling forward into the black forest as fast as his weakened legs would go. Sharp pain lacerated his sprint, branches clawed his flesh, jagged rocks and warped roots turned the pads of his feet into a mess of gory ribbon. He was certain he would fall at any second, but his instincts pushed him forward despite the pain.


  He was prey, and expected his predator any second. Perhaps a scream, or a gunshot to split the silence and stop him in his tracks. He ran, every step of blind terror shoving him deeper into the horrible dark. His thoughts ran even faster.


  Who was after him? What had they done to him? And the puzzler to top them all ― who was he?


  The man remembered nothing of his past. Not his occupation, not his location, nor even his name. Stumbling through amnesia, he pressed against his pants pockets, searching for a wallet, perhaps some identification. There was no wallet. Instead, he found a balled up piece of paper, damp with sweat. He could see lights ahead, dots where the trees began to thin. He looked for a place with enough light to stop and unfold the paper. As he got closer, his eyes adjusted to the squares and rectangles making up a row of two-story homes, backs facing the woods.


  He moved closer and stepped from the woods and into one of the few back yards without a privacy fence. He chanced upon a clothesline dipped low with damp garments. He snagged a shirt from the line just as a series of lights flicked on along the roof. The shirt slipped from his fingers and he scurried away, slipping in cold, wet grass as he raced off with a final fearful glance back.


  Sudden agony pounded between his eyes and sent the amnesiac to his knees. He wanted to crawl to someone’s stoop, pound on a door and plead for help, but part of him warned him not to.


  Help can only hurt you.


  Someone is searching. Someone wants you dead, and until you remember who, stay invisible.


  He swam through a thousand needles of blurred, incomprehensible bits of memory, searching for anything that made sense. Vague flashes of people he couldn’t recognize, but nothing which brought clarity.


  Maybe his memories were clouded by the pain racking his body, he thought. If he could find a spot to rest, everything else would fall into place. Though he had woken just moments before, his body was about to shut down on him if he didn’t immediately find somewhere to rest.


  Part of him wondered if he had died. And perhaps his body’s reluctance to move, meant it wanted to return to its former state.


  He didn’t want to lie down if it meant dying, though he couldn’t go on in this state.


  He saw a shed behind one of the other homes without a fence. The shed sat far in the back yard, bathed in the shadows of several trees. He glanced up at the windows, black squares against slate. Either nobody was home, or the occupants were sleeping ― he hoped.


  He slid inside the shed and pinched his eyes at the dim light: Lawn equipment, an old bicycle, and several large plastic storage containers. Easily enough room to lie down. He grabbed a pair of hedge clippers from a rack just in case his pursuer found him.


  He was about to shut the door when he remembered the paper in his fist. He set the hedge clippers down and looked at the crumbled paper.


  As he unfolded the paper, he noticed that his hands were trembling. He tried to calm his breath with little success, and moved closer to the open shed door seeking what little light from the moon that he could find. The handwritten words proved easier to read than the amnesiac would have thought.


  



  “312 Hanover Street


  Trust Nobody. Especially the law.


  Avoid the sunlight! Don’t touch anybody!”


  



  What the hell?


  He sat still for a moment trying to pull sense from the words when he thought to find his reflection in one of the windows of the house. Maybe if he saw himself, he thought, it would trigger a memory or two.


  His body refused to cooperate, though.


  He fell in the spot where he stood.


  



  **


  



  A woman’s scream shattered his sleep.


  A shrill rattle, infused with terror, woke him with a start and swamped his mind’s eye with a horrifying reel of a woman in distress. At first, he thought the scream was at the sight of him in the shed, and he reached out, searching for the hedge clippers, prepared to defend himself.


  But he was alone.


  The scream was coming from the house where the windows were no longer dark.


  “Get out!” the woman screamed.


  He cautiously moved towards the shed’s open door. It was still dark outside, but the night seemed somehow more alive than he remembered.


  Did I sleep an entire day?


  He could clearly see inside the large window at the rear of the house. The blinds were open to feature the source of the scream, a thin woman wearing a tee shirt nearly as black as the hair that spilled just past her shoulders. She thrust a finger into the face of a bald man the size of a linebacker. He was terrifying from the back; the amnesiac could only imagine the atrocity of the bald man’s face.


  “Get the fuck out!” she shouted, her voice cracking.


  The bald man swung one of his beefy arms and sent the woman sprawling to the floor like a rag doll. The amnesiac felt his stomach drop, shocked by the act of sudden violence.


  And then it got instantly, and rapidly worse.


  She fell out of view and the bald man grabbed a fistful of her hair and yanked her back up. He punched her in the face and she dropped again. He bent over, only the top of his back now in view. The hulking steroid case then began to wail on the woman, blow upon blow, elbows flying into sight as he bellowed an incoherent mix of cursing and angry, random words.


  He’s going to fucking kill her.


  Without thinking, the amnesiac raced from the shed and toward the sliding glass doors at the back of the house. The first one was locked. The second wasn’t. He shouldered through the verticals and into the brightness of the family room where the giant was still battering the woman. She was pleading through thick sobs while shielding herself from his fury. Her arms had caught the brunt of the attack and were fire engine red from their effort.


  The bald man was too busy with the beating to notice the intruder, allowing the amnesiac plenty of time to search for a weapon. He scanned the space, decided on a wooden chair from the adjoining dining room, then grabbed it, hoisted it above his head, and charged towards the bastard like a train off its tracks.


  His footfalls were a siren to the bald man who spun around — Oh Christ, that face ― just as the chair came crashing down into the man’s head with a sick, wet thump.


  The wounded man fell back on top of the woman as his hand reached out and grabbed a leg of the chair. He wrested it away from the intruder and flung it aside, and regained his footing surprisingly fast for a fat man.


  The hulking beast rose, his eyes a mix of confusion and cold, dark, predatory rage as they locked onto the amnesiac. Sticky crimson and chunks of fatty tissue poured from a wound on his forehead and dribbled into his mouth; an angry maw of bad dental work.


  The bald man did the unthinkable by giving vent to a dry and heaving laugh, then swung a lumbering punch that missed its mark, but caused the amnesiac to stumble back and fall to the ground.


  The bald man wiped blood from his face, glared at the amnesiac, and charged. His hands closed around the amnesiac’s neck and a violent wave of energy exploded between the two men. Instead of falling back from the explosion, though, the bald man could not pull away. His hands were fused to the amnesiac’s neck. The bald man’s hands, then his entire body, began to shake violently.


  “What..,” he sputtered, “the… fuck?” his voice garbled, eyes bulged wide as he shook uncontrollably.


  The amnesiac pushed at the man’s arms, attempting to break free. Fate said no. Waves of energy shot through his body, as though his hands had wrapped a live wire. An invisible explosion of energy burst from the bald man and into the intruder’s fingers, flooding first his veins and then his senses.


  His body felt ablaze. The fire tickled his nerves, then twisted into a feeling of impossible strength. He watched, as if a spectator in his own body, as the horrifying scene unfolded.


  The bald man continued to convulse, his skin bubbling as though a thousand currents writhed like snakes beneath his skin. His eyes were hollowed out holes of blackened smoke as thick ropes of blood poured over his engorged tongue and out his open mouth.


  If he’d still had eyes, the last thing the bald man would have seen would have been the color of his skin burn ashy gray as the last of his life drained from his body.


  “Oh my God!” the woman screamed behind him in an unearthly wail.


  The amnesiac looked back just as she flung herself toward him to save the dying abuser who had just tried to kill her. She tripped instead, falling forward into the amnesiac’s arms. Their skin touched. Her body shook and a new fire crackled to life.


  The amnesiac panicked and tried to pull free. He didn’t want to kill her, but could do nothing to break their connection. He fed off the fire, unwillingly, feeling it flood through his body like the pure adrenaline of infinity.


  Energy pulsed in his veins, radiating through his muscles, bone, and skin. He felt every pore of his body suddenly alive like never before! And then he felt some part of himself — some non-physical part — soar up and out of his body, spiraling into the heavens above.


  He floated above the earth and surveyed the neat rows of houses and trees below. The night was teeming with life. He closed his eyes, feeling the vitality of a hundred thousand living things below as surely as he felt the cool breeze whip past the body of his floating ghost.


  What? was all he could think.


  He closed his eyes.


  When he opened them, he was back in his body, staring down at the mosaic of two withered corpses.


  What the hell am I?


  



  **


  



  He stared down at the burned bodies in disbelief. Then at his own flesh. He no longer bore any of the scratches, scrapes, or cuts that lacerated his body just minutes earlier. He felt the pulse of new life beating in the blood beneath his skin.


  He wondered again what the hell happened? More importantly, how? He could not get his brain to embrace the arctic truth lying in ash before him.


  In a vain desire to resolve his numbing questions and the enigma of his identity, he slipped into a downstairs bathroom and finally came face to face with his disquieting reflection.


  The face that stared back was young, with only two tiny wrinkles yet to flirt with the corners of his full mouth. His dark hair and indigo eyes were no more recognizable than a stranger off the street. He leaned in close, examining his features as though they were behind glass in a museum. The image blurred like a breaking wave, causing him to lean closer, to get a closer look, as if distance was the issue, and not his eyes playing tricks on him.


  Then the hair on his neck rose to the sound of water running from a faucet he hadn’t turned on.


  What the?


  Suddenly, the mirror image was gone, replaced by a mug he’d seen just minutes earlier — the angry face of the bald man.


  He fell back against the wall, before realizing his reflection hadn’t changed. He wasn’t looking through his own eyes; he was peering through the eyes of the dead man, images caught in a previously lived moment when the man had been shaving his head.


  The image shimmered again, and the false reflection was gone, replaced with the wide-eyed stare coming from the hollow eyes of the amnesiac.


  Without warning, the entire bathroom disappeared, and the amnesiac found himself staring into the approaching fist of the bald man. A split second shattered in the impact, and the amnesiac felt like the dull echo of a faraway sound. The bald man landed another blow and the amnesiac felt it, like a phantom pain in an absent limb. He screamed in a voice that was not his own, but that of the woman who had suffered the beating he was now experiencing.


  Reality returned, with the bathroom mirror, and he fell to the ground, shaking with vertigo.


  The roller coaster then kicked into motion again, and he felt his body thrusting forward into a deep descent.


  A million memories rushed through his skull in a chaotic burst of flashing images and unholy cacophony — voices yelling, children crying, sirens, and maybe every sound the bald man and the woman had ever heard. It was too much; the man’s head felt as if it were splitting, the alien thoughts about to spill from the seams and swallow him whole. He reached up as if squeezing tightly would be enough to keep his skull intact and would quell the thoughts.


  More images swam through his mind in a dizzying current that nearly drowned him with the sick realization that he was somehow infected with the memories of the people he’d killed.


  The sounds grew louder ― snippets of conversation, sounds of music, stolen thoughts, growing louder and faster; cold and sharp like the blades of a million little daggers, each digging into some deep part of his brain like a worm burrowing to the center of an apple. Should the worms reach the core, the man knew with certainty, it would plunge him deep into a madness from which he would never ascend.


  Whatever traces were left of his life before this were drowning in chaos as he struggled to find some tether back to reality.


  The whirling world flickered in and out of existence, one second displaying the reality before him and the next, the unnerving world behind the eyes of the dead.


  He couldn’t fight anymore.


  He let go and slipped into the darkness.


  



  **


  



  The amnesiac woke to the sound of pounding.


  His eyes shot open as he leaped to his feet in a single fluid movement. With fists clenched tightly at his sides and thick waves of electric currents arcing around them, he stood ready for whatever was coming.


  Nothing came.


  It was still dark outside. He ran to the blinds and closed them to prevent any unwelcome eyes. He thought of whoever had buried him in the woods and wondered if they were outside, waiting to finish the job.


  He listened. The pounding returned, a soft tempo drifting from upstairs.


  Another memory flashed — a closet door — unlike the barrage of visions that nearly drove him mad, this one flared and faded; just long enough to send him up the stairs, hurried but uncertain.


  As he hit the landing, the pounding grew louder, coming from one of the two dark bedrooms at the end of the hall, both doors open.


  “Hello?” the amnesiac’s voice wavered through the quiet.


  “Help, help!” came the shrill scream of a young girl.


  The man raced into the master bedroom and saw the closet door that he’d seen in the memory he stole from one of the dead. The pounding grew louder. He threw open the closet door and flicked on a light. Boxes and clothes, but no child.


  “There’s a lock! Open it!” the child cried out, pounding at where the lock was.


  He tossed boxes aside and saw a lock with a key in it, turned it, threw the lock to the ground, and then pressed against the wall which was, in fact, a secret door.


  Then he saw her. A girl no older than 12, dark hair hanging over her large dark eyes, her mouth wrenched open in an agonized wail mingled with relief.


  Abigail, a memory whispered just as the girl reached out for him, perhaps to thank him with a hug for saving her.


  A spark shot from her skin to his, and suddenly, a barrage of images he would never unsee pierced his mind — the horror of what the bald man had done to her over and over again.


  Oh God!


  The memories flared in a bright light, replaced by reality as he saw their arms locked, her body convulsing and pupils rolling back into her skull.


  It was starting.


  The murderous energy within his touch was going to feed on her, just as it had the two others downstairs. A terrified scream fled his throat as he pulled back with every ounce of his strength to break the connection. They both stumbled backwards, her against the closet door, and he to the ground in the bedroom.


  She scurried on all fours backwards into her dungeon like a wounded animal, shaking, as she put distance between them. Their eyes locked. She looked confused. He felt terrified, and shocked.


  She wasn’t dead.


  He broke the death grasp in time.


  “Don’t …touch me,” he said, breathing a sigh of relief. Fear choked his voice as he said, “I don’t want to hurt you.”


  She continued to stare at him with her large dark eyes.


  He tried not to think of those eyes staring blankly at the fat bald man as he abused her, though that monster’s memory was now his own. He felt a flush of guilt, followed by revulsion.


  She looked down at her bright red arms where they had briefly touched. She looked as if she were trying to think of the right words to say. He wasn’t sure what he expected, but it wasn’t the words that came from the child’s mouth.


  “Did you kill them?” she asked, so utterly devoid of emotion, a chill ran through him.


  “Yes,” he said, about to explain that he had done so accidentally, when she interrupted.


  “Good.”


  * * * *


  


  CHAPTER 3 — A Boy Long Ago


  



  The boy’s bedroom was impossibly dark. Even the moon hanging fat in his window held no reign here. Downstairs, the boy’s father raged. But it wasn’t his father that held his attention or commanded his fear. It was the visitor in his room.


  The shadow that was not a shadow, but not quite a man.


  The boy thought he might be dreaming. He rubbed his eyes and opened them again, attempting to discern the shape, or rather shapes, moving in the darkness of his room.


  “Hello?” the boy said.


  “Hello,” a voice whispered back. “Sorry it took so long.”


  



  * * * *


  


  CHAPTER 4 — The Amnesiac


  



  



  “Wow,” Abigail said as she leaned in close to study the ashen corpses, with a cool curiosity normally accompanied by a fossil brush.


  He had tried to keep her from looking; begging without touch, but she insisted, sprinting down the stairs without timidity. She demanded to see for herself, to know with certainty that her tormentors were dead and the breath of freedom was hers to inhale.


  “How did you do this?” she asked before pausing, the answer dawning across her face. She raised a wavering finger and pointed upstairs toward the makeshift dungeon where she had accidentally touched him and nearly suffered the same fate just a few minutes before.


  “Oh,” she whispered, “like that.”


  “Yeah,” he said, “but I don’t really know how it happened. It… just did.”


  “You’re him, aren’t you?” The understanding that had flickered across her face ever since he’d first entered the small unspeakable chamber, now blossomed in her eyes — like a torch tossed into the rage of a bonfire.


  He gazed at the girl for a long moment, trying to decipher what she meant, wondering if perhaps she could fill in the missing pieces in his memory.


  “You know me?” he asked.


  “I’ve been waiting for you.” Her large dark eyes swam with a sense of awe which both confused him further and unsettled him.


  “How,” he tried to swallow his disbelief, “do you know me?”


  She said, “Wait here,” then turned slowly and headed back upstairs.


  He waited for a minute that felt like an hour until she returned with a folded slip of paper. She held it out, then seemingly thought better of handing him anything, and let the paper waft without ceremony to the edge of his feet.


  He reached down, retrieved the paper and unfolded the crayon drawing of a man with dark hair, blazing blue eyes, and the wings of an angel. The man in her drawing had large overlapping ringlets of red circles ― undulating waves of fire as expressed by the quickly waning innocence of a child — circling his hands. He was ascending toward the heavens, hovering just above a burned body that could only have been one person — the bald man. Below the man were thick dark black lines, caked as if the crayon had been pressed repeatedly to its breaking point against the paper.


  “I dreamed about you,” she said, “Two nights ago. You saved me.”


  He stared at the paper, trying to make sense of everything, and felt as if his head were going to split open.


  “That’s not possible,” he said trying to deny the fulfilled prophecy as drawn by the child.


  Before Abigail could say anything, something triggered an immediate anxiety in him, like some sort of alarm ringing that only he could hear.


  Someone is coming.


  He wasn’t sure how he knew someone was coming, or if it was just fear driving him to flee, but without memory, he had to trust his instincts.


  “I have to leave,” he said, approaching the sliding glass door as another battery of foreign memories rained through his mind.


  



  The old gas hog.


  Keys dangling from the hook by the kitchen.


  Garage door opener in the glove box. Three $100 bills clipped inside a fold out map beneath the seat.


  



  He spun around toward the kitchen, finding the dead man’s keys immediately. “Give me ten minutes, then dial 911,” he instructed, “you’ll be safe.”


  Abigail didn’t cry. She instead threw him a look that made him wish she had.


  “No. You can’t leave me here. I have nobody,” she said in a voice so tiny it seemed as though it would perish amid the faintest of winds. “My family’s been gone almost as long as I can remember. Most of my memories are… There is nobody else.”


  The amnesiac fell to one knee and put his hands behind his back so as not to inadvertently touch her. He wanted so badly to take her hand in his, wipe the tear veined grime from her cheek, and promise her his undying protection. Instead, he locked his eyes on hers.


  “You can’t come with me,” he said meeting her wounded eyes, “the police will find a place for you. They can keep you safe.”


  He stood up and found himself unable to look away from her two tiny marbles of hurt. He opened his mouth for a final apology, but fell to the ground, howling in pain as a splintering agony shot like lightning through his head.


  He teetered back, the protest “not again” barely leaving his lips before he fell into another alien memory — this time of the bald man, just as the stranger was laying his death touch on him. The amnesiac tumbled backward through the sliding glass door, crashed through the glass and descended into another void.


  His mind’s eye flickered on a memory he had not recognized. Of the girl, alone, walking along a surreal landscape. Decaying urban streets and buildings surrounded her. Corpses, human and otherwise, littered the street, being torn to jagged pieces by blurred creatures he could not quite see. Above her, a red sky was a swirling chaos of racing storm clouds; so black they were barely clouds, and more like a darkness chewing the fabric of the world.


  What the?


  Just as he tried to make sense of the vision, dream, whatever it was, a dull light grew brighter pulling him toward the surface of reality.


  An angel floated above him, blurred against the harsh of the ceiling lights. As the image drew into focus, he was met with the almost maternal smile of the girl, Abigail, sitting over him, waiting for him to come to. That’s when he realized why she was a blur.


  He was crying.


  He felt like an emotional wreck, unable to pull himself from the alien memories flooding his mind.


  He slowly sat up, ignoring the piercing pain in his body. “How long was I out?”


  “Twenty minutes,” she said, pointing to a pair of suitcases, already packed and waiting.


  “You won’t be safe with me,” he told her, knowing she didn’t care.


  Suddenly, he caught a glimpse of the clock on the wall. It was 5:02 a.m. That gnawing certainty returned, warning him that someone was coming — perhaps his gravedigger, maybe the authorities. Either way, he needed to find a place to hide.


  He thought of the note in his pocket, the one that warned him not to touch anybody. Whoever wrote it knew what he was capable of.


  But there was another warning, too. To avoid the sunlight. He wasn’t sure why he had to avoid it, but given what he’d already done, he could take no chances.


  He had to go now, as the few moments of available darkness were quickly surrendering to morning light.


  



  * * * *


  


  CHAPTER 5 — The Amnesiac


  



  



  Street lights blurred by the car’s window as the man without a name and the child without a family raced the retreating moon.


  He was in frantic search for a motel far enough from the murder scene to make the mallet in his mind soften its pounding. He’d driven about 40 frenzied miles north before finally spotting an aging Motel Eight, squat and half-forgotten off the highway. A flickering neon light announced “VA_ANCY.”


  The shrubbery surrounding the motel looked as though it had enjoyed unfettered jurisdiction for the last half year, at least; the kind of place where attention to detail wasn’t a priority — the perfect spot for a man with no legal identification to lay low until nightfall.


  Abigail had fallen asleep in the backseat, covered by a tattered pink blanket she had brought along with her. The man thought how normal she appeared, all curled up in slumber as though she hadn’t been damaged by tragedy beyond reason.


  The fat man at the desk barely glanced over the sports page long enough to take the amnesiac’s $40 in exchange for a sticky key ring, its faded blue label peeling with the number 7.


  “Thanks.”


  “Yeah,” the fat man said, “the pleasure was all mine,” in a tone that was either soaked in sarcasm or a crippled attempt at warmth.


  



  **


  



  The room was exactly as squalid as he expected. Though given their circumstances and the haven the motel provided, the door may as well have been opened by his personal butler.


  Abigail plopped onto one of the beds, grabbed the TV remote, and pressed the “ON” button.


  The man half expected to see a news report of the murder, but as Abigail flipped channels, he saw nothing other than bad early morning programming. Perhaps fortune had decided to throw him a bone, and the bodies had yet to be found.


  “Stacy used to let me watch TV sometimes while the monster was out,” Abigail said. “She liked this show.”


  The man glanced at the staged set of a sitcom. He recognized the characters, but not the title of the show, or their names.


  He peered outside a final time at the nearly vacant parking lot, then drew the curtains closed. They were the standard thick motel room variety typical of a roadside rat hole. Funny, the man mused, how he knew such trivial things as the thickness of motel room curtains, but couldn’t recall the essential details of his life.


  He wasn’t sure how amnesia worked, though he seemed to recall in old movies, or perhaps cartoons or fables, the cure was often found in a bonk on the head. Perhaps, he would look for a rubber mallet when things settled down.


  The curtains seized his attention again. He wondered if they were thick enough to keep the room dark and just how much sunlight was too much? Instincts, or perhaps some buried memory, indicated the curtains would be enough — he had only to avoid direct sunlight.


  Vampire.


  The word echoed in his mind from some unknown and far off source.


  He felt the word like an old nickname, though he didn’t seem to have a lust for blood or the fangs he typically associated with the legends. There again, that trivia… or experience which remained in his memory, though his name was a mystery.


  He thought about how he’d sucked the lives from Randy and Stacy, and his subsequent flight into the sky. None of it made sense. Vampire seemed somewhat incorrect, but not altogether wrong.


  Whatever he was, he didn’t think he was human — not all of him anyway.


  He entered the bathroom — no windows. Bad, if he needed to make a quick exit with the girl, but perhaps a good place to go if the sunlight managed to seep through the curtains.


  He stepped from the bathroom and noticed that Abigail’s eyes were already closed as she lay on top of the comforter.


  He longed for sleep but his racing mind wasn’t in the mood to comply. There were too many questions and uncertainties. He just murdered two people and took off with a child. Certainly, someone would come looking for them, and sooner rather than later.


  He was also eager to unravel the enigma of his tangled identity, and to do that, he needed to rest, to clear his mind, and try to remember something of his life.


  He lay on the other bed, fully dressed in the oversized dead man’s clothes he’d taken, and closed his eyes.


  “Do you believe in God?” the girl asked.


  He looked over at her. Her eyelids were still closed, but she wasn’t yet ready to sleep either, it seemed.


  “What?” He wondered if he heard the question correctly.


  “Do you believe in God?”


  “I don’t know. I don’t think I do. But, I don’t know anything before a few hours ago.”


  When the girl failed to ask what he meant, it occurred to him for the first time that she hadn’t raised a single question about his past, or lack of, though he had mentioned his missing memory at least twice. He considered asking her why, but she opened her mouth before he could open his.


  “I don’t think there’s a God. I mean, if there was, why would he allow my parents to die? Or send me to an uncle who sold me to those … people,” she said this last word only after a pause, “I don’t believe God would allow such things.”


  They sat in silence for a while as his mind flashed on the memories he witnessed during their brief embrace. She’d been through sheer hell in her short life. Even if he believed, how the hell could he argue the existence of God with a child who’d gone through what she did?


  He wasn’t sure what to say.


  “They were religious, you know?” she said after a long silence.


  “Who,” he asked. “Randy and Stacy?”


  “Yeah, he used to force me to read The Bible every morning. Said I was infected by the devil because I made him lust after me. It was my fault. I wasn’t godly enough.”


  Again, the man didn’t know what to say. He looked over at the girl. Her eyes were still closed, though he could see her cheeks were wet with tears. She also seemed to be chewing the inside of her cheek nervously.


  Finally, the man found words.


  “You know he was full of shit, right?”


  The girl laughed, just slightly, and wiped at her nose. For the second time this morning he found himself wanting to hug her tightly.


  “Yeah,” she said, “besides, if I were infected by the devil, I would have killed him a long time ago.”


  Further silence stretched between them as the din of the TV rambled on.


  She then said, “But you took care of that for me. You, the angel who doesn’t believe in God.”


  He let out a dry laugh, and the sound bounced an alien echo against the walls of the dark motel room. Their laughter mingled for a moment, and he discovered that he liked the sound of her giggle — raspy, yet pleasant. Exactly like a child’s laugh should be.


  “I’m not a real angel, you know?”


  “I know,” she said, “I saw.”


  “That I don’t have wings?” he asked.


  “No, when we touched. I saw in your head.”


  The man shot up from the mattress as though it carried a current. Abigail flinched as her eyes flicked open, still wet with tears.


  She had seen inside his mind, just as he had seen inside hers!


  What did she see?


  Oh God, maybe she can help me remember!


  He did his best to control his mounting excitement. He didn’t want to scare her. He grabbed the edge of his mattress tight; a silent gesture promising he wouldn’t leap from the bed. She relaxed and then sat up.


  Their eyes met.


  “What did you see?” he asked.


  “I couldn’t make it all out,” she said, “but you were afraid of something. Very afraid.”


  “Was it the coffin I was buried in?”


  “No, I didn’t see that. There was something else, a woman, a woman you loved very much. You were holding hands with her at the beach. You told her you would never forget that moment.”


  He stared at the girl, helpless, desperately wanting to draw deeper from her well — a lost soul trying to see what she had seen. He could remember nothing, let alone a woman he loved.


  “She loves you too,” the girl said, shaking her right foot as she spoke, her toes dangling inches over the carpet between their beds.


  Her movement sent a current into the air that escalated between them, fusing their attraction like ore to magnet. Everything slowed. The light of the TV flickered as each frame seemed to pause slightly before lurching forward like a warped record spinning slowly.


  The amnesiac had no hope of stopping whatever was about to happen.


  The girl moved forward, her bare feet hitting the carpet as she moved forward, inching closer to his scuffed leather boots. He looked up and saw her eyes staring straight at him, not through him, as she slowly raised her hands and reached towards his face.


  He tried to pull away, but was paralyzed by the same unseen force which was controlling the girl’s movements.


  The air pulsated in visible waves of purple light surrounding the girl’s hands. He stared at them in awe and felt the rhythm writhe through his skin and then burrow deep into his marrow. Abigail held out her hand, palm open, fingers splayed just inches from his face. Blue arcs of spider web-thin threads of light danced at the tips of her fingers like icy fire, illuminating her face in a ghostly glow.


  His body shook, his heart pounded, and he wanted to cry “no,” but nothing other than a cold gasp could escape the narrowing prison of his throat.


  Her hand inched closer to his face as sparks jumped from her fingers to the tiny hairs on his cheek. Any second now, he feared, they would be locked in that deadly embrace until he robbed her of every ounce of her life, helplessly feeding on her like a parasite until she was nothing more than an empty, smoldering husk.


  He could only watch as her palm moved impossibly close to his face, just centimeters from his forehead.


  A pounding pulsed in his ears, in his head, and in his soul, as the girl’s palm suddenly seemed to shoot forward a surge of arctic energy, sharp as a dagger and straight into his head, freezing him instantly.


  The room around him went instantly black, replaced a half second later with a slow-to-focus image.


  He was standing on a beach, staring at his love. Instantly, a flood of tears surged forth as he whispered, “Oh my God.”


  His hand reached out to touch the memory, but couldn’t. His body was frozen.


  He stared at her. Christ, she is like a painting.


  Emerald eyes, dark auburn hair, lips that curled ever so slightly into a wry smile that was as familiar as it was heart-melting.


  “Hope,” he called out in the duality of now and then.


  She moved closer, whispered in his ear, “Promise, you’ll remember this day always?”


  “Always,” he said as he glanced around, soaking in the image. The setting sun, the cool ocean breeze whipping through her hair. The soft feel of her hands in his. He wanted to die right there in that moment just so he could experience it for an eternity.


  She looked at him with that familiar smile, those eyes that knew him like no other, and spoke again.


  “Don’t say it unless you mean it, John.”


  John!


  The man’s eyes shot open and the bright sun over the horizon blinked away. Heaven was replaced by the darkened reality of the claustrophobic motel room. He stared at Abigail, who stood before him, her hands now dangling at her side. She seemed unharmed by the exchange.


  “Did you see?” she asked, now crying openly.


  “Yes,” John cried too. “Thank you.”


  



  * * * *


  


  CHAPTER 6 — Caleb Baldwin


  7:14 p.m.


  



  Caleb slipped back in the seat aboard his team’s mobile command unit, a 40-foot vehicle stationed two blocks from the crime scene. His right leg was needles and nerves, his left, the beneficiary of a bouncing pencil.


  He sat stone-faced, staring at the bank of monitors flickering with more than a dozen local and national reporters updating viewers with wafers of information on the murders and the missing child for whom they had no name.


  For all the news coverage, there had been precious little news since that morning. The case was already cold, and well on its way to ice.


  After darting his eyes around the cabin to make sure no one was watching, Caleb slipped his hand into his jacket, retrieved a bottle of Oxycontin, popped three in his mouth, and peered inside the bottle.


  Five left. Fuck.


  Caleb perked his ears toward the back of the truck, trying to untangle the sounds, separating the various agents, each on the phone with their sources, trying to mine nuggets of information from a barren shaft. He’d already spent five hours on the phone blistering the ears of every local agency in a vain attempt to light fires under their asses.


  The murderer’s face shot across the network feeds on the monitors like some kind of America’s Most Wanted version of dominos. Caleb squeezed his eyes and fished in his other pocket for his personal cell phone. Eyes still closed, his fingers danced across the keys in a well-rehearsed routine they’d performed several times a day for the past three years.


  He held the phone at his ear, waited for the mechanized direction, then hit ’one,’ then ’one’ again and waited.


  Same as always, the first note of her voice sent an ice slick sliding down his spine.


  “Hi, honey, I’m running late. Carol and I stopped for coffee. Let me know if you want me to bring you anything. Oh, who am I kidding, you’re probably still at work. I love you. See you around eight ― if you’re home. Bye.”


  His heart shattered at the tiny laugh right before she added, “If you’re home,” same as always.


  Such a routine message, one of hundreds over the movement of their marriage which were routinely listened to, sometimes fast forwarded through, then deleted. As hard as it was for Caleb to believe, this message was the sole survivor — the only recording he had of a voice that would never vibrate again.


  He’d never thought to shoot video of Julia, or even the two of them together, despite having two video cameras and a drawer of unwrapped cassettes. This, and the copies he’d since made, were all that he had left to remind him of her beautiful voice.


  With the bottomless sorrow that follows regret, Caleb thought of the countless messages, vanished to vapor like the call of a bird who has flown to another sky. He would gladly swap his soul for a scattering of messages to meander through again; something beyond the endless loop of her final voicemail.


  He had seen her the night of those final words, but he had come home too late. She was already asleep. His mind burned at the memories of all the times he’d ignored her, putting her second to work. How he wished he could turn back time and go home to spend just a few more hours with her.


  Two days later, she would be dead.


  His heavy eyelids still draped the pupils that would have been wet if he’d had any tears left to cry. Sadness had eroded to numbness over time. Nowadays, he didn’t feel much of anything.


  He turned his phone off, put it back in his pocket, and was about to reach for the pills again when he heard someone coming — Agent Luis Alvarez.


  “Cops in Westchester found the car,” Alvarez said.


  Caleb shot to attention, and instantly saw that Alvarez had the look of a man about to bear bad news.


  “What?” Caleb asked.


  “Cop on the scene broke protocol,” he said. “He approached the car on his own. And then shit hit the fan.”


  Caleb’s eyes narrowed to two even slits, his voice a harsh whisper, “What the fuck?!”


  



  * * * *


  


  CHAPTER 7 — John


  



  6:42 p.m.


  A half hour earlier…


  



  John rose from his sleep to the smell of soap and the bottled sound of television. On the other bed, Abigail sat, knees folded to her chest, hair wet, wearing one of the dead woman’s black long sleeve shirts.


  Silent, Abigail pointed to the television.


  His image was plastered on the screen over the word “SUSPECT.” Beside it, a photograph of the girl with the word “MISSING” in bold letters, sheet white.


  “They think you took me,” she said.


  He could only stare.


  The inevitable was unfolding. His eyes followed the reporter, running his hand through his hair as the reporter broadcast the make and model of their vehicle, with the license plate number as the cherry on the top. “… requesting that anyone with information call 1-800-93…”


  The car!


  John leaped from bed and ran to the drawn curtains before stopping himself.


  “Is it still light out?” he asked the girl.


  “Yeah,” she said, “I just looked outside to see if any cops were here.”


  He glanced at the clock on the TV’s cable box — 6:42 p.m. He wasn’t certain how he knew, but he figured he probably had another 20 minutes before nightfall.


  “Can you drive?” he asked the girl.


  



  * * * *


  


  CHAPTER 8 — Abigail


  



  



  Abigail tried to cloak her fear, but her hammering heart and quivering limbs gave lie to the guise as she stepped from the safety of the motel room and into the smeared tangerine sunset.


  Clad in an indigo hooded jacket, draping down nearly to her knees, she hoped to adopt the look of a wee woman on her way to the car.


  Nothing to see here, folks, no siree.


  A simple request from John, to move the car, but he may as well have asked her to initiate a space shuttle launch. Abigail had never driven before, and the last time she was a willing passenger was before her parents died, back when she was seven. Her memories of driving with her father hazy enough to make her wonder if they were of her own invention.


  Yet, when John requested she move the car, she had agreed without a flinch. What else could she say? She had to be brave for the angel who saved her from the monster’s closet. Before she left the motel room, John explained the basics of driving a car, which she committed to memory and wrote down on a piece of motel stationery — just in case.


  The parking lot was fuller than it had been when they arrived in the morning. That was probably a good thing, she figured, as she was far less likely to be recognized among others. But it also increased the odds that she’d run into someone who had seen the news of her “abduction.”


  Whatever happened, she did not want to fall into the hands of the authorities or anyone assigned to protect her interests. Their previous failures had already left her with plenty of scars that had no hopes of healing.


  How could a child drop off the radar these days? How could she be pulled from school, sold to someone, and locked in a dungeon and held prisoner for three years without anybody noticing?


  The agencies designed to protect her had failed and she would never trust them again.


  She felt safe with John. Safer than she’d felt in years, even though she knew a brush from his skin could kill her just as it had done to Randy and Stacy. She wasn’t sure why she trusted John so much. Maybe, she figured, because she had dreamed of him, or an angel that looked like him, anyway, saving her.


  Or maybe it was something else…


  Something happened when they briefly touched, something reason couldn’t explain. A bridge had connected them. Though it hardly seemed possible, she felt as if she’d known John a lifetime already. She hadn’t seen all his memories, only glimpses, but it was enough to know she could trust him. He would protect her no matter what.


  And she would do the same for him.


  As Abigail neared their vehicle, parked about 90 yards from their room, a family of four spilled from a dusty minivan.


  A boy and girl, both younger than six, first looked at her with passing glances before they locked their glances into stares. Their mother, a heavyset woman with a skittish expression, also stared at her. Then the woman rushed the kids to grab their stuff, and slid the minivan’s door closed. The mother stole a second glance at Abigail, but Abigail broke the stare, pointed her nose at the concrete, and kept walking towards the car.


  She thought the woman was still looking at her, perhaps silently wondering, “Is that her?”


  Abigail’s heartbeat raced as she felt like it took forever to reach the stolen car. She considered passing it, suddenly certain the family recognized her as The Missing Child, and was now scrutinizing her every move. Just as she reached the car’s bumper, she turned right, opened the car door and climbed inside.


  She slid into the front seat, craned her neck, glanced in the rearview mirror, and saw that the family was not watching her after all. They were walking toward their room.


  She exhaled with a bottomless breath she hadn’t known she was holding.


  Abigail retrieved the instructions from her pocket and started to read. She reached down and pulled the seat up as far as it would go, leaned close to the wheel and stretched her bare feet down to touch a gas pedal that felt half frozen against her foot. She inserted the key into the ignition, whispered a silent prayer to a God she knew had long ago stopped listening (if He had ever lent her an ear at all) and turned the key as her heart slid to the bottom of her chest.


  The car lurched backward before her foot found the break, then stopped with a sharp shudder, throwing her like a rag doll against the cracked leather seat.


  Her eyes flitted across the windshield nervously as she tried to determine if she had gathered attention, but the parking lot was empty of people at the moment. She slowly backed up before sliding the car into “Drive” and the car jerked towards the busy four lane road.


  The street was surprisingly busy, and the cars seemed to be driving so fast. She waited for a lull in traffic, praying nobody would drive up behind her in the parking lot, or worse, that a cop would drive past.


  She spotted a break in traffic, just enough to get out quickly and make a sharp right.


  Turning the wheel rapidly in her hands, she misjudged her speed and the car veered violently onto the rood, sweeping into oncoming traffic.


  Abigail looked up just in time to see a red truck barreling towards her in the same lane.


  She was helpless, spinning the steering wheel faster until the car corrected, then over corrected and bounced up on the sidewalk and then back to the road again with a thud. A horn blasted as the red truck jerked left and into the far lane, missing her by barely the breath bottled in her throat.


  Once in the correct lane, Abigail slowed the car to a crawl. Adrenaline tinged her tongue as her stomach churned. The shopping center she was told to leave the car in was barely a block away, nothing between it and her other than a gas station. She would turn right, park the car, and run back to the motel as fast as her legs would carry her.


  Just as she passed the gas station, she heard the unmistakable sound of a siren, looked up and saw the flash of the cop car’s light bar.


  She froze, her foot still on the pedal, driving slowly, and hoping the cop was only wanting her to move out of the way so he could chase somebody else.


  The cop’s siren blurted in a hiccup, followed by a man’s voice crackling gravel through a speaker.


  “Pull over.”


  



  * * * *


  


  CHAPTER 9 — John


  



  



  John raced around the room, tossing their few belongings into the two suitcases they’d stolen from the house. They would leave the second the sun’s light was extinguished from the horizon. They’d have to find a new car, of course. How they’d do that, John had no idea. He may not have known who he was, but he was fairly certain his latent memories didn’t include the ability to hotwire cars.


  They would also need to swap license plates from another car and whatever one they stole. He hoped that would keep them off the radar until he could figure out how to get another vehicle. John scanned the room, hoping to see a knife or something he could use as a screwdriver to remove the plates.


  Finding nothing, he collapsed on the bed, acutely aware that his looming fate now rested in the tiny hands of a little girl.


  Abigail had agreed to moving the car without blinking, though John knew she had zero driving experience. Still, he figured, it wasn’t too hard to drive a few thousand feet. One of the things he could remember was how to drive, though not of what kind of car he drove, if any. Driving seemed easy enough that a kid could do it. Parking, on the other hand, could present a bit of a problem. He imagined her crashing the car and inviting the attention of nearby police.


  Part of him believed she’d be better off in the custody of the cops, anyway. They would be able to help her; find her a proper home; keep her away from the walking death he obviously was.


  He wasn’t sure what Abigail was expecting of him, but he couldn’t imagine taking care of her longterm. Especially considering his condition. Even if his life were completely normal, though, how could he just take in a child he didn’t even know? Certainly there had to be rules and such one had to follow, such as adoption. And what agency in the world would hand a child over to a murderous fugitive with no name?


  John started to circle the same question he’d been asking himself since their flight from the house that morning. Why hadn’t he just left the girl to be found by police? At the time, he’d not thought it through. Abigail was in need and he was too. He couldn’t trust that he wouldn’t pass out again, and she might have been able to get them to a motel, or at least out of sunlight in an emergency.


  At the time, he thought he was helping her. But now he wondered if he wasn’t being selfish to drag her into the unknown horrors awaiting him.


  He was a man without a past. The police were hunting him and at least one person had seemingly buried him alive. And of course, there was the fact that he might be a vampire, or monster of some other sort.


  The possibilities were endless and the implausibility of it all kept him sprawled on the bed instead of pacing the floor.


  Maybe she’s better off without me.


  Still, there was something else.


  There was a connection between them, drawing them together during their first brief touch, and then again this morning, when she sent one of his memories sailing straight back at and inside him. There was something bigger than the two of them at work, something that held him in place while silently instructing her to deliver the memory.


  Something was guiding them, and John knew it. It didn’t have to make sense; there was understanding in the deepest recesses of his reptilian brain, pieces of a puzzle scattered across a table. Some face up and some face down, but all his to assemble.


  To understand how the pieces fit, he needed to see them all in one place. To put the puzzle of his life together, he needed Abigail.


  He just hoped that he wasn’t endangering her in his quest.


  



  * * * *


  


  CHAPTER 10 — Abigail


  



  



  Abigail craned her neck and narrowed her eyes toward the side mirror. No matter how much she wanted to deny it, the cop was pulling her over.


  She pressed her foot gingerly on the brake, but it wasn’t gentle enough. The car bucked forward then shuddered to a stop at the edge of the sidewalk.


  Abigail kept her eyes fastened on the mirror but couldn’t see into the cop’s front window.


  She tasted the familiar coppery adrenaline in her throat as her mind raced through a dozen scenarios of escape ― none remotely realistic, especially considering she lacked even a basic set of driving skills, let alone the ability to evade a police car in a high speed pursuit.


  The keys in the ignition jiggled in time to the engine’s purr, both against the backbeat of her foot tapping nervously against the floorboard.


  The cop was still in his car.


  Is it supposed to take this long? What is he doing?


  Suddenly, as if responding to her thought, the cop’s voice boomed over the speakers on top of his light bar.


  “Put your hands where I can see them and step out of the vehicle!”


  Abigail was frozen, swallowed by the ambiguity of adult procedure.


  The cop issued his command a second time, his voice deep, cold, emotionless. Authoritative.


  Abigail released a tiny shriek as her hands fumbled with the door handle, unable to open it. Panic rose like a tide in her throat as the realization that she might be shot for not obeying the cop became as real as the bruised violet sky hazing through the smear of the windshield.


  “Please don’t shoot!” she cried out, though he couldn’t possibly hear her, turning and pulling down her hood to show she was merely a child.


  “Hands in the air, step out of the car,” the voice echoed.


  Abigail’s hands found the lock, though she didn’t remember locking the door, unlocked it and stepped out of the car slowly, afraid that the cop would mistake the slightest speed in her movement and shoot her.


  “Hands up, face away from me.”


  Abigail obeyed, the world slowing to a few frames per second around her. She could feel the eyes of strangers in cars as they passed by in the middle and far lanes. She and the cop had caused the right lane traffic to stop cold.


  “Walk backwards to the sound of my voice, keep your hands in the air,” the voice commanded.


  Gravel and debris bit into her bare feet as she took a tentative step back. All those eyes on them, each driver and passenger craning to get a glimpse, if only a moment, of the drama unfolding.


  “Stop,” the voice said, “down on your knees.”


  Abigail slowly got to her knees, quivering like the last leaf clinging to a tree in the fall. She could feel the cop’s glare on her as he stepped from his car and started his approach. Tears streaked down her face, the salt stinging her lips.


  “Hands out, palms up,” the cop said.


  Abigail was confused.


  Why is he shouting at me?


  Can’t he see I’m a child?


  She desperately wanted to turn around to show that she was not whatever villain he thought her to be. To do so, she knew, would invite him to shoot her dead on the spot.


  Traffic was crawling and she could hear the angry horns from frustrated drivers, stuck a block back without a view of the action. She wondered if John could see the traffic building up. If he took notice, perhaps he could come save her — again.


  “Cross your legs at the ankles,” the cop said.


  The officer’s instructions confused Abigail as the traffic, the eyes of the drivers, and the cop’s gun all gathered velocity to meet the real time of the world around her.


  Instead of obeying, Abigail tossed the dice, turned around slowly, and asked the cop to repeat himself.


  There he stood, a tall, lanky cop, swimming in his dark green uniform, most of his face hidden behind large shades and an even larger mustache. He looked young and something about him screamed inexperience, yet his hand — and the gun it held — did not waver in the slightest, taking aim directly at her.


  He paused a moment, as if he were just then realizing she was not a dangerous bad guy, but a child. He turned his mouth and said something which she could not hear into the radio at his shoulder. Then he spoke to her. Gun still drawn.


  “Who else is in the car?” he asked.


  “It’s just me!” Abigail cried.


  The cop said something else inaudible into his radio, then moved toward the driver’s door, gun aimed at the car, and quickly scanned the car for another occupant.


  “Are you okay?” the cop asked. “You can put your hands down.”


  “Yes,” Abigail whispered, turning to the officer for confirmation before standing. He nodded.


  “What’s your name?” The cop holstered his gun and pulled out a pad and pen.


  “I don’t know,” she lied.


  Meanwhile, a line of cars had built up behind the cop car, waiting to merge into the middle lane which was filled with rubberneckers, slowing to a crawl as each car begged for a ticket to the show. Abigail felt naked with so many eyes on her.


  Just get it over with, do what you need to do, and put me in the car.


  “A lot of people are looking for you,” the cop said, finally recognizing her. “Where is he?”


  “Where’s who?” Abigail asked, her eyes breaking away and falling on a lightning bolt crack in the asphalt by the officer’s feet.


  “The man who kidnapped you.”


  “I wasn’t kidnapped,” she said, looking up as a dusty gray van idled behind the cop car, unable to find a break in the traffic to merge into the middle lane to go around them.


  The cop couldn’t care less about the traffic jam, his attention was fixed on Abigail and going nowhere.


  “Do you know where the man is now? Do you know his name?”


  Abigail wasn’t sure what to say, but forced herself to raise her chin, stare into his mirrored lenses, and continue to feign ignorance.


  The van got impatient and swerved violently into the next lane, cutting off a pickup truck the color of old chalk. The man behind the wheel of the pickup laid on the horn causing the cop to turn around just as the van pulled up alongside them. Abigail thought she heard the hum of the passenger window as it was rolled down and…


  The van screeched to a stop.


  The cop barely had time to grab his gun before his head exploded in a crimson river of gore.


  Abigail screamed as the cop’s body fell to the ground in front of her.


  Her mind registered a face in the passenger side of the van a second behind her eyes. It was wearing a black mask of some kind. The side panel door rolled open in a thunderous roar. Inside she saw at least three others, dressed all in black and wearing matching masks.


  One of them leaped out and grabbed Abigail’s hair, yanked her forward, and tossed her into the van in one violently rapid movement. Something closed tight around her mouth as a strong odor choked her nostrils and she slipped into an icy blackness.


  



  * * * *


  


  CHAPTER 11 — John


  



  



  Something was wrong. The ice water that had settled in John’s veins was now coursing towards his spine and speaking of Abigail’s trouble.


  He bolted upright in the bed and glanced at the clock on the cable box – 6:51 p.m. — and then at the curtains. His boots dug into the carpet as he made three long strides toward the shrouded wall. He wanted to part the curtains and take a peek outside, but he feared what might happen. The sun was low in the sky, but still there, and John could feel its deadly light holding him prisoner in the motel room.


  Another 10 minutes at least.


  A current rippled through his body and caused the hair on his arms to stand on end as he paced the floor, repeating his whisper to no one.


  “The girl is safe ― this is all in your mind.”


  A seam in his mind suddenly split open and spilled a swift shimmer of images. John caught a glimpse of a rearview mirror, a cop car with spinning red and blue lights, and the edged shadow of a looming nightmare.


  Fuck.


  The image evaporated almost as quickly as it came. John tried to comfort himself with the thought that it was just fear holding court in his head, mocking him like the final rays of the sun outside. If he could only ignore it a little while longer, he would be rewarded with Abigail walking through the door. Any minute now, he almost allowed himself to believe.


  As if to punish hope for daring to show its face, John was slapped with another flash, just as quick and twice as painful. He saw Abigail’s hand push open the door of the old sedan before she stepped onto the road.


  The image turned to gauze, then faded to black.


  John frantically circled the room as though his body was an antenna seeking for the connection he had with the girl. Logic told him he was imagining things. Abigail was fine. She’d be back any second. But logic had spiraled down the drain along with his sanity the moment he woke in a coffin.


  What he was seeing was real.


  He closed his eyes, trying to coax another image into view, but nothing would color the sudden hollow of his mind. If there was a way to control this, whatever this was, he was operating without a manual.


  “Damn it,” he snarled in a voice several octaves deeper than it had been. The new timbre surprised him, as though a stranger’s voice had been driven from the depths of his throat.


  Another flash and he found himself again looking through Abigail’s eyes and up at the cop.


  The image turned to vapor.


  Shit.


  John double checked the bags sitting in front of the door. Everything was packed and good to go. He glanced at the curtains again, tried to summon the courage to pull them aside, then shuddered with the thought that it would probably be easier to part the sea.


  If you open the curtains, you’ll burn just like Randy and Stacy.


  Another flash. Abigail was looking around at the traffic, frantic. So many people staring at her. John was swimming inside her emotions, feeling her longing to just disappear. He caught another brief glimpse of the cop before the image vanished, replaced by the sight of his hand curling tightly into the thick motel curtains.


  Fuck it.


  He tugged the curtains aside, no more than a couple of inches, and his world exploded in a helix of fire and agony.


  John launched back, hitting the far wall, causing a tacky motel room framed piece to fall onto him. The left side of his face matched the inferno erupting across the sudden blistering along his left arm. His mouth opened impossibly wide to unleash the earsplitting shriek of a banshee. He writhed beneath the frame, wracked in torment for what seemed an eternity. He focused on the only thing he could see from where he was ― a cracked electrical outlet ― fixing his eyes on it to serve as an anchor to keep him rooted in this world and to prevent him from blacking out again.


  Abigail needed him.


  He held tight, riding out the waves of pain as they decreased in intensity. However, he still felt as if he’d been hit by a truck ― a truck on fire ― and could only lay on the floor. He thought of Abigail again, her wide eyes, and felt a pang in his heart. That she should suffer so much in her short life enraged him. He shrugged the framed art aside and sat up.


  The curtains had fallen back closed, returning the room to the safety of darkness.


  The sickly sweet smell of burning flesh permeated his nostrils and stirred a surprising growl in his stomach despite knowing the scent was of his own body roasting. His left arm was the color of charred brick, raw with blood and torn skin, but still functioning.


  He dreaded seeing his face.


  John pulled himself up against the wall and slowly made his way to the bathroom mirror. The left side of his face was the snapshot of a monster. Not as bad as his arm, but horribly mottled. His left eye was crusted shut and throbbing beneath the thin mangled membrane of remaining flesh.


  The mirror disappeared in another flash, replaced with Abigail’s vision. She was still with the cop, the two of them now talking. An approaching van had grabbed her attention. Oh Christ — in the window! A masked man with a gun appeared in slow motion.


  The image disappeared alongside all lucidity.


  A preternatural quiet suffocated the room, suppressing all but the mingling sounds of John’s shallow breaths and pounding heart. He searched the mirror for a way to save the girl, afraid if he did not act quickly, the next image would be from inside her closed eyelids.


  The silence of dusk was shattered by a gunshot that was half in his mind and half an echo in the distance.


  “Nooooo!”


  John screamed, instinct and rage seizing control of his limbs and driving him into spontaneous motion.


  Though every move seemed to rip his wounded flesh even more, he swallowed the pain and scanned the room. He grabbed the blanket on Abigail’s bed and wrapped it around his body in one quick sweep. He lurched forward and also grabbed two pillow cases, then ran towards the door, stuffed one case inside the other, and pulled them over his head.


  “I’m coming, Abigail,” he said, hoping that whatever connection there was between them carried the message to her.


  He breathed in deeply before opening the door to abandon the safe harbor of the motel in a deadly swap for the savagery of awaiting sunlight.


  John stumbled into the parking lot, hunched over, draped in a blanket, shallow breath echoing against a wall of pillowcases and blowing back, burning hot air against the shredded flesh of his face.


  “What the hell?” a man’s voice said, somewhere to his left.


  John turned his head, but couldn’t see anything beyond the pillowcases. While there was light around him, natural and otherwise, there wasn’t enough light to discern the shadows which raced across his one-eyed gaze.


  A woman, also to the left, shrieked several times in rapid succession, or perhaps there was more than just the one woman wailing. John couldn’t tell.


  As he moved forward awkwardly, sunlight singed his feet, but the pain wasn’t nearly as severe as what he’d felt back in the motel. He hunched over, draping the blanket lower and thickening the protective barrier that stood between sunlight and skin. The fire in his flesh slowly cooled as he tried to figure out where he was in relation to where he wanted to be.


  To his far right, he heard the shrieking chaos and screeching metal simmering in the shooting’s aftermath. John hobbled forward like a blind hunchback, navigating the parking lot with only memory and muffled sound as his guides.


  He stumbled several times, barely managing to keep himself upright before slamming into the side of a car. The blanket slipped through his fingers against the grain of his surprise as his skin met one of the final shafts from a fading sun. He was immediately punished.


  John screamed and fell to the ground, grabbing and yanking the blanket back over himself. He swallowed hard and tuned his ears to the reception of unfolding disaster. John pulled the blanket tighter, rose to his feet and continued to amble blindly forward. His mind desperately reached into the world, famished for the slightest sign of Abigail — any signal to pull him toward her — but the air between them seemed empty. The connection between them dissipating like wafting smoke from a flame lost to the wind.


  Still, John could practically smell Abigail’s peril and knew he had to find her. He continued to push himself harder and faster against the antagonistic wind of blind momentum. He’d made it out of the motel parking lot and about 10 yards down the street when he felt his blanket brush against something, his feet tripped into the tangled fabric, and he toppled into approximately 180 pounds of anger.


  “What the fuck is your problem?” a man shouted from the other side of the blanket.


  “He’s got a gun!” someone else screamed.


  Gun?


  Who has a gun? Do they think I have a gun? Or do they see the men Abigail saw?


  Confusion, panic, and the sounds of running footsteps reverberated in all directions. Some moving away from him and others — straight at him.


  “Hey motherfucker,” a man’s voice yelled, livid but leading.


  John felt a harsh blow to his back as someone shoved him to the ground and an entire city seemed to land on top of him, punching, kicking, shoving him down.


  His world twisted into a sudden whirlwind of suffering and bedlam.


  A distant wail of sirens grew louder as hands clawed at his pillowcase, tearing at his hair and where the pillowcase had stuck to his bloody face.


  John’s fingers strained to hold tight to the pillowcase and blanket as he curled into a frail ball, taut with despair.


  More yelling, and cursing, drowning out his cries to get off.


  An army of blows assaulted his ribs, his back, and his head as the angry mob kicked, hit, and tore at him. At some point, the pain would be too much to bear, and he would either lose the battle and be torn apart by or burned alive when the blanket was pulled fully away — or perhaps both.


  No, no, no, no, this can’t be happening.


  Sirens wailed closer, blurting and buzzing, followed by a man’s voice booming through an intercom punctuating the arrival of the authorities, “Back away.”


  The mob continued the torrent, raining blow after blow while John grappled with wavering consciousness while clinging to the blanket.


  The sound of splitting cotton magnified with anger in John’s ears as the pillowcase surrendered to the militia of mauling hands. John flinched as the final ribbon of his cotton armor was ripped from his face, and the blanket immediately followed as the crowd roared in victory.


  He was prepared for an immediate passing into whatever Hades was waiting.


  He was met instead with twilight and cool wind that caressed the sides of his bloody, charred cheeks like a salve against his angered flesh.


  In that instant, John’s world had tipped into new possibility.


  The sun was gone.


  Darkness had reclaimed the sky and awakened something within him. Something with the power to render rage and an unholy thirst into power. Time had seemed to again pause to a crawl only for him — giving him a moment to inhale his surroundings.


  Dozens surrounded him. But the most immediate threat was looming above him, a young man poised to deliver a lethal kick into John’s face. In that suspended moment, the man’s eyes went from dark with feral rage to wide and white with fear.


  John growled as reality moved forward like a snapping rubber band, and he caught the man’s boot, wrenched his leg sideways until it snapped, and sent the punk to the ground in a single sweep.


  Time was moving at normal speed again as John rose to his feet.


  John turned in a slow circle, sweat pouring from one side of his face while blood dripped from the other, eying the encroaching crowd. They cautiously retreated almost in unison like a pack of gazelles who had happened upon a feasting lion. A collective instinct spoke a whisper of inherent truth — Death is here.


  John lunged at his attacker, his fingers closing so hard around the man’s throat that they almost went straight through. Their skin fused together as John drank deep from the man’s life force.


  John lowered his chin as he felt his eyes roll to the back of his head, feeling the energy, and the man’s memories, flow through his body. Oddly, he’d not seen any of the man’s memories as he had with his first two victims. He’d been hungry, and the feeding was hitting the spot like nothing he’d ever eaten. His skull bobbed back and forth in a half drunken nod as his skin rippled with some unseen internal climax. The fibers of his body were alive and moving, his flesh mending like death in reverse.


  Oh God yes.


  Screams, as witnesses scattered from the feasting. Some started to run. Others, like animals seized by headlights, could do nothing.


  Holding the withering corpse casually in his palm, John turned sharply, his eyes locking onto those of another lamb in the crowd. Standing 10 feet away — an older man holding a tire iron, which John was sure had been used to hit him.


  “You!” John uncurled a finger at the man, then leaped onto his body and stole another life.


  The second time was different, energy flooding from the man, like blood from a sudden cut — so fresh it still wore a tease of blue. John saw a glimpse of himself attacking the man, then flashed on a memory of the man eating lunch — pizza. Some dark part of John laughed out loud at the befitting vision as he feasted on the fallen man.


  Thunder tore through the riot — a gunshot.


  John snapped out of his feeding, glanced up and saw a sheriff’s deputy, 10 feet away, aiming a shotgun at him. The first bullet was a stray, but John was certain Lady Luck wouldn’t grant him a second grace. He tossed the dead burning man at the cop, then sprinted towards the grocery store parking lot.


  Another gunshot.


  A car window in front of John erupted in chunked pieces of safety glass.


  “Stop!” the cop shouted.


  John didn’t.


  He raced ahead, wrestling his senses for a second of calm, just long enough to carve himself an escape.


  The cop kept pace 10 yards back, then stopped to take another shot. Death whizzed by his ears and smashed into another car window.


  Ahead, John spotted a woman leaning into the back of her car, gently setting brown bags into an empty back seat. While others in the parking lot had noticed him, the woman had not. He raced up behind her and screamed, “Move!”


  Her head hit the inside roof of the car as she spun around clumsily, her heel slipping forward, stopping short of touching John’s leg. She was young, with long blond hair, full of energy, which he could feel flaring from her every pore. A hunger stirred within him, a mix of lust and a desire to feed. She stared at him, frozen by fear or something else he couldn’t quite place in the narrow sweep of a second.


  The woman’s rear window shattered as another gunshot rang out and she gave release to a piercing shriek, suddenly shaken from her temporary lull. She launched herself backwards in the car, jerked open the passenger side back door, and scrambled out the other side. As she ran for safety, John spun around to see the cop advancing on him, about 30 yards away, aiming the shotgun.


  Out of the corner of his eye, John saw that the woman had dropped her keys on the ground.


  He ducked down, grabbed a handful of silver, opened the front door, and jumped into the driver’s seat.


  “Stop!” the cop screamed, now only a few yards away.


  John keyed the ignition and threw the car in reverse, yanking the wheel hard right. The car stopped just in front of the cop as he leveled the shotgun squarely at John’s head. John shifted into drive and floored the gas, but not before the cop fired, thunder erupting from the shotgun.


  The slug shattered the window and found its mark, slamming into John’s chest — thrusting him back against the seat at the exact moment the car struck the cop and sent his badge scraping across the hood and his body into an angry tumble behind the bumper.


  John gasped for air, barely managing to dip out of the shopping center parking lot and into traffic. Though the pain was intense, his wounded flesh was already starting to stitch itself together as his breath returned.


  “Where are you?” he asked Abigail as he navigated his way through horrified pedestrians and sluggish vehicles.


  There was no answer on the other end.


  



  * * * *


  


  CHAPTER 12 — Abigail


  



  



  Abigail lifted her head and opened her eyelids to a swath of angry shadows cast in a blood-red blur.


  She was sitting upright in a chair, arms fastened behind her, and thick cord chewing at her ankles. Somewhere above her, soft cinnamon lights cast the dark room in a sinister blush. She nearly jumped when she saw the hazy image of someone sitting directly in front of her, also bound.


  She pretended not to notice the other person, while slowly attempting to calculate her surroundings before her captors grew wise to her awareness; a lesson well learned during her time in the monster’s closet. Her new cage was maybe twice the size of her closet, yet it still felt cramped.


  A dull ache shivered through her body as she tried to squirm free of her bindings. They were too tight.


  Only once her mind’s fog started to recede, did she realize the other prisoner was just her own reflection in a large mirror that ran up and down the length of the wall. In the reflection, she saw a concrete wall with another smaller mirrored window and a door with no knob — just a deadbolt.


  Prisoner again.


  The last thing Abigail remembered was the van door sliding open. Immediately before that, the thing she would never forget — the murder of the cop. She remembered looking down and watching in horror as his blood sprayed across her arms and the front of her jacket. The jacket was now missing. She was in the tee shirt and pajama bottoms she’d been wearing, with the stench of sweat and blood coating her like dry mud.


  Abigail struggled again to loosen her binds, but her muscles spasmed in painful protest. She wiggled her toes against a cold floor which had neither tile or carpet, dressed instead in the slightly powdery feel of unfinished concrete. Using her toes, she found just enough leverage to push her chair back a bit. The chair screeched, and she was certain whoever was watching her, probably from the other side of the mirror, had heard the sound.


  She looked directly into the mirror and smiled.


  “Well, what are you waiting for?” she asked in a voice that wore an unwavering veneer of false courage.


  Silence met her facade.


  A sudden fear rippled through her body as Abigail wondered which would be the worse fate, to be left alone in a room to die or held prisoner by the men who stole her. She had only seconds to stew in the alternatives before she heard the sound of keys jingle against the other side of the door.


  The lock clicked and the door swung open.


  A tall bald man wearing all black materialized in the reflection. He appeared to be in his late 40’s, but truth is always more difficult in the dark. His face harbored no color and his cheeks were sunken. Two black pits bounced against the mirror toward Abigail from the grey pools sunken in the man’s face. He smiled, perhaps the creepiest smile she’d ever seen — even worse than Randy’s. He made her think of a drawing of a scarecrow she once saw in a book.


  The man in black disappeared from the doorway for a moment before Abigail heard a long, drawn out scraping sound coming up the hall.


  Scraaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaape…


  What the?


  She watched the mirror, her heart beating loud enough to echo as she tried to imagine the source of the din.


  Scraaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaape…


  The man reappeared, dragging a heavy looking black wood chair slowly and deliberately behind him, his eyes never leaving her reflection; the crooked smile never leaving his face.


  Scraaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaape…


  “Hello,” he said, his voice so smooth it was almost soothing, which only added to its menace.


  The scraping grew louder as he circled her with the chair before coming to rest just a few feet in front of her. He yanked the chair up, surprisingly quick and Abigail flinched. His smile widened.


  He then slammed the chair down with a thunderous crack which echoed off the walls. The chair’s back faced her. The man sat down, his legs straddling the seat back, arms draped almost lazily off the back of the chair, his fingers dangling just inches from her chest.


  “Cat got your tongue?” he asked, “I said, hello.”


  “Hello,” she whimpered, her bravery evaporated.


  Abigail’s heartbeat seemed to harbor the decibels of thunder in the confinement of such narrow space. Somehow, the man not only seemed to notice her quickened pulse, but appeared to take great pleasure in her obvious fear.


  “And what is your name, sweetie?”


  She saw no sense in lying, so told him in a scared whisper. He extended his fingers, gesturing a hand shake before pulling them back, as if he had absentmindedly forgotten that she was bound.


  “My name is Jacob,” he said, “and I’d like to ask you some questions about the man you were with.”


  Abigail hesitated then asked, “What man?”


  Jacob ― if that was indeed his name — cocked his head to the side. The same smile that had haunted his face a moment before returned, though wider and this time more terrifying.


  “Listen, Abigail, I am going to ask you some questions and I’d really hate to be you if you lie.”


  She stared at him, silent. She wasn’t trying to be defiant, but rather trying to buy time while she considered how she’d answer questions about her angel.


  Jacob leaned in to Abigail until his fingers were a mere inch from her face. A blue spark shot from his skin to hers and she jumped back with a squeal.


  Is he the same as John?


  She tried to move away, but there was nowhere to go. She imagined his hands seizing her and burning her alive.


  He pulled his hand back, tilted his head slightly, and furrowed his brow.


  “Oh, I’m quite sorry,” he said, wearing sincerity like an ornament, “I really didn’t mean to do that.”


  He stood up, then faced away from her and into the mirror, where his eyes met Abigail’s in an embrace she couldn’t break.


  “You see, sometimes I forget…” he trailed off for a moment, lost in thought, “I certainly don’t wish you any harm. You are only a child, after all. A poor, innocent child caught up in something far beyond her understanding.”


  The sincerity on his face seemed to deepen alongside Abigail’s confusion. She began to wonder if maybe this man could help John. Perhaps the two of them were friends, part of some secret group of whatever they were?


  “Unfortunately,” Jacob said, still staring in the mirror, “my ugly lovelies don’t share my compunctions about children.”


  A sound snapped the unsteady quiet behind her and Abigail watched in horror as something unthinkable writhed through the doorway; something so wretched it devoured the image of the deputy being shot in the head.


  An almost skeletal woman entered the room, nude and hairless, her skin almost featureless, save for a nearly translucent membrane that glistened in the glow of the amber lights. She looked, in a word, undone. Her breasts were two small sacks without nipples. Her face wore the landscape of a nightmare, lacking eyes, ears, or even a mouth, constantly changing as bones, or something, shifted beneath the skin as if in a blind attempt at completing its form.


  The sound, the crunching of bones beneath the monster’s flesh, reached into Abigail’s gut and twisted like a blade.


  The thing moved slowly, its long skeletal fingers reaching out blindly to feel its way around the room as it stepped forward with trepidation. Its footfalls slapped like wet fish against the floor as it moved closer. As the creature’s fingers searched the room, now just three feet away, Abigail began shaking violently in her chair, trying to break free. She wasn’t sure what it would do to her if it touched her, and that made the creature all the more terrifying.


  “No, don’t let it touch me!” she cried out, pleading to Jacob who merely looked down at her, that ever-present smile on his face.


  “Please,” she said again, her voice almost choked in panic as she saw the thing step up just a foot behind her in the mirror, its fingers just inches from finding her in the darkness.


  “Please, Jacob!”


  Jacob held up a hand, almost casually, and the thing recoiled, its limbs flying over its unformed face like a scolded child, or misused animal. An unholy shriek filled the room, though the thing had no mouth. Abigail was certain the shrieking was not something she heard with her ears, but rather her mind.


  “Go!” Jacob commanded and the shrieking stopped instantly.


  The undone monstrosity retreated, its hands finding the doorway before leaving the room.


  Abigail was still shaking and shame flushed her face as she realized she had pissed herself.


  Jacob smiled.


  “Remember now,” he said, smiling. “No lies.”


  



  TO BE CONTINUED …


  



  


  ::EPISODE 2::


  CHAPTER 1 — Caleb Baldwin


  



  Caleb was hard pressed to remember a bigger bunch of fuck-ups than the local law enforcement he was currently saddled with.


  How could they blow a felony stop like that?


  After processing the crime scene with his team and deftly maneuvering through a media blitzkrieg, Caleb retreated to the rolling headquarters seeking relief from the throbbing headache cleaving his concentration to pieces. He sank back into his chair and reached into the inside pocket in his jacket and found his relief.


  Fuck.


  The pill bottle was empty and he’d have to wait until he got home to hit his stash. He lowered his head and unleashed a string of muttered curses, chastising himself for not planning. He prided himself on always being prepared.


  He stared at the reports canvassed across two open laptops on the table in front of him. He had already spent 20 minutes staring at them earlier, but it didn’t make the impossible any easier to swallow. Every eyewitness account read exactly like something from The X-Files. From the ’monster’ who had burned two people to near vapor, to the van that snatched the little girl and shot the cop, this case was quickly mounting to a massive clusterfuck.


  He called a buddy in Missing Persons and asked for help identifying and locating the seemingly kidnapped girl. Caleb had enough shit to deal with without having someone in a van kidnapping an already missing child.


  What the fuck is going on here?


  While information was coming in, it was all bullshit so far. It seemed almost as if fate were conspiring to make this case as difficult as possible. He was close to the killer, for the first time in years, and now the killer was on the run again.


  Weight on the carpet outside his office pulled Caleb’s attention to the doorway. Agent Garcia was standing in the doorstep. He’d been dealing with a half dozen reporters and looked visibly battered, broken, and maybe even burned from the glowing coals they’d spent the day raking him across.


  “The press are asking about the video, and they are demanding to speak to you.”


  “The video at the house?”


  Garcia shook his head and pointed towards the bank of television monitors just past Caleb’s laptops, a flashing mosaic of local and national news feeds. Caleb followed Garcia’s gaze. All but one of the channels was broadcasting varying frames from the same video; shaky footage starring the same leading man from the home video earlier. Only this time, he was bloodied and battered. The suspect was standing on top of his victim, hand fused to the man’s torso as the victim melted to cinders in an embarrassment of seconds.


  “Jesus Christ,” Caleb stood from his chair and leaned forward toward the bank of monitors, “where the fuck did they get that?!”


  “Some kid with his cell phone,” Garcia shook his head. “Punk ass caught the whole thing and put it on Youtube.”


  “And none of us have it?”


  “No sir. Well, not the original.”


  Caleb wanted to punch something; a slab of concrete would’ve been nice. Given the opportunity, he could have squashed the video. Now it was too late. The genie was out of the bottle. With every asshole and their brother armed with cell phones cameras and the proliferation of so-called citizen journalists, it was becoming increasingly harder to control information. There was nothing he could do now except have his people question the video’s authenticity and hope nobody else was walking around with a different angle.


  “Tell them no comment until we get the original video. Then… get me the goddamned video!” Caleb barked as he slammed his fists down on the table and the laptops jumped two inches before falling back into place.


  Garcia left and Caleb sank back in his seat and let out a long sigh.


  Outside, the world was splitting at the seams. Somebody had better find a way to keep it all together, because Caleb sure as hell wasn’t feeling up to the job. He needed a nap. Pills and sleep, in that order.


  He absentmindedly twisted his wedding ring, pondering the second appearance of his killer in less than 24 hours.


  Though the video suggested the supernatural, Caleb had been on the job too long and had seen too much. His team specialized in the unknown and had worked hundreds of cases that seemed to offer no reasonable explanation at the outset. ’Alien’ abductions, monsters, fucking Sasquatches, you name it, Caleb had worked it. Every time the agency had been able to articulate a reasonable explanation, though. And on the rare occasions when his team couldn’t find a logical answer, the cases were kicked upstairs to a more specialized unit who always made sense of the senseless.


  He wasn’t too proud to hope for a monster. A demon would make his quest for justice almost romantic, rather than the up-at-dawn, never-ending, soul-swallowing quixotic siege it now felt like.


  He watched the monitors as the stations hit the top of the hour and started replaying the scene on repeat. His left leg wouldn’t stop bouncing.


  The phone vibrated inside his pocket, making Caleb imagine for just a moment he was having a heart attack. He breathed a near silent fuck as he looked at the phone’s screen to see who was calling — it was Special Agent in Charge Bob Cromwell, his direct superior.


  “Why is this goddamned video on my every channel?” Cromwell asked, almost as if it were a question.


  Caleb brought him up to speed. The case was ice this morning, and had only grown frostier. Not only did they now have a missing child and a murderer, but a cop killing, and a second kidnapping to deal with as well. Caleb could barely imagine how the case could possibly get any more fucked up, so he swallowed hard and closed his eyes, preferring not to tempt fate.


  “We need to talk,” Cromwell said. “How soon can you be here?”


  Caleb sighed and came out the other end with a quick calculation, “About four hours.”


  “Meet me at my house. I have something to show you.”


  Caleb stared at the phone for a full minute after the call. What was so important that SAC Cromwell wanted him there in the middle of the night during the largest news story to hit the west coast in five years?


  Well, at least he was homeward bound. Soon enough he would be sharing city limits with his bottle of pills.


  



  * * * *


  


  CHAPTER 2 — John


  



  



  John was driving north along the highway following nothing but a shadow-flocked trail of instinct, hoping to find his way back to Abigail. His quest to find a van he’d barely gotten a look at through other people’s memories, a van she might not even still be in, seemed only slightly more likely than him finding a police escort to help him with the search.


  As he punished the car to drive faster, a rising bile in his gut told him to flip the car in the opposite direction — he was going the wrong way and piling miles between himself and Abigail.


  And the farther he got from her, the less likely he’d ever find and save her.


  No, keep going the way you’re going. Ignore the doubt and fear — it’s trying to fuck with you. Trust your gut. You’re on the right path.


  He obeyed the voice in his head, hoping it wasn’t just the voice of delusion.


  He had cautiously flown by a few squad cars, but none had taken notice of him. Yet. An exit sign overhead caught his attention, sending a sudden current between his temples.


  Get off here.


  Driving in the far left lane, John checked his rearview and began to merge right. The lane was clear and then…


  



  Darkness.


  He was in a dark room, bound and…


  Only it wasn’t him. He was plugged back into Abigail. He could see only through her eyes even as his hands felt the steering wheel slipping under the sweat from his fingers. Somewhere on the horizon of reality, a muffled horn blared.


  No!


  



  Panic froze John’s hands tight on the wheel as he drove blindly ahead, his eyes seeing Abigail’s world and his body bracing for the impact of a crash he couldn’t see coming. He managed to steer back right, praying nobody was in the lane he’d just merged from…


  



  He stared into a mirror, saw Abigail bound in a chair in a reddish room draped in haze. His heart quickened at her sight, salt stung his eyes….


  



  The car shook as a loud grinding sound echoed from some faraway reality. His hands blindly turned the wheel slightly, and he felt the car pull away from the unseen wall it had almost started to climb before straightening out. He tried to remember before the darkness of Abigail’s vision swallowed his own and how far the nearest car in front of him had been.


  He hoped his foot had kept steady on the accelerator, and that he had not, in his excitement, slammed down on the gas or else he was now rocketing blindly into an accident. He braced for impact from any direction as he eased slightly on the gas pedal in attempt to slow down and then stop the car on a busy highway. More horns, this time louder and closer…


  



  He saw movement in Abigail’s mirror ― someone drifting into her line of vision. A tingle of familiarity ran through John’s body as a bald man stepped into view.


  I know him.


  A flash of memory of the bald man flickered in John’s head so quickly that he could hardly make sense of it. All he knew was that he wanted to somehow rewind it, pause it, and examine it for clues.


  But it was gone.


  As was the view through Abigail’s eyes.


  



  Reality returned in an orchestra of sudden discord as horns blared and his rearview mirror swelled with the sight of a red sports car blazing toward him.


  John braced himself again.


  The sports car merged left at the last possible moment, flying by in a blur of angry red, sending a draft of wind which caused John’s car to swerve left. His car nearly ran into the barrier again before John corrected course and floored the gas pedal, the back of the car fishtailing briefly.


  Again in control, John glanced up at the quickly approaching exit sign.


  He checked to make sure no flashing lights were chasing him, then sped up and merged towards the exit.


  



  * *


  



  John had been rolling along the dark lonely mountain roads for nearly an hour, mired in an aimless search for any sign of Abigail, like an elusive cell phone signal in a wide dead spot.


  He knew she was close — or had been recently. He’d felt her out there, like you’d feel the ripples of water from someone swimming next to you. Except, he could also see through her eyes, feel her emotions, and even hear her thoughts at times.


  Whatever connected them had done so in a way which made her feel like a part of himself in a weird way.


  But the last time he’d felt her presence was nearing an hour ago. As the clock ticked away adding to the minutes he could no longer sense her, fear began to bubble forth concerns that she’d either been taken farther away — or was dead.


  His eyes scanned the dark rural stretch of nearly nothing, an uneven sampling of homes sprinkled along dusty dirt roads. It seemed to John like the sort of place where the people all knew one another, were likely to have guns for protection, and didn’t take kindly to strangers.


  The few people he’d seen outside their homes had quietly hurled suspicion as his car drifted by well below the speed limit. A little suspicion was inevitable, given the condition of his shot-up car, but he hoped to keep it dim enough that he wouldn’t prompt a call to the police. He’d been lucky to escape once. He didn’t want to tempt fate.


  Though his body had completely mended itself from the earlier gunshot, John wasn’t sure he would be so lucky if shot several times, and shuddered to wonder what would happen if he was shot in the head.


  An old woman, being pulled by a dog that was slightly too large for her delicate looking arms, fixed her stare on the hood of John’s car as he drifted into a slow approach. Her hand sank into the pocket of her long brown coat just as he passed, and John kept his eyes on her in the rearview as she retrieved a cell phone and brought it to her ear.


  Shit.


  John softly tapped the brakes, then slowly reversed the car until he was even with her. He hoped his stopping wouldn’t cause her to dial even quicker. He had to make contact quickly. He rolled down the window and gave a slight nod of his head, doing his best to look as though the chill outside meant nothing to his naked torso.


  “Hello, ma’am,” he said, “Any chance you seen a German Shepherd run by these parts? You’d know her by a spot of white she wears on her backside.” John released a slight chuckle, doing his best to be congenial. “Course, old Lucy likely wouldn’t have been going slow enough for you to have seen the spot.”


  The lines on the woman’s face relaxed. She almost smiled. Still holding the cell phone, she said, “No I haven’t. Did you lose your dog?”


  “Yeah,” the lie fell effortlessly from his mouth, “A-gain. My daughter was walking her and BAM! Lucy just took off after a rabbit in the woods like she always does. We’ve been looking for round about half an hour now already.”


  “No, I’m sorry,” the woman shook her head, eyes involuntarily drifting to the depths of the surrounding woods.


  “Have you seen a dark haired girl and a bald guy? The bald dude’s my dad. He and my daughter got foot patrol. I was lucky enough to get the wheels.” John shot the woman a friendly smile and tapped on the side of the driver’s door.


  “No, I haven’t seen anybody,” she said, “but I haven’t been out too long. I hope you didn’t lose them, too.”


  John laughed, “Nah, if I know them, they’re probably already back home watching the game and feeding Lucy my share of the pizza. A-gain!”


  They exchanged a laugh and then a wave before John put the car into drive and watched in his rearview as the woman returned her phone to her pocket. He drove on, waiting for something. Any sign from Abigail.


  After five minutes, the anything emerged to light his vision and he was tuned in to Abigail again. His pulse accelerated.


  The road in front of him was suddenly replaced by an inky darkness, almost blue beneath the bleaching moon. Abigail stared at the bright white satellite, then at her surroundings.


  She was in the woods…


  Somewhere nearby?


  John shuddered as she looked around, afraid that he (and she) would see the bald man lurking in the nearby shadows, but there was nothing but an endless oath of forest.


  Abigail was looking at her arms. Her wrists were red from being bound, but she wasn’t bleeding. He could clearly see she was lying on the ground.


  Get up, he thought.


  



  * * * *


  


  CHAPTER 3 — John and Abigail


  



  Abigail


  



  Abigail’s head was woozy as she opened her eyes and saw the moon piercing branches above.


  Where am I?


  The last thing she remembered was being dragged into a van. Before that… the officer’s being shot in the head. She looked down to see if his blood was still on her.


  It was.


  She wondered how she’d gotten here and if her angel had somehow rescued her again. She started to look around. No sign of him. A cold chill ran through her body and she pulled her legs to her chest.


  And then she heard his voice.


  “Get up.”


  She spun around frantically in search of her angel.


  



  **


  



  John


  



  John watched through Abigail’s eyes as she looked around frantically.


  What was she looking for? What was scaring her?


  Then he heard her voice.


  “John?”


  



  **


  



  Abigail


  



  Abigail suddenly realized it was John’s voice, but he wasn’t near her. He was talking to her in her mind.


  “Woah,” she said as a small laugh escaped into the darkness.


  “Can you hear me?” she whispered.


  “Yes.”


  “Where are you?” she asked.


  “I think I’m close… Can you see this?”


  She looked around, but could see nothing.


  “No, all I see are trees.”


  “No, in your mind. Do you see anything?”


  She didn’t understand what he was trying to say. “No,” she answered.


  “Never mind… Look around look for a landmark, anything… I think I’m nearby. If you see it, I will see it too.”


  And then Abigail understood. She was hearing John’s thoughts, but he was somehow able to both hear her and see through her eyes. She rose unsteadily to her feet and stumbled forward through the darkness. Branches and rocks dug into the flesh of her feet, so she tried to walk on the soft grass instead.


  “Do you see anything?”


  “No, not yet. Oh, wait,” Abigail said as her eyes found a narrow path where the trees were starting to thin. She thought she saw something illuminated by the moonlight, but needed to move closer. “I think I see something.”


  Abigail ascended the slope and the trees thinned more, revealing a water tower, its red light blinking every other second.


  “Did you see that?” Abigail asked.


  Silence.


  “John?”


  Nothing.


  Fear slithered up her spine as she glanced around, suddenly feeling exposed in the middle of the big black open. Alone, so utterly, completely alone.


  She wondered if she had imagined the conversation between her and John. Her head started to throb.


  



  **


  



  John


  



  The connection was severed before John was able to witness whatever it was she had wanted him to see.


  Damn it.


  He waited a moment, reaching out into the night, searching for her. He still wasn’t sure how he’d made the connections before — he just did. He hoped he could again.


  After a lingering silence, he decided to go vocal.


  “Abigail!” he cried out in frustration and fear. What if something happened to her? What if the man from his past had reappeared?


  



  



  **


  Abigail


  



  Abigail’s eyes grew blurry with tears as she looked around, hoping to see John.


  He has to be nearby.


  But as the darkness and silence continued, fear worked to erode whatever hope she was trying to maintain. She’d gone from a tiny prison to a wide open one, all alone, nowhere to go.


  Then she heard her name.


  At first she thought it was only in her mind, but then realized it didn’t feel like a whisper between her ears. It was less direct and far more distant, coming from the woods.


  “John?!” she shouted.


  



  **


  John


  



  John’s heart leapt in his chest. She was close.


  The steady hand of fate, or something, had led him to her. It was impossible, but no more unlikely than anything else which had made up his past 24 hours.


  “I’m here, on the hill!” Abigail screamed.


  “Stay there, I’m coming! Just keep yelling!” John shouted as he burst into a run, hurdling knotted branches and rocks like a forest native. His instincts had sharpened since his last jaunt in the woods. So did his night vision.


  Abigail screamed again, this time yelling, “Hello!”


  John smiled, even as the tears of joy streamed down his face. He raced up the hill and saw the moonlit clearing ahead. Then he saw her, standing beneath the moon’s spotlight, alive and in one peace — a beautiful sight for his sore eyes.


  



  **


  Abigail


  



  Abigail saw a flash of motion in the woods below, her angel had arrived. She cried out his name and broke into a sprint.


  



  **


  John


  



  Ten yards away, and all John wanted to do was embrace Abigail and never let her go. Hold her and protect her with all he had left.


  He didn’t question the almost paternal need to protect her so fiercely. It was as ingrained in him as the instincts which drove him. Still, he wondered, if his forgotten past included a child at some point, which had honed these feelings into something he couldn’t forget.


  Five yards away and suddenly — and only after they were locked into imminent collision — did they both seem to realize the danger their embrace would harbor for Abigail.


  Four eyes widened as Abigail tried to swerve left, and instead slipped and fell forward, launching herself toward John.


  John leapt up, narrowly missing her touch, and launched into the sky nearly 20 feet before crashing back to the ground and rolling to a stop.


  He quickly shot up and looked back at Abigail, who was lying on the ground motionless, hair spilled across her tender face.


  He ran to her, afraid she’d smashed her head on a rock, or worse… what if they had touched, but he hadn’t realize it? As John leaned down, he saw Abigail’s head moving up and down as she made some sort of strange noise. And then he realized that noise was laughter.


  She was okay.


  She looked up at him, the moon illuminating her face in such a way that it tugged at some phantom memory or emotion he could only call love.


  “You’re here,” she said, smiling.


  



  * * * *


  


  CHAPTER 4 — Jacob


  



  In a room absent anything other than a single door and a small red bulb gently swaying from the ceiling, Jacob sat on the floor lotus style. He had left the girl in the woods and was waiting for his prey to take the bait.


  Though his eyes were open, he saw nothing of the room around him. Instead, he was looking through the eyes of Abigail.


  A smile crept across his face as John stepped into the girl’s view.


  “Hello, brother.”


  



  * * * *


  


  CHAPTER 5 — John


  



  



  “Do you believe in fate?” Abigail asked from her spot, curled on the front seat of the old pickup truck he’d lifted from a grocery store parking lot.


  She’d washed up in an all night diner’s bathroom and changed from her dirty, blood and piss-stained clothes into some navy sweats and a long-sleeved purple tee shirt they’d bought when they risked shopping in an all-night Walmart using the money John had stolen from Randy. John bought some jeans and a black tee shirt for himself, and felt a bit fresher, though he craved the minute he could take a hot shower.


  “Well, do you?” Abigail repeated the question. “Do you believe in fate?”


  “I dunno,” John said as he drove in search of the address he had found scrawled on the note in his pocket.


  Something told him that if they could find the location soon, he would find safety, and perhaps some answers to his many questions. He glanced down at the map. They were a few miles from their destination, with about three hours of darkness left.


  “How can you not know?” she asked.


  John tapped his temple, reminding the girl of his missing memories.


  “Oh yeah,” she said from behind an elongated yawn.


  They drove in shared silence as they rolled along a lingering stretch of highway with nothing much to offer but trees and darkness on either side.


  Half an hour earlier, John asked her about her abduction by the men in the van and was troubled that she couldn’t remember anything after the cop was killed. Her next memory was waking in the woods. While her memory before the cop’s murder was completely intact, the parallel to John’s own condition was not lost on him — she was missing any memories of her abduction. It couldn’t have been a coincidence.


  John wondered if the bald man had something to do with both of their predicaments. If so, he needed to find the man after he found the address on his paper and got whatever answers waited there.


  He decided not to press Abigail for memories she didn’t have. There was no point. And sooner or later, he would find his past — or it would find him.


  



  **


  



  “I believe,” Abigail said long after John thought she’d drifted back to sleep.


  “In fate?” he asked, remember the question she asked him several minutes ago. He wondered how a girl who has lived such a horrible life until now could believe in something like fate. How could you believe that shit piles like this were meant to be, or worse, planned by some unknown architect of misery?


  “Yes,” she said, “I knew you would come and save me. Don’t you remember the drawing?”


  “I do,” he said, treading cautiously, “But I think it’s more likely a coincidence than fate which led me to you. I was buried alive, running away from God knows what, and just happened to stumble into your back yard.”


  “Nothing just happens,” Abigail said.


  He glanced over at her. Her eyes held a youthful hope he was reluctant to crush with his cynicism. He had to remind himself that he was not dealing with an ordinary child, and couldn’t truly understand the fragility she hid behind her brave façade.


  “Profound words for an 11-year old,” he said, trying to lighten the mood with a jest and a smile.


  “I’m almost twelve,” she snapped back.


  He looked over to see if she appeared as wounded as her defensive words had sounded, and wasn’t surprised by her crossed arms and furrowed brow.


  Suddenly, a horn split the moment in an angry burst. John glanced up to see that he had drifted across the center line into oncoming traffic.


  “Holy shit!” he blurted as he swerved back into his own lane, the back end of the truck fishtailing as its rear wheels tried to find purchase against the asphalt. He fully expected a tire to come flying off or for the truck to simply fall apart. Another horn blared, this time from behind, as lights filled his rearview mirror and the truck’s cabin before swerving around them. The car passed, the driver’s middle finger at full mast, all for John.


  John looked back to make sure he hadn’t drawn the attention of any law enforcement. No flashing lights yet — hardly anyone on the road at all, thankfully.


  “You sure you don’t want me to drive?” Abigail asked.


  He turned to catch her smiling wide, eyes bright even in the darkness.


  “No, I think we’ll wait a few years before you get behind the wheel again,” he said. He wasn’t sure if it were too soon to joke about the incidents of earlier and was relieved when she giggled.


  Their collective laughter filled the cabin.


  Though John had no memory of other children, let alone his own childhood, he wondered if all 11-year-olds were as articulate as Abigail. If they all thought about things like God, fate, and their place in the universe. He wasn’t sure if her maturity came as a result of her situation, or if her thoughts were normal for someone of that age. He couldn’t imagine that other children, held captive and abused for years, would be able to present anything close to the normality Abigail wore like skin. Perhaps, he wondered, she was in a state of shock, and the inevitable breakdown was yet to come.


  “Are all 11…” he asked before catching her cross look, “er, I mean, all 12-year-olds as smart as you?”


  “I don’t know. The kids in the books I read always seemed pretty smart.”


  “Books?” John asked.


  Abigail then went on to explain that Stacy used to bring her books from the local library. Abigail read many books during her captivity, such as Harry Potter, The Westing Game, the Paratime series, and most everything ever written by Roald Dahl. She rattled off a long list with every other title seeming vaguely familiar to John. Abigail said the stories offered her an escape which allowed her to live through the hell that Randy Webster had rained upon her daily.


  “She wasn’t so bad,” Abigail said, looking down, thinking about Stacy. “He abused her, too. Sometimes he made me watch, and I could see in her eyes that she didn’t want me to see what was happening. And even though he asked her to… do things to me, she never did. It was the only time she was ever brave to him. He beat her up each time she said no.”


  John didn’t know what to say. He simply sat there, eyes on the road, trying not to let the welling tears blur his vision.


  Abigail continued, her voice shaky, “She was just as much a prisoner as I was. I tried a few times to get her to set us free when he wasn’t home, but she was too afraid. She always said if he caught us, he’d kill us.”


  John thought back to when Abigail first learned that he had killed both Randy and Stacy. The girl had said “good.”


  “If you liked her, why did you say ’good’ when I said they were both dead?” he asked.


  “I was mad at her,” Abigail whispered through quiet guilt.


  “Why?” John asked.


  “She wouldn’t do something for me,” Abigail said, hinting at something he wasn’t sure he should pursue. He wondered if she wanted him to ask what Stacy wouldn’t do, or did she want him to drop the subject?


  Curiosity cut to the front of the line.


  “What did you want her to do?”


  “Randy got mad at her for not listening to him and told her that she couldn’t bring me books anymore. He came into my room and found two books I was hiding under the mattress. He ripped all the pages out and then did this.”


  Abigail pulled up her shirt to reveal an angry red cigarette burn just under her left ribcage.


  “Jesus Christ,” John said, dividing attention between the road and the hot tears stinging his cheeks.


  “He had taken the only thing I had. I wanted to die. I begged her to kill me if she wasn’t going to set me free… but she wouldn’t. She just cried and I got mad at her and told her not to ever talk to me again. That was last week.”


  He looked over to see Abigail curled into a comma on the seat, elbow on her knees, head buried in the crook as her body shattered into a series of sobs.


  He wanted to comfort her with a hand on the shoulder, a hug, or something, and grew angry at whatever curse prevented him from the most basic expression of humanity — touch.


  As despair sank its talons into his heart, something pulled at John’s attention. Ahead was the street where he needed to turn. A minute later, he found himself staring at the address on his scrap of paper.


  312 Hanover Street.


  “Welcome to the Shady Pines Motel”, a sign read, its neon letters now dark and as defunct as the abandoned, boarded up motel which sat in front of them like some landmark that time had forgotten.


  An old, battered van sat solo at the far end of the lot.


  John wondered who he’d find waiting for him.


  



  * * * *


  


  CHAPTER 6 — Caleb Baldwin


  



  “A drink, Caleb?” SAC Bob Cromwell asked as Caleb sat at the bar in his boss’s den.


  “No thanks.”


  Bob headed to the garage to grab a fresh bag of ice, and Caleb scanned the home, a monstrous estate on the river. The kitchen, larger than many living rooms Caleb had been in, was outfitted with custom maple kitchen furnishings, dark granite countertops, and appliances that shined with the latest in techno-wizardry. The house looked like something from Architectural Digest; its asking price somewhere north of $4 million — a bit more than he figured his boss could afford — but Caleb had learned long ago never to make assumptions about people’s wealth.


  While the home was beautiful, it had all the warmth of a museum. The only hints of household personality in sight were the few tastefully framed photos on the fireplace mantle of Bob’s wife and college-aged daughter, both in Whistler on a ski trip. Bob, with his wide, owlish face and sharp nose, was absent from all but one of the photos, a Christmas portrait from at least six years ago, where Bob wore an unflattering green sweater with a sickly looking reindeer design. Caleb swallowed the urge to laugh.


  Bob returned with the ice, poured himself a glass of vodka and sat across from Caleb at the bar which separated the kitchen from the dining room.


  “How much do you know about Omega?” Bob got right to the point.


  Omega was the group that sat just above Caleb’s on the agency chart, the squad assigned to cases that Caleb’s own team was unable to solve. They made sense of the senseless and found natural explanations for supernatural events. Their success rate was said to be 100 percent, though Caleb had little interaction with them. Hell, he didn’t even know any of the members outside of Commander Mike Mathews, who headed up Caleb’s unit for nine years before his promotion. They rarely saw one another anymore, though, given that both men’s jobs kept them on the road for the majority of the year.


  “Well, I know they get our leftovers,” Caleb joked, “but beyond that, not a whole hell of a lot.”


  Bob took another long sip, finished off his drink and then poured another before reaching beneath the bar and retrieving a black folder with a blood-red “CLASSIFIED” stamped diagonally across the cover. Bob slid the folder across the bar.


  Inside, a stack of a dozen or so neatly organized black and white photos and a stack of nearly 40 pages of reports. Attached to the inside cover was a single sheet of paper which read, “PROJECT PHOENIX.”


  Caleb picked up the first photo, and noted the handwritten date along the bottom right hand border: July 14, 1947.


  In the photo, a black hooded, but otherwise nude man sat strapped to a large chair similar to the type sometimes used to restrain prisoners. His arms and legs were bound by leather straps and large metal buckles, his flesh was pallid and pocked with gray bruises. Caleb had trouble making out the man’s age, as he appeared hairless. Behind the man stood a gray wall with a black sliding panel which seemed to conceal a long rectangular window.


  Caleb turned to the next photo. A young man with a buzz cut in some sort of unrecognizable military-looking uniform stood behind the man in the chair. The military officer carried no weapons, patches, or badges to indicate his rank or branch of service.


  In the next photo, Buzz Cut had removed the prisoner’s hood. The captive was young, in his mid-twenties, hair wet (he at least had hair on his head) with sweat (or water) and eyes wide in terror.


  Caleb felt beads of his own sweat begin to blanket his forehead. He flipped to the next photo and saw the officer sliding open the black panel revealing a window behind them. A thick beam of brilliant light poured through the open window, spilling into the room and washing over the back of the strapped man. Though obviously not possible, it appeared that the shaft of light had sent the prisoner into a writhing fit of pain, his body arched taut, seemingly in attempt to break free of the restraints.


  Caleb gasped, his fingers shaking as he went to the next photo.


  The man was still in the chair, but now consumed in flames. Buzz Cut was no longer in the shot.


  The next photo was another view of the man on fire. The sequence continued until the man was no longer on fire, but rather a charred corpse, not unlike the corpses his killer had been leaving behind. The photos that followed showed several military and scientist types examining the charred body. The photos closed out with extreme close-ups of the damage.


  “Look familiar?” Bob asked.


  Caleb then noticed a second similarity between his victims and the corpse in the photographs. Neither the chair or restraints displayed much fire damage at all.


  “Christ,” Caleb said, “what is this?”


  “We call them feeders, though some of the agents call them vampires.”


  “Vampires?” Caleb said, incredulously, wondering if Bob was fucking with him.


  “Well, I prefer feeders. And not vampires like you see on TV and shit,” Bob said. “But they do burn like the TV ones.”


  Caleb tried to digest the new information and figure how the pieces fit into his case. “So are you telling me that the victims in my cases are feeders?”


  Just saying the word “feeder” sounded like some kind of bad B-movie reference.


  “No,” Bob said, “but they were killed by one. These things feed via touch. Just like in the video all over the fucking TV channels. They drain you until you’re nothing but a burnt husk.”


  Caleb cycled through the photos again, then started to rifle through the attached paperwork, none of it written in a language he recognized.


  “What is this shit?” he asked.


  Bob laughed, “It’s encrypted.”


  Caleb suddenly remembered something that happened in his department eight years ago to a rookie named Eddie Rienhart. The team decided to haze him by planting a folder with “alien autopsy” photos. They had Eddie convinced, too, for a while. For a moment, he wondered if Bob was having one on him, but that was before remembering that Bob was a humorless prick.


  Still, Caleb had to ask. “You aren’t pulling a fast one on me, are you, Bob? Because it’s late and I’m tired as hell.”


  “No, they’re quite real, Caleb.”


  “So, you’re saying that my killer is one of these feeder things?”


  “Well,” Bob said with a deep sigh, “technically, I can’t tell you any more right now. I’m afraid you don’t have security clearance…”


  Caleb would have wondered “what the hell” out loud, but Bob just kept on going.


  “Unless… we promoted you to the Omega unit.”


  Caleb didn’t even need to say yes. “I’ll take that drink, now, Bob.”


  



  * * * *


  


  CHAPTER 7 — John


  



  



  John stared at the dingy motel, framed in front of the old van like a perfectly preserved artifact from an abandoned Hollywood set. Though all the rooms’ windows and doors were boarded up, John was sure he sensed movement from somewhere inside the motel.


  He wasn’t sure how he knew someone was in the room, but figured it wasn’t much different from how he was able to sense and connect with Abigail.


  They were parked across the street, in front of a run down strip mall whose only remaining tenant still barely in business was a lone stalwart of a dying grocery store chain. A dead motel across from a dead shopping plaza — John could think of fewer ominous signs to warn him from pursuing his past any further. He couldn’t help but feel he might be walking into a trap of some sort, or at least danger.


  “I want you to wait here,” he told Abigail.


  “No way,” Abigail shook her head.


  John stared at her for maybe a second, “Listen,” he said, “I don’t know what’s waiting for me in there and I couldn’t live with myself if something bad happened to you because of me.”


  “I don’t…” she began.


  “You take these keys,” he interrupted, “if I don’t come out or you hear something awful, drive away. Just keep driving until you find a cop or a busy place where you can call for cops. Just tell them everything that happened, no lies. You will be safe. They can’t do anything to you because a) you didn’t do anything and b) you’re just a child.”


  She began to protest, but stopped just before his finger hit his lips.


  “Do you trust me?” he asked.


  She nodded with a pout.


  Rather than saying anything, he opened the car door and stepped into the night.


  



  * * * *


  


  CHAPTER 8 — Caleb Baldwin


  



  



  Caleb was having difficulty parsing the information Bob had just thrown into his lap. Prior to the evening’s events, before seeing the folder with the old photos, Caleb wouldn’t have bought any of this. Despite his team’s role in the agency, investigating the supernatural, he was a skeptic, a man of logic.


  “Look,” Bob said, “there’s a lot of shit out there that we can’t explain. For the most part, we live with it. Let things lie. And that was the case with these feeders. Yes, we knew about them, and some of them knew that we knew, but they kept to themselves and didn’t leave many messes for us to clean up. You could say we had something of a truce with them many years back.”


  Once the corpses started piling up in public places, the Omega team began seriously investigating the creatures and destroying any evidence which might get people talking. Which was why Bob was all the more pissed to see footage of one of the creatures all over the news tonight. They’d have to do some serious spin control if they hoped to contain the story. There was a strong possibility that they’d have to call into question the credibility of some of the witnesses. And if that didn’t work, they’d have to eliminate them, Bob said — for the greater good, of course.


  “So this guy I’m chasing — he’s a feeder?” Caleb asked, still uncomfortable using jargon that belonged in a tattered paperback horror novel or low budget flick.


  “Yes,” Bob said.


  “Who is he?”


  Bob took a moment, as if still uncertain how much to tell Caleb.


  “His name is John Sullivan, or at least that’s the name we know him by. He’s a lot older than he appears and has killed scores of people we know of and likely many we don’t.”


  “Is this the guy that killed Julia?”


  “Yes,” Bob said, carrying the bottle of vodka to a chair opposite Caleb.


  “Why is he killing, or feeding on these people? And why my wife? Why send letters, taunting me?”


  “He’s not just a feeder,” Bob explained, “he is part of a cell, looking to bring this arm of the agency down.”


  “A cell of feeders? They’re organized?” Caleb dropped the folder. “How many of these fuckers are we talking about? And why would they target us?”


  “There’s enough to make our lives difficult, though we’re thinning their numbers when we’re able to find them. As for reasons to come at us, I’ll get to that in a bit.”


  “Is Sullivan the head?” Caleb asked.


  “No, he’s more like an enforcer, doing the dirty work for people higher up the chain than himself.”


  Something wasn’t adding up for Caleb. If the Feds knew of the feeders and the two coexisted for some time, why would they call attention to themselves? They had to know things would get ugly. And why would they target his wife? Something was off and Caleb’s instincts weren’t going to let him leave until he had better answers.


  Bob told him to hold on, disappeared for a moment into a side room, then returned holding a small black velvet bag. He handed it to Caleb.


  The bag was light, two items shifting inside it as Caleb pulled the black drawstring. Inside were two circular stones, a deep shade of crimson. He touched one and a slight spark shot from the rock to his hand causing him to jump in his seat and drop the stone back into the pouch.


  “What are these?”


  “Those are Artifacts, and they’re part of the reason I think the feeders are coming for us.”


  



  * * * *


  


  CHAPTER 9 — John


  



  



  John stood outside the boarded door of the motel room. Once closer, he noticed that the boards were on a hinge, easily pulled back to reveal a door behind. From the other end, John could hear the faint murmur of an old sitcom. He smiled at the slight recognition and could almost remember the actor’s face. But then the room’s occupant, a man with a somewhat raspy voice, laughed, and John felt a nervous wave roll through his gut.


  He glanced back at the truck, saw Abigail’s head peeking over the dashboard, watching him intently. He smiled at her, though he wasn’t sure if she could see his face in the dark and at that distance.


  John knocked on the door, and wondered, not for the first time, if he was making a mistake. What if the person waiting for him was the same person who left him buried alive? John tried to ignore the nagging doubt and after a moment with no response, he knocked a second time, harder.


  The TV went silent and John heard movement.


  “Who is it?” a man’s voice asked. John could hear the caution, and perhaps fear, wavering in his voice.


  “It’s John.”


  From the other end, John heard several thumps, the crash of aluminum cans, some more thumps and then the door opened slightly. A short young man with wild brown hair, thick black framed glasses, and a big beer gut greeted John. He wore blue boxers and a faded black TOOL shirt.


  THIS is the man holding the key to my past?


  “Well, holy shit,” the man said, his eyes wide, joined by a smile even wider, “John!” he said as he opened his arms to embrace him.


  John tried to step back but hedged a second too long.


  The man squeezed John like an old pillow, but didn’t burst into flames.


  John was baffled, but allowed the stranger to continue with a lingering hug that threatened to last forever. There was something deep in the embrace; the sort of affection you saved for long lost friends or family members.


  “You sure as hell took long enough,” the guy whistled, standing back and looking John up and down. “Shit!”


  “What happened?” John asked. “Why aren’t you burned?”


  The man flashed a smile that John felt he should recognize.


  “Come in, come in,” he said as he escorted John into a dimly lit space that was about as clean as a cramped dorm room shared by a pack of messy freshman. Empty pizza boxes and soda cans littered the room while stacks of white cardboard file boxes were stacked ceiling high like Doric columns supporting the motel’s ceiling.


  The bed was the only clean spot in the room. Across from the bed, on top of a long dresser, was a large TV, now turned off, a video game console, and a stack of at least 50 video games.


  Who the hell is this guy?


  John made his way past the first wall of mess and noticed a door to his left, slightly ajar, revealing an adjoining room bathed in the blue light from a bank of computer and TV monitors. Only then did John notice the man was holding a black gun in his left hand.


  “Just in case you were someone else,” he said, noticing John’s surprise. The man gently set the gun on a stack of boxes and led John towards the other room. “Actually, it’s for the rats, you should see the size of the fuckers here.”


  As the man walked two paces ahead, John considered grabbing the gun, given that his one defense had no effect on the man. He resisted the urge, though his instincts were screaming for him to do otherwise. Besides, the man wasn’t exactly screaming danger, what with his messy hair, flabby gut, and cheeky grin.


  “Hey, lemme put some pants on,” the man said, “I don’t wanna’ get you all hot and bothered with these sexy legs.”


  The man paused, as if he were waiting for John to laugh. When no laugh came, the man disappeared back into the first room. John stood in the adjoining room with its bank of monitors, confused and trying to make sense of his surroundings.


  The second room was equally messy, though more organized, and seemed as if some sort of work was being done inside. Long folding tables with television and closed circuit monitors lined three walls. There were two wheeled office chairs, one at a computer station, the other sitting in front of the row of monitors. Rows of computer hard drives with different colored lights, blinking and steady, lined the floor beneath the farthest table. The room seemed like some kind of secret headquarters.


  But headquarters of what?


  The man returned, now dressed in black jeans and black biker boots, holding two cans of Mountain Dew. He held one up, offering it to John, who declined with an absentminded shake of his head.


  “What is this place?” John began, then asked, “Who are you?”


  “Larry Keriowski at your service,” he said, extending his hand and smiling a huge grin. “It’s okay, I’m vampire proof.”


  John shook his hand. Larry’s soft hands matched the mush of his midsection. John noticed the tips of his fingers were coated in an orange powdered residue. “Sorry, I was eatin’ Cheetos; want some?”


  John shook his head and repeated his first question.


  “This,” Larry said, waving a hand around, “is the war room. I’ve been waiting for you to come back.”


  John circled the “war room,” his confusion doubled.


  Larry explained that he was using the equipment to track any sort of news which would let him know when John had returned, in case John hadn’t found his way home.


  “I figured I might get some unexplained deaths from some small town news a month or two from now. Little did I know you’d be all over CN-fucking N.”


  John looked up just as a handful of screens began a video of John from earlier. He stepped closer to the screen.


  “Oh my God,” he said.


  Though he had vague memories of the man he drained on the street, they were fuzzy, without detail. Seeing himself, through footage someone had shot at the scene, sent a chill down his spine and cemented the reality of his murderous actions. While the video was of him, it didn’t seem possible he could do such a thing.


  “I am a monster.”


  Larry laughed. “Well, not quite, but I can see how you’d get that.”


  John sat down in one of two chairs and looked Larry dead in the eyes.


  “How do I know you? And why aren’t you surprised that I don’t remember you?”


  Larry’s eyes flitted nervously for a moment but then returned with their jovial light.


  “I’m your apprentice,” Larry said, “you’ve been teaching me magick. That’s magic with a K.”


  “Magick?” John asked, “What are you talking about?”


  “You really don’t remember… anything?” Larry asked.


  John shook his head.


  “Wow, it worked better than we hoped.”


  John felt the hairs on his neck stand on end as something in his stomach twisted. What the hell did that mean? Better than WHO hoped? He started glancing around for another weapon and wondered if Larry had grabbed the pistol while he was changing his clothes.


  “Relax, John,” Larry said, as he nonchalantly popped the tab from his Mountain Dew can and took a deep swig. “You asked me to wipe your memories and bury you.”


  “I asked you to what?” John said, trying to make sense of Larry’s confusing statement.


  “You came to me two weeks ago, asking me to call Adam, a Wiper who could could erase your memory and bury you alive. You said ’they’ had found you again and that you needed to protect someone.”


  John’s mind refused to cooperate with any additional information.


  “I don’t get it; how does burying me protect someone? Who was I running from? And who was I trying to protect?” An idea flashed through his mind, the woman in the memory delivered by Abigail, but John didn’t want to give Larry any information until he was sure he could trust him.


  “You didn’t say who,” Larry said, “but you did say the only way you could make sure they couldn’t read your mind was if it was wiped clean. That involved a spell and a dash of temporary death”


  “Well, why didn’t you come to get me? How many days have I been gone? And why wasn’t I completely buried?” John asked, questions swarming through his head faster than he could ask them.


  “You told me not to come for you, that I needed to go into hiding and you’d find me. I’m not sure why you weren’t completely buried, whatever that means, as I didn’t bury you, The Wiper did. You’ve been gone for two weeks.”


  Larry looked at John, then shook his head and grabbed the other chair. He sat, rolled closer, and leaned forward with his hands out as if he were about to launch into a lengthy explanation.


  “You’re not a human, John. You’re from another dimension, one that was once connected to this one. Think of it as an Earth Two, if you will,” Larry said, making a globe with his hands, “except the place you’re from is called Otherworld by anyone who knows of it. Its also called Orbis Alia, but that’s just in the old texts. It’s a place where stuff like vampires and fairies and all sorts of other crazy shit isn’t the stuff of fairy-tales. Over there, it’s all real.”


  John stared at Larry, trying to determine if he was insane, on drugs, or just fucking with him. Given all that had happened tonight, John supposed anything was possible.


  But fairies?


  “You’re a feeder. You need to feed off the life force of others to live. It’s kinda where the whole vampire myth came from, your people, though a lot got lost in translation. But some things are the same, including an extreme weakness to daylight. But on the plus side, you’re practically immortal, and age very slowly here.”


  “Immortal?”


  “Well, you were immortal, I should say. Then, 14 years ago or so, you found a solution, to become human, for lack of a better word.”


  “You mean, I wasn’t a feeder anymore?”


  “No, you were able to live just like anyone else and go outside during the day. You were even able to touch people without killing them.”


  John looked at his hands and realized how quickly he’d felt the weight of his curse and how he longed to lose his deadly touch.


  “You were the happiest I’d ever seen you,” Larry continued, “even though you’d gotten sick a few times and could feel the effects of aging. You said it was all worth it.”


  She must be special if I gave up immortality.


  “Are there others?” John asked.


  “Other what?” Larry asked.


  “People from Otherworld? Feeders?”


  “There are Others, but not many. And not everyone from there is a feeder,” Larry explained. “The feeding thing is like a disease that exists on the other side and was brought over here. There’s very few people like you here.”


  “How did we meet?” John asked.


  “I was a P.I. and we met about 16 years ago when you needed me to look into a … personal matter. Soon enough, you hired me on full-time to take care of various things and help you get out of all the jams your condition sometimes got you into. In return, you taught me some magick from time to time. In addition to a nice paycheck, of course.”


  “Which is why you’re immune to my touch?” John asked.


  “Not exactly,” Larry said, “it’s a long story, but suffice it to say, I’m the only human I know of who is immune. So, anyway, two weeks ago, you came to me in a panic. You were a lot more secretive than usual, didn’t want me to know what was going on, saying it could put me in danger. More danger than usual.”


  “I need to know everything you know,” John said.


  Larry leaned forward, the smile gone from his face and his cheeks.


  “There are some things you told me not to tell you, no matter how much you begged or threatened. Otherwise, you said, things could get dangerous for everyone. Hope you understand.”


  John glared, wondering if his use of the word ’Hope’ was intentional.


  “You have to tell me,” John said.


  “And you have to trust me,” Larry said, “or at least trust yourself and the instructions you gave me.”


  “Can you at least tell me who is after me?” John asked, “because I don’t think I was able to…”


  Suddenly, John heard footsteps approaching in the next room.


  Larry leaped from his seat and grabbed the gun from his waistband — so he did get the gun — with surprising agility, especially for a fat guy. He ran into the room, gun drawn. As John followed, he saw the target, Abigail, standing in room, confused, eyes wide as Larry descended on her with his gun.


  “No,” John screamed. He meant to scream, “she’s with me,” but all that came out was an incoherent yelp, his mouth betraying his brain. He reached out desperately to grab Larry’s shoulder and pull him back, but Larry was too far ahead, gun drawing down on Abigail too quickly for him to do anything but be a helpless witness.


  A sharp pain shot through John’s brain, spine, and then his extended arm as a bolt of blinding energy shot forth from his hand and slammed Larry forward with the rolling force of an ocean wave.


  Larry flew forward into a pile of boxes as his gun bounced on the floor and skidded toward Abigail. She quickly grabbed it and handed it to John, who was shaking, frightened and on his knees, suddenly exhausted.


  Larry sat up, rubbing his head, “What the hell?”


  John aimed the gun at Larry, finger tight on the trigger, the gun wobbly in his hand, “She’s with me.”


  Larry looked at him, then up for a moment, “Ah, she’s the girl on the TV, the one you kidnapped.”


  “Whoa,” Abigail said to John as she stepped cautiously towards him, “I didn’t know you could do that.”


  John looked up and smiled. “Yeah, me either.”


  Then John noticed that the gun, still trained on Larry, was shaking violently.


  “Dude, you might want to sit down,” Larry said as he started to move towards John.


  “Wha…?” John said before the world spun black and fell in around him.


  



  * * * *


  


  CHAPTER 10 — Abigail


  



  Abigail reached out to grab John as his limbs betrayed him and he started his collapse to the floor.


  “Whoa, there,” the pudgy man said, grabbing her around the waist and pulling her back. “You don’t wanna’ touch him.”


  Abigail took a tentative step back, then dipped down and grabbed the gun. The man felt John’s neck for a pulse, shook his head, then dragged him across the floor and propped him against the wall.


  “You … you can touch him?” Abigail asked, surprised.


  “Yeah,” the man said, standing up and rubbing his forehead which was already turning a bright shade of red from being knocked to the ground. “John and I go way back. My name is Larry.”


  He offered his hand out to shake. Abigail ignored it.


  “It’s okay,” Larry said, “I’m not one of them.”


  He waited a moment before withdrawing his hand.


  Abigail looked over at her fallen angel while keeping one eye fixed on Larry in case he made any sudden moves. She wasn’t yet sure she could trust him and hoped he wouldn’t ask for the gun, even though most of her felt silly holding the heavy metal in her hands. It wasn’t as if she knew how to shoot. She imagined missing her target, pissing Larry off, and having the gun used against her. She wished she could just make it disappear so nobody would be able to use it.


  “Is he going to be okay?”


  “I think so,” Larry said, “do you … know what he is?”


  “Some kind of vampire?”


  “More or less,” Larry said, “but with touch rather than biting. He feeds off the energy of our souls. Only now, he just shot all his energy at me.”


  “Are you okay?” Abigail asked, courtesy in her voice but nowhere else.


  Larry smiled, “Yeah, I’ve had worse. Now that he’s running on empty, he’ll be out cold for a while. He should be okay. But, we’re going to need to take precautions.”


  Abigail watched as Larry moved towards the back of the motel room, kicking empty soda cans aside as he waded through a sea of trash. What a pig, Abigail thought. Larry swiped a stack of newspapers off of a black trunk, flipped it’s fasteners open and thrust his hands inside. Abigail tightened her grip on the gun as her eyes focused in anticipation. Larry retrieved a rough looking white jacket with long sleeves and an assembly of straps and buckles. Whatever it was, it didn’t look good.


  “We need to restrain him,” Larry said.


  “What? Why?” Abigail asked, nerves tickling the back of her neck.


  Larry dropped the jacket in front of John. A heavy thud echoed in the room as the metallic buckles banged against each other and the floor. He turned to Abigail, squatted on his haunches and folded his hands in front of him.


  “Listen, I know you don’t know me from Adam and you’re probably scared. But I need you to trust me when I tell you this one thing, okay?”


  Abigail glanced at the gun in her shaking hands then back up at Larry. She nodded, her head barely moving.


  “When John wakes up, he’s going to be very hungry. Do you understand what I’m saying?”


  Abigail thought she did, but at the same time, knew she was missing a finer point somewhere. She shook her head no.


  “John’s tank is empty. If he doesn’t feed as soon as he wakes, well, our boy could die of starvation. But the bad part for us is that when he is that hungry, he becomes something else entirely.”


  Abigail didn’t like where this was going. The acid in her stomach agreed.


  “He will feed off of the first person he sees. Won’t matter if it’s you, me, his own mother, or all three of us and a birthday cake; the hunger overrides everything he knows. Which is why we need to put this jacket on him. To protect ourselves.”


  The small room suddenly felt smaller. “He wouldn’t hurt me,” Abigail said, her voice coming out more childish and whiny than she wanted.


  A smile spread across Larry’s face. There was something in the smile, not mocking her statement, but rather some sort of genuine kindness which matched the gentle gleam in his hazel eyes. Though he looked a bit gruff, Abigail suspected Larry was secretly a teddy bear when it came right down to it.


  “I don’t know what happened between you guys,” Larry said as he pointed to the rows of TV screens and computer monitors replaying news coverage of ’the kidnapping’ just beyond the doorway, “or how you came to be traveling together, but you’ve got no idea what John is capable of.”


  “He’s good,” Abigail persisted, “that’s all I need to know.”


  “Yes, he is good. But he’s not always in control of himself. And when he’s not, he’s not the John you’ve gotten to know. He’s… a monster.”


  Abigail looked at John’s face, so serene and peaceful lying propped against the wall. His eyes moved beneath their lids and she wondered what his dreams were showing him.


  Larry said, “I’m going to restrain him now and I need to know you trust me. You can even keep the gun if you want.”


  Abigail looked down at the gun, considered handing it to Larry, but then thought better of it. “Okay, you can restrain him. But if I don’t like what I see, I’m not afraid to use this.”


  Larry looked at Abigail for a moment, as though tasting her words, or perhaps feigning to take her seriously. Then he smiled that warm, friendly smile. “Deal.”


  Larry reached around John and awkwardly dragged him by his armpits into the other room, then lifted him onto a chair before sliding the white jacket over John. The sleeves were much longer than John’s crossed arms, and Larry pulled the leftover length behind John’s back where he fastened the buckles. Abigail felt claustrophobic just looking at the contraption. She could practically feel the breath growing tighter in her lungs.


  Once finished, Larry rolled John back a few feet, then turned his attention to Abigail.


  He glanced at one of the monitors behind him which showed the time. 4:40 a.m. He closed his eyes tight and then started pacing the room, mumbling under his breath as if trying to work something out.


  “What is it?”


  “It’s almost morning. Which means we can’t bring John somewhere to feed. Which means … we need to bring someone here.”


  Abigail stared at Larry for a moment before the meaning of his words clicked into place.


  “Oh my God, are you saying we have to bring someone here to die?”


  Larry nodded, “If we don’t, John won’t survive the day.”


  



  * * * *


  


  CHAPTER 11 — Caleb Baldwin


  



  



  Caleb stumbled through the doorway and into his darkened house; a cavernous hollow in the deep dead of night. It was close to dawn and he was exhausted.


  While Bob waved the carrot of a promotion, he’d not been nearly as forthcoming with details as Caleb would’ve liked. There was a process, Bob said, which would be starting soon — though not until Caleb solved the case he was working. In other words, if Caleb wanted to know everything, he had to catch the killer he’d already been hunting for years.


  Caleb wasn’t sure why Bob had even bothered to call the meeting. Sure, he supplied him with some sensitive details — that he was hunting something not human. A big fucking deal, no doubt. But something wasn’t adding up. Why withhold other pertinent information? Why promise him a promotion he wasn’t even bucking for? Bob was putting the squeeze on him, a gentle one, but a squeeze nonetheless. Why? It wasn’t as if he needed more motivation than catching the man who murdered his wife.


  Five minutes from Bob’s estate, Caleb called his second in charge and said he’d be out of commission for the day. Not exactly the best way to kick the investigation into overdrive, but it had to be done. He was falling apart and needed time to mend, a few hours to do nothing but lower his lids and surrender to the dark.


  He fell into bed, not even bothering to get undressed, reached into his nightstand and retrieved his lone tether to peace of mind. The pills that made all his thoughts disappear… at least for a little while.


  Caleb quickly fell into a peaceful slumber, a blissful smile on his face.


  



  * * * *


  


  CHAPTER 12 — Abigail


  



  



  “It’s not that big of a deal,” Larry said, shrugging his shoulders.


  “Killing someone isn’t a big deal?” Abigail asked, not quite believing what she was hearing. They’d been debating his proposal for nearly 10 minutes already.


  “It’s no different from feeding a snake. Sure, you don’t want to kill the mice or rats because they’re cute, but you know if you don’t drop the cute and fuzzies into the tank, your snake is going to die. Same thing here, we just need to bring someone here for when John gets hungry.”


  “I don’t like snakes,” Abigail said, her arms crossed, “and people aren’t rats!”


  “Apparently, we don’t hang in the same circles,” Larry joked, but the joke fell flat; Abigail giving him the silent treatment.


  Finally, she said, “There has to be another way.”


  Larry suddenly rushed Abigail, wrapped his arms around her from behind, closed his hands over hers and pulled the gun up, aiming it straight at John’s head.


  “No!” she screamed as she tried to free herself from Larry’s sudden grip.


  What is he doing?!


  “This is the only other way,” Larry whispered in a soothing voice that seemed at odds with his quick, abrasive actions. “If you want John to die, then pull the trigger now so at least he doesn’t suffer.”


  Abigail trembled, unable to say anything, as she looked at her angel’s face, so calm and peaceful. His eyes moved again under their lids and she wondered again what dreams he was dreaming and if, perhaps, she was in them?


  



  * * * *


  


  CHAPTER 13 — A Boy Long Ago


  



  



  The boy clutched his pillow tightly as the shadow in the corner subtly shifted, dark charcoal barely outlined against the black backdrop.


  “I’m sorry I took so long,” the shadow said, its voice strained and brittle enough to break in the slightest of breezes. Despite the voice’s fragile quality, the shadow seemed to exude an incredible force of undiluted strength, which gathered in the boy’s bedroom like a slowly churning funnel cloud, absorbing every available shadow and casting itself into an impossible shroud of darkness.


  “Wh… What?” was all the boy could manage.


  Downstairs, his father piped up again, screaming incoherent curses at the boy’s mom.


  The shadow’s head, if it indeed had one, spun quickly towards the boy’s bedroom door.


  “Ah, father is quite angry tonight, eh?”


  The boy’s bottom lip trembled as the shadow swirled even faster, as if gathering a solid mass of twisted knots of sinew, forming into something.


  “You … won’t need to … worry any long … er,” the voice said. The shadow man drifted towards the doorway, shadows trailing him along the walls, floor and ceiling like floating streamers tied to an automobile.


  “No!” the boy cried out, “Don’t…”


  The shadow stopped and turned, fixing its eyes — if the two burning blue spheres were indeed eyes — on the boy.


  “Surely … you want him to stop … hurting you … yes?” it asked.


  A million thoughts raced through the boy’s mind.


  What is this thing?


  Why did it apologize for being so late?


  Did the devil finally come to answer my prayers for God to kill my dad?


  The boy was awash in guilt, fear, and confusion. The monster waited, its shadows swirling around it like wisps of smoke caught in a holding pattern … waiting for the boy to give the command.


  “It can … all … be … over,” the thing said, its voice seemingly weaker, giving the boy the impression that if he didn’t act now, this thing, whatever it was, would go away forever.


  “You stupid cunt!” his father screamed, followed by a sickening thump of his fist on the boy’s mother.


  Now or never.


  “Kill him,” the boy said, his eyes suddenly steel marbles of clarity and conviction.


  The monster flew from the room, its form tightening into an ever more human shape until the boy could clearly make out the features of a face, and two, impossibly blue eyes. It turned to the boy, the shadows of its face rising in a smile.


  “You w … won’t regret this, Caleb.”


  



  * * * *


  


  CHAPTER 14 — Caleb


  



  



  Caleb woke with the embers of the dark creature’s eyes still singed in his memory.


  He glanced at the clock — only a scant hour of sleep had hollowed his bones. His head pounded as he tried to clear the cobwebs from his mind. He stumbled into the bathroom, sat on the toilet, and cradled his head in his hands as he emptied his bladder. The lights were off, but he could do nothing about the bright light spilling into the memory of his sleep.


  That wasn’t a dream.


  The thought led to a shudder. The images continued to loop on replay in his mind, feeling less like the sequences of a dream and more like a forgotten memory.


  A buried memory.


  A terrible itch raged from the deepest recesses of his brain as he stood up. Caleb approached the bed and collapsed on top of the sheets, eager to return to the dream, turning the newest pieces of the puzzle and trying to make sense of what he saw.


  Caleb’s early memories were fuzzy at best. The only things he could recall with any clarity didn’t come until after his birth parents were killed in a car accident and he was adopted by Ed and Myriam Baldwin. He vaguely remembered his birth father, though certainly not as the abusive man who haunted his dreams. His father had been…


  You can’t remember what he was like, can you?


  His mom was even more of a mystery. Suddenly, perhaps for the first time in decades, he wondered why he couldn’t remember his birth parents. A wave of guilt washed over him.


  He beat the hell out of you.


  Caleb shuddered as vague memories bubbled from somewhere deep in the recesses of his mind.


  He saw his birth father, a balding, working class man with a paunch and a horrible glare. As if prodded by the dream, memories surfaced. The version of his father he had carried for a lifetime was a forgery. Caleb suddenly remembered the man’s hateful gaze on him, judging him for one reason or another, always shaking his head in disgust.


  Oh God, how could I have buried this?


  He tried to pull more memories from the well, but it had run dry.


  He stared at the ceiling, then leaped up and yanked the cord on the ceiling fan. He downed another two pills and fell back into bed, listening to the quiet whir of the blades making their orbit. If he allowed his focus on the blades to soften until they blurred into a singular shape, he would fall asleep like he usually did. He had nowhere to be tomorrow and would stay in bed all day if necessary, in hopes of unlocking whatever memories were waiting to be found.


  



  * * * *


  


  CHAPTER 15 — John


  



  



  John woke to darkness. The last thing he could remember was looking up at Abigail after knocking Larry over.


  He was now lying nude in a bed covered by cool silk sheets. Upon remembering Abigail, he tried to leap from the bed and call out to her. His body refused to cooperate. Panic seized him for a second, until a voice called out.


  “How long are you gonna be?”


  After a moment, he realized it was his voice, though he had not spoken the words, but rather this dream self had. Suddenly, and without thinking it into action, John rolled over in the bed and glanced at the light bleeding from beneath a door.


  “Hold your horses,” a woman’s voice said.


  Hope!


  He tried to get up, but instead found his hand reaching down to coax himself to readiness.


  Though he was seeing through his eyes, could feel the coolness of the sheets, and smell the scent of… what was that, jasmine? … he was but a passenger in his own body. He was experiencing his past, but unable to control the events as they unfolded, for they had already happened.


  All he could do was watch and remember.


  “You promise not to laugh?” she asked again, from the other side of the door.


  “Scout’s honor,” he said and crossed his heart, though she wasn’t there to see it.


  “If you laugh, I’m NEVER doing this again,” she warned, in a slightly serious voice, laced with the laughter he loved. “And this will be the last birthday gift you ever get.”


  The door opened, and there she stood, her milky white skin bathed in the soft blue glow of moonlight pouring through the open curtains. Hope, just as she appeared in the gift of memory given by Abigail, though even more beautiful in this memory. And less dressed.


  She wore a black and white maid’s uniform, the sexy kind you’d find in a costume shop or adult catalog.


  A strong sense of déjà vu flooded John’s brain. A swarm of memories rushed him — both the Past him and the Passenger him. He remembered looking at the outfit with Hope at a costume shop a few months before that night. He joked that he’d like to see her in the uniform. She must’ve taken him seriously and decided to feed into his fantasy. Another memory, this one from earlier that night — they were out to dinner when she whispered in his ear, “I have something special for your birthday.” He was excited and curious. Hope wasn’t overtly sexual. Her charms were usually more subtle, though no less intoxicating.


  Though he couldn’t remember what was about to happen next in this replaying memory, other memories of their lives together began to surface. Her love of painting, how she always carried a book with her, her attempts to play cello, how her nose crinkled when she laughed, and how she got super silly after the smallest sip of alcohol. John the passenger smiled, even if his past self didn’t, at these recollections.


  He looked at Hope with a renewed sense of longing. He wanted to reach out and touch her, hold her, and hug her and never let her go. If he could feel her, perhaps he could somehow wake in that moment and never return to the new nightmare of his life. She was right there, so real he could smell her skin. He desperately wanted his dream self to reach out and touch her, and prayed that the senses he was experiencing as a passenger would extend to touch.


  “Wow,” he said, looking at her.


  She stared back. “Happy birthday,” she said in a huskier-than-normal voice, slowly moving towards the bed.


  The dream John laughed.


  Passenger John wanted to reach through and strangle his past self. Don’t laugh, you ass!


  Hope’s eyes widened as she pulled back, hurt.


  “I’m sorry,” he pleaded, “I’m sorry.”


  He reached out to touch her but she pulled away, standing just out of reach. “I knew I shouldn’t have done this!”


  “No, no, no,” John said, standing up, awkwardly aware of his erection, “I’m not laughing at you. I swear.”


  She looked up, wounded eyes peeking from beneath her dark shelf of bangs. “Then what’s so funny?”


  He stammered, trying to find a way to explain what he was thinking. The passenger John could hear the flood of thoughts echoing in his head, crossing over his own.


  “You just surprised me,” he said in the desperate tones of an accidentally honest man, “that’s all.”


  “I look ridiculous, don’t I?” she said, looking down and covering her breasts.


  “No, you look absolutely beautiful.” Passenger John felt as if he were also speaking, a simultaneous echo of his faded self.


  He felt like such an ass for laughing. Of course he found her sexy, doesn’t she know it by now? She was such a strong and confident woman and rarely showed such frailty. How could she not know? She looked up and their eyes met. He held her gaze. Hours of conversation passed without a word. He stood up and seemed to be instantly beside her, longing to be inside her.


  “I was just surprised; it would be like if I dressed up like a … I dunno, one of those Chippendale dancers or something,” he said, laughing, “Sure, I’d be sexy as all hell, but you’d be surprised.”


  She laughed, “So modest,” she said, the smile returning to brighten her face. “You sure I don’t look stupid?”


  He reached out, “Come here.”


  They touched.


  As he wrapped his arms around her and their bodies blended, passenger John felt the warmth of their embrace. He’d almost forgotten how good it felt to touch another. His fingers caressed her hair and traced the arch of her back as he pulled her tightly to him. His hunger to touch her, to feel her, to explore every inch of her body was fed insatiably by the dream self as he began to kiss and lick the small of her neck, downward, to her breasts and then back up, licking her lips before their mouths locked. Their eyes closed and for a moment there was only darkness and the sense of touch, the glorious warmth of their fingertips exploring one another.


  If his recent hours had been hell, this was nothing short of heaven.


  While kissing, he opened his eyes, and found she was looking at him. The passenger John felt his heart leap, in hopes that she was recognizing him, not only there in that moment in the bedroom, but also the him that was passed out in a motel room somewhere.


  He wanted to ask if she could see him, but his dream body would not cooperate. Their eyes locked and he was certain that somehow, if he just knew how, he could find a connection, somehow find a way to her in the present. Failing that, he was prepared to live forever in this moment.


  “Fuck me,” she said as her hands slid down to his cock.


  This time, John didn’t dare laugh.


  She pushed him gently down to the bed and he fell into the soft sheets.


  And he kept falling.


  John awoke back in the motel room. His body and heart were equally broken.


  



  * * * *


  


  CHAPTER 16 — Larry Keriowski


  



  



  “How about that one?” Larry waved his finger at an old man slowly peddling a decrepit 10-speed in the dark, likely on his way to a job that had been swallowing his soul a sip at a time. Two plastic grocery bags dangled from the handlebars, heavy with a cheap prepared lunch or pages to turn while whittling away a 30 minute break.


  “No,” Abigail said, sitting beside Larry in the darkened van.


  They were parked beside two other cars, both broken down by the looks of it, at the far end of a gas station’s parking lot. From their position, they could see the station/convenience store and a small strip plaza, which was closed. They’d hoped to find some wayward soul up to no good, someone Abigail could agree was a “bad person.”


  Unlike Larry’s disastrous motel headquarters, the van was immaculately clean and well-organized, despite its outer appearance. Along one wall of the van stood a built-in table with a few monitors and on-board computers and a chair. The opposite wall held a long row of dark, heavy duty plastic totes which drew Abigail’s curiosity, though she’d refrained from asking about their contents.


  Larry had allowed Abigail to continue holding the gun, while also giving her a quick lesson in aim and handling. He had both a .45 of his own and a stun gun, which he was ready to use once they found the right person to accompany them back to the motel. Whoever they brought back had to be alive in order for John to feed.


  They’d been sitting in the parking lot for nearly 20 minutes, but the bicyclist was only the second person they’d seen. The first had been a heavyset woman in her late 40’s, out for an early morning jog. Considering that the nearest residential area was at least a mile away, Larry suspected she was on her way to the all night doughnut shop a bit further up the road. Abigail had cast a vote against her as well. Fortunately for the jogger, the wages of sin by way of donuts was not worthy of execution by vampire.


  Abigail had hoped this would be easier, half expecting they’d catch someone committing some sort of heinous sin that she and Larry could stop just in time, knocking the bad guy cold and bringing him back for John to feed on. Unfortunately, there was never a bad guy around when you needed one.


  “We’re gonna need to find someone soon,” Larry said.


  “Fine, but not him,” Abigail said, pointing at the old man as he slowly faded from one patch of light on the deserted road and into darkness.


  “It’s okay,” Larry said, “he’s too old anyway. He probably wouldn’t have done much to quench John’s hunger. Younger people have a lot more lifeforce to feed on.”


  “So,” Abigail said, “I’d be an ideal meal, then?”


  Larry wasn’t sure if she were making a dark joke or verbalizing her fear.


  “Yeah,” he agreed, matter-of-factly.


  Abigail swallowed the knot in her throat.


  “I don’t suppose you know anyone around here who needs to die, do you?” Larry asked, “Maybe an old boyfriend who pissed you off?”


  “Boyfriend?” Abigail laughed.


  A pair of headlights swirled into view and grabbed their attention as a white van rolled into the station and idled beside one of the station’s doors. A short man hopped out, tufts of brown and gray hair curling around his balding dome. He wore khaki knee-length shorts and a faded yellow tee shirt with black spots peppering the front. He slid his van’s side door open, retrieved a bundle of newspapers, then dropped the pile next to the gas station doorway.


  Abigail and Larry exchanged glances.


  “Too high profile,” Larry said, “he’d be reported missing before the hour was up, soon as the cops at the donut shop down the street realize their coffees are cold and they don’t have their papers yet.”


  “No,” Abigail said, “I don’t want to take him. I have an idea. Can you give me some money?”


  “To buy a paper?” Larry shook his head. “No way, missy. Your picture is all over page 1 A, I can guarantee you that. That dude gets one look at you and the cops will be here in minutes. We wait until he leaves.”


  “Oh yeah,” she said with a frown. She began tapping her feet on the floorboard and Larry rolled his eyes.


  The delivery driver left and Larry sprinted to the station, grabbed two papers and returned to the van.


  “Okay, what’s your big idea?”


  Abigail was frozen, the pictures on the front page demanding her attention. Both looked like crappy cell-phone shots taken in haste. One clearly showed her wide-eyed terror as she stood by the side of the freeway. The other shot had been snapped just as John was moving from one victim to the next.


  “Earth to Abi,” Larry said, snapping his fingers, “what’s your idea?”


  She shook the moment away and started to explain, “It’s like what you said before. Let’s find someone who really deserves to die. I mean, people do bad stuff all the time, right? Most of them don’t go to jail, I bet.”


  Larry looked at her, wondering what kind of hell a kid goes through to become this jaded so early in life.


  “Well, chances are good that if they’re in the paper, they’re probably in jail, or maybe hard to get to.”


  Abigail glared, “You have a better idea?”


  “Not really,” Larry said.


  “Then let’s find someone who needs to die,” Abigail said, clenching her jaw and unfolding the paper across her lap.


  



  * * * *


  


  CHAPTER 17 — Brock Tyler


  



  Four black vans with headlights killed rolled simultaneously out of the darkness and into the parking lot of the motel, quiet save for the sound of tires crunching over debris on the littered pavement.


  Squad leader Brock Tyler was eager to get the ball rolling. “We’re here,” he radioed his boss. “It looks like he’s alone.”


  “Good,” Jacob responded, “then go in and bring him home.”


  Brock gave the command and at once, all the van doors slid open and 12 men in black paramilitary body armor prepared to descend onto John’s motel room, weapons drawn.


  



  TO BE CONTINUED…


  


  ::EPISODE 3::


  CHAPTER 1 — John


  



  



  For the second time in as many days, John woke up confined. This time by a jacket rather than a grave.


  John would have gladly taken the tomb instead.


  “Abigail!”


  John filled the empty room with his hoarse voice, but only a dull echo bounced back.


  Where the hell are they?


  Pain hammered against his skull as a ravenous need burned through his body. The deep yearning was close to hunger, but more insatiable and far less reasonable, clouding the edges of every thought. He HAD to get out now.


  He had to feed.


  He writhed and squirmed, trying to free his arms from the goddamned prison of fabric and buckles, but the constant motion only seemed to tangle him further. Panic and rage flooded his senses like a shot of adrenaline as he shook his entire body in a vain attempt at escape.


  “Damn it!” he screamed, spittle raining from his mouth.


  “What did you do to me?!” he bellowed, hoping that bastard Larry was within earshot.


  He began breathing faster, and more shallow, as raw panic needled his brain, whispering that he would die right here in this spot if he did not break free RIGHT NOW.


  He shook again, this time kicking his feet into the floor and sending his chair flying back into the wall. His head bounced against the drywall with a dull thud.


  “Fuck!” he screamed.


  Where are Abigail and Larry?!


  With a flare of anger, John vowed to tear Larry to shreds if he’d done anything to harm the girl. Then he had an idea — he could try to connect to Abigail. Perhaps, if he could concentrate long enough, he would be able to sense her, to at least know if she was okay. Unfortunately, his mind was a tumultuous mix of panic, pain, and hunger, flashing through each phase with equal intensity, making slow, deliberate thought nearly impossible.


  He glared up at the monitors, showing the news — still — of him.


  Isn’t there anything else happening in the fucking world?


  Two of the screens weren’t displaying news, though. They were closed circuit monitors, one which showed the parking lot of the motel and the other which showed the rear of the building. From his viewpoint, he could see the entire parking lot. Larry’s van was missing.


  It’s okay, they’ll be back … no, they fucking left and you know it … you’re going to die right here. They left you to die. He and Abigail left you alone. To die.


  John closed his eyes, trying to shake the anger from his thoughts. It worked, even if only temporarily. He found himself thinking of Hope and the dream, and suddenly, he was awash in the emotions that he woke to, sadness and misery. John could feel tears wanting to burst from his eyes, but his face felt frozen, taut, like it was going to crack from the pressure building within.


  Suddenly, a beeping sound.


  John glanced up at the two closed circuit monitors. Flashing boxes along the bottom read, “ALERT.”


  That’s when John saw four black vans pull into the parking lot. Panic returned to seize control of his senses. He began to writhe again in his jacket in another attempt to squirm free.


  



  * * * *


  


  CHAPTER 2 — Larry, John, Abigail, Brock


  



  



  Larry


  



  The newspapers were full of people who needed to die — corrupt politicians whose actions indirectly led to the deaths to their constituents, unscrupulous businessmen who took ungodly sums of money while robbing the pensions of their employees, and the general scumbags who beat, robbed, raped, and killed those weaker than themselves — a world of wolves fat with prey.


  Though there was no shortage of people who would enhance the world with their absence — people who deserved a verdict harsher than any the dubious legal system would impose — there were none which were also local and within easy reach. A shame really, because Larry, now that he’d given it some thought, rather liked the idea of vigilantism by vampire.


  Justice, it seemed, would have to wait. This morning they might have to be the very wolves who preyed on the weak and innocent. If they didn’t find someone for John to feast on, he was dead. And Larry couldn’t allow that to happen.


  “I wish I were a vampire,” Abigail said, tossing the paper to the floor, “I would just roam the night, helping people and killing bad guys.”


  “That would be cool,” Larry said. “Though I can’t imagine you’d dig on the loneliness.”


  “I think I’ve had enough of other people for a while … well, except John.”


  A chorus of beeping abruptly rang through the van’s cabin. The alarm he’d set up at the motel began its cry on his cell phone.


  “Shit,” he said, awkwardly scrambling toward the back of the van.


  On the monitors he could see the four vans which had breached the motel’s parking lot.


  Abigail was behind him. “What’s happening?”


  “John has company,” he said as he bolted back to the front seat and gunned the engine. “We need to get back there now!”


  Abigail lurched forward as Larry hit the gas pedal. Fortunately she was wearing a seatbelt even though he hadn’t thought to tell her to put it on.


  “Who are they?” she asked, turning back and looking at the monitors.


  “It’s either the good guys or the bad guys,” Larry said, “my money’s on the bad guys.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “John has something that a lot of people want.”


  “What is it?”


  “A memory that he doesn’t remember right now,” Larry said.


  “So how can they get it from him, then?”


  “Because,” Larry explained in as simple as terms as he could, “they both have their ways of getting it.”


  “Why don’t you just let him give it to the good guys then?”


  Jesus, this girl asks a lot of questions!


  Larry sighed, trying to keep things simple as he raced down the dark street, keeping an eye out for cop cars, or more black vans.


  “Because the good guys aren’t necessarily the ’good guys.’ They’re just a little better than the bad guys.” Larry shrugged. “Maybe worse. The bad guys only want the information, but the good guys want to prevent the bad guys from getting it. And the only way to really do that is to kill John.”


  Abigail turned back to the monitors.


  “They’ve got an army,” she said, alarmed.


  “How many are there?”


  Abigail counted, “I see 12.”


  “Fuck,” Larry cursed as he raced down the highway, hoping he could reach the motel in time.


  



  * * * *


  



  Brock


  



  Brock’s squad flanked the outside of the boarded-up motel room doorway. Two agents were stationed behind the motel, though the only rear exit was a small bathroom window in each of the rooms.


  According to Jacob, their target, the feeder named John, was in a straight jacket and wouldn’t pose much of a threat. Still, in Brock’s experience, you could never be too prepared, especially if anyone else was with John.


  Brock’s men were each armed with a satchel of flash bang and tear gas grenades that would neutralize without killing. They were also equipped with M4A1 carbines to deal with anybody else that got in their way.


  



  * * * *


  



  John


  



  John cursed the jacket that was keeping him prisoner.


  He could feel the presence of the men surrounding the motel room, like a blind man sensing someone at the edges of his space. He could even hear some of them, anxious breaths and quickened heartbeats, though much of what he heard was lost in the din of his own internal cacophony of panic, anger, and hunger.


  Damn, the hunger!


  He saw in the monitors that they were wearing black body armor, enclosed masks, and were armed to the teeth. They were prepared for war, it seemed. While he had healed from the earlier gunshot, he wasn’t sure how he would stand up to a hailstorm of bullets. Perhaps he had a weak spot. If you could kill movie vampires with a stake through the heart or by chopping their heads off, perhaps he had a similar frailty? He already shared at least one Achilles heal with his fictional brethren — sunlight. So why not others?


  John then realized that most of the gunmen were positioned just outside the motel room he’d entered, not the adjoining room where he was now. He clumsily rose to his feet, though his upper body was completely restricted by the restraint jacket, and scurried to the door separating the two rooms. He pushed the door closed with his shoulder and sealed himself off in the secondary room. Unfortunately, the doorway between the rooms had two doors, one on each side, and he had no way of closing the other door. Certainly someone would notice the open door on the other side, then storm the adjoining room. At best, he was buying himself a few seconds. A few seconds to do what, he didn’t know, but a few seconds, nonetheless.


  



  * * * *


  



  Larry


  



  “Come on,” Abigail said from the back seat. She was nervously watching the monitor, her leg shaking a mile a minute, as the men in black assembled outside the motel room, large weapons raised and collectively aimed at the door.


  “I’m going as fast as I can,” Larry snapped, and indeed he was pressing the van to its limits. The speedometer was past the 100 mph listed on the dashboard and the entire van shook as if the sheer force of unreasonable speed might shred it to ribbons. While the van was deceptively well-built and maintained, it was never meant for such ridiculous velocity. There was only so hard Larry could push it before something would give.


  Fortunately, they hadn’t strayed too far from the motel and were now only a few minutes away.


  Larry hoped that would be enough time.


  



  * * * *


  



  John


  



  The doors in the next room burst open in a riot of sound, smoke, and light, which John sensed though he couldn’t yet see. John tried to suss out the noises and his senses, to get an idea of how many of the men were still outside the motel if he could somehow slip out before the other men found him. At least six, he figured. One man in a straight jacket against six soldiers. They weren’t good odds, but it was as good as they were gonna get.


  John took a few steps back from the front doorway of his motel room, then stumbled forward, slamming his left shoulder into the doorway in hopes of launching it open and running into the night.


  Instead, he fell to a painful heap on the floor. Only then did he realize that the door opened inward, not out.


  “Fuck!” he cried out, on the ground, writhing in pain.


  The door separating the rooms burst open and smoke began to pour inside, choking John and burning his eyes as though they were rinsed in fire.


  The sound of boots echoed around him. He knew he was surrounded, though he couldn’t open his eyes to verify.


  Two gloved hands yanked him from behind and pulled him up by the back of the jacket. Something sharp poked his head — a gun barrel.


  “Walk,” a voice, muffled by a mask, barked in his ear.


  John obeyed, not that he had a choice. He was aching and hungry, and still couldn’t focus on a single clear thought. His instincts prodded him like a million tiny needles — directives to run, jump, bite, and even fly.


  Can I fly?


  If so, he didn’t have any clue how he’d go about it, much less escape before the men shot him down.


  Run, run, run, run!


  The whispered counsel from his inner voice was rising to a scream, but he still couldn’t harness his thoughts long enough to formulate a plan. It took all his focused energy just to stay upright and stop himself from melting into a puddle of impotence. Hunger twisted in his gut and he could feel the warmth of the bodies around him, practically inviting him to feed on them. Even if he could break free of his restraints, the gunmen would never give him a chance, though. They’d come wearing gloves, and marched him out from behind, keeping a gun to his head the entire time. Somehow, John felt like they knew exactly how to neutralize whatever threat he posed.


  As they shoved him out into the night, and he saw the vans in the parking lot, he knew instantly that these were the people who’d taken Abigail. They were working for the bald man from his past.


  



  * * * *


  



  Abigail


  



  Larry killed the lights as he coasted into the parking lot across the street from the motel. He watched as the men marched John out at gunpoint.


  “Do something!” Abigail cried.


  “Get out of the van,” Larry commanded.


  “No, I want to…”


  Larry turned back to her and yelled, his face twisted in anger, “Get out!”


  She looked him in the eyes. He was dead serious. Whatever he was going to do, he was trying to protect her. She climbed past him, into the front seat, and opened her door.


  “Run like hell, and if anyone tries to stop you, shoot them in the head,” Larry said. “Remember, turn your safety off.”


  “Okay,” she said, nodding her head and jumping down to the ground.


  Larry gunned the engine and raced towards the motel.


  



  * * * *


  



  Brock


  



  Brock’s unit led John into the parking lot of the motel.


  John was much weaker looking than Brock would have guessed for a man who had caused so much havoc in the past 48 hours. He approached John, keeping a safe distance, despite the restraint jacket.


  “It’s okay, John. We’re going to take you home,” he said calmly.


  A roar of an engine erupted behind them. Brock spun back as a van careened straight at them. His men drew their weapons and fired at the approaching threat.


  



  * * * *


  



  Larry


  



  “Yee-haw, motherfuckers!” Larry screamed out, surprised by his own giddiness, and laughing as the van barreled forward.


  Bullets pierced the window and ripped into the chair where Abigail had been, but missed Larry entirely. With just a few yards to go, he turned the wheel left, aiming not at John, but at the handful of men just behind him.


  The van struck its targets with sickening thuds, then rolled over the soldiers, thumping as Larry slammed on the breaks. The van screeched, then lost its balance, swerving sideways, tumbling twice and then slid to a crashing halt into the motel.


  



  * * * *


  



  John


  



  John opened his eyes in a painful blur just in time to see the van driving straight at them.


  The van slammed into the men behind John and the momentum sent him forward and into one of the soldiers. They fell to the ground, John on top of the man. When they came to a stop, John’s face was as close as a lover to the soldier’s.


  The soldier looked up, and his eyes went wide at something he saw in John’s eyes.


  Instinct kicked in.


  John’s jaw snapped open, and he sank hard on the man’s neck and pulled, ripping flesh in frayed chunks in a fluid, animalistic surge. The soldier screamed, flailing as John dug deeper like a hound refusing to loosen its grip. Blood rushed into his mouth and then, as his jaw locked tighter around the man’s neck, the familiar current of energy began to course into him.


  John inhaled deeply, his eyes rolling back in his head as he felt a tidal wave of vitality rush through his body. All at once, the panic, pain, and hunger which had ravaged him stopped, replaced with a calmness even as chaos continued to erupt around them. For that moment, even as the van screeched and flipped over before slamming into the motel, even as the remaining gunmen screamed and fired their weapons at John, there was nothing else but John and the life force he was drinking fully.


  One of the men screamed “hold your fire” repeatedly, but bullets continued to rip into John’s back, legs, and arms. Only when lead bit his shoulder, did he consider the danger of a head shot.


  John looked down at the withered corpse beneath him, paused for a moment, then lifted his gaze at the remaining men in black — four of them.


  They stopped firing, staring at him like startled children caught by an angry parent. One man’s weapon shook in his hands.


  John looked down at the jacket, concentrated on the belts and buckles which fastened his arms together. All at once, they unfastened and he began to wriggle free.


  If only I could’ve done that 10 minutes ago.


  “Holy shit!” one of the men said and fired a shot which slammed into John’s chest.


  John fell to the ground, his chest on fire as he gasped for breath. He glared up, then leaped at the man who shot him, so fast that no man or bullet could stop him. His hands found the man’s skin beneath his mask.


  “Oh God no!” the man blurted out with his dying gasps as John fed on him.


  John, his body humming with power, turned and glared at the three remaining men and barked, “Run!”


  They did.


  



  * * * *


  



  Brock


  



  Brock watched as John fed on his soldiers.


  What the FUCK?!


  He took cover behind one of the armored vans the minute shit went south.


  He wanted to call Jacob and ask him what to do, but was afraid to disappoint his boss. He knew all too well what happened when people let Jacob down. While Jacob was not a strong man, he had plenty of resources. Those he didn’t kill, always wished themselves dead soon enough. Returning without John wasn’t an option.


  As he contemplated his next course of action, he saw her. The girl that he and his squad had kidnapped earlier. She was sitting in a pickup truck across the street, head peeking over the dashboard. While she was seemingly staring straight at him, her eyes were more likely on the action. Brock decided to move from his spot so he could circle around and approach her from behind.


  John might out-power him, but Brock would be damned if the freak would outsmart him.


  



  * * * *


  



  Abigail


  



  Abigail’s heart was a jackhammer, banging against the silent walls of the unlit truck still cloaked amongst the shadows. She watched helplessly as chaos erupted across the street, the gun quivering in her hand as her left knee bounced madly.


  She couldn’t believe the ferociousness of John’s attack as he bit, clawed, and burned the soldiers. She was paralyzed, horrified, and fascinated all at once. Though she’d seen the aftermath of John’s feeding, and had seen him in action on the televisions in Larry’s motel room, this was the first time she’d … seen it in person.


  Pain crawled up her throat as her eyes fought back tears. For the first time, Abigail was not only afraid for John, but seeing his unbridled glee for the feast, she was afraid of him.


  The gun in her hand suddenly felt powerless against the narrow-eyed juggernaut of fate.


  



  * * * *


  



  Brock


  



  Brock was now 40 yards behind the girl in the car. He lowered the night vision goggles on his mask, confirming she was indeed alone, her attention bolted on the old motel. Brock bit his lower lip, flipped up the goggles up, and crept slowly towards the car.


  



  * * * *


  



  John


  



  John stood over the two corpses, invigorated and oddly … euphoric.


  He was surprised how much he was enjoying the hunt, but not enough so to stop playing with his prey.


  His hungry eyes wandered the parking lot for a second before his ears pricked to the sound of a few gunmen approaching from behind. He lifted his hands in the air and slowly turned around, a predatory smile spreading across his face. John threw his head back and quietly dared them as if he, not them with their weapons, held all the cards.


  “I’ll give you the same chance as the others,” he leaned forward, paused, and then whispered, “run.”


  One of the men barked into an unseen radio, “Alpha Seven to Alpha One, do you copy?”


  The radio’s silence washed the man’s face in sudden worry. There was a small fissure in the cool of his voice when he repeated the call. Gunshots erupted behind the motel, echoing in the morning.


  “He’s dead,” John said without emotion, though he had no idea if Alpha One was indeed one of the men he’d already fed on. One was named Sergei and the other Christian. Bits of their memories now intermingled with his own, a too-confusing brew that had yet to settle. John tried not to think about them, though, certain he’d get lost down a rabbit hole if he did.


  “I killed him,” John said, “And you’re next unless you run.”


  Two of the men that flanked Alpha Seven stepped forward, one yelled, “Hands behind your head, drop down to the ground!”


  Though part of John was still very afraid, there was something in him, a blood lust, which thrust him forward without regard for his life. The gunmen were so warm and appetizing. Their fear was intoxicating, fueling John’s desire to take their lives. Hunger, twisting like a dark parasite, coiled then expanded somewhere inside his guts. Wisps of blue and magenta aura surrounded the men, beckoning John to draw from their wells. His fingers tingled in anticipation.


  John stepped forward, staring down Alpha Seven, almost daring the man to take a shot. The soldier refused to break his stare even as John stood just inches from him.


  A shot rang out. One of the two flankers was hit and fell to the ground screaming. The remaining gunmen spun around, each facing a different direction, weapons aimed into the fading darkness, searching for the shooter. They both flicked down goggles on their masks. Too late. Two more shots rang out and the mask of Alpha Seven’s helmet shattered in a splash of blood, apparently no match for the bullets being shot at them. The other man was hit in the leg and fell to the ground, still clutching his gun, looking for the gunman.


  Larry appeared, climbing over the top of his overturned van. He jumped down, rifle slung over his shoulder, hair half as wild as the look in his eyes. Apparently John wasn’t the only one invigorated by death dealing.


  “Hot damn, that was some fine ass shooting,” Larry said as he quickly ran forward, paused with a slight grin, then finished the two wounded gunmen with a matching set of head shots. “Don’t worry, I took care of the rest before they could get away.”


  John dropped to the ground, laying hands on one of the men’s corpses to capture the last bit of life as it fled his body. The stream was different, weaker, and not as satisfying as the others. It was also full of pain. John flinched as he felt the first gunshot which hit the man in the leg. He tried to pull away, but couldn’t break the connection as he continued to feed on the last of the man’s life. As the corpse burned, John continued to twitch, pain splintering his entire body.


  He relived the man’s final moments, seeing through the dead man’s eyes. He saw Larry barreling towards him, gun drawn, aimed and…


  An explosion went off in John’s mind as he jumped back from the corpse and broke the connection. He was too late, though.


  Pain twisted through his body as something else, far darker and lonelier, wrapped itself around his mind. He felt himself falling into a void, his body finding velocity as it crashed towards an unknown doom.


  No, not again!


  Suddenly, a tether snapped him back to reality — Larry’s hand on his shoulder, his voice in his ear, “Hey buddy, you okay?”


  John nodded as he felt the real world return.


  But the world was somehow darker. An overwhelming sense of doom had taken root in his head, pressing on him from outside and within. He couldn’t shake the feeling that something horrible was about to happen. He could feel it like a cold wind announcing a dark storm on the horizon.


  “Abigail?” Larry said, looking up and past John.


  “Where’s Abigail?” John asked, still groggy.


  “Here,” a voice said from behind.


  John turned to see one last gunman standing about 10 yards away, one hand gripping her shoulder tightly, the other holding a pistol dug into Abigail’s temple.


  



  * * * *


  


  CHAPTER 3 — John


  



  



  “Leave her alone!” John growled, turning to face the gunman holding Abigail. Her eyes were wet and crimson; face stained pink from crying. She opened her mouth to speak, but the masked man clamped his hand across it.


  “You need to come with me,” the man said to John.


  “No fucking way.” Larry lifted his rifle, aimed it at the man’s head and said, “Let her go.”


  “If you shoot me,” the gunman said calmly, “my finger will twitch, this gun will go off, and she will die. It’s all very simple, really. Or … we can end this peacefully. John comes with me, you take the girl, and this never happened.”


  The man was Brock, John recalled from memories he’d stolen from the squad. A real badass. He wasn’t bluffing — he would shoot Abigail without flinching if he thought all was lost. He had no compunctions about killing, and his past was littered with bodies he put in the ground, men, women, children.


  Brock worked for the same man he saw in his vision. The one who took Abigail and then let her go. And now John had a name to match the bald man’s face.


  Jacob.


  “Put down the gun,” John told Larry.


  Larry didn’t budge. “No way you’re going with him, John. Trust me, it won’t end well for you.”


  Brock looked down at Abigail, “Tell them Abigail, do you want to die today?”


  She looked up at John, eyes now flooding in tears, and whimpered, “No.”


  John, heartbroken, turned to Larry, stepping between he and Brock and directly into Larry’s line of fire. John looked his old friend in the eyes, they were wild and a bit scared, but also angry. Sweat drenched Larry’s brow.


  “Let me go with him,” John said, “you take Abigail and watch over her until I come back.”


  “I can’t let you do that,” Larry said, shaking his head, looking past John and at the gunman, “The minute you go, they get what they want. I can’t let that happen. YOU can’t let that happen. This is more important than one person’s life.”


  John couldn’t believe what Larry was saying. Pondering Abigail’s death for even a second twisted cold steel deep inside his heart.


  “Larry,” John said, trying to influence whatever compassion might be resting in the man’s core. “She’s just a child.”


  Larry blinked the sweat from his eyes, doing his best not to look away from the gunman and Abigail.


  “You don’t get it John, you would choose the same thing. You chose burial to protect the secret, to keep it from them.”


  John wished he could remember something from his past life, anything. It was hell on earth wondering what was so important; serious enough to swap for the life of a child. He couldn’t imagine anything important enough, except …


  Hope?!


  “Is it … Hope?” he asked, mentioning his love’s name to Larry for the first time.


  Larry’s eyes widened in recognition, then froze on John for a moment as though trying to taste the right answer.


  It is Hope.


  Dark despair dug its talons deeper into John’s brain. Something horrible was about to happen. He could feel it racing forward — a train off its tracks, and he, fate’s passenger, with no control.


  “Doesn’t matter,” John said. “Abigail needs me. Needs us. Now.”


  He turned to Brock, “What do you want me to do?”


  “Get in the back of the van,” Brock said, pointing to one of the identical black-windowed black vans behind him, “there’s a special cell to ensure you won’t … well, you know,” he said nodding his head in reference to the dead bodies between them. “Once you’re inside, and I’m in the driver’s seat, I’ll let the girl go and bring you home. You will be perfectly safe. If we wanted you dead, we would’ve struck during daylight.” Brock glanced up at the sky. “The sun is going to rise any minute, we need to get on with it.”


  “How do I know you’ll let her go?” John asked.


  “If we wanted the girl dead, she would never have left our custody when we took her earlier,” Brock sighed, losing patience with the exchange. “Let’s do this.”


  John glanced back at Larry, who almost imperceptibly nodded his head yes against the weight of reservation.


  John tried to signal to Larry not to worry. He would find a way out of this, he was certain, despite the overwhelming sense of dread pumping through his veins. Right now, this was their only card. Despite his powers, even if he could duplicate the energy blast he had managed to hurl at Larry earlier, he doubted he could do it any more quickly than Larry firing a round at Brock. Either way, Abigail would end up taking a bullet.


  John began to walk towards the van. He glanced at Abigail, who was sucking back a small sea of tears and snot. He winked, as if to say everything would be okay. The lie made her smile, for a moment anyway. The glint in her eyes made him smile.


  He prayed this would not be the last time he’d see her. Without memories of his own life, she was the only thing he had. Without her, he was adrift — reality’s compass broken and more alone than God.


  



  * * * *


  


  CHAPTER 4 — Abigail and Larry


  



  



  Abigail watched as John approached the van. She knew she should be brave and do something, but what? The soldier already warned her that if she tried to do anything stupid, a team of 12 more men, unseen snipers, he called them, would, on his command, kill everyone in sight. She didn’t know if he was lying or not, but she couldn’t take any chances.


  “He can die, you know,” the soldier told her as they walked towards the motel a few minutes earlier, “if they shoot him in the head enough times, he won’t come back to life.”


  So she remained silent. What little fight she had stayed dormant.


  As John walked towards the van, she wondered if she’d made the right decision. Wondered if there was anything she could do to make a difference. In a few moments, they would have him. God only knew what they wanted, but she couldn’t see it ending well for John.


  The gun tightened against her head, as if the man could tell what she was thinking and meant to dissuade her.


  



  * * * *


  



  Larry


  



  Larry watched as John approached the van. The fact that John trusted these men, was further indication of how much of his memory remained blank. Larry could think of at least five different things the old John would have done to neutralize the situation. But Larry wasn’t about what could have been; he was about being prepared and making things happen.


  He still had one ace up his sleeve, and he was eager to lay it down.


  Before getting out of the van, Larry reached into his pants pocket and retrieved a customized watch he’d kept as a last resort, and strapped it to his left wrist. While it looked and functioned like any other digital watch, it was also a trigger to detonate a nearby series of explosives.


  The gunman briefly lifted his left hand from Abigail’s shoulder to retrieve something from his pants. A remote which opened the van’s side door. He ordered John to climb inside.


  Larry saw something stirring in Abigail, like she had her own ace she was itching to play.


  Shit.


  He had one shot at this and couldn’t afford to have another variable in motion. He narrowed his glare at her, and when she looked into his eyes, he shook his head no.


  John climbed into the van and looked back at Larry, a vow of I’ll figure something out written on his face. The odds of that happening were much dimmer once they had him, though. John had no idea about the power of the forces he was dealing with. The van door slid shut and the lock clicked into place.


  “Okay,” the gunman said to Larry, “we’re walking back to the van. Once I’m inside, I’ll let her go. The inside of the van is lined with lights, the kind that will burn him. If you try anything, I will end John’s life in an instant.”


  Shit.


  Larry figured the soldier had something up his sleeve, but had not counted on the van doubling as a killing device. However, Larry also knew they needed John alive and wouldn’t kill him, unless the guy was as reckless as he was desperate.


  Larry’s window to act was about to slam shut.


  



  * * * *


  



  Abigail


  



  Abigail followed the soldier’s instructions carefully, walking backwards slowly, his left hand — the one with the remote — on her shoulder, and the gun now at her back. She tried to keep her balance, her mind racing for a way out. She searched Larry’s face for another subtle glance or shake of the head to indicate direction, but it was a stone mask.


  The soldier instructed her to turn with him as they drew closer to the van, navigated around the side and towards the driver’s still open door. Abigail’s nerves were frayed, waiting for whatever was about to unfold. Dread, fear, and hope waged war inside her body — her head dizzy and stomach swimming.


  Suddenly, Abigail stumbled backward, her foot getting caught up with the soldier’s. Rather than breaking her fall, the soldier stepped back. Her arms instinctively reached out, trying to find some balance before hitting the ground hard. The soldier aimed his gun down at her, his eyes narrow slits.


  The chance she’d been waiting for, a moment to help her beloved angel, happened amid an instant outburst of tangled noise and rolling waves of sudden heat.


  The motel room door behind them exploded open in a fiery blast. A second door, further back, detonated in a blazing echo. The soldier stumbled forward then spun around, diverted briefly by the eruptions. Abigail took her chance, scrambled to her feet and ran towards Larry as gunshots rang from behind.


  “Goddammit!” the soldier yelled.


  Larry took his chance, firing several shots at the soldier.


  Almost instantly, Abigail realized the error of placing herself in the crossfire. Breathless, and heart pounding, she didn’t know what else to do but run as fast as she could to Larry. Bullets whizzed past her, slamming into the pavement and spitting up chunks of asphalt.


  And then one found her.


  Pain splintered her chest as she was thrust backwards to the ground.


  Oh God, no.


  The wound was like wet fire spreading through her chest. She writhed on the ground, attempting to get up before giving up entirely. She could only turn on her side and look back towards the van, praying John stayed safe from harm.


  The pain then cut off, as if she’d reached whatever limits of anguish a person was allowed before something flipped the shut-off switch.


  Abigail’s eyes then noticed the spreading pool of blood pouring from her like ink in the darkness of predawn, and wondered how so much blood could spill from a single body.


  As she watched the blood, it felt as if she were watching it flow from someone else’s body, not hers. And it looked almost beautiful in an odd sort of way, as the pool widened, growing larger and darker.


  Shots continued to ring out, then fell into a sudden chorus of silence. Abigail watched as the soldier fell to the ground. She tried to turn to see Larry, but her body refused to cooperate.


  Darkness crawled to the edges of her vision, and it was all she could do to turn her gaze back up to the van.


  John?


  The van shook wildly, a mostly muffled scream from John. He sounded like he was in so much pain. She wondered if the soldier had made good on his threat, and in his last act, pressed the button which would burn John to death.


  No! John!


  Something else entered her field of vision. Larry, crouching down, looking at her. His eyes harbored deep sorrow — as though he was looking at a corpse.


  “I’m so sorry,” he said, reaching out to touch her cheek, though she felt nothing.


  Larry leapt up and raced towards the van, his footsteps like echoes from somewhere far away as sound dissolved along with her other senses. Darkness, like a gauze, distorted almost everything as her life stained the asphalt beneath her.


  She watched as Larry ran first to the fallen soldier and then to the van’s door.


  Open the door.


  Please be alive, John. Please.


  All she wanted was to see her angel one final time before she died. She fought to hold tight to the world, to keep her focus.


  As Larry opened the van door, Abigail lost the battle and succumbed to the darkness.


  



  * * * *


  


  CHAPTER 5 — John


  



  



  Dread had taken root in the depths of John’s brain like a malevolent creature, devouring what little hope he still harbored.


  He was fetal, curled in the darkness of the van turned prison cell. His back was pressed against the black Plexiglas wall behind him, as he rocked back and forth, nervously waiting for the world to come crashing in. Though he listened keenly to the events unfolding outside the van, he was unable to hear much of anything beyond muffled exchanges while second guessing his decision to get into the van.


  It’s coming.


  He closed his eyes, tried to focus on Abigail, to connect with her. He could feel her there, could even sense how close she was, but there was something — some sort of darkness surrounding her — preventing him access to her mind.


  Then the explosions.


  He heard Brock shouting.


  Abigail!


  Then the gunshots.


  John leapt to a squatting position, ready to strike, his body prickling for action. But he was caged and helpless, the walls of the van feeling even tighter than the coffin around him.


  He felt Abigail starting to fade. She was wounded in the gunfire. He knew it as certainly as he knew the sun would soon be rising. He screamed, using his body as a battering ram, slamming himself against the side door as if he could somehow shake the locks loose.


  “Abigail!”


  He thought he heard something, her voice?


  He stopped moving and tilted his head, hungry to hear any sounds rise above the gunshots. Everything went silent as time seemed to pause in wait for whatever was next. Either his side door would open and Larry would appear or the van would start moving, on their way to his would-be kidnappers, and away from Abigail, who needed him now more than ever.


  The silence was a slow and steady suffocation. He started to rock again, shaking the van wildly and screaming. “Let me out!”


  Footsteps approached, and John’s body tingled in anticipation.


  The side door slid open as John flinched, preparing for the worst. Thankfully, it was Larry’s shape silhouetting the open door rather than Brock’s. Larry was silent, but John could see the truth in his eyes and sprawled on the asphalt a few yards away. Abigail, in a pool of blood, eyes open and staring at him in a dead gaze.


  John’s heart crumbled as he exploded from the van and sprinted towards her.


  He collapsed to her side and reached to feel for a pulse even as her eyes held their dead focus on the van. He caught himself, unsure what damage his touch could do to her in this state. He called to her; but no response.


  “Don’t touch her!” Larry screamed, his heavy footsteps thundering across the asphalt towards them.


  Larry reached down and touched the child’s neck. His eyes widened.


  “Holy shit!” he cried out, “she’s still alive.”


  “Call an ambulance, we’ve got to help her!” John said through a cracked voice.


  Larry looked grave, his hand still on Abigail’s neck.


  “We’ve got to get out of here, John. Now! She’s not gonna make it, even if we stay.”


  John’s mind raced as he shook his head, repeating, “No, no, no, no. There’s got to be something we can do!”


  Something flickered from deep within the recesses of John’s forgotten memories — a glimmer of something almost recognizable, a faint echo of a lost transmission from a long dead satellite.


  Larry mumbled something about needing to get out of there before the cops, or agents, came. John closed his eyes, trying to block Larry’s voice out.


  “Wait!” John snapped, “Give me a minute!”


  John dove deeper into the murkiness of his subconscious like a blind man trying to find his keys along the ocean floor. Only, John couldn’t remember the last time he’d seen the keys, let alone recall what they unlocked.


  “John,” Larry said, “she’s dying.”


  “I fucking know that,” John barked, spinning towards Larry, anger flashing, and then…


  Something came to him and John had an idea.


  “I can turn her?” John asked Larry, “I can bring her back as a vampire, can’t I?”


  Larry nodded, “You know how?”


  “I think so, I am remembering… something.”


  “If you do this,” Larry warned, “you’re sentencing her to a life of hell.”


  “A life of hell is all she’s ever known,” John said, “but it sure as hell beats not living.”


  John looked down at the helpless child — his angel.


  Her open, glassy eyes cut straight into his heart. Though Larry said she was alive, John was pretty certain she couldn’t see him. Something resembling instinct whispered in his brain, just let me take over. He wasn’t sure if the voice was to be trusted or if it was wishful thinking that someone or something would answer his silent pleas for guidance.


  Bite her.


  Do it, now.


  John knelt down, leaned in close, closed his eyes and handed intuition the reins.


  As he drew closer to her neck, he could feel her pulse, faint and barely there, against his fevered lips. Something pulled him, commanded him, compelled him. He opened his mouth. Pain splintered through his entire jaw as John’s teeth seemed to grind, twist and churn beneath his gums as his canines grew longer and sharper, piercing the edges of his tongue. Blood flooded his mouth with the acrid taste of metal.


  Bite her.


  Rationality and doubt pleaded with him to stop. This is insane, you’re going to finish her off right here!


  John closed his eyes tighter, ignoring the doubt, and put his mouth on Abigail’s neck. His instincts screamed to just bite, but fear held him in check, wondering how hard to bite, what if he bit in the wrong place?


  Do it!


  Instinct flipped a switch.


  John bit down without thought or hesitation. Blood flooded his mouth, warm and bitter. He drank and swallowed in two reluctant gulps, then breathed into her wound. Only it wasn’t a breath from his lungs, but something else entirely — essence delivered as elixir. A current, different and less intense than the kind he stole from the lives of so many, flowed, this time from him, and into her.


  Abigail’s body started to convulse as a painful scream burst from her mouth.


  John pulled back, afraid his touch had started a fire which would quickly consume her. Her fingers splayed as her legs shot out, completely stiff. Her back arched at an unnatural angle. Her mouth opened wide, twisted in seeming agony as she fought for breath, her chest rising and falling rapidly. Her eyes opened, showing nothing but white as her pupils rolling into the back of her head.


  John took another step back, his heart on the precipice of either fear that these were her final spastic death throes, or joy that he’d managed to save her. Then…


  Her body fell limp as if whatever puppeteer holding the strings had cut them all at once.


  John dropped to his knees, his breath and heart on pause.


  Her hair hung in tangles over her pale face — he couldn’t tell if she were dead or alive.


  Then a silent moan escaped her open mouth as she lifted her head, hair falling from her waxen face and eyes blinking open. Though barely there, Abigail smiled and spoke in a voice so frail, the gathering wind nearly tore it asunder.


  “My angel.”


  



  * * * *


  


  CHAPTER 6 — Caleb Baldwin


  



  



  Swallow enough pills and sleep eventually finds you.


  Caleb found himself deep in his dreams, though he wasn’t in the bedroom of his youth. He was somewhere else.


  He stood on a deck overlooking a pristine white shore, familiar, though only through the hazy fog of fragmented memory. He was more relaxed than he’d remembered feeling in a while. Chasing criminals had a way of owning you even when off duty. Before their mutual “I do’s,” Julia used to continually complain, both with words and dancing eyes, about his inability to unplug from work and just be happy.


  Julia!


  He remembered the shoreline; the pristine white sands of Aruba, where they spent three amazing weeks on their honeymoon. Which was, oddly enough, probably the last time he’d felt at peace. She’d made him promise to take three weeks off from work, a luxury he’d never experienced, even though he’d probably built up a half year’s worth of vacation time. He didn’t want to. He had too much work and knew it would pile up without his constant attention.


  “The world will still turn and the job will get done without you,” Julia had said.


  She was right. For the first time in as long as he could remember, he found his shoulders relaxing long enough to let him enjoy life. An epiphany, Caleb returned home with renewed purpose. Life was his to create.


  Family first, a husband’s duty.


  That vow lasted almost until the end of his first week back, when Caleb found himself buried alive with a case that kept him hostage to the office from early light to mocking moon. One case turned to two, then weeks to months and months to years until just like that, he found that he’d slowly surrendered to the shackles of fate without even realizing it.


  Waves lapped. Caleb took a sip of wine. Behind him, he heard a muffled voice from the other side of the double French doors of their honeymoon villa. Though he was deep into dream and memory, a part of him was also aware of the waking life in which his wife was long since dead. His eager heart sped in his chest.


  It had been so long since she had visited his dreams. Even though he’d wake up mourning her fresh, these brief visits were better than nothing.


  He opened the door and…


  …Was again a child, back in the middle of that awful night which had been blotted from his memory, stepping gingerly into the darkened hallway. Downstairs, his father was still screaming at his mother. The shadow man was just ahead of him, at the landing of the stairs. He turned back and in that dissonant voice, warned Caleb to wait.


  And he did.


  Moments later, he heard his father cry out, “What the fuck?”


  The end of “fuck” was severed by a ripping sound followed by a wet thud and a splash which sent chills down Caleb’s spine.


  He’s dead. The monster is dead.


  While a part of him should have been happy that the man who tormented he and his mother would no longer do so, the reality of murder did not bring the relief he’d sought. Panicked tears welled in his eyes as warm piss trickled down Caleb’s leg.


  His mother screamed. At first Caleb assigned the sound to the horror of seeing her husband murdered. Yet the scream held an elevated fear which went far beyond the terror of a frightened witness, sharpened by the acid panic of self preservation.


  “Hello, mother,” the man in shadows said in a voice of boots crunching on top of gravel.


  Then, the sound of ripping flesh and gurgling, followed by silence.


  Caleb waited, fear circling the drain of his throat.


  She’s dead, you killed her!


  The adult part of Caleb was frozen as well. He remembered nothing of this night from his youth. These memories were not the ones he had owned for so long. This wasn’t how his parents had died, yet he knew it wasn’t a dream. This was a truth he’d been hiding from, or … which had been somehow removed from his mind. Entombed memories were no less real for their burial. He urged his dream self to take a step forward, to unravel the rest of the mystery.


  “Mommy!” young Caleb screamed, bolting down the stairs and into the living room.


  He saw the smoldering corpse of his father, flesh still bubbling as his headless body twitched.


  The next two things he noticed in unison.


  The shadow man, now looking slightly more human in form, stood in the center of the living room with his arms outstretched, while his mother, throat slashed and blood soaking through the thin gauze of her night shirt, danced. Her arms were raised, her lifeless head rolling back and forth, barely there and maybe only by a thread of muscle or bone. Her feet hovered inches above the ground. The shadow man moved his arms wildly like a crazed marionette as Caleb’s mother danced some perverse jig.


  The monster laughed.


  Caleb screamed. The shadow man turned to him, surprised, and allowed his mother to collapse to the floor in an inanimate, bloody heap.


  “Forgive me, a son should have one final dance with his mother, yes?” The trailing S, a serpent’s hiss.


  Caleb was confused. He longed to run at the monster, pound him, tear him apart, anything. But fear bolted his ankles to the floor.


  “You don’t remember me, do you Caleb?” the monster said, drifting closer.


  Caleb wanted to turn and run. The adult Caleb also wanted to turn away, tears streaming down his sleeping cheeks. Neither Caleb could do anything but watch the mind movie that had no pause.


  Finally, the child spoke.


  “Why did you kill her?”


  “Because!” the monster yelled, his voice sounding more boyish and human than before, “she left me. You all left me behind. With him.”


  “She’s not your mother!” Caleb cried out.


  “Ah, what have they done to you, brother? You really don’t remember me, do you? It’s me … Jacob.”


  Just like that, the shape of the shadow man dissipated like spider webs in a tornado, and standing before Caleb was a boy, not much older than he, naked and coated in the freshly spilled blood of Caleb’s parents.


  Caleb was torn between confusion, anger, and a sudden, incredible sadness. None of this was making any sense and his head felt as if it were going to split and spill its contents to add to the gore-strewn floor.


  “She made you forget,” Jacob said, “but I,” and he pointed at his head and spread his lips in a lunatic’s smile, “I NEVER forget!”


  The monster boy stepped forward and Caleb took a step back, shaking.


  “Don’t worry, I’m not going to kill you two. You’re my brothers.”


  Brothers? Two? Who else is he talking about? Adult Caleb was puzzled, though his mind was too entrenched in the dream to untangle the logic.


  The monster headed to the front door, opened it, and disappeared into the night.


  This was all too much for young Caleb, what was he supposed to do now? He wanted to march behind his mother right into the arms of death. Adult Caleb, reliving these memories and feelings for the first time in decades, was willing to follow, to die right there in his dream.


  But he couldn’t. Instead, he would wake. But something kept him there in the dream, in his past. Something yet to see.


  A tiny voice called from upstairs, “Is he gone?”


  Both Calebs glanced up at the four year old peering back between the banisters.


  A boy so young should not see such things.


  Adult Caleb stared at the child, feeling the cold weight of reality crashing through the deceptions he’d held true for so long.


  I have a brother?


  “Go back to your room, Johnny!” Caleb shouted, tears twisting his voice into a gasp.


  Confusion, shock, and pain threatened to overwhelm him, but he couldn’t allow it. Though he were just a child himself, he had to protect Johnny.


  Family first, a brother’s duty.


  Caleb snapped awake.


  “John?”


  



  * * * *


  


  CHAPTER 7 — Larry and John


  



  



  Larry


  



  The black van rolled along the highway beneath the bruised blush of early dawn. Larry looked in the rearview for the third time in two minutes, searching for cops, feds, or more gunmen, then stepped harder on the gas pedal.


  They were heading towards one of the many safe-houses he kept scattered throughout the region. He had no doubt that an entire team of feds was currently turning over the motel, scouring through every hair and fiber as they sorted through what was easily the biggest mass murder the area had seen. Since most of the bodies were burnt to a crisp, the murders would be tied to John, intensifying an already white-hot manhunt.


  Larry wasn’t too concerned about what was left behind. The motel and van (and even the van’s registration) were bought through an assumed name, and neither his DNA or fingerprints were in any database, so it was doubtful that he left much of a trail. While circumstances had forced Larry to abandon his surveillance equipment, which would no doubt raise a battery of questions as to who was living there and what in the raging fires of hell they were doing, he’d managed to retrieve the bank of hard drives where he kept nearly all his research. Of course, he had also grabbed the plastic totes from his van, which were essentially his portable survival kits, loaded with weapons, cash, and a few other items of contraband he didn’t dare leave behind.


  Though the motel looked like homeless people were squatting there, Larry was always organized and prepared to leave the second shit hit the fan.


  Now, the shit had hit the fan.


  His two major concerns at the moment were switching the van he was in for another, and hoping he’d eliminated enough of the bastards to prevent them from regrouping too quickly. Larry had disabled the tracking systems in the van, but he wouldn’t feel comfortable until they traded it in for new wheels. Fortunately, they were only a mile away from a chop shop where he placed an emergency order the minute they left the motel.


  Sometimes it paid to keep the right company.


  



  * * * *


  



  John


  



  In the darkened rear of the van, Abigail’s breath rose and fell, her body curled against John. No windows meant the heat John was feeling through the indented panels was mostly in his imagination. He was safe from the sun, and thankfully, Abigail was now safe from his parasitic touch.


  John had become so used to avoiding unintentional human contact that he flinched when Abigail had first leaned so lovingly against him. However, as she relaxed, then passed out almost immediately, he wrapped an arm around her, receiving as much comfort as he was providing. John’s sad eyes lost a tear to the top of Abigail’s head.


  Her gunshot had stitched together entirely, the skin where the bullet had torn through her flesh was no less smooth than that of her cheek. The cigarette burn from her abuser had also healed. A part of John was glad that Abigail had remained groggy, not yet lucid enough to receive an explanation of how he had managed to save her.


  Larry had grabbed two fistfuls of pillows and a pile of blankets to make their accommodations a bit more comfortable, but John was too distracted, or perhaps too scared, to close his eyes. He didn’t mind tumbling through the recent events in his mind. It was necessary to pull order from the chaos, but closing his eyes gave the images teeth.


  From the bits of memories John had managed to extract from the agents, he knew the gunmen were part of a unit called Harbinger.


  Harbinger of what, though?


  The agents were as in the dark about their end game as was John, though crystal clear on how much their boss Jacob had paid them to kill enemies, silence opposition, and unearth various artifacts with mythical properties.


  Artifacts from Otherworld.


  Why they wanted him, though, John wasn’t certain. At least not beyond anything outside the bristle of instinct. Perhaps he was the ultimate artifact, a man who once walked on another world’s soil. Though, from what he could tell, he wasn’t alone in that distinction. The agents’ memories revealed that Jacob traveled in an entourage of others who were either from Otherworld, or were trained in its magick.


  Of Jacob, though, he couldn’t gather much. The soldiers for hire had viewed him as a weak, but cruel man, with tons of money at his disposal. Beyond that, most of the men knew little. At least one of the men believed Jacob’s weakness to be a facade, and knew the man to be incredibly capable of deadly deeds.


  John looked down at Abigail and felt a fierce, almost paternal, need to protect her from all danger. That aching need embittered the palette of his thought, tainted with wave after wave of unforgiving guilt. He had delivered his curse unto her, even if in the process of saving her life, and had turned her into a vampire.


  What would that mean for her? Would she also need to feast to survive? Had he turned an innocent child into an eager killer? Was she now immortal? Would her soul grow old as she remained forever fixed behind the mask of a child?


  The only person with any answers was Larry, who was up front, driving as fast as he could to put the motel and its murderous men behind them. As soon as Larry killed the engine, John would find out everything he knew, whether Larry wanted to tell him or not.


  



  * * * *


  



  Larry


  



  Larry swung the black van into the chop shop. The unassuming warehouse sat in the middle of a dozen others, nearly invisible, in a broken row in a rundown neighborhood just 10 miles south of their next port of call.


  Lydia was waiting outside, alone as he’d requested. Most hours, she’d have a crew of at least six to help ensure her safety, but their amorous past was a solid promise of protection. She raised the bay door and Larry pulled inside, parking beside the white Ford Econoline she’d readied for him. The van was modified inside, with a spacious cargo area sealed off from the front to prevent any light from seeping inside. Larry would transfer John and Abigail, and then be on his way. Lydia would then take care of the black van.


  Larry hopped from the van. Lydia pulled the bay door down and turned to him, her infectious smile lighting the room, “Hey, stranger.”


  He laughed. “Not by choice. You still seeing Tony?”


  “Hell no, he’s back with his little bitch, Jessi.” Lydia sidled towards Larry, then leaned in and gave him a peck on the cheek. “You asking for any particular reason?”


  Larry grinned. It had been a while since he’d been laid. Even longer since he’d been with a kinky little minx like Lydia. He felt the usual stir, and then ignored the wish that was turning to a want which time wouldn’t allow. Lydia’s eyes danced, hands in her pockets, head sideways, a lock of chestnut curls teasing the nape of her olive-skinned neck. Larry swallowed.


  “No reason, just wanted to make sure the hairs on my neck weren’t rising because of an asshole behind me.”


  Lydia laughed. “Nope, just you and me … and whoever you have in the van.”


  “Thanks for this,” Larry said, reaching into his pocket for an envelope of cash which found her fingers in a whisper.


  “Anything for you,” Lydia said with a smile, peering over Larry’s shoulder at the black van. “So, what are we about to unwrap?”


  “I need to get these people to safety,” Larry said as he led her to the side door. He slid it open. Inside, lie an especially large looking John with a still-sleeping Abigail like a rag doll in the nook of his body.


  “Oh shit!” Lydia’s eyes widened. She took an involuntary step back from the van.


  “So you’ve been watching the news, then, I guess?” Larry made a weak attempt at humor.


  It didn’t work.


  “Dude, what the hell are you into? I’m not into helping a kidnapping, no way.” Lydia took another step back, this one on purpose.


  Larry had seconds to calm her. Lydia’s blood was always hot and it didn’t take much to roll it to a boil. She may have run a chop shop with a regular clientele of thugs, thieves, and organized criminals, many who had blood on their hands, but kidnapping, or any crime involving a child, was something she wasn’t willing to take part in.


  He spoke calmly.


  “Come on, you know me better than that. Don’t believe any of that shit you saw on TV. There are some people after her, bad people. We’re protecting her.”


  John crawled from the van and nodded to Lydia.


  “What about him?” she said, “I saw what he did on TV. What the hell is he?”


  “You trust me?” Larry asked, his voice climbing an octave like a guy in a fight with his girlfriend about the used condom she found in the backseat of his car.


  Lydia looked past John and at Abigail, who was starting to stir. “You okay, sweetie?”


  Abigail looked up at Lydia. The child’s eyes were cloudy and distant. Larry could only imagine the accusations barreling through Lydia’s mind. They drugged this girl!


  Larry had always been able to count on Lydia in a pinch, but they hadn’t spoken in more than half a year, since the “Tony situation” came out of nowhere and took over everything. Who knew where her loyalties lay now?


  Larry eyed her up and down, while her attention was on the child. He was certain she was packing heat; something small like a snub nosed Ruger, probably in the small of her back. Lydia might not have run with the lowest of the low, but she was, like Larry, always prepared for any eventuality. He didn’t want to get into a gunfight, so he’d have to act quickly to disarm her the moment before she reached for her piece.


  “Where are we?” Abigail asked, her syllables slurring through the slosh of a thick tongue and vacant expression.


  Something looked off about the girl, Larry thought. Same doll, different batteries.


  “You okay, honey?” Lydia asked, edging towards her.


  John leaned over, blocking access to Abigail, and growled. “Don’t touch her!”


  Lydia drew back, and before Larry could make a move, she had a gun in hand, a Ruger indeed, Larry noted, and aimed it at John.


  Oh fuck, this is gonna get ugly.


  “What the hell is going on here?” Lydia asked, gun trained on John, but eyes on Larry; wide, wild, and dilating in a fear that was full yet unflinching.


  “Put the gun away,” Larry said, his voice a glassy calm, “You saw what this guy did to those people, right? He may not be human, BUT, he’s not the bad guy here. This girl here, Abigail, isn’t human either. These government fucks are after them both. They want to capture them, experiment on them, and God knows what else. All that shit on TV is a giant spin by the media machine, Lydia. You have to believe me.”


  Something in Lydia’s eyes softened and Larry could see she was starting to buy what he was selling. He might have even believed they would get out of the entire mess unscathed if Abigail hadn’t started to scream at that moment, her body convulsing in a wicked rhythm of spasms. John tried to calm the girl, putting hands over her, but Abigail swiped them away, her entire body shaking.


  A low, predatory snarl started to spill from her throat.


  “What the fuck?” Lydia said, gun back on John.


  John’s face turned gray as he turned to Larry, “What’s happening?”


  Abigail echoed the question in broken gasps, her fingernails digging into John’s arm. “Wh… what’s hap…pening to me?”


  Abigail’s back arched upward, her body a circus freak of twisted contortions as anguished cries erupted from her lungs.


  Tears poured down Lydia’s face, “What’s happening?”


  She put the gun in the waistband of her jeans behind her back and moved towards Abigail, reaching out to help somehow. Neither Larry nor John were able to stop her before Abigail’s flailing hand seized Lydia’s forearm and locked.


  The feeding began.


  



  * * * *


  


  CHAPTER 8— Caleb


  



  



  Caleb kneaded his temples and stared at the laptop sitting on hid bed.


  On a safari for clues to his foggy past, he’d accessed a database in the bureau computer, wound his way through a series of gateways, and finally located his full file. While he’d pieced together many puzzles through public and classified records during his years with the agency — lives collected neatly in folders, filled with facts, photos, and crime scene reports — it was another thing altogether, attempting to quilt the fragments of his own scattered existence.


  Facts stared back at Caleb, things remembered and forgotten, both seeming as ancient as he was feeling. He saw nothing which indicated his parents, William and Elizabeth Winslow, died in a violent crime. Their deaths were listed as a car accident, just as his prior memories recalled. Driving home one rainy night, their car lost control on a slick road and wrapped around a light post. The only survivor was their son, Caleb, who was thrown from the car and remarkably unscratched.


  No mention of a brother.


  Shortly following the accident, Caleb was adopted by Ed and Myriam Baldwin. Ed was an agent with the FBI, leaving a career’s worth of footsteps for Caleb to eventually follow. According to the gospel which Caleb had never thought to question, Ed and Myriam were a freshly married couple, unable to conceive. Ed had been on his way home from work when he arrived at the scene of the accident. He cared for Caleb until the ambulance came. After a long talk with Myriam, they decided to adopt Caleb. They got their child and saved the world from one more orphan.


  Caleb sighed as he rubbed his eyes. He’d already searched for records of his birth parents, but turned up nothing. Not too surprising. If they died in a car accident, they shouldn’t have been in the database unless they had been flagged for some reason, or were victims of a crime the bureau was investigating.


  Another few seconds in front of the screen and the corners of Caleb’s mouth twitched. He leaned forward and let his fingers dance across the keyboard. He typed “John Winslow” in the search box.


  Four names, three of them with no relation to him; the fourth, a huge question mark.


  When Caleb clicked on the fourth name, he received a message window. Red letters yelled, “ACCESS DENIED” and three green ones agreed: “PROPER CLEARANCE REQUIRED.” Below the lines, a message showed his IP address and mentioned that his search and failure to meet clearance had been noted.


  Great.


  What the hell is going on?


  Why would John Winslow, possibly his brother, be a secret FBI file?


  Caleb continued to stare at the monitor as he rubbed his hands through his hair and squeezed in frustraion. He had no memories of a brother, yet something in the name tickled the deep recesses of his brain.


  Could he have completely forgotten having a brother?


  Or been made to forget?


  He’d known of people forgetting things and blocking events after a trauma. Hell, he could understand wanting to forget your parents’ murders and burning the reels of the mind movie. This, if it were true, went well beyond forgetting, though. There was a paper trail noting his parents’ death in a car accident, implicating lie as truth. This was more like an orchestrated effort to hide the truth.


  But why?


  Why cover up a murder? Why cover up the existence of a brother? Could the government really have rinsed his memories, not only of murder, but of a younger brother as well?


  A week ago he would’ve thought it was impossible or at least downright lunacy. It had been a long week, even without the dream. The dream! Caleb shuddered at the involuntary image of his father’s burned heap of a body; a sack of ashy flesh no different from those which had littered the last few of his days; no different from his wife, Julia’s.


  Something brought Caleb to life, out of his drugged fog, like an animal perking to a strange and sudden scent.


  The monster in his dream had claimed to be his brother, Jacob.


  Two brothers, one nightmare.


  Caleb entered the name “Jacob Winslow.”


  



  “ACCESS DENIED, PROPER CLEARANCE REQUIRED”


  



  Caleb thought of the killer he was tracking. The killer, who finally had a name, thanks to Bob’s information — John Sullivan.


  He entered the name and held his breath.


  



  “ACCESS DENIED, PROPER CLEARANCE REQUIRED”


  



  What the hell?


  Caleb’s mind was crackling, connections slowly clicking into place. Something inside him shuddered. What if the killer, John, was also his brother? It didn’t make sense, of course. According to Bob, the killer wasn’t from this planet. The killer also seemed younger, though Bob said he was much older.


  The boy in the dream was distinctly younger than Caleb.


  Yet when Caleb thought of the damage Jacob had done to his father’s body, and the damage this John Sullivan was doing to others right now, the connections, as crazy as they seemed, almost arranged themselves with an impossible sort of certainty. If both brothers were real and both some sort of otherworldly feeders, then …


  



  What in the hell does that make me?


  



  Caleb leaned back in his bed and pondered the question.


  His cell phone vibrated, humming on the nightstand next to his bed.


  Caleb picked it up and looked at the screen to see who was calling in the middle of the night. His boss, Bob.


  “Hello?” Caleb said, feigning grogginess so Bob would think he was still asleep rather than launching an investigation into some half-cocked tapestry of deceptions based on a dream, more likely inspired by his drugs than actual memories.


  “What are you looking for, Caleb?” Bob asked.


  Caleb’s heart started pounding faster. They’re monitoring me? Why?


  He swallowed, “What do you mean, Bob?”


  “Don’t make me drag it out of you. Why are you accessing department databases and dredging up ancient history? What is it you’re trying to find?”


  Caleb, normally quick with a lie, was frozen.


  



  



  * * * *


  


  CHAPTER 9 — Larry and John


  



  



  Larry


  



  John and Larry both reached out in blind attempts to stop the slaughter.


  Abigail’s fingers were ten tiny pythons around Lydia’s paling skin. Both bodies shivered and shook, Lydia tangled in death’s inescapable clutches while Abigail feasted on her fleeting life.


  The two men were dead in their tracks, impotent witnesses to the destruction playing out before them. The child, so sweet just hours before, had been transformed, by them, into a killing machine.


  John was frozen, staring in horror, seemingly wondering what he’d sentenced Abigail to.


  Larry fell back, crying out, “Stop her!” but unable to save his former lover.


  He wanted to scream, but his mouth filled with vomit instead, which spewed in a fountain, burning bile through his esophagus and onto the cold cement floor of the warehouse. Suddenly, something in Larry snapped. He raised his pistol, aimed directly at the back of Abigail’s head, and marched forward.


  John glanced up just in time, reached out, and for the second time that night, delivered a blast of energy from his palm, sending Larry to a crumpled heap on the cement. The gun skidded backward across the floor and John descended on Larry in less than a breath. Unlike last time, John wasn’t weakened by the blast he had sent. However, the blast also didn’t do as much damage to Larry, who was on all fours, scrambling away from John and towards the gun.


  “Stop!” John barked.


  Larry turned and glared upward, anger coursing through him.


  John stared down, silent. Unflinching. His message was clear:


  “Do NOT fuck with Abigail.”


  Larry looked past John and toward Abigail, who hunched over Lydia’s ashen body. The electricity had nearly finished its course through her body and Abigail was rocking slowly, murmuring something Larry could not make out.


  Something in Larry shifted.


  While he was devastated that Lydia, one of the only women he was ever close to having loved — though he’d never uttered the words or even admitted the fact to himself until this very moment — was dead, he was also curious.


  Abigail being turned was the first such transformation he’d ever witnessed. Though he’d known of a few instances where people had become feeders, they were rare, the stuff of whispered legend. But John had actually done it — had not just brought the girl back from the brink of death, but had turned her into a feeder.


  A million questions raced through his mind, so much he wanted to know — needed to know. But he’d have to bury them for now.


  



  * * * *


  



  John


  



  John watched Larry’s face transform, his flesh fading from raspberry to blush, and finally to its normal doughy hue. He could sense Larry’s pulse slowing like a man letting up on the gas of a high speed performance car. John glanced over to the gun, which lay a good 10 feet behind Larry.


  “We have a problem here?” John asked.


  Larry shook his head. His eyes passed John, darting to something behind him. John did a 180 and found Abigail standing, facing them.


  John braced for what was to come, for her to break down and cry or scream out in anger at what they’d done to her. He was filled with confusion as he considered what he would say to comfort her, how he would explain what happened, and how he’d deal with the anger or fear she felt after killing Lydia. And then he considered something he’d not even thought of — Lydia’s memories which might be swirling through Abigail’s mind, luring her toward madness.


  However, she wasn’t crying.


  She didn’t seem like she was losing her grip.


  She wore a marble slab lacking any emotion, in fact.


  After a long stretch of silence, her vacant expression changed slightly.


  “What happened?” she asked, in barely a whisper.


  



  * * * *


  


  CHAPTER 10 — Caleb


  



  



  “What are you looking for?” Bob said, repeating the question that had rendered Caleb speechless.


  While Caleb would normally flare up at anyone (no matter how high their ranking) who had the temerity to ask him such a thing, or dared spy on him, he needed to tread carefully. Something big was happening, and for the first time in his professional career, he was at a disadvantage because he couldn’t see the game board, or even the hidden players moving the pawns around.


  Caleb figured honesty was the best policy since he had no idea how much they knew. “I’m remembering things, Bob. Things that don’t make a whole lot of sense.”


  The other side of the line was silent.


  Shit, I said too much.


  Then, after an extended pause, Bob responded. “Let it go, Caleb.”


  Caleb wanted to do anything but let it go. He wanted to jump through the phone and start shaking Bob until answers fell out.


  “Listen, Caleb, I get that you have more questions than answers right now and that it’s frustrating. However, I need your head in the game. We have a killer to catch. The man who, I might remind you just in case you’ve forgotten, killed your wife.”


  “I haven’t forgotten a thing,” Caleb said, pissed that Bob would play that card. He was also somewhat pleased. If Bob was getting desperate enough to try such a cheap tactic, it meant one thing, Caleb was closing in on something that they, whoever they were, didn’t want him to know.


  “We’ll help you make sense of things, soon, Caleb, I promise. Right now, I need to know you’re not going to be sidetracked. I need to know you’re not going to botch this up.”


  Caleb measured Bob’s words. If he responded too quickly, Bob wouldn’t buy the change of heart. Moreover, he’d likely lock down Caleb’s ability to get any information at all, if he’d not already done so. Caleb pulled a deep sigh from the depths of his belly and unscrewed the bottle of whiskey he kept on his nightstand. He took a swig and sighed a second time, half enjoying the show he was putting on for Bob.


  “I’m just so tired,” Caleb said, broadcasting utter exhaustion, “I just want to close this case and end the nightmare.”


  “I know,” Bob said, his voice soothing.


  “You know, I haven’t cried since the funeral,” Caleb said, in a moment of spontaneous honesty, surprising himself with his confession.


  Bob was now the quiet one.


  Caleb continued, “My head hasn’t been right in a while, Bob. I’m not eating or sleeping. It’s no wonder I’m having such fucked up dreams. I just want to catch this guy, Bob, nail him to the fucking wall so my wife can finally rest in peace.”


  “Do you need some time off? I can have Omega take this off your plate.”


  “No, Bob. Just let me get this monster, and then we can deal with whatever else we need to deal with.”


  “If you ever need anything, Caleb, anything at all,” Bob said, “just ask.”


  “Thank you,” Caleb said, taking another sip, “Right now, I’m just gonna get some sleep so I can hit this tomorrow with fresh eyes.”


  They hung up.


  Caleb turned out his light and stared at the computer, wondering how else they might be monitoring him. He glanced at his window, the curtains closed, as they always were. He then rolled off the bed, dropped softly to the carpet, crawled toward the wall, and slowly pulled the bottom corner of the curtain aside just enough to steal a glimpse outside.


  There, about half a block down, he saw a van nearly swallowed by darkness. Inside the van, two dark figures, watching his house.


  Well, hello there.


  



  



  * * * *


  


  CHAPTER 11 — Abigail and John


  



  



  Abigail


  



  Abigail’s body moved with alien instincts. She was surprised by her hands locking on Lydia, and startled by the energy, which surged into her fingers, then flowed through her arms and into her brain.


  Memories coursed through Abigail’s mind like a hard wall of waves bursting through a dam. The images were foreign; memories from another life lived — Lydia’s life, unfurling before Abigail as she feasted on the energy swirling from the woman’s emptying shell.


  The memories overwhelmed Abigail.


  



  Lydia’s older sister, Vicky, took her pink dolly away from her. “She’s mine!” Lydia was hurt. Then, another memory, of Larry and she, in bed. Larry was casually puffing on a cigarette while drawing lazy circles on Lydia’s breasts with his fingers and whispering odes to her beauty. Then, Abigail watched, through Lydia’s eyes, as her boyfriend, Tony bloodied his knuckles against an unmoving wall. Lydia was afraid…


  



  Darkness then extinguished the memory.


  The energy stopped flowing and Abigail sat, hunched over, staring at the charred corpse beneath her.


  Lydia’s memories continued to flicker like a strobe light in Abigail’s mind, threading through her own images of yesterday, weaving all thoughts into one incomprehensible tapestry.


  



  Lydia as a girl again, this time walking to school, alone. She was fiercely proud not to need an escort. A big girl now. Though school was only two short blocks away, you’d think it was two miles, the way her mom kept carrying on. Lydia had made it almost all the way to school when she caught a movement in the corner of her eye. She turned just in time to see her mom, about half a block behind her, ducking behind a car. Lydia flared. “Mom, how could you?”


  



  Grief clawed at her throat as Abigail experienced and mourned Lydia’s life, which had been reduced to moments remembered in dying gasps.


  As cruel as it was, Abigail’s body had never felt more alive, but the intoxication of power did nothing to soothe the decay she felt in her mind and soul. She wanted to weep, but no tears would come. Sadness washed over her, as another flood of memories seeped through her system. She struggled to focus on the present. Then, she heard a familiar voice — John!


  She stood and turned, desperate for sanctuary from the darkness swallowing her.


  John’s back was turned to her as he stood over Larry. They appeared to have been fighting. She noted the gun on the floor behind Larry. He noticed her first, eyes wide and mouth slightly opened. Then, John turned to her; a cold sadness sculpted his face.


  She struggled to push words from her mouth.


  “What happened?” she finally managed.


  “You were hurt,” John said, as he cautiously approached her, “You were dying. And I… saved you.” He looked at the ground. “But I turned you into…this.”


  Abigail flinched as she remembered the pain that had shattered her insides. She’d been shot. Panic pounded through her body as she noticed the blooms of dark crimson, which stained the front of her shirt, coated her hands and blackened her fingernails. She pulled up her shirt, searching for wounds, and then reached back with her fingers in an awkward search for any sign of puncture.


  “You’re all healed,” John said.


  Suddenly, Abigail became conscious of her exposed flesh, pulled her shirt down, and glanced down at the ground.


  “I am so sorry,” John said, his voice quaking, “it was the only thing I could do to save you.”


  “So,” she hesitated before finishing the sentence, “I’m a vampire now?”


  John turned to Larry for an answer.


  “In short, yes,” Larry fixed his stare on Abigail, “you likely have the same abilities and same weaknesses as John.”


  “You mean,” she flicked her eyes at Lydia, “I’ll have to do that again?”


  Larry looked down and pursed his lips. His chest surrendered into a sigh, and nodded.


  Abigail shook her head, slowly at first, then furiously from side to side.


  “No, no, no! I can’t do that again!”


  Her knees hit the concrete. Tears were only seconds behind.


  John knelt beside Abigail, wrapping his arms around her and pulling her close. She flinched at first, then realized his touch was no longer a danger to her. They were, after all, now the same. A small wave of relief fluttered through her body and caused her to shudder.


  She was finally able to root into the embrace of her angel. So strong, so comforting. The opposite of every other touch she’d experienced in her recent history.


  Abigail continued to cry.


  “It’ll be okay,” John whispered into her ear, brushing the damp hair from her face. “I’m here for you.”


  She thought he might also be crying, but couldn’t bear to look up. She nuzzled her head into his chest and allowed the tears to flow as she pondered a future of killing to survive. Then, she thought of the sun she would never see again. Years locked away from the world in a closet, rarely seeing sunlight. Now, she’d never see it again. For some reason she couldn’t understand, this made her cry more than the thought of having to kill again.


  They embraced for an eternity until Larry’s shuffling and pacing drew their attention.


  “We’ve got to get out of here,” he said.


  John pulled away and looked down at Abigail. His eyes were wet, she noticed. He had been crying. For a moment, their eyes locked, exchanging some unspoken truth between them, something she could not yet give voice to, perhaps a kinship in their curses.


  “Okay,” John said, turning to Larry, “we’ll get in the back. Let’s find that safe-house.”


  Larry took a moment to say his goodbyes to Lydia, or what was left of her, and Abigail felt a sting in her heart as she watched him kneel beside her. Traces of Lydia’s feelings for Larry still lingered in Abigail, and she wanted to comfort him.


  She approached him from behind, waited for him to turn.


  “I’m sorry,” Abigail said, knowing no words could heal the wounds she inflicted.


  Larry turned back to her, his eyes wet, meeting hers for the first time since she’d been revived.


  He nodded and turned his attention back to Lydia.


  Abigail crawled into the back of the van, mentally exhausted, and quickly fell asleep, swaddled in the strength of John’s arms.


  



  * * * *


  



  John


  



  As John slowly drifted to sleep, he thought about the look in Abigail’s eyes right before they crawled into the van. There was something there, something that whispered only to him. Perhaps it was the incredible sadness within them, he thought. John knew better. Two had become one. His darkness had swallowed her light, like cancer that spreads through the body. He grieved for her loss. All he could do now was be there to help her.


  How can I help her when so much of my life is a mystery, though?


  His mind circled on the missing pieces of the puzzle that was his past. Who was he? How many people had he left dead in his wake? Why did he have his mind erased? What was he running from? Who was Jacob? What secrets did John harbor that so many people were willing to murder to get?


  Where is Hope?


  Too much to contemplate, he felt his mind would soon crack beneath the pressure. Then, as he slept, something clicked inside the vault that kept his memories.


  



  John remembered.


  



  TO BE CONTINUED…


  


  * * * * * * *


  


  PART TWO: INTO THE PAST FORGOTTEN


  



  



  “Man… cannot learn to forget, but hangs on the past: however far or fast he runs, that chain runs with him.”


  — Friedrich Nietzsche


  



  



  * * * * * * *


  


  ::EPISODE 4::


  CHAPTER 1 — John


  



  


  



  Twelve Years Ago


  October 2, 1999


  St. Augustine, Florida


  



  John woke from a nightmare, shivering.


  His sopping shirt was sticking to his chest again.


  He’d had the same dream nightly for nearly two weeks, killing innocents across his dreamscapes just as he once had in real life. The monster within him, the one he’d taken so many measures to bury, was clawing its way to the surface.


  Not again.


  He rolled across the empty bed to see the soft blue neon face of their alarm clock — 2:07 a.m.


  Where’s Hope?


  He slid from bed, the cold hardwood floor greeting his bare feet like a shallow pool of ice water. For the hundredth time, if not the thousandth, he reminded himself that he really needed to get a good pair of slippers.


  He opened the bedroom door. The mostly dark hallway was bleeding with a thin sliver of light seeping from beneath the door to Hope’s studio. She’d been having her own sleeping problems lately. He wondered if his nightmares and restless sleep was waking her or if it was just the artist in her, feeding her muse when inspiration struck, no matter the hour.


  He pushed her door open quietly, not wanting to surprise her in mid brush stroke. She wasn’t painting though. She was sitting on the floor, wearing his navy and yellow tee shirt, face in her hands, and crying.


  “What’s wrong?” John dropped to one knee and put his arms around her.


  Hope’s cry approached a whispered shriek; she shrank into the hollow of John’s arms.


  “What is it?” he brushed the hair from her forehead and kissed her brow.


  John searched the studio for the source of her tears. The room was well-stocked (or cluttered, in his words) with paintings, blank canvases, and a small store’s worth of art supplies, but it had no TV, radio, or even a phone, which ruled out a sad song, TV show, or phone call heralding bad news. Hope preferred to work in solitude. Whatever it was, she had probably kept the cork in the bottle a bit too long.


  Finally, she spoke, through a snort, “Nothing—it’s silly.”


  “No, tell me,” John said, his hand stroking her hair and down her back.


  “It’s the painting,” she said.


  “What?”


  She pointed towards the window, where her two in-progress paintings stood on easels. He couldn’t see the canvases, however, as both paintings faced the wide window which overlooked a scenic lake. For all its beauty, the shimmering pool had never served as inspiration for one of Hope’s paintings.


  “I don’t know,” Hope shook her head, “it’s not like anything I’ve ever painted before. For some reason, as I was painting it tonight, I just became overwhelmed with sadness.”


  “A painting made you sad?” John asked, wanting to laugh, but not wanting to offend her in a moment of genuine pain.


  He stood up and approached the window. One painting was an apple orchard at midnight, which she’d started seven months before, but had yet to finish.


  The other, the inspiration for her tears, was unlike anything he’d ever seen her paint. It was surreal; a nude man with long dark hair who looked a bit like John. He seemed to hover against a dark violet background of churning storm clouds, hands outstretched with red rings of light swirling around them.


  He was suspended by two incredibly large white angel’s wings.


  



  * * * *


  


  CHAPTER 2 — Jacob


  



  



  One month prior…


  September 4, 1999


  Los Angeles, California


  



  Jacob stood on the building’s ledge, wind whipping the loose charcoal suit against his wiry frame. The city view from 50 stories in the sky personified his feelings about humanity—almost beautiful—from a distance.


  He’d been on their soil, mingling among the insects for far too long. His body was starting to show signs of human frailty. His face was sunken and pale. His hair had fallen out years ago. His pain was constant.


  Of course, Jacob could regenerate at any time and look and feel years younger, but his desire to feed had faded. A few months earlier, he’d started to widen the time between feedings. Now he was trying to see how far he could stretch the rubber band before it finally snapped. Though he’d not given it much thought, he supposed he was trying to see how close he could drift to death before she finally circled her talons around him.


  Death was an inviting mistress, offering sweet release from breathing the stench of a world in which he didn’t belong.


  When he first crossed over, thirsty for vengeance against his mother and brothers, the idea of a new world harbored eternal wonder. It was the world’s initial beauty and seemingly endless possibilities which had caused him to spare his young brothers’ lives so many years ago. He had planned to kill them all, planned to make them pay for their treachery, for leaving him alone with his brutal father. There was something about this world, though—a chance to reinvent himself and create a new life away from his father—which was liberating.


  His singular act of mercy stood as a splinter that had continued to haunt him for years. Ironically enough, his brothers were the only ones on this planet who knew of the one portal which could take him home.


  Of course, he hadn’t known of the portal back then. He thought he was taking a one way trip, and was consumed with enough hate not to mind. Now that he knew of the portal, however, his brothers were beyond his reach, hidden by the conspirators, the so-called Guardians, who sought to rid the world of all his kind.


  So here he was, imprisoned in eternal purgatory, longing for the pain to end.


  He knew better than to believe in such human constructs as Hell, but Jacob still felt as if he were stuck in his own version. He was tired of this world and its people; narrow-minded, petty creatures with limited intellect. The creatures did serve their purposes, though. They were wonderfully fun to torment, and the pleasure of a good hunt was universal, regardless of the animal.


  Frankly, Jacob was amazed humans had gotten as far as they had as a species—not that they hadn’t had some help along the way from his kind.


  Jacob allowed himself a bittersweet smile as his memories drifted back to his first home, the true one. The spiraling snow capped mountains, the lush green and blue forests, and the sky at night—a dizzying array of colors and shapes. He also longed for Otherworld’s denizens, a rich diversity of species which made Earth seem like a small fish tank in comparison. To think that he would never lay eyes on another allutroch or gnebblewok only pushed him closer to the brink of despair.


  He stared down again at the pavement 50 stories below.


  Given his weakened state, he wondered if the fall would finally do it. His foot inched forward, hovering in the air with a mind of its own. He laughed at the thought that his body was willing to do what his mind had not found the strength to carry out.


  Perhaps, I should listen to my body.


  His right foot was floating in midair, 50 stories above probable death, when a vibration from his pocket suddenly buzzed above the wind’s cry.


  He laughed again.


  Cell phones, always interrupting me from important tasks!


  He looked at the screen. It was Davis, a man he had not heard from in more than a year. Davis was a descendant of one of The Pioneers and wouldn’t be calling Jacob to exchange pleasantries.


  No, this was important.


  Jacob turned, leaped from the ledge down to the rooftop, then sat down.


  “Yes?” Jacob answered the phone.


  “It’s Davis,” the man on the other line said. He sounded excited. “I found him!”


  Jacob said nothing. The words had paralyzed him with something he had never felt before—hope.


  Davis continued, “I found John.”


  



  * * * *


  


  CHAPTER 3 — Hope


  



  



  Morning


  October 2, 1999


  St. Augustine, Florida


  



  Hope lay in bed, mentally tracing her fingers over John’s angular jaw, across his chin, and then over his soft lips as his breath rose, fell, and whispered between them.


  The soft light of the morning sun creeping across the bed made her feel ridiculous for her mini-breakdown hours earlier.


  The painting, which she’d started without any thoughts of what it was or where it would eventually go, had taken a dark turn in recent weeks. It was a non-commissioned piece and not something she planned to show at her friend Sergei’s gallery. She initially thought the new direction was some unrealized artistic desire bubbling up and pushing her to explore beyond her boundaries.


  As the painting progressed, however, she started to sense another power at work. Night after night, she was continuously pulled from her sleep, unable to rest until she returned to the canvas, adding bits and pieces of images, compelled to lay them across the canvas as though she were obsessively divining the will of the gods.


  She’d never felt so out of control and without direction, save for the first painting she’d ever professionally shown, Dusk Wanderlust. The one which drew John into Sergei’s art gallery when it first opened in the historic district of St. Augustine nearly two years earlier. Just as that painting seemed to draw her and John together as one, this painting seemed more ominous. She wasn’t sure why, but Hope felt it somehow threatening to shred them back to two.


  The angel didn’t originally start out looking like John. He first appeared on the canvas as a rather generic, golden-haired heavenly being. Before that morning, there was also another person in the painting—the broken body of a red haired woman, her body draped in black. A dark tattoo of a shooting star stained the pale flesh along the nape of her neck.


  Hope wasn’t sure how she knew, but she was positive the angel had just killed the woman.


  Then, last night, she was roused from her sleep with a sudden, burning desire to return to the canvas and scrub it with changes. Without realizing where her mind was moving her hands, she’d endowed the angel with her lover’s face.


  Two hours later, sweat matting the hair on her forehead, she dropped her brush and succumbed to the first of her tears. Shaking, she knelt down and picked the brush back up, then quickly began to paint over the dead woman’s body in violent strokes of indigo and violet.


  Something wretched was bubbling to the surface of their lives. Hope could feel it burning beneath her skin and in every cell of her body. Well, at least, in the inky shadows of the night.


  In the light of morning, under the down covers of a warm, soft bed, that fear seemed as out of place as a grandfather clock in the corner of a nightclub. John had talked her down from the ledge last night, helping her examine why she was so upset. She didn’t tell him about the woman in the painting because some part of her felt it had something to do with infidelity and she didn’t want to appear insecure. If there was one thing Hope knew about John without any doubt whatsoever—it was that he was a faithful man.


  During his examination of the painting, John suggested that perhaps she was getting nervous with the looming milestone of their two years of dating. Two years was an impressive feat for either of them in the relationship department, and as the anniversary approached, she often felt like she was waiting for the other shoe to drop—the moment where things would go bad—as they always had before. It was almost as if she’d convinced herself that she wasn’t meant to have a “happily ever after.”


  “Look around you,” he’d said, squeezing her shoulder blades beneath his large, strong hands. He turned her around, then pulled her into his embrace, absorbing her tears. “See the world as it is, not the things you fear might happen. You deserve to be happy.”


  While other men in her life had analyzed her only to determine what was wrong with her, John didn’t search for what was wrong. He simply told her what was right—them and their love.


  He was right. She deserved to be happy. She had to stop worrying about things she had no control over.


  Even though they’d been together for two years—her longest relationship by at least 14 months—they had never settled into the mundane routine which seemed to poison the wells of so many other relationships around her. She sometimes wondered why John seemed so different from all the others. She was far too cynical to believe in things like fate or soulmates. However, the inner romantic in her, the one who existed at her core despite all the shit life had seen fit to throw her way, secretly believed John might be the closest thing to a soulmate she would ever know.


  They were poles apart, but their differences seemed to work in harmony. While she was anxious, frenetic, and prone to emotional flights and dives, he was calm, laid back, and perhaps the most evenly tempered person she’d ever known. He was like a human anti-anxiety pill, she often joked. They did have a few things in common, though, including a love for reading, art, and were equally at home discussing philosophy or why there would never be a better show on TV than Seinfeld.


  John was also the first person who ever took such a deep curiosity in knowing everything about her, from what she was like as a child (a clumsy, scrawny introvert), to the consistency of her dreams (incredibly rare), to her deepest fears (being unable to conceive a child), to what inspired every one of her paintings. John was often like a scholar with an unquenchable thirst for knowledge of the subject of her, no matter how uninteresting she felt that subject was.


  Perhaps the biggest reason their love was so intense, even after all this time, was that to her, John was still mostly a mystery.


  He worked as a cook at an upscale Italian restaurant just a short walk from Sergei’s gallery, and didn’t talk much about his life before moving to Florida. With any other man, she would suspect such reticence indicated an unseemly past filled with debauchery and selfish deeds.


  John was different, though.


  He grew up in more than 20 foster homes after his parents died, drifting from state to state, never really establishing roots in any of them. He spent his time working and reading and sometimes composing music on piano, though he never played for another soul. He had no friends, family, or meaningful relationships. John was, in some ways, a blank slate, a guy who seemed to have been waiting for some spark to bring him to life. Hope was that spark, he confessed during one of their few discussions of his past.


  Despite his claims to the ordinary, there were times, such as this, when she lay next to him in bed watching him sleep, that she felt there was far more to John than she would ever know. There was a deeper John somewhere inside, a John who had yet to look her in the eye. She suspected that perhaps he had suffered some great hurt which made him the way he was, so remote and distant to everyone other than her.


  She moved a bit closer to him in bed, wanting to touch him, but not wake him.


  John’s eyes opened and his left eyebrow arched.


  “Are you watching me sleep?” he asked, a smile breaking through the surface of his tired face. It wasn’t the first time she’d been busted.


  She slid towards him under the sheets, her hand sliding under his shirt and finding his warm chest as her leg wrapped around his groin. She felt his cock stiffen immediately. She smiled.


  “Well, good morning,” she said as she climbed on top of him and reached down to slide him into her, surprised by her own wetness.


  “Wow,” John said, still smiling, “it is a good morning.”


  Suddenly, the sound of their doorbell shattered the intimacy of the moment.


  “What the hell?” Hope said, climbing off of John and cycling through the possible selections in her mind of who could possibly be showing up on their doorstep at this hour.


  John threw on some jeans and darted downstairs.


  He peered through the front door’s peep hole and glanced back at Hope, who stood at the foot of the stairs with the phone in her hand, just in case she needed to call the cops.


  She didn’t need to—they were standing at her doorstep.


  “It’s the cops,” John whispered, confusion on his face.


  He flicked on the porch light and opened the door. Hope, suddenly by his side, wrapped both her arms around his right one.


  “Hi, I’m Detective Avery,” said the tall, hawk-nosed, dark-haired cop with raccoon circles under his eyes. “This is Detective Johnson,” he said, gesturing toward his partner, a thin black man with salt and pepper hair and a receding hair line.


  “We’re wondering if either of you have seen this woman?”


  Avery held out a photo. Hope’s throat closed and her stomach nearly fell through the floorboards. Staring back at her was a glossy image of a red haired woman, a shooting star tattoo leaving a trail of ink across the nape of her neck.


  



  * * * *


  


  CHAPTER 4 — John


  



  



  The officers could have hit John in the head with a sledgehammer and the ringing in his ears wouldn’t have been any different. He stared in disbelief, his senses on fire.


  The photo, it was her, the girl in his dreams. The girl he had murdered and fed from.


  No, it was a dream.


  It can’t be…


  His brain buzzed. His heart pounded at three times the normal beat. His stomach was rocking like a raft on a turbulent sea. John struggled to hide the recognition and horror from the police, hoping they weren’t picking up on his internal reactions. It was a mask of innocence he’d perfected over the years, and one which had saved him countless times. John tried not to stare at the frozen face in the glossy picture, the woman who haunted the blurry frames of his most recent dreams.


  I thought I was cured.


  I thought—


  He felt his mask starting to split at the seams, threatening to reveal the savage monster that lay in wait.


  “Have you seen her?” Detective Avery repeated.


  “Can’t say I have,” John lied, pretending to wipe sleep from his eyes. Hope’s fingernails cut into his flesh as she pulled herself closer to him.


  “Her name is Rebecca Ashby, she lives one street over. Went missing two days ago,” Avery said. “We’re asking around to see if anybody’s seen her.”


  John shook his head, trying not to oversell his ignorance.


  “No,” he turned to Hope, “How about you, honey?”


  Hope’s face was a sheet, John noticed, as though she were the one with something to hide. John’s eyebrows met in confusion, the first honest emotion to crack his mask.


  “No,” Hope shook her head after too long of a pause, “I mean … she looks familiar. Maybe I’ve seen her in the neighborhood, but … no, I don’t think I’ve seen her in the past few days. What happened?”


  Avery’s head tilted slightly, as if he were somehow picking up on and trying to process whatever Hope was hiding. John looked at Detective Johnson and felt a slight chill as the officer met his gaze. John glanced back at Avery, certain that something bad was about to go down. A current of energy began to brew in his fingertips as The Darkness threatened to rise.


  The Darkness he had buried for more than two years, the power he thought he’d managed to lock away for good, was right there, ready to explode from his body and annihilate his enemies.


  No, not now.


  If The Darkness broke free, then nobody was safe. If Hope touched him, she would be reduced to ashes.


  No, no, no, no.


  He closed his eyes and concentrated on his breathing.


  Slowly … In and out … Focus.


  “Her roommate reported her missing,” Avery said. “Last time anybody saw her was Wednesday night at Harry’s Pub, where she works as a waitress.”


  “Ah, that’s where I’ve seen her,” Hope said, “but no, I haven’t seen her recently.”


  Avery glanced at her for what seemed an eternity.


  The Darkness swelled beneath John’s skin, begging for release.


  TAKE THEM, TAKE THEM NOW.


  Suddenly, the truth became impossible to ignore. Though John thought he’d buried his curse, it was only dormant, waiting to turn its whisper into a wail. Only it hadn’t been dormant, had it? Not if he had anything to do with this missing woman. Between the blurry map of his dreams and the two officers standing on his front porch, the truth was bright as sunlight.


  He’d gone to the bar, spotted her, followed her as she walked home, and then pounced on her, predator on prey. He dragged her into a side street, then into the underbrush where he swallowed every drop of life inside her. In the dreams, he’d seen flashes of her memories as he fed. He thought he’d imagined it. Had hoped he’d imagined it. Suddenly, on the doorstep, in front of the questioning police, those memories started to spill into his waking life. No, no, stop. With them, the Darkness swelled as he struggled to keep his face a solid, emotionless mask while suppressing Rebecca’s memories and emotions coursing through him.


  Stop, stop, stay here, in the present, John. Focus.


  Avery said, “Well, if you remember anything or see her, give me a call, will ya?”


  Avery handed Hope his card.


  Hope reached out and took it. Her hand was shaking just slightly, John noticed, even through the chorus of Rebecca’s memories and thoughts flooding through his head. He hoped the shake was subtle enough that the cop hadn’t picked up on it.


  Apparently, he hadn’t, as he and his partner thanked them for their time, then turned around and left.


  “Good luck,” John managed to say as he quietly closed the door.


  The Darkness receded alongside the flood of the dead woman’s memories. He drew breath from the deep air of relief, then noticed that Hope was staring at him, her eyes wet.


  “She’s the girl,” Hope said.


  “What?” John asked.


  “In that … painting, with you. She was in the painting. You were floating over her. You had … killed her.”


  



  * * * *


  


  CHAPTER 5 — Hope


  



  



  Hope trembled, unable to draw sense from her scrambled mess of scattered thoughts.


  John stood at the foot of the stairs, dumbstruck. “What are you talking about?”


  “In the painting, the woman in the picture, lying on the ground. She was dead!”


  “There isn’t a woman in the painting,” John said.


  “I painted over her! That’s why I was so upset last night! I painted you as a … killer.”


  John took a step forward, wrapped his fingers gently around her arm. Hope flinched. Only for a moment, but long enough for him to notice. He took a step back.


  “Wait a second; you don’t think I killed that woman, do you?”


  Hope shook her head, “No! But I painted her, John. I saw her. Now she’s missing. What does that mean? How could I have known that? I don’t even know her!”


  “Maybe it was someone else in the painting,” John reasoned.


  “She had the … same tattoo!” Hope choked in the middle of her sentence making same tattoo sound like a separate thought. Tears streamed down her face.


  She hated crying.


  John reached out again, arms open. This time, she collapsed into his embrace. While Hope didn’t really believe that John could be responsible for killing someone, some part of her, perhaps the same part that somehow foresaw the girl’s disappearance, was still wary of him for reasons she couldn’t understand. Yet, strangely, another part, the one being comforted in his strong embrace, didn’t care if he admitted to being a murderer. At that moment, in his arms, he could have confessed to anything and it wouldn’t have made a molecule of difference.


  “I’m sure there’s a rational explanation for this,” John said, his breath warm on her head as he pulled her close. “Maybe you recognized her from the neighborhood, or at the bar? And the artist in you picked out on her and her tattoo, even if your conscious mind hadn’t. Stored it away and served it up while you were painting. We’ve talked about how stuff like that happens with artists, right?”


  “I don’t think that’s it,” Hope said. It felt like a good explanation, but didn’t feel right. There was something else at play, she felt.


  “It’s a coincidence,” John said. “She’s been missing for what? Two nights? She’s young. She’s probably out partying or something and forgot to check in with her roommate.”


  Hope pulled away, and looked up at John. “Do you think so?”


  “I don’t know what else to think,” John said. “That’s what makes the most sense.”


  They stood there for a while, at the foot of the stairs, their embrace tightening as though a taut caress could change the truth. At first, Hope thought John was simply offering her comfort. But, no, there was something else there. John seemed afraid—but of what?


  As John showered and got ready for work, Hope wrapped herself in the comfort of their bed, and wondered just how well she really knew John.


  



  **


  



  They had met during a sea change for both of them.


  Hope graduated from the Pratt Institute in New York in 1995, but found breaking into the well-paying end of the art scene about as easy as spinning straw into gold. After a vacation with a friend, she found herself in love with St. Augustine and its old world Spanish architecture. Though the art community was smaller than New York’s, it wasn’t much easier to crack. She’d entered and won a few contests, took part in some exhibits, but hadn’t exactly broken out or been able to translate her efforts into regular income.


  At first, she told herself she’d wait tables at Umberto’s to support her artistic endeavors. She considered herself an artist who happened to wait tables. Then, almost without realizing it, she’d nearly stopped painting completely. She was a server, who just happened to paint in the waning occasions when time and inspiration collided. In her experience, dreams didn’t die quick deaths. Each one suffocated through a slow and almost invisible demise.


  Then she met Sergei.


  He, and his boyfriend, Stephan, were regular customers at the restaurant. They were especially friendly and often pulled her into their banter, asking about her day with nearly identical smiles. Surprisingly, Hope had never thought to mention her artistic passion. One day, she overheard them talking about an old gallery that had gone out of business the year prior. Hope slipped into the conversation and discovered Sergei was also an artist. He’d made his money, quite a bit judging from his taste in clothes and wines, in real estate. He had decided to bankroll his true passion and open his own commercial gallery.


  Hope joked, “Got room to showcase an up-and-comer painter slash waitress?”


  She was kidding. She never thought they’d take her seriously.


  Stephan, suddenly excited as if they’d discovered a fellow artist among the peasants, said, “Oh? What do you paint?”


  “Oils, mostly—realism, romanticism, impressionism,” Hope laughed, “I’ve even tried pointillism. Take your pick of any -ism, really.”


  For a moment, she worried that perhaps she should have given a more sober response, but was so used to the carefree back-and-forth with them, that she found it hard to be serious. She felt like the world’s biggest dork.


  “Do you have any samples?” Sergei asked.


  “Yeah, I carry canvases wherever I go,” Hope joked again, before biting her tongue. Then she remembered that she’d given her boss, Umberto, a painting for his birthday. She practically skipped to his office and asked if she could borrow it for a second, then ran back to the table.


  “Ta-da,” she said, holding the canvas, tilting it forward into better lighting.


  It wasn’t her best work by any means, but it was good. The painting was of the diner, a pedestrian subject, but one she thought would please Umberto. The magic in the painting wasn’t in its subject, but in the beautiful mingling of light and shadow which cast the canvas in a romantic glow.


  “Oh my god,” Stephan said. To say he loved the painting was an understatement. Sergei echoed his sentiments.


  Two months later, Sergei featured two of Hope’s works at the grand opening of his gallery, The Loft. Little did she know one of those paintings would lure John into her life.


  The gallery was swarming with people. Hope shifted, uneasy under the glare of attention, doing her best to widen her half smile into a full one, while keeping the small talk flowing, between both those who wished to meet her and the money people Sergei sent her way.


  So this is what it feels like to be a rock star in training.


  Though the moment was everything she had always dreamed of—the launch of her career as a bona fide artist—part of her wanted to shrink away, run home and curl into the couch with a good book and a blanket of silence. She had to fight the urge to flee and find that social part inside her, incongruous with her more reclusive artist side.


  John happened to be passing by, “right time and right place,” as he would later say, when he happened to glance into the gallery. Her painting had drawn him in.


  Dusk Wanderlust was a painting of a man standing beneath a tangled briar of shadows at the edge of a high bluff, a jagged crag of jutting rock above a wide sea of rolling waves beneath a violet sky churning with clouds. The man stared into the distance, and seemingly right into the depths of John. Never one for art, John would’ve kept on walking had he not felt certain that he and the man in the painting shared a secret.


  Hope was speaking with Sergei about an irritating harpy of a woman, Doris McEllny—an overbearing, far-too-chatty 50-something socialite whose money and name tore her ticket into these sorts of events. Though she acted like everyone’s best friend, her cattiness made her the first whispers on people’s lips the second she sauntered away.


  Sergei assured Hope that she’d only have to put up with people like Doris at every major event and most of the minor ones. Hope laughed—an honest sound that echoed against the gallery walls and warmed her from within. She glanced around to make sure Doris wasn’t around and spotted the man fixed in front of her painting, his head tilted in a pantomime of attempted recall.


  “Oh, he’s a cute one,” Stephan teased Hope, nudging her forward, “what are you waiting for?”


  Hope was already a mile outside her comfort zone. She turned to Stephan, laughed again and shook her head no. Something, however, compelled her feet to start moving her toward the stranger.


  At first John hadn’t noticed her.


  As she approached from behind, his head was still titled in that odd way, reminding her of a curious cat she had as a child. She noticed his dark hair, falling just past his strong looking shoulders, a bit wild, but not quite grunge. A thick black pea coat hung just right on him. His jeans were a faded, cerulean blue. His boots were black, and scuffed enough to show the miles. His clothes said blue collar, maybe even local bar band player.


  Hope had gone out with too many guys in that area code to have interest in another self-obsessed boozer. If he hadn’t turned, ever so slightly at that moment, she might have retreated.


  His face was remarkably youthful, healthy, and smooth, not at all the kind of face she expected to see, weathered by years of assorted abuses. Then there were his eyes, impossibly blue, peeking from beneath his dark thatch of hair.


  Hope’s tongue was a clumsy brick in her mouth. She wasn’t used to approaching guys. Her every first date had been initiated by the guys.


  She spoke without thinking, “This artist is a real hack, eh?” Nervous laughter hid the small dorky death inside her. What the hell was that?


  His face looked as if he were trying to think of something clever. Ah, thinking before you speak, what a novel concept. His head tilted like a quizzical cat again, then he raised a finger, pointing at her, and smiled widely.


  Such a beautiful smile.


  “Ah, you’re the artist, aren’t you?” His voice was quiet, yet strong, but also friendly. And with the slightest hint of an accent she’d never heard.


  She nodded, then blushed against another nervous laugh, might have even crossed one leg in front of the other, though she wasn’t even aware of her limbs at that moment.


  He explained how he had been walking by, saw the painting, and was mesmerized. He just had to come inside to get a closer look. They talked about her inspiration for the painting, a dream she had. They discussed her hopes of becoming a real artist and the drudgery of her day job. She rambled on about her favorite movies, books, and trashy magazines. Hope even told the stranger about the time when she was 12 and had stolen a Kit-Kat from the corner store, but felt guilty about it and tried to sneak a new candy bar back onto the shelves, only to get busted in the process.


  “Well, I can see why you got out of the thieving business,” he teased.


  Just like that, 23 minutes disappeared and the world faded around them. They were the stage’s only players, talking fast, laughing, and trading all manner of minutia, when she suddenly found herself observing the moment from within herself and thinking, I really like this guy.


  She actually thought, I could really love this guy, though she would never have admitted it at the time.


  Then, as if this handsome stranger had somehow sensed her inner dialogue, conversation paused and stretched into the first awkward silence since they’d begun speaking.


  Holy shit, I’m out of interesting things to say! She thought to herself in a panic. Please, please, say something so I don’t have to!


  Then he did.


  “I just realized, I haven’t even introduced myself,” he said.


  She was stunned that it hadn’t even crossed her mind. She’d already talked for so long and not even asked his name, or given her own.


  “John,” he said, extending a hand.


  “Hope,” she nearly whispered, looking downward, blushing again, as their hands touched.


  She would have sworn she felt the tiniest of electric sparks.


  



  **


  



  “Hope?”


  She surfaced from the stew of memories to see John, one hand on the blond wood of their sleigh bed, the other buttoning the top button on his black shirt. He worked just three days a week, but one was Saturday, which meant a dozen or so straight hours of hell at the restaurant. John would leave at 10 in the morning and be lucky to beat midnight home.


  She glanced at the clock—8:14 a.m.


  “Going in early?”


  “Yeah, Jerry asked if I could come help get things ready for the Dresdin banquet. They booked it last minute, as always.”


  “Oh,” Hope said, eyes slightly off to the side and fingers roaming in a circle around John’s rumpled absence.


  “What are you doing today?” John asked.


  “I dunno. Maybe I’ll call Michelle, see if she wants to do something.”


  “Okay,” John said.


  He was standing at the edge of the bed, but seemed barely in the room. She wondered if he were worried at all, leaving her home alone after last night and what happened with the police a little while ago. Maybe his mind was on the police for another reason? Something in her stomach soured the rest of her for letting a cobweb of doubt settle in a corner of her mind.


  She looked back up, reminding herself that the man she loved was incapable of killing.


  “I’ll be okay,” she said.


  His face thawed. Dancing eyes pulled his face into a grin that seemed somehow… off.


  Doubt turned like a screw, deeper into her brain. She thought about John’s inability to sleep and the occasional late night jogs he insisted he needed to burn his energy.


  She thought about the trunk.


  John’s trunk—the lone belonging he had moved from his world into their world, other than the clothes on his back and few worn books—flickered in her mind’s eye. The trunk had sat in the back of their closet since the day he brought it into their house. She’d never seen him open it, nor had she seen what was inside.


  When asked about the trunk, he said it was mostly junk from his past. But “junk” didn’t usually invite so many excuses. Bad memories he didn’t care to revisit was the usual. Given the bits of his history she’d culled together from scraps of conversation or odd comments, she suspected he’d been abused by a few of his foster families. So she never pushed the matter.


  Or asked him why the trunk was secured by a thick padlock.


  “Good; go out and have some fun,” he said. “I’m sure everything will be fine. If you need me, I’ve got my phone. I’ll rush right home.”


  Hope followed John downstairs and kissed him goodbye. She closed the door, turned the lock, and then slid against the door until she was sitting on the door mat, staring at the ceiling. She would’ve liked to believe she was lost in thought, but her mind was wandering up the stairs and to the back of the closet, right to the trunk sitting beneath his folded pea coat.


  Slapped by a sudden memory, Hope shot to her feet, glanced out the window to make sure John was gone, and then headed straight for the change jar on his nightstand, where he made regular deposits of pocket treasure, rubber bands, paper clips, and keys.


  Guilt gnarled her insides with every step.


  John was the kindest, most honest, genuine man she’d ever met. The first to treat her with respect and the first to care more about her than getting her into bed. She was his everything. Never in a million years could she imagine he would lie to her.


  Nor would he ever spy on her and search through her belongings.


  She hedged just outside the closet, and then reached inside to flick on the light. A spark of static electricity shot through her hand and she snapped it back quickly. The closet was packed with clothes, boxes of her junk, and small mountains of things they didn’t have room for but which she hadn’t been ready to toss.


  The trunk sat there, a bulwark between their separate pasts.


  Don’t do it, she told herself—even as she grabbed the change jar and dumped its contents onto their unmade bed.


  Leave it alone. He would never do this to you.


  Her hand waved through the cool sea of silver and copper until she found what she was looking for. A single brass-colored key that looked as if it had never been used. She went back into the closet.


  Don’t do it.


  The voice was insistent, but not very convincing.


  She inserted the key. A latch clicked inside.


  



  



  * * * *


  


  CHAPTER 6 — John and Hope


  



  



  John


  



  The historic district of St. Augustine was charming; goth eaves arching over the worn, but still mostly gorgeous, moldings of row upon row of peeling Victorians. Street parking was scant in the overbuilt and overcrowded quarter, and unfortunately for the residents, a steady sea of tourists swallowed the majority of available spaces, leaving locals to hitch it several blocks from their mortgages.


  Any other day, and the agitation would’ve creased his brow as usual, but John knew the morning’s half mile walk past homes turned into bed and breakfast spots, interspersed with homes in various states of renovation, would give him an advantage. Hope would never see him point his car west and away from the restaurant.


  He’d have to be quick. His shift started at 10 a.m. and he couldn’t risk being late and having someone call home. He felt the swell of Hope’s suspicions, despite her best efforts. Even if he hadn’t been hyper sensitive to human emotions, which he was, her discomfort was clear. They knew one another well, but John knew Hope like the rising tide of his every breath.


  Guilt tried to set up residence in his mind, but he was quick to evict it. Deception was necessary—no woman could ever love the monster he had once been. Certainly not a woman as sweet and kind as Hope.


  It wasn’t as if he’d sold her on a lie without a center of truth. The John she knew was as real as any other part of him. It was the him he strived to be. The idealized version of himself, freed from his alien instincts and inhuman hunger. He was, by most accounts, the man Hope had fallen in love with—or at least he thought he had been. But then the doorbell rang this morning turning nightmares into reality.


  Had he really killed someone without knowing it?


  Perhaps this John was a guise even to himself.


  That was exactly what he intended to find out.


  John circled his intended block twice, never moving his eyes from the rearview for longer than a second. He couldn’t afford to be followed. He did as usual, swinging the car into the U-Store-It complex, punching his pass code into the dingy aluminum box, then waited for the black metal gate to lurch open and invite him inside.


  



  * * * *


  



  Hope


  



  Hope turned the key and opened the trunk filled with John’s buried past. The smell of cedar brought back memories of her childhood and a giant chest her mother had owned. She almost smiled.


  The contents were neatly stacked—bound journals, a metal lock box, and a red scarf, obviously a woman’s.


  Whose scarf is this?


  She wondered if John was still holding a torch for someone else, and felt the cruel blade of betrayal, even though this was scant evidence at best.


  Hope heard the creak of a floorboard, and jumped, startled, dropping the keys into the trunk with a dull thudding chime. Her heart pounded as she imagined John entering the room and catching her in the act. But he wasn’t in the room. It was probably just the sound of the house settling, she figured.


  She caught her breath and fished the keys from the bottom of the trunk. Her hand brushed a stack of five journals, all in surprisingly pristine condition. The whisper inside her wasn’t shy.


  Shut the trunk and leave John’s past where it belongs—in the past. If he wanted to share it with you, he would have.


  But he hadn’t.


  And why not?


  What’s he hiding?


  Okay, but quick.


  She grabbed the book on top of the stack, a black leather tome with a crimson red strap.


  Her heartbeat sped up as she unfastened the cover and cracked the book open.


  The pages weren’t filled with John’s careful block letters, though it was clearly his writing. The flowing strokes looked as though they’d been scribbled in a rush, despite entries that went on for pages. All 200 pages of the book were packed with writing, and all of it in an odd language. She’d read and seen enough during her years to think she’d recognize most languages in print. She wouldn’t understand them, of course, but she’d at least have an idea what she was looking at. This was nothing she’d ever seen before.


  “What the hell?” she said to herself.


  She grabbed the other journals, quickly flipping through hundreds of identical pages.


  Another floorboard creaked and her heart skipped a beat or three before finding its usual patter.


  Hope grabbed the metal box next, surprised to find it unlocked. She swung the lid open and was greeted by a stash of folded newspaper articles and photographs sitting beneath a blue velvet pouch. Spilling from the pouch was a perfectly smooth black rock, the size and shape of a small apple. It felt colder and smoother than it should have, as if it were made of molded ice.


  What the hell?


  There were two photos, old and faded. One was of a small, Northeastern, rural-looking two story house. The other was of two young boys, standing in front of the same house, each holding ice cream cones; four scoops and two goofy grins. The boy on the left, she was certain was John. She smiled at the younger version of him, feeling like she was getting a peek back in time at the man she’d come to love.


  He looked so sweet.


  Hope gulped with the sudden, unsettling realization that she’d never seen another childhood picture of John. The boy on the right looked a lot like him, but a few years older and taller.


  A brother? John had never mentioned a brother.


  The newspaper articles, ranging back some 10 years, were all about a string of unsolved murders scattered throughout the state of Washington. A chill slithered down Hope’s spine as she thumbed through the fading newsprint, her brain doing calculations that filled her with terror for what might lie in their solutions.


  To her relief, the murders weren’t the only common theme in the articles. No, there was a name repeating in each of the pages, always just below the photo of the FBI agent it belonged to: Caleb Baldwin, an older, hardened version of the second boy in the photo.


  “Who are you, John?”


  



  * * * *


  



  John


  



  



  Unit 178 was in the farthest corner of the storage lot. John parked his car, then got out and walked in a straight line, glancing at the pair of closed circuit cameras mounted on the roof above the unit. He flipped the back of his hand in a casual wave before knocking on the corrugated metal bay door, serving as the only way in or out of the makeshift “office.”


  “Hold on, hold on,” an out-of-breath voice said, followed by the sound of a cascade of soda cans spilling to the floor. John stifled a laugh as the door rolled up and the chubby face greeted him.


  “Still haven’t cleaned your office, eh?”


  “Maid’s month off,” Larry grinned.


  



  * * * *


  



  Hope


  



  



  Hope’s eyes moved from photo to article, then back again as time refused to march.


  Why is he hiding a brother?


  She had to know more. Had to know why he’d never told her about his brother, a brother with another last name, no less. John’s last name was Sullivan—so far as she knew, anyway.


  What the hell is going on?


  Suddenly, the room grew dark, as if heavy storm clouds had blotted out the sun.


  Another creak, this one closer. Hope looked, even though she knew John wouldn’t be there. He wasn’t.


  Someone else was—a stranger.


  His bald head and wide smile almost seemed to step through the door of her bedroom a split second before his impossibly black suit.


  “Hello, Hope.”


  



  * * * *


  


  CHAPTER 7 — Hope and John


  



  



  “Who the hell are you?” Hope shrieked, scrambling backward into the closet, her hand reaching for anything she might be able to use as a weapon. Her fingers curled around a red pump with a six-inch heel. This’ll poke an eye out.


  “Relax,” the man said, pulling a thin black wallet from his coat pocket and flipping it open to flash his credentials. “I’m a private investigator hired by the Ashbys to find their daughter. My name is Michael Turner. Your door was open. I knocked, but no answer, so I wanted to make sure everything was okay.”


  Hope slowly stood, the shoe biting into her palm as she stared at the laminated license, scrutinizing the verification as though she could spot a fake. She slowly nodded, keeping enough distance to sprint by him if needed. She didn’t think she’d left the door open, but she had been distracted, so anything was possible, she supposed. Still, that wasn’t an excuse to come into someone’s house.


  And why had he said he was making sure “everything was okay?” Why wouldn’t it be? She wanted to question him on all these things, but even as she tried to speak, something in her brain spoke, calming her down.


  Everything’s okay. Don’t worry. You are safe. This man is who he says, Michael Turner, a private investigator. Everything will be fine. Just do what he says. Everything will be fine.


  The thoughts were odd, as if someone else were speaking them into her head, but using her inner voice.


  The man took a small step back and slipped his wallet inside his coat. His face was gaunt, and his azure eyes seemed trustworthy, though slightly exhausted. “I’m just here to ask you some questions.”


  “About what?” Hope said, feeling silly for holding the shoe at her side, but not silly enough to put it down.


  “Can we go downstairs?”


  The man backed out of the bedroom and approached the stairway. Hope tossed the shoe in the closet and followed.


  Downstairs, the man turned and looked Hope in the eye. “How well did you know Rebecca Ashby?”


  “Not at all,” Hope said, glancing outside at a sudden ugly darkness that turned the bright blue of morning to nearly black as night. “I’d seen her around from time to time, but not enough that she stuck out or anything.”


  “Where and when did you last see her?”


  “I can’t remember,” Hope said, “maybe a week ago at the pub down the street, Lucky Pete’s Ale House.”


  Hope glanced out the window again, “Is there a storm coming?”


  “I think so,” he said, “Or maybe an eclipse. Was she with anyone, do you recall?”


  Hope thought for a moment, “I really can’t remember. To be honest, I’m not even sure if it was Rebecca, like I said, I don’t really know her, so she didn’t stick out, really. I’m pretty sure it was her, but can’t remember much about the night.” Hope shook her head. “I’m sorry.”


  “It’s okay,” the detective said, his eyes on his notepad as he scribbled the details. “Does anyone else live here with you, someone else I might be able to talk to? A lot of times it’s the little things people think mean nothing which wind up helping us the most.”


  Hope felt a tickle down her spine. She shouldn’t admit to being alone. “My boyfriend, John. He should be back any minute now.”


  She regretted saying it before the words had even finished coming from her lips. Now, the guy might want to stick around. How would she get rid of him then?


  “Does John know Ms. Ashby?”


  “No, neither of us know her,”


  “You said you expect John back soon?” the man asked.


  Hope didn’t care for the smile she might have imagined.


  Relax, you can trust him. He is who he says he is. Just trust him. Maybe invite him to stay and wait for John.


  She shook the thoughts from her mind. No, I should NOT invite him to stay. That’s the worst idea ever. He shouldn’t even be in my house!


  “Yes, though to be honest, I need to get ready for work. Do you have a card? I can have him give you a call?”


  “Um, sure,” the man said, fishing into a coat pocket and handing her a crisp new card which read “Michael Turner : Private Investigator” with a PO Box listed in Hialeah and a 305 area code.


  “Your office is far away, eh?” Hope asked.


  “Yes, but I work the whole east coast, and I’ll be in town for a while. That’s my cell. Have John give me a call anytime, day or night.”


  “Okay,” Hope said, walking him to the door, “Good luck.”


  “Thank you,” the man said as he walked down the sidewalk to the white picket fence where for the first time, Hope noticed he wasn’t alone. A tall black man in a dark suit was standing at the end of the walk holding open the door of a black van with pitch black windows. The private eye waved at Hope as he stepped into the back of the van. The other man glanced at Hope, and for the slightest of moments, she’d have sworn he had no pupils. His eyes looked like two marbles of pure snow. He nodded at her, then went around the van, got into the driver’s seat and drove away.


  Hope found it odd that a detective would have his own driver. Even odder was the morning light returning its full rays, as if a curtain had been ripped from a window the second the van turned the corner. Odder still, she noticed for the first time, there didn’t seem to be a single cloud in the sky.


  



  * * * *


  



  John


  



  



  “I think it’s starting again,” John said to Larry. “I think I’m starting to turn back.”


  “What do you mean? He said it would work.”


  “No, he said it might work, but there’s no way he could be sure. It’s not like he’s had a lot of feeders to work his magick on. I’ve been having these vivid dreams of killing people, feeding off of them. Now one of the girls I dreamed about the other night, someone I don’t even know, is missing.”


  “Come on, it could be a coincidence,” Larry said, “you know you sometimes pick up on things just because of what you are. I’m sure this is one of those times.”


  “I want you to follow me,” John said. “I need to know what I’m doing after I go to sleep. And you can’t let me see you! If I’m not myself when I’m doing this, then God only knows what I’d do to you if I caught you following me.”


  Larry paused for a moment, “And what if it IS you? What then?”


  “Then we go with a full wipe. A total reset.”


  Larry shook his head, “No, we have no idea if he can even do a total wipe. He said it was a theory, a last resort. There’s too many dangers. You could die. You could forget everything. Like, total blank slate.”


  John nodded, “I know. But I can’t put Hope in danger. I’d rather die than risk—”


  He didn’t need to, nor could he, give voice to his ultimate fear.


  They both knew.


  “I need to know you can do this for me,” John said. “I know we’ve been friends for a long time and I’ve taught you a lot of cool magick and shit, and if you lose me, you might need to go back to a life of actually working for a living instead of sitting on your ass watching TV and eating Cheetos, but—”


  “Fuck you, buddy,” Larry said with a laugh.


  John smiled, “Seriously, though, I need you to reach out to Adam. Ask him if he’ll do a total wipe, if I need it.”


  Larry’s smile faded, “IF you need it, okay. I’ll do whatever you ask me to do, you know it, brotha. I owe you my life. But let’s just see what happens over the next few nights before we go making plans for your permanent vacation, eh?”


  “Agreed,” John said, “I’ve gotta get to work, and you need sleep so you can stay up tonight.”


  “Sleep is for the weak,” Larry said, popping the top on a fresh can of Mountain Dew and taking a swig, “See you tonight.”


  “Yeah, but I better not see you.” John turned around and headed towards the door.


  “Hey,” Larry said with a devilish grin spreading across his face, “do you and Hope keep your blinds open when you’re bumpin’ uglies?”


  John shook his head, “Don’t ever change, Larry boy.”


  



  * * * *


  


  CHAPTER 8 — Jacob


  



  



  The van had gone maybe a quarter of a mile before Jacob saw something he had to have. A young woman jogging on the side of the road, her dark hair in a ponytail, bouncing with each footfall.


  There was something about Hope which had gotten under Jacob’s skin. He’d never met someone so full of life, so energetic, so intoxicating. He could see why his brother chose her. Though he couldn’t see why John chose to fuck her when consuming her whole would have been so much more of an experience. While Jacob was no stranger to sexual urges—though he could never indulge them without killing a partner—sex was nothing compared to the ecstasy, or the intimacy, of swallowing someone’s life force. The younger and more vibrant, the better.


  It was all he could do not to take Hope right then and there in the house, absorb every ounce of her life, mission be damned. But he was better than humans. He could control his animal urges, for a little while, anyway.


  But then, from his spot in the back of the van with its specially treated dark windows, he saw the jogger, her skin glistening with sweat as waves of her bright pink aura swept off of her, beckoning Jacob.


  “Pull alongside her,” he instructed his driver. “And make it dark.”


  “Here? Now?” his driver asked.


  “Now!” Jacob barked. And moments later, the world around them was cast in shadows.


  They followed the jogger up a narrow residential street. Sensing them, she moved over a bit, but was still close enough to the van’s sliding door.


  As they pulled up beside her, Jacob slid the door open, and reached out to grab her and yank her into the van. However, she was quick, and leaped aside as Jacob tumbled out of the van and rolled onto the ground.


  “What the?” she screamed and turned to run.


  Jacob leaped and connected, hands on her shoulders, shoving her face down into the ground. He fell on her like a beast and began to feed.


  Energy rushed through him as her memories flooded his mind. He closed his eyes, now laying on top of her, blissfully sucking every memory and emotion she’d ever had in fast forward as her body burned and convulsed beneath him. He fed slowly, wanting to savor every moment. On the plus side, she would live longer, but on the down side, those moments would be excruciatingly painful. He didn’t normally kill during the day, but she was worth it, strong, happy, fulfilling.


  A siren blurted, breaking the moment, and Jacob glanced up to see a police cruiser behind them.


  “Shit!” he said, leaping up and jumping into the van as it took off. He spun around to see two officers jumping out of the car, rushing to help the still burning woman on the ground. They were too perplexed to give chase, trying to put out the fire.


  “Fuck! Fuck! Fuck!” Jacob shouted as he pounded a fist into the floor of the van, upset that he’d been so careless to be seen. Even worse, he’d left a body behind so close to John. Jacob glanced back through the rear windows and saw one officer covering her with something as another ran to the car, no doubt to get a fire extinguisher. He wondered if the girl was still alive. If so, she’d be the first meal he’d left in such a state.


  And then, as the jogger’s memories continued to swirl through his brain, he saw something which terrified him. Something he should have seen in the memories he’d stolen from Rebecca Ashby, but was too hungry, too impatient, and had missed.


  The jogger had worked with Rebecca Ashby.


  He thought he’d played things safe by feeding on Rebecca but leaving no trace behind. Nobody could connect her death to him, or a feeder, if they never found her. She was just another missing young girl, one of thousands. But now, he’d left a victim which had been found, and could be connected back to Rebecca.


  It would only be a matter of time before the Guardians would be crawling all over the town. They’d make connections. John would find out that a feeder was in town and would no doubt flee. Jacob couldn’t let anything come between himself and John. He’d come too far and waited too long to get back home.


  If he didn’t act soon, John would vanish. Again.


  It was time to find his long lost brother. And maybe Jacob would get a taste of Hope.


  



  TO BE CONTINUED…


  


  ::EPISODE 5::


  CHAPTER 1 — Caleb Baldwin


  



  



  October 3, 1999


  Anchor Harbor, Washington


  



  Caleb stared at the glossy evidence scattered across his kitchen table—crime scene photos of the charred remains of a six year old boy, Billy Wilkens, one of the many suspected victims of a serial murderer found on the West Coast within the past six years. No matter how many times he’d combed the case in the two months since he’d been brought on board, nothing made sense.


  The boy had been thought missing, taken from his bedroom in the middle of the night on September 19. The media went apeshit, speculating that his single mother, Evelyn Wilkens, who’d fallen asleep drunk that night, was somehow responsible. When searchers found the boy’s body two days later (his remains so charred, positive identity couldn’t be confirmed without DNA proof), media scrutiny magnified on the mom.


  Caleb had an uncanny ability to spot even the smallest lie in the biggest ball of yarn. After interviewing the woman, he knew with unwavering certainty that the woman had approximately dick to do with her son’s murder. In all likelihood, someone had entered the apartment—the door had been accidentally left unlocked—and taken the boy without waking her from her stupor. Nothing else linked the case to the string of murders his unit was working on. This was, in fact, the first incident of a child being murdered by the serial killer(s).


  Why this boy? Why a child at all? What kind of monster would do this?


  While some local officers wondered if the murders were linked to the media-named Torch Killings, (fucking media had to give everything a clever name) the FBI refused to make the link official, even if Caleb was growing certain that the killings were the work of the same person.


  Last night, the case took a rather stunning turn. Talking heads on the local and cable news channels were hungry for someone to point their fingers at. Lacking a named suspect to pin the blame on, they turned their poison on the boy’s mother. Reporters practically pitched tents on her doorstep, haranguing her with incendiary questions, asking why she’d left the door open, why was she drunk, how often did she get drunk, why was she single and, of course, what kind of mother was she?


  The vultures got what they wanted—more blood, when Evelyn OD’d on a half million milligrams or so of painkillers, falling into a forever sleep and leaving behind a note which said simply:


  



  “I’m sorry, Billy. Mommy will be with you, soon.”


  



  Caleb wanted someone to pay. He preferred the killer, of course, but would happily settle for the fucking press with its bottomless appetite for gore porn.


  Fortunately, Caleb wasn’t the point man for the media, but rather the lead investigator. His boss, Mathews, handled the reporters with an uncanny aplomb while Caleb seethed in the shadows.


  Now, as he stared at the photos, his attention drifted toward the hole in the kitchen wall, then down at his still purple knuckles.


  Yeah, good thing I’m not on TV today.


  Hands closed over his shoulder, startling him momentarily—Julia.


  He closed his eyes and lolled his head in surrender to her touch. “How’s it going?” she said, her voice soothing.


  “I don’t know,” he sighed, remembering the call from the night before telling him about Evelyn’s suicide, just moments before the news erupted on every station. He flinched in the morning light, reflecting on last night’s violence, embarrassed that Julia had seen him in such a fit.


  “I’m sorry,” he said, quietly, eyes still closed.


  “You don’t need to apologize,” Julia said, leaning down, then lowering herself into his lap and laying her head on his chest.


  It had been a long time since they’d shared such a tender moment. It felt every bit as comfortable as it did alien.


  And then Julia said what Caleb wished she wouldn’t have.


  “You can’t keep doing this to yourself.”


  Not this fight again. Not now. Please, not now.


  He chewed his lip to keep himself quiet.


  Their tournament of silence threatened eternity. Eventually, Julia pulled away, an awkward moment she tried to improve by heading to the fridge and filling the house with the loud hum and clink of ice dropping into glass.


  “I can’t leave it like this,” he finally said. “This … fucker,” he said pointing at the stack of photos, “this fucking monster must be stopped.”


  “You can’t save the world,” Julia said, “even if you catch this guy, there will always be more monsters. More evil. More death. When are WE going to LIVE?”


  Caleb stared at Julia. He was too beaten to go over this again.


  “You don’t need to do this,” she said. “We have enough money. I can go back to work at the firm; they’d hire me in a minute.”


  Caleb grabbed a photo of the boy’s charred body from the folder, pushed his chair back violently, stood up, and shoved the picture in Julia’s face.


  “Do you see this? This was a child, for Christ’s sake! How can you ask me to stop? To fucking give up?” his voice cracked. Julia’s eyes were wide, brimming with tears. Caleb knew he’d gone too far. He turned away and dropped the photo on the table, then leaned down and ran his hands through his hair.


  “I can’t,” he said, “I can’t give up.”


  Suddenly, his phone’s ring broke the silence. He grabbed it off the table, glanced at the window—Mathews.


  “Yeah?”


  “We’ve got another body.”


  Caleb closed his eyes.


  Jesus, it’s never gonna end.


  “On the east coast, St. Augustine, Florida. Pack your bags, I’ll be right over.”


  



  * * * *


  


  CHAPTER 2 — Jacob


  



  



  Hours earlier…


  



  Jacob sat in the back of the bar, alone, watching as life animated around him despite the late hour. He needed to wash away the failure of earlier with some alcohol.


  The bar was packed, the music loud and obnoxious—the patrons even more so. He was feeling particularly bleak, and not in the mood for the company of his minions, who waited back at the motel. Only his driver, Mr. Dark, waited in the car (not the van, which they hid at a local garage), while Jacob took in the local night life.


  When he was at John’s house earlier, he tried to pick up the scent from Caleb, or any lingering memories which might lead him to Caleb. But he’d found nothing other than the usual stench of humanity. Jacob suspected the woman knew something, but he’d not been able to adequately probe her mind, given his brief window. He could’ve taken her then, but he didn’t know what kind of bond they had. If John had imprinted her, then John would know immediately if she were in danger, and would come running.


  And while Jacob was confident he could take John out, he needed his brother’s cooperation. And killing his lover then would’ve only complicated matters.


  He’d found John after all these years of the man being nearly invisible. He was closer than ever to his goals. So he had to be cautious in whatever he did next.


  Ever since John’s escape from the hospital where the Guardians held him and tried to train him as one of their soldiers, he’d stayed off the grid, almost entirely. If he’d been feeding, he’d been as discreet as Jacob in his hunts.


  But Jacob suspected something else was at work, given that John was walking in daylight, without the aid of his own version of Mr. Dark no less. Jacob had to assume he’d found someone to reverse the curse which plagued their kind.


  Such fixes weren’t permanent—not that he knew of, anyway.


  The only reason Jacob had even found John after so many years, was that John had made the mistake of looking for a death stone from within the network of Otherworlders who trafficked information, magick, and artifacts in a black market so underground, few knew of its existence. The stone’s only use was to kill feeders, and few Otherworlders were brave enough to attempt such a feat. John was a blip on Jacob’s radar 10 minutes after his query.


  Jacob wondered who John planned to kill. It wasn’t as if there were that many feeders out there. He wondered if John had upset one, or, perhaps John had located Jacob, and decided to come after him.


  How ironic it would be if his attempts to kill me led to me finding him.


  If John flew under the radar, Caleb was off of it completely, leaving just one explanation for his complete disappearance. Caleb must have been so thoroughly wiped that he had no idea who he even was. Considering the Guardians’ resources, that wouldn’t surprise Jacob at all.


  There was another alternative, of course, and that was that Caleb was dead. Jacob didn’t think so, or the Guardians wouldn’t waste the energy in searching for the Harbingers. Without Caleb, John’s knowledge of the portal was useless. Both brothers had fragments of knowledge, but neither could access the portal without the other one present. At least, that was the legend according to Guardian lore. Since the Guardians’ main job was to keep the portal closed, Jacob figured they knew what they were doing.


  A waitress brought Jacob another drink. He flirted with her a bit; she was young and her aura strong. He was tempted to wait for her after work. Maybe charm her, then lure her to a secluded spot.


  However, there was something off about her. She was broken in some way. While taking the lives of the vibrant was the closest thing to joy he would ever know, feeding on broken, sad people with wasted lives had the opposite effect. Those people seemed to decay Jacob’s core a little more each time; bringing him closer to the brink, hungry to die.


  Knowing that in the end, nothing good lasted and darkness always won.


  



  * * * *


  


  CHAPTER 3 — John


  



  



  The phone pulled John from another nightmare and into the harsh morning light.


  “Great news,” Larry said into the phone. “I just got a call from a buddy who told me that cops spotted a guy in the act of torching this girl yesterday. Sounded just like a feeder! She died on the scene, and he got away, though.”


  “How is this great news?” John asked, wiping sleep from his eyes as he headed downstairs and into the kitchen. “Wait, are you saying…?”


  “This happened yesterday while you were with me. And you never left your house last night, though I did get a good look at Hope in her nightie.”


  Ignoring Larry’s crudeness, John paused, then switched ears. “Well, if it’s not me, then…”


  “There’s another feeder,” Larry said, mouth full of sandwich.


  While John had known of other feeders, they were extremely rare, and never careless enough to litter their trail with bodies. He thought of the death stone he’d been trying to get of late. He’d intended to get it as a precaution against himself, for Larry to use on him if he ever got… out of control. But perhaps there was another threat on his horizon.


  He’s here. He’s found you and he’s taunting you.


  John felt a sudden itching in his brain, like a forgotten memory on the edge of discovery. It would surface if prodded.


  “Hold on a sec,” John said. He set the phone on the counter and closed his eyes to see more clearly.


  Something buzzed in the air, at the fringe of his vision—something just out of place.


  He opened his eyes and scanned the kitchen. The itch in his brain grew stronger. John looked at the fridge and immediately saw what he hadn’t quite known he was looking for. Beneath one of the six Pizza House magnets that blotted the fridge, was a business card that stuck out like a light in the darkness.


  What’s this?


  Hope had come home late last night, out with friends, so they’d not had a chance to talk, really. She hadn’t mentioned the card, or why it was on the fridge. John could see Private Investigator in Helvetica across the card before he reached the fridge. His itch grew to a steady buzz and swarmed like muffled, angry bees inside his brain.


  His fingers touched the card. Sudden sickness swept through him, his stomach rolled, and Jacob’s image bubbled in his mind.


  John dropped the phone and raced upstairs to where Hope was still sleeping. He flipped the light switch and shook her awake, holding the card in front of her, “Who gave you this card?”


  Hope woke, confused, worried, “What’s wrong?”


  “The card—who gave you this?”


  “A private investigator came around yesterday, the Ashbys hired him to help find their daughter.”


  “What did he look like?”


  She told him, then said, “Why? What’s wrong?”


  “I need you to tell me everything he said, everything he asked you.”


  “What’s going on?” Hope’s eyes were wide, her voice high, and fingers clenched her pillow.


  “What did he say?”


  She told him, as best she could remember in her sleepy haze. Then she remembered that the man had asked John to call him.


  “He wants to talk to you.”


  John shook his head, sorting his thoughts.


  He’s found me.


  “Who is he, John?”


  “We have to go.”


  “What are you talking about? Go where? What’s going on?!”


  John ran to the closet, grabbed a duffel bag, crossed the room to his nightstand in three long strides, grabbed the keys, went to the trunk, grabbed some items, shoved them in his bag, and closed the zipper.


  “What’s going on? Tell me, John!”


  “I don’t have time to tell you now, you have to trust me. That man who came to the house is dangerous.”


  “Who is he?”


  “My brother,” John said, as he raced downstairs and grabbed the phone off the floor, “Larry, we’re coming over. Now!”


  “Come on!” John yelled to Hope, “We need to go now!”


  “But,” she called from upstairs, “I need to pack some—”


  “There’s no time,” John called out, “we’ll get anything you need on—”


  The doorbell cut him short.


  



  * * * *


  


  CHAPTER 4 — Caleb, John, and Hope


  



  



  Caleb


  



  Caleb rang the doorbell again.


  Agent Michael Wu, a young agent who’d been with his group for about six months, stood beside him. Wu was quiet, but discerning, usually able to pick up on the subtleties most people missed in conversation. Plus, Caleb smiled at the thought, Wu was a helluva shot.


  The door opened and a dark-haired man in his late 20’s said, “Hello?”


  He was obviously harried, but there was something else, too. Something in his eyes, something odd, or almost familiar, which caused Caleb to pause and involuntarily put two fingers to his right temple.


  Wu introduced them both, then informed the man that they were talking to neighbors about the missing Ashby girl, particularly about a co-worker of hers, Maribel Ruiz, who’d been murdered yesterday.


  “No, I’ve never seen her,” John said, “didn’t know Rebecca, either.”


  “Is there anyone else home we can talk to?” Caleb said, still unable to shake the oddly familiar emanating from the stranger at the door.


  Where have I seen this guy before? I know I’ve seen him somewhere.


  He didn’t think the man at the door was guilty of murder, but there was something off about him—aside from the weird vibe of familiarity Caleb was getting.


  This guy knows something.


  “My girlfriend, but she’s still in bed,” John said.


  “Would you mind?” Wu asked.


  “You want me to wake her?”


  “We wouldn’t ask, but time is of the essence.”


  



  **


  



  John


  



  John invited the FBI agents inside and offered them seats in the living room. They declined, preferring to shuffle their feet on the porch. John shrugged as though he couldn’t care less, then raced up the stairs, two and three steps at a time.


  His mind and heart were thudding. He hoped he’d been able to hide his shock at seeing his brother. John figured Caleb’s mind must be turning, trying to untangle John’s reaction.


  John had another, more pressing concern, though. Their being in the same room could trigger either Caleb’s memories, or worse, his abilities. In either event, it wasn’t a risk John could take, especially not with Jacob nearby. John was certain his oldest brother would sense it if Caleb were to suddenly “go online.”


  While John had never sense Caleb, he had sensed Jacob at times in the past. He could feel him out there in the world, though he’d usually been at a safe distance—until now. And while John had managed to mask his signature on their “radar,” Caleb would pop up like a fire in a snowstorm if he suddenly reverted to his feeder state.


  Hope greeted John with more questions.


  “What’s going on? Who’s downstairs?”


  No sense lying.


  “Another brother.”


  “What?”


  “Only he doesn’t know he’s my brother. And he’s with the FBI.”


  Hope stared at him, as if he’d just said the world was made of rubber bands and he needed his kazoo to go fight the Jabberwocky.


  John put both hands on her shoulders and met her eyes, trying to reassure her, “Everything will make sense later, I promise. But right now, I need your help getting them out of here. I need you to play dumb.”


  “That,” Hope said, “won’t be a problem.”


  



  **


  



  Hope


  



  Hope had been plucked from a peaceful dream and delivered into chaos.


  She tried to bury the rising tide of fear and uncertainty crashing around her. Nothing was solid, and everything was suddenly full of hidden dangers, from the bald man who turned out to be another of John’s brothers to the missing girl that seemed to ignite the match which was lighting their world ablaze.


  The painting flashed through her mind. It was easier to believe John’s innocence before FBI agents stood at their door.


  She shook the hands of the two agents. The world moved slowly and her jumbled thoughts flowed like molasses. Her legs became noodles, and Hope stumbled forward.


  The man who introduced himself as Agent Caleb Baldwin—John’s brother, Caleb!—caught her and she smiled sheepishly, “Wow, I’m not really awake yet,” she said with the same laugh she once used to eek extra dollars in nightly tips.


  She couldn’t help but stare at Caleb, remembering pictures of him from John’s locker. They didn’t look much alike, but at the same time, knowing they were related, she could sense some commonalities between them, like vague shapes on a smoggy horizon.


  Why aren’t either of them acknowledging they’re brothers? Does Caleb not know? And if not, why isn’t John telling him?


  The agents showed them pictures of Maribel and asked them questions about Rebecca, the same ones they’d already been asked by the police. Maribel didn’t look familiar to her at all. She’d not seen her in her paintings—a small relief.


  “Do you think this Maribel woman knew something about Rebecca’s disappearance?” Hope asked.


  “It’s too early to speculate,” Caleb said. “Right now, we’re trying to follow every lead and gather as much information as possible.”


  



  **


  



  Caleb


  



  Caleb couldn’t shake the nagging thought that these two knew something. Every instinct told him he should haul their asses in for questioning, toss them in separate rooms, then go to town. At the same time, another part of him said he was wrong. This wasn’t about their guilt, and they didn’t know a thing about this case, but were hiding something else entirely. He could drag them in, he supposed, but perhaps a lighter touch was necessary in this case.


  He decided he’d give them his card and leave, but assign a tail to them, or maybe even follow them himself.


  Caleb handed his card to Hope. “If you think of anything at all, no matter how insignificant it might seem, give me a call. Anytime, day or night.”


  “Will do,” John said.


  As Caleb reached the edge of the porch, he turned back to John, and caught that look in his eyes again. John didn’t turn away as he had before, but rather met his gaze and held it. Caleb then asked, “I’m sorry, have we met before? Your face seems so familiar.”


  John shrugged, “Have you eaten at Umberto’s? I’m a cook there, though I rarely step out of the kitchen.”


  “No,” Caleb said, shaking his head, “It’s been all McDonald’s and gas station grub since we’ve been in town.”


  “I’ve got one of those faces,” John half-smiled, “I get it all the time.”


  “Well, you all have a good day, and remember, call us if you remember or see anything.”


  “Will do,” John said as he shut the door.


  



  * * * *


  


  CHAPTER 5 — Hope and John


  



  



  Hope


  



  “Now can you tell me what the hell is going on?” Hope asked as John raced through alleys and peeled around corners on his way to somewhere he wasn’t telling, splitting his eyes between road and rearview.


  “The less I tell you now, the better off you’ll be.” John said.


  “What are you talking about?”


  “I don’t even know where to begin,” John said, eyes darting at each building, car, passerby, as if he expected an ambush at any moment. His panic reminded Hope of dogs she’d seen; backed into a corner with their teeth bared as imminent doom fell on them like a shadow.


  John asked, “Do you have your cell phone?”


  “Yeah,” Hope said, fumbling through her purse, hands shaking uncontrollably. She handed John the phone. He held it in his left hand, lowered his window, and tossed the phone without ceremony on the street.


  “What the hell?!” she cried, looking back as the plastic turned to a sneeze of shrinking black.


  “No phones. No credit cards. Nothing they can use to track you.”


  “You’re scaring me, John! What the hell are you involved with? Who are they?”


  The car bounced hard off a pot hole and for a moment, she thought the tire had blown or the car would be ripped apart by the force of the impact. It kept plowing forward, though, in one piece. Then, for the first time, she began hoping John would just stop the car, so she could jump out and put as much distance between them as possible.


  Whatever was going on, this wasn’t good, and for the first time since she’d met John, her doubts outweighed her love.


  



  **


  



  John


  



  John never saw it coming.


  Sure, he’d been prepared for any eventuality. He’d spent a lifetime planning for the worst possible outcome to occur at any moment. Somehow, he never imagined he’d have to come clean and explain everything to Hope, though.


  He glanced at the passenger seat. The bewildered animal beside him seemed almost like a stranger. Her fear and confusion made the other night in her studio pale in comparison. Her aura was bright reds and blacks, off the charts of anything he’d seen in anyone who wasn’t being murdered.


  Their world was crumbling and she was finding it hard to hang on. John didn’t blame her—it killed him that it had to happen this way. He’d done everything he could to create a normal life. And he thought he’d secured his future—their future.


  As long as Jacob was out there, however, John would never know peace.


  They would never be safe from Jacob and the Harbingers who wanted to find him, or the government’s Guardians who wanted him dead. He had to embrace his powers, and his weaknesses; return to the life he’d managed to avoid for the past few years, back to a life of murder and solitude. It was the only chance he had at killing Jacob and his group.


  “I want answers, John!” Hope demanded.


  He didn’t know what to tell Hope. He could go with the truth and have her think him batshit crazy, or he could lie, in hopes of keeping her compliant until they got to Larry’s place and could get Adam wipe her.


  The only thing he knew for certain is that these chaotic moments were likely the last they would ever spend together.


  Everything was about to change. Forever.


  



  **


  



  They arrived at Larry’s warehouse under the promise that once there, John would spill the entire pot of beans.


  Larry greeted them, wearing his gregarious smile and finest charm, “Even more beautiful than John promised.”


  Larry shook Hope’s hand and kissed it. She too, was wearing her normal face, but her eyes could not disguise her fear and confusion.


  John said, “Larry is my right hand man, a private investigator who has helped protect us.”


  “Protect us from what?” Hope asked.


  “I’ll explain everything in a moment,” John said.


  He then turned to Larry. “I need you to call Adam. Get him here immediately.”


  Larry’s face was grave as he realized what John was asking. “Sure, sure,” he said, grabbing his phone and walking toward the adjoining unit next door.


  John turned to Hope. The words in his throat had left him for dead already.


  



  **


  



  Hope


  



  Hope stared at John as he fumbled for the right words. She was frustrated that she had to wait until they arrived at wherever the hell they were. Now that she was about to discover whatever dark secrets John had been harboring, part of her wanted to delay the inevitable; to linger with her lover in a few final moments of innocence, before it was shattered by the ugly reality looming ahead.


  John looked her in the eyes and said, “I’m a vampire.”


  Hope paused, trying to make sure she heard him correctly, barely stifling a laugh. “You’re a what?”


  “A vampire, of sorts,” he said. The cold, serious expression on his face sent a chill down her spine.


  Holy shit, he IS crazy. I’m in love with a crazy person.


  Her mind conjured scenarios of a deluded, murderous John, killing people while thinking he was a vampire. She swallowed hard and took a step back.


  “I’m not crazy,” he said, keeping his distance and using his hands, open palms out, to accentuate, or perhaps work through, his words. “I know how crazy this sounds, but I’m not from here, not from Earth. Neither are my brothers, Jacob or Caleb. We’re from somewhere else, we’re all vampires, for a lack of a better word. But I was able to find a way to become human, to be with you.”


  Hope shook her head, slowly at first, then violently, “No, no, no, this isn’t happening.”


  “I—” John managed before Hope cut him off with a raised finger and an angry, frightened scowl.


  “No! Don’t say another word. I’m leaving here now.”


  John stepped between her and the door, “No; you can’t.”


  She stepped towards him, tears streaming down her face, and shoved him in the chest, “Get out of my way!”


  He stepped aside as she moved towards the open warehouse door. She’d gotten four steps before something stopped her in her tracks.


  Levitating inches in front of her face was a single silver ring, one she’d given him for his birthday last year. One that she complained a million times that he never wore, taking offense that he didn’t wear it proudly as a token of their love.


  There it was, floating in front of her face.


  How? Oh my—


  She reached towards the ring, not believing what she was seeing until her fingers closed around the ring and it lay warm in her palm.


  She closed her gushing eyes, then turned to face John.


  It felt as though her whole world was about to collapse beneath her from the sheer weight of new, impossible information.


  “I’m so sorry,” he said, inching closer. She reached out, beating him furiously with her hands, then her arms, anger turning to rage. Eventually, she surrendered into the same embrace she could never leave.


  



  **


  



  John


  



  John held Hope close, never wanting to let her go. If he could find a way to freeze this moment, or even die right then and there entwined in her arms, he would be happy. But fate had a way of dragging you forward, and didn’t care if you went kicking and screaming.


  He pulled away, looked Hope in her eyes, then rested his palm on the side of her face. “I know that you have a million questions. And I know it’s not right to ask this of you, but right now, as crazy as it sounds, as crazy as I sound, I need you to trust me. The more I tell you now, the harder this will be.”


  “The harder what will be?” she asked, pulling back.


  “What you need to know now is that Jacob has been looking for me and Caleb for a long time. He wants something that we have. Something which, if he gets it, is a threat to the world.”


  Hope’s eyes had that look again, as if she were on the verge of not believing a word. He had to charm her, to get her to drop her reservations, using magick. He didn’t want to, but it was the only way of getting through this conversation.


  John focused on her eyes, and then past them, sending the calming thoughts through to her brain. Hope’s eyes grew almost glassy as he smoothed his influence over her defenses.


  “Caleb has no idea what he is. He had his brain wiped as a child, made to forget everything—our past lives, our mother’s death, and what we are. I’ve been keeping an eye on him, from a distance, ever since. The people who wiped him are the same people looking to protect the knowledge we have, even if that means killing me. To keep it from ever getting to Jacob. In wiping Caleb, they were also able to turn him mortal, to remove, or at least halt, this vampiric disease we have.”


  Hope stared, absorbing it all, though he had no way of knowing if it would make sense to her once she was clear headed again.


  “I wasn’t so lucky, though. They couldn’t wipe me. How much easier it would be, if they’d been able. I lived for years as a monster, feeding off of people, until a few years back, I’d found some magick users from my home world, people who helped me claim something of a normal life. The only thing is, with me, there was no guarantee it would stick. I’d already reverted once, for some reason, so I could never be entirely certain I would have a normal life.”


  “When I met you,” John continued, “I tried like hell not to fall in love. I didn’t want to bring this chaos into your life, believe me. But I fell hard, and dared to dream we could live a normal life.”


  He fought the tears, dropped the magick, and was left staring into Hope’s wide, beautiful eyes. He prayed she wouldn’t run. Prayed she would accept what he said, and what he was about to say.


  “I can’t protect us any longer, not without risking Caleb. I need to stop him. But before I can do that, I need to protect you in case I don’t make it back. I need to wipe you.”


  Hope’s eyes narrowed at the phrase that hit her with the blunt force of a head-on collision.


  “Wipe me? What?”


  “The only way to protect you is to erase your memories and have you start over somewhere else. Like a witness protection program, but you won’t have any memories of your old life. Since I won’t know where you are, there’s no way Jacob can find you.”


  “Take my memories away? All of them? You can’t erase me!” Hope said pulling away, a look of disgust on her face. “No!”


  “If I don’t, you are in danger,” John pleaded, “Jacob has found you, he can sense you. He will find you and use you to get to me. He is evil beyond anything you’ve ever seen. He killed our mother, and he will kill anyone to get what he wants. Anyone. The only way to get him off your scent is to wipe you.”


  “No,” Hope said turning away, “you can’t erase me! I’d rather die than have every memory I’ve ever had stolen from me.”


  “You don’t know what you’re saying,” John said. “You have no idea what he’s capable of.”


  “No,” Hope said, arms folded, “I won’t let you.”


  “I’m not giving you a choice,” John said.


  “Fuck you!” she screamed, the first time she’d ever said anything even remotely so harsh to John. “You can’t do this to me! What about my family? My friends? They will come looking for me.”


  John shook his head, “We will wipe them, too. Remove memories of you.”


  She stared at John as if he were the monster he was.


  Her voice laced with accusation, she said, “You have it all planned out, don’t you?”


  “I didn’t want it to come to this,” he said, “believe me. I’ve got enough money, fake IDs, and people in place who will help you start over.”


  She snorted, and started towards the exit, “No, I’m not letting you. This is my life! You don’t ‘wipe’ people’s lives away!”


  As she reached the doorway, Larry stepped forward with a skinny, dark-haired pale man with impossibly bright golden eyes—Adam.


  Hope fell back, her eyes frightened like a trapped animal.


  “I’m sorry,” John said as he came up behind her, put his palm to the back of her neck, and let her drop unconscious into his hands.


  



  * * * *


  


  CHAPTER 6 — Caleb Baldwin


  



  



  Caleb met his partner, Wu, for dinner where they discussed putting a tail on the suspicious man from earlier, John. While Caleb hadn’t mentioned how John seemed so familiar, Wu agreed that he thought something was definitely going on.


  Wu agreed he’d get right on tailing John if Caleb took the morning shift. Perfect—Caleb felt half dead anyway.


  He left the car with Wu and took a cab to the hotel. On the way back, he retrieved his personal cell phone to check for messages from Julia. The empty mailbox underlined his loneliness.


  Caleb noted that he seemed to miss his wife most when he was on the road and unable to see her. Yet, when he was home, he’d routinely stay late at the office, oftentimes not seeing her for days at a time, save for the moments they’d pass one another like ships in the morning and night.


  He hit three buttons and listened to her last message, from two days earlier.


  



  “Hi, honey, I’m running late. Carol and I stopped for coffee. Let me know if you want me to bring you anything. Oh, who am I kidding, you’re probably still at work. I love you. See you around eight—if you’re home. Bye.”


  



  He glanced at his watch: 8:20 p.m., and wondered if he could catch a flight home and surprise her. Then he remembered that he’d be trailing John in the morning; he’d never get back in time. The idea died on the vine.


  He paid the driver, shuffled into the lobby of the hotel, grabbed a copy of USA Today, and went upstairs t0 spend the night in his room, alone.


  Caleb slid the key card in the door, surprised to find candlelight and music playing. He did a double take at the number on his door and was about to curse the hotel for giving out cards which worked on multiple rooms, when a familiar face appeared from behind a wall—Julia.


  “Hi honey,” she said, slinking forward in red lingerie and holding a glass of wine, “I’ve been waiting for you.”


  “What are you doing here?” he said, pleasantly surprised. No, pleasantly shocked.


  “Wu told me where you were, and helped me arrange the whole thing.”


  Caleb smiled, “That bastard never even hinted at a thing.”


  “We never do anything spontaneous anymore,” Julia said, “remember when we used to do stuff like this all the time?”


  Caleb thought she was remembering things through rose-colored glasses, but she had a point. Their lives were flying by—routine on their way to stagnation.


  She took a sip of wine, crimson moisture pouting her lips. Caleb, though tired, was surprised how quickly he’d become aroused. Julia offered her glass, but he set it down and took her, instead. Kissing her softly at first, then deep, then ravenously. They fell to the bed in a tangled mess as she tore at Caleb’s clothing.


  He was dizzy. Caleb hadn’t felt such burning desire in years, if ever. He wanted nothing more than to be inside her. Reclaiming her more with every thrust.


  



  * * * *


  


  CHAPTER 7— Hope and John


  



  



  Hope


  



  When Hope came to, she was groggy and lying in a bed, disoriented. The room was small, sparsely furnished, and lit only by a few small lamps with red shades.


  Where am I?


  The door, a blur on the wall, opened and John entered. At least she thought it was John. He was a bit blurry. She remembered something bad was going to happen, though she wasn’t sure what, and she scrambled back in the bed, knees to her chin.


  “Wha’ did you doooo t’ me?” she cried. Her words were garbled, barely coherent.


  “It’s starting,” John said as he sat next to her, placing a hand on her shoulder and pulling her into a hug.


  She relented, though she wasn’t even sure why she was mad. Something he’d done, or was going to do.


  “Wha’s hap’ning?” she asked, her head hurting, the room spinning.


  “You’re going to go to sleep again, soon. When you wake up, you’ll be someone else. You won’t remember any of this. You, me, anything that’s happened. But you’ll be safe, and you’ll be happy.”


  “Someone else?” she asked. “Whooo will I be? Whooo will youuu be?” She laughed at the silliness of the question, her thoughts a drunken slur.


  “I don’t know who you’ll be. But I’ll be me,” he said, “And I’ll try to find you. But there’s a chance I won’t be able to. There’s a chance that once I become a vampire again, I won’t be able to revert.”


  John’s words were making less sense, but something in them seemed incredibly sad. He was crying.


  “Why are youuuu so sad?” she asked, reaching up clumsily to wipe a tear away. Her hand had gained a few pounds and fell to her lap instead. She leaned into John harder, embraced him as best she could. Something bad was happening was all she knew. And that she never wanted to let him go.


  She slipped into darkness.


  



  **


  



  John


  



  John sat with Hope for more than 20 minutes, unwilling to let her go. This was it, the last time he might ever see her. Definitely the last time she would remember him, or them. Wipes in humans were not reversible so far as Adam, or anyone else, knew.


  John had lied about erasing Hope from the minds of her family and friends. That would be next to impossible without an entire team at his disposal. He didn’t have that kind of resources. Instead, he would have to plant a few memories of Hope and he running off to another country. A spur of the moment sort of thing which would work for a while, he figured, to prevent suspicion or worry, or an all out search for her. Even if the authorities (or Jacob) looked for her, they weren’t likely enough to find her.


  Adam would use magick to change Hope’s appearance—her hair color, her eyes, and a few minor changes. Just enough to throw off anyone who might run into her. John was pretty sure that the Guardians had done similar work on Caleb, even though John had recognized him. And even though they’d been dumb enough to keep Caleb’s first name for reasons John never understood. But then again, the Guardians often did things that seemed to fly in the face of logic. Hell, they had Caleb out in the field chasing down the very bad guy who was looking for him. A pretty ballsy move.


  As Hope mumbled incoherently and lost consciousness, John remembered the time he and Hope had to have their dog, Sinbad, put to sleep last year. Sinbad was old and his body was failing him. John could still remember the look in his dog’s eyes as the veterinarian injected the solution to put Sinbad “down.” It was an expression of love, confusion, and—perhaps John imagined it—but the briefest glimpse of betrayal, a how can you do this to me?


  Hope’s eyes held that same look as they looked up at him and closed.


  And it crushed him.


  John laid Hope down on the bed and kissed her one last time. He wished she’d been awake for the kiss, but perhaps this was for the best. He needed to cut free from her now and find Jacob. He left the room above Larry’s warehouse and nodded to Adam and Larry, sitting together on a tattered couch watching an episode of Seinfled.


  John said, “She’s ready.”


  



  * * * *


  


  CHAPTER 8 — Caleb Baldwin


  



  



  In a dream of long ago…


  



  In the dream, Caleb was back in his childhood home, a boy, waking to the sound of his father beating on his mother—again.


  Caleb cowered under his blankets, praying for the sound to stop. Night after night, the monster tormented them. The boy cursed himself each night for not being older, stronger, or brave enough to stop it.


  Why did God make monsters? And if He didn’t make them, why did He allow them to exist? To torment those around them? Why would He randomly kill people around the world every day—innocent, good people, living their lives, while allowing a monster like his father to hurt his family and grow stronger each day?


  Downstairs, the fighting fell to silence.


  The boy was both relieved, and feeling guilty as he turned from the door to face his wall and window. Now that the monster was done beating his mother, he’d soon be standing in the boy’s doorway, watching his son with eyes full of hate, waiting to see if Caleb would turn or wake so he could punish him for the high crime of drawing breath.


  The boy’s door creaked open.


  He instantly regretted turning away from the doorway. Now he couldn’t peek to see if his father was standing, coming closer, or what. He could only listen and wait, watching through half-closed eyes as his father’s shadow crisscrossed his wall, praying it wouldn’t fall on him.


  “I know you’re awake, boy,” his father said, the word “boy” a nasty hiss.


  Caleb breathed deeper into his silent mask.


  Footsteps.


  “I said, ’I know you’re awake. Boy.’”


  Caleb’s heart slammed in his chest. The moment he’d been fearing. He considered waking, admitting to the ruse, but feared more wrath from his father. He’d committed to the lie—better to wait it out, and hope his father would give up.


  Instead, he felt his father’s hands press down on the bed as he leaned in close to the boy’s head and whispered, “I said, I know you’re awake, boy.”


  His father’s alcohol-soaked breath was hot on his neck. He felt tears streaming down his face. Then piss down his legs.


  “Jesus Christ, did you piss yourself?!” his father screamed, smacking the boy in the back of the head sharply.


  Caleb howled. Moments later the bedroom lights flicked on and his father stood, staring at him in disgust. “You fucking moron, you pissed the bed!”


  “I’m sorry,” Caleb cried out, “I’m so sorry.”


  “Goddamned right you are,” his dad yelled, “You’re gonna get up right this instant and wash these sheets.”


  His father reached out to grab Caleb by the hair, and grabbed a big clump when he started convulsing, pulling the boy’s hair even harder.


  Caleb screamed out, and reached up to push his father’s hands away, but instead, his hands locked onto his father and he felt hot energy leaving his father and coursing into his veins.


  The boy shuddered as cold fire erupted in his body, spreading from his hands into his limbs and into his chest. He’d never felt more alive or more … powerful.


  What’s happening?! I’m… feeding from him!


  Suddenly, Caleb saw flashes—memories, not his own, flooding his mind, too fast to make sense of.


  Memories of being a young girl, riding on the back of her mom’s bicycle; the time she lost her cat, Fluffy, and cried for days blaming herself for the cat’s disappearance; the night of her first high school dance, going alone, hoping some boy, any boy, would ask her to dance, but nobody did; acing her college exams; her first real paycheck, and helping pay off her parents’ house; meeting Caleb and marrying him.


  The boy looked down at the ashen remains, confused. Only he was no longer a boy and the ashes were not those of his father.


  



  **


  Caleb woke staring wide-eyed, jaw stretched open wanting to scream, cry, or anything other than the animal whimper that leaked from his throat as he stared at Julia’s charred remains.


  He fell to Julia’s side, trying to revive her, but as his hand touched her chest, it caved in beneath him, charred ashes.


  He cried out, backing away from the bed, staring down at his hands as his world caved in around him and swallowed him whole.


  What have I done?


  



  * * * *


  


  CHAPTER 9 — John and Caleb


  



  



  2:14 a.m.


  



  As Larry drove Hope to her new location—a location which had to remain a secret kept from John—Adam prepared John for his reversion.


  Once Larry returned, Adam would wipe the past few hours from Larry’s mind, just enough to bury Hope’s location from his memory. Now the only people who knew where Hope was were insulated enough from both John and Larry to protect her from being discovered even if Jacob found them both.


  The spell to turn John back to his normal self involved being buried for 48 hours, and a partial mind wipe. This would be a reboot of John’s primal self, allowing the parasite to once again flourish. While he maintained some of his magickal abilities now, he would need everything to go against Jacob. He would need the parasite’s strength. He would have to be a merciless killer.


  Fortunately, he and Larry were prepared for battle. John had spent nearly 10 years gathering artifacts, mostly weaponized, with magickal properties which could be used to injure and kill creatures from Otherworld. While John had been avoiding this war for a lifetime, the thought of losing Hope, of having to sacrifice his relationship with her, having to wipe away her entire lifetime of memories, sent him into a white-hot rage.


  And he would vent his fury on anyone who stood in the way of his bringing Jacob down.


  Adam recited some spells, while John drank a beer and swallowed a couple of sleeping pills, to prepare, and maybe numb the pain he’d felt in Hope’s absence.


  He began to drift, embracing the daze, when he heard a distant scream.


  He jumped off the couch, spinning around, searching for the source. Adam was still reciting spells, and looked up, “What is it?”


  “Did you hear that?”


  Adam turned around, confused. “Hear what?”


  Again, the sound pierced his mind, now accompanied by a vision—of Caleb screaming, standing over a dead body. Not just any body, but his wife’s.


  It’s happening. Caleb is changed.


  John hopped up and threw his keys at Adam, “I need you to drive.”


  He reached into his pocket, grabbed the contact card which Caleb had given Hope, and handed it to Adam. “Can you track this?”


  Adam closed his eyes a moment, and then looked at John. “Oh yeah, his signal is strong.”


  “Good. We need to find him. Now.”


  



  **


  



  Caleb


  



  Caleb shuddered in the corner, staring at the bed where his wife lay dead, closing and opening his eyes as if he might wake himself from some terrible nightmare.


  More of Julia’s memories fluttered through his mind, an unraveling reel, never stopping long enough for sense. Snippets of conversations, thoughts, laughter, sobbing. It all spun faster as memories blended, fogging the distance between his remberances and hers.


  Caleb crawled along the floor toward his pants which were crumpled beside the bed. He reached into his pants pocket and fished for his phone. He had to call someone, but who? What would he say?


  He was about to dial Wu when his stomach made an impromptu somersault. He scrambled on all fours to the bathroom, collapsed onto the cool, clean porcelain toilet, and vomited a torrent of thick ebony liquid, that seemed to somehow sparkle despite its tar.


  What the fuck?


  Caleb clutched the toilet, staring at the phone, poised to dial, while trying to think of what he’d say.


  Nothing made sense. He tried to figure out how he had killed Julia, how he had drained the life from her, how her body had wound up exactly like the victims of the killer he was tracking. He wondered if somehow, the killer had broken in, killed his wife, and slipped out making Caleb think he’d murdered his own wife.


  While that would’ve been easier to believe, the truth of the matter proved more confusing, and less palatable.


  I did this.


  I…somehow…did this.


  



  **


  



  John


  



  John and Adam stood outside the room where the scent of the card had dead-ended. John ordered Adam to stay back. He was from Otherworld, but not a feeder, and was vulnerable to Caleb.


  John would have to secure his brother first, no easy feat.


  Adam moved towards the door of the room across the hall from Caleb, listened against it, heard nothing, then waved his hand over the card reader, causing the door to buzz open. “I’ll be in here,” Adam whispered, slipping into the room, carrying his worn leather backpack full of magickal gear.


  John moved his hand over Caleb’s door, unlocking it with a buzz.


  



  **


  



  Caleb


  



  Caleb heard the door buzz, and scrambled from the bathroom, grabbed his gun from the nightstand and aimed it at the intruder.


  It was the suspicious man he’d interviewed earlier—John.


  “What the fuck are you doing here?!” Caleb demanded, rising to his feet, gun on John.


  John stared at the corpse on the bed, “You did this?”


  Caleb screamed, “Get the fuck on your knees! Now!”


  “I’m here to help you, Caleb. I know what happened.”


  Caleb closed the distance between them, aiming straight at the man’s head. “Close the door.”


  John did.


  “On your knees.”


  John did so, but looked up, “It’s not your fault,” he said. “You’ve been awoken.”


  Caleb reached for his handcuffs, also on the nightstand, but then thought twice, realizing his touch could kill the suspicious man in his room. He backed away, gun still trained on its target.


  “Talk,” Caleb said.


  “When you came to my house earlier, you recognized me, didn’t you? You weren’t sure from where, but you know that you knew me.”


  “Yeah, I told you that, already. Get to the point,” Caleb said, annoyed.


  “We’re brothers, Caleb. Only, you’ve forgotten. They erased your memories. Until earlier today, when our meeting triggered … this.”


  “What the hell are you talking about?” Caleb asked, inching closer to John, gun in his face, wanting someone else to blame for what happened. Someone he could take his rage out on.


  “I’m saying that you are…” John’s voice trailed off, causing Caleb to lean closer and ask him to repeat what he said.


  John used the moment to reach up and seize Caleb’s neck, causing a blue spark to shoot out and send them each sprawling in opposite directions. Caleb’s gun fell to the floor.


  Caleb leaped up, and jumped at John, trying to grab him, and unleash whatever destructive power resided in his hands.


  John rolled sideways, swept a leg into Caleb’s, and knocked him to the ground. Caleb spun, trying to recover, but John was already moving toward him.


  



  **


  



  John


  



  John reached for Caleb’s neck again, this time closing in on the back of it with a pulsing wave which knocked his brother out cold.


  John leaped up and raced across the hall, knocking three times sharply. Adam appeared with his bag of tricks.


  “I need you to wipe his memory for the past 24 hours, and plant a new one—he came home to his hotel room and found his wife’s body. There was a stranger in the room, who knocked him out before he could respond. He didn’t get a good look at him, and when he wakes up, he needs to call the agency. He cannot know he did this. Do you understand?”


  Adam nodded, completely ignoring the dead woman on the bed as he looked through his bag for the right spell book. John was always impressed at the wiry young man’s no-nonsense approach to his craft. Many of the Others were careless, sloppy, and self indulgent—using magick only to pursue their own nefarious ends. Adam seemed almost scholarly in his attention to detail, almost sage-like when they’d worked together.


  “Will this subdue The Darkness? Can he go back to being human?” John asked. “This was his first turning, I believe.”


  “In theory, it should. When I wipe his mind, I wipe the parasite’s as well, restoring some balance of power in Caleb. I’ll also use the confinement spell I used on you.”


  “You said my remission might not be permanent. I need his to be.”


  Adam looked grim as he met John’s eyes, “I’ll do what I can, but it’s not like there’s a proven spell with a long track record of working on Earth.”


  “Thank you,” John said, “for everything.”


  Adam nodded, then added, “I know you plan to go after Harbinger, but I’ve got to tell you. I think it’s a mistake. Especially now. If we can’t keep Caleb in check, Jacob will find him. Caleb hasn’t got your defenses. He’s going to need you to keep watch on him more than ever.”


  “So, what am I supposed to do?” John said, “Go back off the grid? Follow Caleb back home and play secret bodyguard from the shadows?”


  “Unless you’re certain you’re certain you can kill Jacob and bring Harbinger down, that’s exactly what I’m suggesting.”


  “But what about Hope?”


  “You have to let her go on with her new life.”


  John closed his eyes then looked around the room, weighing Adam’s words against his desire just to get everything over with so he could try and find Hope again. Adam was right. The smart move was to go underground, keep an eye on Caleb, and ensure his safety before making a move on Jacob.


  John had allowed his feelings for Hope to cloud his judgment and his lifelong commitment to keeping his brother, Caleb, safe. His love had made him weak. And that weakness could destroy not just their lives, but this world.


  “OK,” John said. “We go underground. For now.”


  



  * * * *


  


  * * * * * * *


  


  PART THREE: INTO THE PRESENT


  



  



  “He who fights with monsters might take care lest he thereby become a monster. And if you gaze for long into an abyss, the abyss gazes also into you.”


  — Friedrich Nietzsche


  



  



  * * * * * * *


  


  CHAPTER 10 — John


  



  



  Two weeks ago…


  October 4, 2011


  



  John sat on the porch of his cabin, watching as the sun set over the lake. He reached down and stroked Calvin’s head. The Golden Retriever’s tail came to life, wiping the floor of the wooden deck.


  “Ready for a walk?” John said, setting his beer next to his Kindle on the chipped mosaic table beside him.


  Calvin leaped up surprisingly quick for a dog so old. The dog was more youthful than John was feeling these days. The veneer of a young 20-something guise he’d worn so long had faded over the last decade since he’d last fed. He now looked mid-forties, and his body felt a decade older, every joint screaming as he stood.


  “Come on,” John said as the dog led him along the twisting path on the way to the lake. In the distance, on the other side of the water, John saw lights flicker from inside the house of his only neighbor in the acres of secluded woodland. John thought he should drive over and introduce himself someday. It’d been a while since he’d had any company other than Larry. As he approached the deck leading out to a jetty, he reconsidered the car ride to his neighbor’s. Maybe he’d take the boat.


  The sky had already bled from orange to bruised violet, but most of the world was made from the shades of black and branches that surrounded them. A cool wind blew by, bringing an unfamiliar scent—a flower?


  No, a cologne of some sort.


  A moment later, Calvin rumbled with a low whine, sensing what John had already—they weren’t alone.


  A shot rang out. John felt a sharp sting in his neck. His world curled crimson at the edges, then faded to black. He was out before he hit the ground.


  



  **


  



  John woke in his living room, hands cuffed behind him by plastic tethers, his feet tied to the legs of his kitchen chair. An old man in a dark gray suit sat in front of him—a man John had hoped he’d never see again, Duncan Alderman.


  They weren’t alone. John sensed four agents outside the cabin, and a car idling nearby.


  “Where’s my dog?” John asked as he came to.


  “Sleeping in your bedroom,” the man said, “he’s fine.”


  “Do you remember me, John? It’s been a long time.”


  “There’s some things you never forget,” John said matter-of-factly.


  “I’d like to apologize. You know we were only trying to heal you.” Duncan said, leaning forward in his chair, opposite John, “We tried to get rid of the parasite so you could live a normal life… like Caleb.”


  John said nothing to the man who split he and his brother up after the murder of their mother. The man who placed Caleb in foster care, but locked John in a government hospital/laboratory, where scientists poked him like a lab rat for years. The same man who said John was broken, but then tried to use John, to turn him into a killer for the Guardians.


  “We failed you, John.”


  “No, I escaped,” John corrected him. “Why are you here? To bring me in?”


  “I wish it were that simple, John. But I can’t trust that you’d be safe in our custody anymore. Fact is, there are many among us that want you dead.”


  John said nothing, his eyes locked on the old man’s.


  “Jacob is going to find you,” Duncan said, “it’s only a matter of time before your defenses fail you. Then he’ll use you to find Caleb. You do know where Caleb is, don’t you?”


  John nodded, “I’ve kept tabs.”


  “You’re a good brother, John. I never thought you were the monster some of the others did. I’ll admit, though, I didn’t always think your motives were benevolent. But when you escaped, you could have come back for Caleb at any time. You could’ve woken his memories, reminded him of who he is, of what he is … but you didn’t. You let him live a normal life, even when you didn’t have to.”


  “One of us should’ve had a shot,” John said. “Again. Why are you here?”


  Duncan looked down at his shoes, then back up.


  “You love your brother, right?”


  “Of course.”


  “And you’d do anything to protect him?”


  “Get to your point.”


  “Like I said, you’re getting weaker. You’re not feeding; you’re aging. Jacob will find you. And I can’t allow that.”


  “So, take him out,” John said with a wicked smile.


  “You think we haven’t tried?”


  John didn’t respond.


  “Tell me,” Duncan said, “Why didn’t you kill Jacob a decade ago in Florida?”


  John was surprised that Duncan knew he’d been there and that he had almost gone after Jacob.


  How much more does he know?


  “Someone had to look after Caleb, you sure weren’t doing a good job of it.” John replied, “Tell me something. Why would you have Caleb hunting feeders? If you’re trying to protect him from Jacob, why not give him a desk job, shelter him from his past? Maybe not have his picture in the fucking papers?”


  Duncan smiled, but didn’t answer the question.


  John wondered if Duncan knew he hadn’t killed Julia, that Caleb, his “success story” had turned, but didn’t dare ask. If Duncan knew that, certainly Caleb’s days would’ve been numbered. They’d never risk Caleb turning, and possibly going to Jacob.


  After a long silence, Duncan’s smug smile vanished. He said, “They want me to kill you, John. To protect Caleb.”


  Ah, here’s the point of the visit.


  “If I could have avoided this, I would have. I never wanted either of you to get hurt, but as you know, Caleb is like a son to me. And I would do anything to protect him. Will do anything to protect him.”


  John glared, “Don’t act like this isn’t your idea. You’ve wanted me dead for years.”


  “If I wanted you dead, you would’ve been dead,” Duncan said. “Don’t underestimate my reach. The fact is, I tried to convince them it wasn’t necessary. But…”


  “It is?” John asked.


  “There’s some people who are getting worried that we can’t protect you both anymore. That if Harbinger can get to you, then they can get to Caleb. The Guardians will do anything to prevent that from happening, to prevent Jacob from getting to the portal. And that includes killing your brother.”


  Duncan was telling the truth. John could tell in the man’s speech and his light green aura.


  “So, what? You want me to kill myself?”


  “Well, first, you have to revert. Then kill yourself. It’s the only way we know Jacob will learn of your death. Your parasites are connected. He’ll know when you die.”


  “Jesus Christ,” John said, sighing, trying to suss out the situation in his head, searching for an alternative. Short of killing Jacob and everyone else who worked with him, he could think of nothing. And killing Jacob was impossible—especially in John’s current state as an aging mortal.


  “I’m not even sure I could revert if I wanted,” John said.


  “We can help you.”


  “No, no, I’ll figure it out,” John said, annoyed.


  “So, you’ll do this, then?”


  “Do I have a choice?”


  “We always have choices,” Duncan said.


  “Yeah, right,” John said with a grim smile. “How long do I have?”


  “The Guardians need to see you gone in two days,” Duncan said. “The Guardians and Harbingers both have creepers in the area. They’re getting closer.”


  “Here, now?”


  “See,” Duncan said, “your senses are getting weak. Can you find someone to do this in two days? If not, I need to know; we can use my men.”


  “I have someone in mind,” John said, thinking of Adam.


  Duncan pulled a knife from his coat pocket, and walked around John to cut the ties which bound him. However, John had already freed himself.


  Duncan smiled, “Haven’t lost your touch for the escape, have you?”


  John smiled, “Never.”


  John walked Duncan to the door. Before Duncan said goodbye, he reached into his jacket and pulled out an envelope and handed it to John. “Just in case you change your mind.”


  John opened it as Duncan walked out the door.


  Inside were four photos of a woman he’d been missing for more than a decade—a woman he gave up as forever lost. The pictures showed her in a car, a recent model. Another photo showed her standing in line at the grocery store, tabloid in hand. A third showed her through her living room window, mid-yawn, watching TV.


  A slip of paper kept the photos from getting lonely.


  It read, “We know where Hope is.”


  



  TO BE CONTINUED…


  


  ::EPISODE 6::


  CHAPTER 1 — John


  



  



  Two days later


  12 days ago…


  



  “Are you sure you want to do this?” Larry asked as he stared into the grave where John stood inside his coffin. Larry was leaning on his shovel, catching his breath.


  “No, but I have to.” John said. Larry had already tried to talk John out of it. But he wouldn’t take a chance that the Guardians would kill Caleb or Hope.


  Truth was, John had been waiting to die for some time. He didn’t want to die, but he also didn’t want to live forever. Not this life, without friends, without family, never getting close to anyone other than a pudgy P.I. and a pudgier Golden Retriever. Larry said he’d take care of Calvin, but when John woke this morning, the dog had passed away in his sleep. John surprised himself by crying for the first time in years.


  After he buried his dog, he called Larry and the two spent the day hanging out one last time. They ate well, drank well, and had a memorable final hurrah. Larry tried to suggest alternate methods, including finding Caleb and telling him everything, then going after Hope, so they could all team up and kill Jacob, his Harbingers, and the Guardians. John liked Larry’s gusto, but the plan was a screenplay, not a strategy.


  Larry asked John to show him a few final spells. John obliged. When they’d first met, Larry became obsessed with all things Otherworld. He was fascinated with magick and began spending nights in search for Others, artifacts, and any wisdom he could pick up about John’s home world. He claimed his interests were solely to help John keep away from the Harbingers, but John knew the greedy gaze of obsession. Not that he could blame Larry. For a human, particularly one who never really fit in with others, learning the ancient secrets of magick was intoxicating.


  Within months of learning a few tricks and meeting some of the Others, Larry’s demeanor went from awkward and shy, to outgoing and bursting with life. He swaggered with a sudden self-confidence, stepping into his new, outrageous persona with ease. John was genuinely happy for him. He wondered if Larry would be lost without him, reverting to his former shy self.


  John glanced at Larry, and felt as if he might cry for the second time that day.


  “Goddamn you,” Larry said, bursting into tears, dropping the shovel, hopping into the grave and embracing John like a giant grizzly.


  Adam stood at the foot of the pit, reading a spell aloud from his tattered black book as twilight blotted the last remnants of sun. The box, a modified coffin with locks on the outside, was specially designed to hold John underground for two full nights, after which time he would revert to being a feeder. After he changed, Adam and Larry would return, dig up the coffin and open slots in the lid of the box to let the sunlight in. John’s death would be painful, Adam warned, but quick.


  While John had wanted to be buried closer to his home, Adam picked the field for its proximity to a naturally occurring energy source, something which Otherworlders could sense and use to increase the power of their magick, but which humans had no knowledge of. Well, no actual knowledge of. There were some humans — psychics, the mentally disturbed, and some children — who could sense the energies, though they never grasped the source of the power, or its many uses.


  “I can’t believe this is it,” Larry said, “are you sure?”


  John laughed at his friend’s persistence.


  Larry said, “You realize I’m gonna have to find new clients now?”


  “No, you’re not,” John said, reaching into his pocket and retrieving a key to a safe deposit box and handing it to Larry. “There’s enough there to keep you afloat in Mountain Dew and pizza for the next 50 years. Assuming your arteries don’t clog up before then.”


  “Oh, man, you shouldn’t have,” Larry said, grabbing the key and throwing his arms around John again.


  “I know, I was going to leave it all to Calvin, but he dropped dead on me, so I figured I’d give it to my other furry friend.”


  Larry laughed. A moment later, John did, too, surprised he’d find any levity in these final moments.


  “We’ve got to get started,” Adam called from above. “I need you to lay down in the box, John. Then Larry will lock it. And then…” Adam didn’t finish the sentence.


  “You bury me,” John said.


  John looked Larry in the eyes one last time, gave him one last embrace, and one last goodbye, and then sat down as Larry climbed from the grave.


  “I need your shirt,” Adam called out, “in case we lose the spot where you’re buried, I can use it to track you.”


  John took his shirt off and tossed it up to Adam, laid in the coffin, and lowered the lid.


  The darkness swallowed him whole. Though he’d never been claustrophobic, a panic rose in John’s throat, and it was all he could do to not scream a plea for release. While he was able to squirm a little, he felt suddenly paralyzed by his inability to turn over, scratch his back, or stretch his legs. Panic electrified his limbs.


  The coffin was rocked by a thud as Larry landed on top, fastening the locks. A moment later, John heard scraping and then sliding as Larry opened one of the slots. His friend looked down at him, eyes wet, “One last chance, buddy.”


  John wanted out more than he’d wanted anything ever in his life … except for the promise of safety for Hope and Caleb.


  “Close it,” John said, trying not to let his voice break.


  “Okay,” Larry said, “goodbye, my friend.”


  Behind Larry, John saw the night sky. It had never looked more beautiful, or far away.


  Larry closed the slot and sealed the tomb.


  John began to repeat a calming spell to quell the anxiety.


  



  **


  



  Adam’s words grew more muffled as Larry shoveled more mounds of earth onto the casket.


  John wondered how long it would take for the spell to take effect. How long it would be before he’d feel the familiar lust for feeding on humans. Fortunately, the sedatives Larry provided began to kick in before Adam’s voice faded completely. John hoped the pills would last at least eight hours so he’d sleep through the worst of the the transformation.


  



  **


  



  John woke with no idea how much time had passed or if Larry and Adam had gone. His heartbeat and breathing filled the small, otherwise quiet space. He reached into his pocket and retrieved another two pills and swallowed them.


  He began chanting another calming spell. He wished he’d though to bring something stronger to make him sleep, but hiding out and inactive for so long had left him less prepared than he’d once been.


  He thought about Hope. How beautiful she looked the last time he’d seen her more than a decade ago. He wondered if she was happy. If she’d found someone else. Though he didn’t like the thought of her with another, he hoped she wasn’t alone.


  Life was too difficult to go through alone.


  His heart ached, amplified by the effects of the pill. Hot tears streamed down his face.


  



  **


  



  The next time John woke, he felt the familiar hunger rising inside. The change had started. He could feel the earth around him, teeming with life — insects burrowing underground while rodents and birds scurried above. His body began to vibrate, tuning into their life waves, though they were all too painfully far from reach for to him to absorb.


  He repeated the calming spell to no avail.


  



  **


  



  John screamed, pounding against the casket.


  He had to get out, had to feed.


  Now.


  The hunger burned in his gut, in his bones, in his muscles, and most of all, in his mind. His thoughts were jumbled, snippets of sentences and memories peppered with staccato blasts of pain and rage.


  He was having trouble remembering things, simple things, and struggled to remember the only thing that he could think of besides feeding — Hope.


  He found two more pills in his pocket. Then two more, the last two, and swallowed them and waited for sleep to take him.


  



  **


  



  John woke to the sound of muffled voices and footsteps above.


  He screamed, “Help!!!!” while kicking and pounding at the casket. He could feel a set of souls above him, oozing life force. One of them was an Otherworlder, meaning he had even more life force for John to absorb. John’s hands began to ache and twitch in anticipation of feeding.


  So close.


  It was only when he heard digging that he remembered who was above. It was Larry and Adam.


  Thank God.


  He prayed for a quick death. That the sun was high in the sky and he would die immediately. Anything to end this hunger.


  After a bit of digging, the ground around him began to shake.


  What’s happening?!


  He squirmed in his box, panicking at the thought that the earth around him was about to crush him. Instead, however, the casket was rising. Adam must’ve been using a raise earth spell to bring the coffin closer to ground level. But why?


  What the hell are they doing?


  He could now hear Larry and Adam better, could feel their warm bodies. He longed to feed on them. Closed his eyes, smiling at the thought of sucking their lives from them.


  John shook his head angrily, trying to clear the thoughts.


  “Do it!” he screamed out, kicking the casket. “Kill me, now!”


  He heard more talking. Adam was reciting another spell.


  “What are you doing?!” John cried out, his throat raw and dry, echoing in the small confined space.


  Adam kept talking, his voice muffled on the other side of the box. John paused, holding his breath, trying to hear the words Adam was saying. Then he recognized the spell — a mind wipe.


  What the fuck is going on?


  “Hey!” John shouted, kicking the casket again.


  No response.


  “LARRY!!”


  Still no response other than Adam’s steady recitation.


  His hunger rolled over and stood up, threatening to split his entire body in a wave of pain.


  Why are they wiping me?!


  They’re supposed to be killing me!


  What are you fuckers doing?!


  He kicked harder, pounding the casket.


  A loud thunk came from above as someone slapped the top of the casket. It was Larry; John could sense his signature.


  Yes, he’s gonna open the slider, let the sunlight in, and end my misery now. Please, do it quickly, Larry. Don’t hesitate. Just do it.


  As Larry did whatever the hell he was doing, John felt the man’s energy beckoning him to feed. It hurt to have food so close, yet just out of reach. He wasn’t sure how long he could take it before he lost control, broke free, and fed off both the men.


  “Come on!” John screamed, kicking again. “Hurry up!”


  “Calm down, calm down,” Larry called out as he slid the slot in the top of the casket open.


  John was shocked to see the night sky above them.


  “What the hell is going on?” John cried out, panic swelling in him again. “It’s supposed to be daytime! Why are you opening the slot at night?”


  “Sorry, John, I have to do this,” he whispered.


  “What? What are you doing, Larry?”


  “It will all make sense later,” Larry said, slipping a paper through the slot, “Put that in your pocket. You’ll need it when you wake up.”


  “What are you talking about when I wake up?” John screamed, agitation, confusion, and panic twisting his insides, “What the hell are you doing? You’re supposed to be killing me, Larry!”


  “Put it in your pocket,” Larry repeated, “you’re not going to remember anything when you wake up. You’ll need this.”


  “What the hell?”


  “Put it in your pocket, now!” Larry snapped, “We don’t have much time.”


  John pushed the paper down into his pants pocket. Fear mingled with rage and hunger for escape.


  Suddenly, his hunger outweighed his desire for death.


  The men above, their life forces so powerful, called to him.


  “Let me out!” John screamed, punching and kicking at the box. “Kill me or let me out, Larry!”


  Adam finished reciting the spell, then called to Larry, “I thought you said he wanted us to do this.”


  Silence swelled as John listened for Larry’s response.


  Gunshots punctured the night like thunder.


  Two shots and a thump as Adam screamed out and fell to the dirt.


  No!!


  “Larry!!” John screamed, “What the fuck did you do?!”


  Larry fired another shot into Adam, and John felt the man’s life slipping away into the void.


  “What are you doing, Larry?!”


  Larry didn’t respond.


  “Answer me! What’s going on?!”


  Larry leaned over the casket again, his eyes meeting John’s, though he said nothing. The kindness, compassion, and humor were absent from his friend’s eyes, replaced by something else, something John couldn’t quite place.


  And then it hit him — greed. Something he’d sensed over the years, but never to this extent.


  “What have you done?” John asked.


  Larry said nothing. Instead, he dropped something else through the slot, a green, luminescent ball, the size of a tennis ball, fell onto his chest and rolled down to his shoulder.


  What the?


  John heard a hiss as air escaped the ball. Moments later he slipped into darkness, waking almost two weeks later with nothing but a note in his pocket.


  



  * * * *


  


  CHAPTER 2 — Larry and John


  



  



  Larry


  



  Present day…


  October 21


  



  They arrived at the safe-house just after sunset, a nondescript warehouse in the middle of a well-stocked row, in the decaying heart of the inner city. Most of the warehouses in the six square blocks were routinely vandalized. Larry’s was left alone, thanks to a deal he’d made with a local street gang, calling itself Eastside Riders.


  As the van rolled into the warehouse, Larry was greeted by a six foot six black man, dressed all in black, and wearing a black skull cap. His name was Anthony Rollins, commonly known as Tiny, a former collegiate football player who never made it past his Junior year, thanks to some trouble back home. Now, he was a businessman dealing in narcotics and guns.


  “Hey, Tiny,” Larry said as the two shook hands. “Any trouble?”


  “No, ain’t even been a bleep,” Tiny said.


  “Great. You gonna be free the next 24 hours or so?”


  “Depends; what’s up?”


  “We’ve got some serious heat on us,” Larry said, pointing to the van, but not about to open the door for fear that Abigail might pounce. “So we need to lay low while I make a few plans. I might need some muscle. How many guys can you get me?”


  “Price is right, you can have twenty five here tomorrow.”


  “How about fifty?” Larry asked.


  “No doubt, I can get fifty, if you don’t mind a dip in quality.”


  “Twenty-five ought to be more than enough,” Larry said, reaching into his pocket and grabbing an envelope full of cash which he handed to Tiny. “This is for tonight. I’ll let you know later if we’re gonna need an army.”


  “Thanks,” Tiny said, “you need me to hang around or are you good?”


  “We’re good for now, thanks.”


  Tiny walked over to his motorcycle, hopped on, and was gone before the garage door hit the floor.


  Larry surveyed the warehouse, wondering if all the preparations they’d made would stand up to the onslaught they faced.


  The warehouse was 10,000 square feet, with an upstairs area divided into a row of small offices where Larry ran a duplicate network of the one at the motel. The bottom floor held three cars, a living space with couches, a TV, a bar, and a mini-kitchen, rows of work benches, tools, and enough parts to build just about anything they could think of. The warehouse also had a secret underground bunker with enough canned goods and food to last them a year or longer and a weapons store big enough to wage war on a small army, which they might need if shit hit the fan.


  Oh well, it’s now or never.


  Larry walked to the side of the van, patting the door twice before rolling it open.


  Larry fell sprawling to the ground as John leaped on top of him, screaming.


  



  **


  



  John


  



  “You fucker!” John screamed.


  Larry looked up, wide-eyed and seemingly confused. “What?”


  “I know what you did,” John said. “I remember. I remember everything.”


  “What are you talking about?” Larry asked, as he scrambled back and got to his feet.


  “You were supposed to kill me,” John said. “You were supposed to let me die! You sold me out! You betrayed me! Why?”


  John could sense Abigail watching from the van. He could feel her fear growing, and he tried to keep that in mind as he struggled to control the urge to kill Larry right there on the spot.


  “Got your memory back, I see?” Larry said, his face shifting as he dropped the guise of pretending not to know what John was talking about.


  “Why?” John said. “And why did you kill Adam?”


  Larry said, “He was loyal to you; he would never have let me let you live.”


  “Well, at least one of you were loyal.”


  Larry looked at the floor, unable to meet John’s eyes.


  John went on, “You killed an innocent man! That’s not who we are!”


  “Hey, all’s fair in this war,” Larry said, “Adam was hardly an innocent! You don’t know half the shit he’d done before he hooked up with us. He was only loyal to you because you paid better than the bad guys. He would’ve turned on you the minute your money dried up.”


  John shook his head, unable to believe that he’d misplaced his faith so badly in Larry. “Why? Why didn’t you just let me die?”


  “I couldn’t do it,” Larry said, “there’s got to be another way.”


  “No,” John said, furious. “There’s no other way! That was the safest way, that was the only way to keep Hope alive. That was the way which kept Jacob from ever opening the portal. That WAS the way!”


  John paced back and forth, wanting to punch something, wanting to vent his growing anger, but not wanting to scare Abigail more than she already was. Now that she was connected to him, they could feel one another’s emotions, and he had to keep his in check.


  “I agreed to kill myself in order to keep Hope and Caleb safe. Now you’ve just put both their lives in danger! Why did you do it, Larry? This wasn’t about protecting me. No, this was something more. What was it?”


  Larry shook his head, “What the hell are you talking about? You’re questioning why I, the guy who has been by your side for years, who has risked his life time and time again, wanted to keep you alive?”


  “It doesn’t add up,” John said. “You know the choice I had. You knew what was at stake. So, why? Was it the money I pay you? I mean, I thought I left enough for you to stay fat and happy for the rest of your life. Did you need more?”


  “You know that wasn’t it,” Larry said, acting insulted, which only agitated John further.


  “Then WHAT? Why would you do this?” John asked, both wanting to know, and wanting Larry to give him a legitimate reason not to kill him for his treachery.


  Larry looked down again, and then back up at John.


  “Okay, you want to know why? Yes, it’s true, I didn’t want you to die. You’re my only real friend. I didn’t want to let those fuckers win. I figured if I had enough time, I could find a way that we could defeat Jacob and the Harbingers. But…”


  “But what?” John snapped.


  “But that’s not the only reason. The truth, when it comes right down to it, is that for the first time in my life, I was special. When I met you, I was down and out. I never told you this, but I was on the verge of suicide, man. Nothing was going right. You had faith in me. You took me in, and … you showed me magick. You lifted a veil to something few fuckers ever get to see. You changed my world, John. You made life worth living and I didn’t want that to end.”


  Larry’s eyes were wide and soulful; a dog begging for a bone of absolution. John wasn’t in the mood to forgive, though.


  John said, “You don’t need me to work magick. Fuck, you could’ve learned more from Adam than me, and you shot him! You risked Caleb’s life! You risked Hope’s life! Fuck, you endangered the entire world, because you wanted to feel special? What the fuck kind of answer is that?”


  Larry shook his head, “I know, I…”


  John couldn’t take it any more. He got in Larry’s face, inches from reaching out and squeezing the man’s larynx and choking him to death. But he kept his hands at his side for the moment, and yelled instead, “What kinda selfish bullshit is that?! Why don’t you tell Abigail that she’s a vampire now because you wanted to feel special?”


  Larry looked into the van. John didn’t bother looking back to see if the girl met his gaze or not. It didn’t matter. All that mattered right now was what Larry did in the next few seconds. John could forgive a lot, but betrayal was high on the list of things he had no room for.


  Larry’s eyes returned to John, “I didn’t want any of this to happen. If I could take it all back, I would in a second. Shit, if I could die to take it back, I would, but…”


  “Get out.” John said, pointing at the open bay door they’d driven through.


  “What?” Larry asked, looking stunned.


  John pointed again, “I said get out. I don’t want you in my life any more.”


  “John, I—”


  “I said get out!” John’s voice was enraged, almost beastly.


  “You need me,” Larry said, not defensive, but matter-of-factly, “You won’t last a week without me, without the connections I built, without someone you can trust.”


  “That’s just the problem,” John said, “I can’t trust you anymore. I can’t risk you doing something selfish again, something that puts us all at risk.”


  “I don’t know what else to say, John, I’m sorry a million times over, I swear to God, I am. But I’m not leaving.”


  “Excuse me?” John asked, grinning but finding no humor in Larry’s audacity.


  “I’m not leaving you,” Larry said. “I know I put us at risk, but I’ve been thinking ever since the night I buried you, of a way out. And I’ve got an idea. It’s not a sure bet, but it’s the only thing you have right now. If I leave, Jacob’s men will find you and Abigail. I don’t know what they’ll do, but it won’t end well for either of you. You know it and I know it.”


  That was it.


  If Larry wasn’t gonna leave, John wasn’t going to hold back any longer. He balled his fist and swung hard, hitting Larry square in the jaw, knocking the bastard out cold.


  As Larry’s head hit the floor with a sickening thud, Abigail gasped. John spun around, having forgotten for a moment that she was there.


  John was flush with shame.


  “He’s right,” she said, “we won’t survive without him.”


  “I know,” John said as he bent over to pick Larry up and dragged him to the couch. “I know.”


  



  * * * *


  


  CHAPTER 3 — Caleb Baldwin


  



  



  Caleb stood outside his uncle’s home office, fighting the butterflies in his gut. He was surprised, and a bit ashamed, how quickly he reverted to his youthful nervousness in the presence of the old man.


  Duncan Alderman wasn’t really his uncle, but rather a longtime friend of Caleb’s adopted father, Ed Baldwin.


  The butler, a large, stocky man named Otis who looked more like a merchant marine than a butler, asked Caleb to wait in the hall, where Caleb found himself admiring the bright art popping from the dark red walls.


  Duncan Alderman lived in one of the nicest homes Caleb had ever been in. As a child, Caleb used to get lost in the huge halls and the home’s gigantic library. Caleb’s adopted father, Ed, used to say that Duncan had done “well for himself,” which always seemed like the biggest understatement Caleb had ever heard. He wasn’t sure if it was Ed’s way of lessening his close friend, Duncan’s accomplishments, or if it was part of some modest act which Duncan insisted on. In any event, Duncan was easily the richest, and most powerful, man Caleb had ever known.


  Duncan came from old money — incredibly old money — wrapped up in Alderman Enterprises, a global firm with its hands in everything from clothing to food to weapons. He was also with the agency for a long time before taking a “consulting” position, meaning that even the agency’s director answered to him.


  In many ways, Duncan was more of a father than the workaholic who raised Caleb. Duncan had never had time for family or kids. So he loved having Caleb over as a child, doting on him and providing those things the Baldwins couldn’t.


  While this created tension when Caleb was a teenager, as he tried to play two father figures against one another in an attempt to find himself, the relationship was mostly positive. Duncan helped ensure Caleb’s rise to the top in the FBI, though professional jealousy worked against Caleb as much as it did for him. But that just made Caleb tougher and gave him the edge he needed to handle the bullshit the job threw at him.


  “Caleb!” his uncle’s voice boomed as he emerged from his office and greeted Caleb with a hug, “It’s been ages.”


  “Too long,” Caleb said.


  Duncan led Caleb into his office, gesturing to an oversized chocolate leather chair. Duncan sat across from Caleb in its twin.


  “To what do I owe the pleasure?” Duncan asked.


  Caleb fought the butterflies again, trying to choose his words perfectly so he could properly gauge Duncan’s reaction and see if the man would lie to him.


  “I want to ask about my brother, John.”


  Most people would have missed the split second of narrowed eyes before the mask went snug on Duncan’s face. Caleb didn’t.


  Duncan said, “Excuse me?”


  “I want to know everything you can tell me about John.”


  Duncan smiled, folded his hands in his lap, and said, “Why don’t you tell me what you know?”


  Caleb wasn’t entirely surprised by his uncle’s caginess. The man had always treated conversation like a fencing match, parrying with words.


  Caleb, not having the energy or desire to go toe to toe in a verbal spar, decided to just throw it all on the table, “Here’s what I know — I’m having flashbacks of a brother I didn’t even know existed. Possibly two brothers, one who killed our mom. When I started looking into it, I got shut down by Cromwell faster than I could hit ENTER on my keyboard. Meanwhile, Cromwell is inviting me to join Omega, on the condition that I help bring in the man who may or may not have killed my wife, and who happens to have the same name as one of my brothers. To top it all off, I’ve got agents tailing me and watching my every move. So, either I’m onto something big or I’ve just gone off into tinfoil hat-wearing territory and you ought to lock me in a hospital right now.”


  Duncan’s smile was more grimace than pleasure. His white knuckles betrayed his calm facade.


  “Impressive. You’ve put quite a bit together,” he said. “To be honest, I’m tired of lying. Just tired all around, really. Are you sure you’re ready for this?”


  “Shoot,” Caleb said, bracing for whatever may come.


  “You have two brothers, John and Jacob. You’re all from another world, which I believe Bob told you about already. I’m also from that world. I’m one of the original Pioneers who came over here more than 4,000 years ago when war erupted on our world between the technologically advanced New Kingdom and the magick-using Old Kingdom.”


  Caleb stared at Duncan, the gravity of the story sinking deep. Two months ago, Caleb would have called bullshit to stories of four thousand year old men and left the room. But his old world had left its orbit.


  “There were 48 Pioneers who came over using magickal portals between our two worlds. Earth was far less advanced then, so we never saw a reason to cross over until we were escaping persecution on our world. Once here, the Pioneers were faced with a moral dilemma — should we share our knowledge with the natives or try to blend in?”


  Duncan stood up and began pacing as he spoke, “Our group was split almost in half, one half which called itself the Guardians. They sought to protect Earth’s people from magick and its dark influences. The other group, the Harbingers, believed our magick and technology could help the natives evolve dramatically and usher in a new age of unified worlds.”


  Duncan paused. Caleb wasn’t sure if it the old man was reflecting on the past or having difficulty remembering all the details.


  Caleb asked, “So, what happened?”


  Duncan continued, “The Harbingers goal, if left pure, was a good one. Our tech and magick could, and did, help the natives. But some within the group were using their magick to exploit others and to seize power. The magick was corrupting good people. So I fought on the side of the Guardians, destroying portals and artifacts. The irony of the infighting was not lost on us — we, who fled from persecution, had begun to persecute our own to protect the natives. The Guardians managed to close all the portals back, and then, just as things were escalating toward a bloody war, the sides signed a truce. We’d leave the Harbingers alone so long as they didn’t interfere with humanity’s development. And we lived in relative peace for thousands of the years. The Guardians infiltrated world governments to help steer humanity right in a less intrusive manner while the Harbingers lived among the people, practicing their magick in relative secrecy.”


  Caleb asked, “So, what happened?”


  Duncan said, “Then your mother happened.”


  “What?”


  “Thirty years ago or so, your mother escaped the other world, bringing you and your younger brother John over. Nobody was sure why she left or how she found a magician left on our home world who could create a portal, as we thought they’d all been killed. But she did. She found a new life living with a boyfriend, the man you knew as your father, under the radar.”


  Duncan sat down again and continued, “We’re not sure how, but your brother Jacob followed. From what we’ve pieced together in the post interviews with you as a child, Jacob came seeking vengeance against his mother, but left you and John alive.”


  Caleb said, “So, the dreams I had, where the dark thing killed my mother. That’s all real? It really happened?”


  “Yes,” Duncan said. “However, your brother also infected you with The Darkness, a parasite which infects some of our kind, turning us into vampire-like creatures. To be fair, I’m not sure if he actually infected you both or if you’d been carriers all along and he woke it within you both.”


  Something wasn’t making sense to Caleb. “Are you saying I’m a… feeder, too?”


  “Let me finish,” Duncan said. “I was working for the FBI at the time, and I was first on the scene when your mother was murdered. I saw what had been done. You and your brother were traumatized. The early signs of infection in both of you were clear. We took you to a special hospital. The Guardians above me at the time wanted to kill you both to prevent the possible spread of The Darkness to others like ourselves, or humans. While our kind can coexist with the parasites, humans don’t fare as well. If The Darkness were to spread, it could wipe out humanity, so you can see why we were concerned.”


  Caleb asked, “So, why did they let us live? How did we, or at least I, get cured?”


  “Oh, they wanted to kill you. But under questioning, you both mentioned a portal home, how the magician had created a way back which you could both access together, should you ever need to return. But you could only do it together, as the spell doesn’t work without you both. While the Guardians wanted to prevent the portals from ever being opened again, there were some among us who felt that we should have a way back … just in case. But we couldn’t trust everyone with that knowledge. So we split you and your brother up, erasing your memories, and in effect, your disease.”


  Caleb asked, “How does erasing our memories cure a parasitic disease?”


  “It’s a bit more than erasing your memories. It’s experimental, even still, and involves some of the very same magick we tried to stamp out. But we were determined to save you and John. I found a home for you with one of our best agents, and my best friend at the time, Ed Baldwin. However, John was harder to cure and we had to keep him in a special hospital. No matter how many times we wiped his memory and cured him of The Darkness, he kept relapsing. The memories came back as did the disease.”


  Caleb’s head was spinning with all the new information. Pieces of the unseen puzzle were finally snapping into place, though huge chunks were still missing.


  Caleb asked, “So, then what?”


  Duncan continued, “At some point, and we’re not sure how, Jacob, who had meanwhile taken over a then leaderless Harbinger group, found out about the portal. That’s when he started searching for you and John. While he’s come close, we’ve been able to keep that from happening so far. But his group will stop at nothing to get to you both. They’ll hurt or kill anyone that stands in their way.”


  Caleb, still trying to piece everything together in his head, asked, “So, what happens if he finds me and John? He gets us to open the portal, and then what? Why not let him, and all the Harbingers for that matter, go home?”


  Duncan responded, “He killed your mother. Don’t you want to see him punished?”


  “Until these dreams, I barely remembered my mother, and certainly didn’t remember her murder. Sure, I’d like to see justice, but I don’t see why you all are so hellbent on not allowing him to return home.”


  Duncan sighed and then leaned forward, “We know what Jacob is capable of here. If he can get home, he can keep the portal open on his side, and there’s nothing we can do from here to close it like we did last time. We have no idea what’s happened since we left, but in all likelihood, that world would come here and annihilate Earth and strip its resources.”


  “How can you be sure of that?” Caleb asked.


  “Because, it’s what we were sent to do.”


  Caleb shook his head, “What?”


  “There were three of us among the Pioneers who weren’t looking to escape, but were in fact, working for the King, on an exploration mission. We were the original Harbingers. But once we were over here, once we saw the beauty of this planet and its people, we couldn’t allow the massacre. We instigated the infighting as an excuse to go after the portals. To close them all and prevent anyone from ever using them again.”


  “Why didn’t you just tell the others what you were really doing?”


  “They would have killed us,” Duncan said. “It’s far better the way it happened.”


  “Jesus,” Caleb said, soaking it all in. “So, what happens with John now?”


  “He’s out of control; he’s a monster, short and simple. The Guardians have wanted him dead for years. If they can kill him, they can ensure the portal stays shut.”


  Caleb stood up and shook his head no. He wasn’t sure why he was feeling so defensive of John, but something in his gut told him the man was innocent. “We can’t let them kill John. I don’t know how I know this, but I know he’s not the monster they’re making him out to be.”


  “He killed your wife,” Duncan said. “You know that, right?”


  “No,” Caleb said. “I don’t know that. I was told that, but I don’t know it. And I’m not sure I believe it.”


  “Oh,” Duncan asked, an eyebrow raised, “then who killed Julia?”


  “Maybe Jacob, I mean, he’s a feeder, too.”


  “Yes, but if Jacob were able to find you, he wouldn’t waste time killing Julia or leaving notes taunting you”


  “And John would?” Caleb asked, “It makes no sense. What reason would he have?”


  “I know you don’t remember, but John was a very troubled soul. He had a lot of resentment that you got to live a normal life while he was stuck in the hospital.” Duncan said. “Maybe he wanted to make you pay for whatever imagined crimes you committed.”


  “I’m still not buying it,” Caleb said, though it was hard to argue Duncan’s logic. The old man was right. He didn’t remember John. And he was sticking up for him based solely on the young child in his dream, and a feeling of responsibility for caring for that boy.


  But what if John’s nothing like that boy any longer?


  Duncan said, “Listen, son, I didn’t want to tell you this, I really didn’t, but we know John killed Julia.”


  Caleb sat back down and leaned forward in his chair, “What do you mean you know?”


  “Until recent events, the Guardians have been protecting John. Do you remember how you got that letter from the killer practically bragging that he murdered your wife?”


  “Yes.”


  “John’s fingerprints were all over it.”


  “No,” Caleb said, “the results came back with no matches on the prints.”


  “No matches because John wasn’t in the system. Not in the main system, but he was always in our other system, the one only a few have access to. We verified it.”


  “What?” Caleb nearly jumped out of his seat, his face suddenly flush. “How the hell can you keep that from me?”


  Duncan stayed in his seat, face calm.


  “It was on a need to know basis. Frankly, you didn’t need to know. Knowing who killed your wife would not have helped you capture him. He’s a ghost as far as the world is concerned. And to be honest, I wasn’t sure how far gone he was, and whether he could still be of use to us.”


  “I didn’t need to know who killed my wife? What kind of bullshit is that to say to a man? To the agent tasked with finding the fucking killer? Who are you to decide what I need to know?”


  Duncan responded, his face instantly red as he stood and let go of the calm facade, “Who am I? I’m the only person who has been keeping you alive all these years, boy! Do you think the Guardians let you live out of the kindness of their hearts? They’ve set fire to entire villages to protect society, what’s an orphan or two? You and John are the only people who stand between Jacob and the portal. Killing either of you can secure the safety of the entire world, and you dare to ask who I am to decide what you know? You’re breathing because I decided you should be. And don’t you ever forget it.”


  Duncan punctuated the “forget it” by jabbing his index finger sharply into Caleb’s chest.


  Caleb fell back a step, swallowed his rage, and stared coldly at Duncan, years of love and loyalty replaced with bitterness.


  Caleb asked, “Why didn’t you just let them kill me, then?”


  Duncan met Caleb’s eyes. “Because I love you like a son. I couldn’t let them take you away.”


  Duncan’s expression of love seemed surprisingly sincere, dousing Caleb’s anger with shame. Duncan collapsed back into his chair, the fatigue in his frame suddenly making his thousands of years all the more evident.


  “I’m sorry,” Caleb said, sitting back down and staring at nothing.


  “Listen,” Duncan began, “I’ve spent years trying to find Jacob and kill him. I’ve spent an equal amount of time searching for John, if only to bring him in and grant him the same protection as you. But John has turned. The Darkness has taken hold of him. It has rooted deep into his soul as it has in Jacob’s. I don’t think we can kill Jacob. He’s too well-hidden. Too strong. But I think we can get to John. He’s grown sloppy. He’s attracting attention. I think we can use you to find him.”


  “What do you mean, use me?”


  “Why else do you think we allowed you to stay on the case after your wife was a victim? You have a connection to the feeders. We used you to track them, then moved Omega in to clean up any feeders we discovered.”


  “So, you’re saying I wasn’t tracking one killer, but several?”


  “Yes, though most are connected to Harbinger, and you’ve helped us, even if you didn’t know it, to weaken their organization,” Duncan said. “But we had to protect you from getting too close to your brothers, for fear they could trigger the parasite in you. When John killed Julia, we decided to leave you on the case, hoping you would draw him out and we could get to him.”


  “Jesus,” Caleb said, “Why the hell didn’t you tell me? I’ve been out chasing ghosts!”


  “Your work is important, Caleb. And now that you’re starting to remember, we believe you can help us find John. He’s not nearly as well protected as Jacob, and we think you can take him out.”


  “You want me to kill my brother?”


  “If you don’t, the Guardians will kill you. There are people in the organization looking to take over, to grab the reins from the old man. They know who you are and what you are. And they only need to kill one of you to stop Jacob, so if it isn’t John, it’s going to be you.”


  “How can we kill him?” Caleb asked, “Cops shot the hell out of him, and he’s still running around without a scratch.”


  “He’s not invulnerable, though,” Duncan said, “the feeders have two weaknesses. The sun, and…” Duncan stood up, went to his desk, and pulled out a long wooden box and handed it to Caleb, “This.”


  Caleb opened the box. Inside was a single black blade.


  “It’s a special onyx blade from the other side, blessed with a material which kills the infection, and the person, instantly.”


  Caleb stared at the knife, mesmerized by its beauty.


  Duncan asked, “Can you kill the man who killed your wife?”


  Caleb nodded, “How do we do this?”


  



  * * * *


  


  CHAPTER 4 — Abigail


  



  



  Abigail was sitting on the floor of the warehouse, scribbling flowers on her sneakers with a black marker when she heard Larry stirring on the couch. John had filled her in on what he remembered. While she felt bad that Larry had betrayed him, she also had residual memories of Lydia’s love for Larry, which made her less inclined to hate him.


  Abigail spent 20 minutes arguing with John, trying to get him to see things from Larry’s perspective. It was weird arguing with John, since she was able to feel his emotions, and could sense when she was close to pushing her luck, not that she thought John could be mad at her.


  He was hurt by Larry, though. Part of it was because Larry had put John’s brother and Hope in danger. That was a big part of his anger, she could tell. But there was also the fact that Larry, his only real friend for most of his life, had betrayed him.


  She could feel John’s hurt, and something else, too — an anger at himself that he’d allowed himself to care about Larry. He’d lived most of his life insulated from others so he could avoid such emotional traps. That he’d been taken in by Larry felt like a big fat “I told you so.”


  As John silently beat himself up, Abigail found herself finally understanding this man who rushed into her life and changed it so. And the more she knew him, the more glad she was that he was the one who saved her. He was a good man, and he’d never hurt her.


  Thinking about John and Larry’s relationship allowed her to push aside the subject swirling just under the surface of everything — what would happen to her now that she was a vampire?


  She didn’t want to ask and seem insensitive to the precarious position of John’s loved ones who were in danger unless John and Larry came up with a way to save the day.


  “Anybody get a tag on that truck?” Larry asked as he sat up, rubbing his swollen jaw. “Damn.”


  “I’d say I’m sorry, but I’m not,” John said as he stood from the table where he’d been watching the news. He walked over and sat on a couch across from Larry.


  “Guys, come on,” Abigail said as she hopped up and slid the marker into her jeans. “We’ve gotta work together if we’re gonna get through this.”


  John said nothing.


  Larry looked over to Abigail, “Listen, Abi, I’m so sorry about everything.”


  “It’s okay,” Abigail said softly, before adding with a smile, “Besides, I kind of like being a vampire.”


  John rolled his eyes, which Abigail caught, and it made her giggle.


  “You two have to make up,” Abigail said. “I know what Larry did was messed up, and you’ve got every right to be mad about your brother and Hope. But you can’t beat yourselves up for what happened to me. If you hadn’t come along, I’d still be locked up in that monster’s closet. If Larry had let you die, then you’d never have come along and saved my life.”


  “I didn’t save your life,” John said, “I made it worse. You are cursed, infected with something which will never allow you to grow up, or live a normal life, something which is going to require you to kill others. Do you really think that’s an improvement over the life you had?”


  Abigail stared at John, “You know what I went through. I’d rather die a million times than live another day in that closet.”


  After a long silence, and since John had brought up the subject, Abigail finally asked what was on her mind, “How often am I going to have to kill? What happens if I don’t?”


  John glared at Larry and then looked at Abigail, “I need to feed once a week, but I’m not sure if that’s the same for humans, or for kids.”


  Abigail stared at her shoes, then asked, “What happens if I don’t feed?”


  “Again, I’m not sure with people, but with my kind, the parasite acts against us, draining our life, until we either age aggressively or die.”


  Abigail asked, “You said you went years without feeding, right? You were able to live a normal life.”


  “Humans are different, though, I think,” Larry answered instead of John. “While magick works to keep The Darkness at bay in John’s kind, infected humans are already dead. The parasite is the only thing keeping you ‘alive.’ On the plus side, you can ‘live’ thousands of years.”


  “Wait? You mean I’m already dead?” Abigail said, her voice betraying her attempts not to sound terrified.


  “For a lack of a better word, yes,” Larry said, his voice calming. “In effect, the parasite is keeping you alive, allowing your body to function normally, even better than normal, actually. If we try to kill the parasite or use a spell to cure you, the parasite would probably kill you instantly.”


  Abigail stared at her shoes again, trying to sort the mixed blessing of her new life. On the one hand, she was all powerful, nobody would ever mess with her again, and she might live for a long time. On the other, she wasn’t really herself — there was something else inside her, something alien, which she could sense just under the surface. She felt almost as if she were being constantly spied on by something she could not interact with, and to whom she was a slave.


  Then, of course, there was the fact that she would have to kill to survive.


  Part of her wanted to cry, to mourn the life she would never have. But she’d come to grips long ago that her life wasn’t normal and never would be.


  “Can we kill only bad guys?” Abigail asked Larry. “Like we talked about?”


  “There should be no shortage of bad guys to feed on,” Larry said with a smile. “Sure.”


  “I need a hug,” Abigail said, looking at John.


  He stood up and she embraced him, then buried her face in his chest and turned to Larry, “You too, Larry. Group hug.”


  Larry shrugged, and joined their embrace. Abigail looked up to see John’s eyes meeting Larry’s, cold at first, then warming up.


  “Don’t use this as a chance to cop a feel on my sweet ass,” Larry said to John.


  Abigail giggled, which shook a laugh from a reluctant John.


  They would be okay, Abigail decided.


  



  * * * *


  


  CHAPTER 5 — John


  



  



  John, Larry, and Abigail sat around a table in the “war room,” one of the darkened offices upstairs as Larry scribbled on paper, detailing his plan.


  They would call one of Larry’s contacts to put it in the wind that John and Abigail were at the warehouse hiding out and that they’d be leaving tomorrow night, knowing the flow of information would lead to Jacob in little time. From there, they expected whatever remained of Jacob’s agents to strike during the day. From the memories John had absorbed of the soldiers, he figured there were 10 more at Jacob’s immediate disposal.


  “Then, they meet our army,” Larry said, nodding at Tiny who was leaning against the wall while 40 of his men were preparing for battle downstairs. “And we smoke their asses.”


  “Hell yeah,” Tiny said with a huge smile.


  “At the same time,” Larry continued, “once they begin their attack, you, Tiny, and twenty of his best men will storm Jacob’s compound and kill whoever is there.”


  They were, by John’s estimation, five miles from the house where Jacob hid. He was certain he could find it easily from the memories he’d stolen.


  “This sounds good,” John said of Larry’s plans, “but what do we do with Abigail?”


  Abigail straightened in her chair, “What? I wanna fight.”


  “No arguments,” John raised a finger at her to cut her off before she could plead.


  “I’ve already got that taken care of,” Larry said, “in fact, I’m going to take her to one of our safe-houses tonight.”


  John stared at Larry, no need to articulate the threat — do not let anything happen to her.


  Larry nodded.


  John said, “Sounds like a decent plan. But what happens after that? We still have the Feds after us. Some people there want me gone,” He was being deliberately obtuse so as not to share too much with Tiny and risk unraveling a tapestry which would lead to Caleb.


  “We can stay hidden from them a lot longer than from Jacob,” Larry said. “I’ve got it all worked out. And, like we talked about before, once we kill Jacob, you reach out to the man who visited you. Let him know the threat has been dealt with, and maybe they leave Hope alone.”


  Assuming they haven’t already gotten to her.


  John looked at Tiny, “Do your guys know what they’re in for? Do they realize how dangerous this is?”


  “They see it as a challenge,” Tiny said laughing. “These are some of the hardest thugs I know. Most importantly, they’re discreet. And a chance to kill some monsters? Shit, they’re all over that!”


  “Yes, but they’re going up against at least one vampire and God only knows what else Jacob might bring,” John said. “They need to know that. They need to shoot straight in the head, repeatedly. Then torch the bodies.”


  Tiny laughed, a big infectious guffaw, “They ain’t scared of monsters, dude. I told you, these men are soldiers.”


  John laughed, “I can’t believe we’re gonna try this.”


  Larry and Tiny turned John’s laughter into a chorus, as Abigail stared at her sneakers, propped up on the table.


  She glanced up, then said, “Can I make one request, since one, some, or all of us might be dead in a day or so?”


  All eyes turned to her.


  “I’d like a last meal. I haven’t had a burger and fries in forever.”


  



  * * * *


  


  CHAPTER 6 — Jacob and Caleb


  



  



  Jacob


  



  Jacob sat alone in the darkened basement of his home, surrounded by 25 red onyx stones, neatly laid in a circle around him — stones from Otherworld which strengthened his reception to the girl’s thoughts.


  He watched through her eyes, listened through her ears, and could also hear her thoughts as the group planned their ill-conceived invasion.


  Jacob had to laugh at their arrogance, assuming a bunch of gangbangers could handle his army, depleted as it was. He also laughed at their ignorance. Not one of them had picked up on the fact that he’d planted a spell on the girl which allowed him to tap into her eyes, ears, and brain at will.


  He watched as she scribbled crude drawings on her sneakers. She was pretending indifference, in hopes that the adults might be more forthcoming than if she paid strict attention. Smart girl.


  He wondered if she were always this cunning or if it was an effect of The Darkness now living inside her.


  Whatever the case, none of it mattered. He would soon have the girl and would use her to lure his brothers back to him. Then, he’d finally be able to leave this Godforsaken hellhole.


  



  **


  



  Caleb


  



  Caleb twisted the cap on the pill bottle repeatedly as he sat in his hotel room waiting for a phone call.


  Duncan suggested he stay in a hotel, with a guard outside his room, because they suspected once the Guardians had started searching for John, using Trackers, Otherworlders who could sniff out their own kind, that it would only be a matter of time before Jacob got wind of the search.


  Caleb sorted through the events in his head, wondering how John could kill his wife? His memories had not returned, beyond his dreams anyway, but those dreams were growing more vivid by the minute. He flashed back on the dream, seeing Johnny’s wide eyes staring back at him. So innocent, still a child, in stark contrast to Jacob’s cold-blooded murder of their mother. How could one brother turn on another?


  These thoughts led down a familiar and lonely road — to Julia. He reached into his pocket and pulled out his cell phone to listen to her message again. He dialed the number, but just as Julia’s voice lit him from beyond the grave, the phone beeped and went dead. Caleb pressed the ON button of the phone desperately. The phone returned to life just long enough to display a low battery icon, before going dead again.


  “Fuck!” Caleb screamed as he fell back on his bed, clutching the phone in his hand, too far from the charger he’d left at home.


  He stood and went to his window, staring at the night outside. Lightning spread across the sky like a spiderweb as a thick roll of thunder rumbled in the distance. The first few fat raindrops fell against his glass and he returned to his bed, holding the bottle, rolling it back and forth in his hand, doing his best not to open it.


  He had to stay clear and focused in case he was called into action.


  His back was aching and he had a crushing headache, however. The pain, real or imagined, would keep him awake. The pills were the only thing which could rescue him now.


  He opened the bottle, poured three into his hand and downed them with a bottle of Heineken from the minibar.


  He got back into bed, closed his eyes, and waited for relief to soothe his mind and body.


  



  * * * *


  


  CHAPTER 7 — John


  



  



  Tiny and Larry sat in the front of the van while John and Abigail sat in back, the door between slid open so they could all sit together eating Abigail’s choice of possible “last meal.” They were in a busy McDonald’s parking lot, unlikely to draw much attention.


  “This is soooo good,” Abigail said sipping down on a chocolate shake and closing her eyes.


  “You should try fries in it,” Tiny said from up front.


  “What?” she said, pinching her face. “Fries in a shake?”


  “You never did that?” he said, shocked. “Oh, that shit is awesome. Try it.”


  John shook his head, “I’m with her. Sounds gross.”


  “Oh no,” Larry said, patting his gut, “Tiny’s right on the money with this. I’ve had many a fries dipped in shakes. Awesome.”


  Abigail laughed as she peeled the lid off of her milkshake and dipped a fry inside, hesitantly, then put it in her mouth, laughing.


  She chewed the fry and swallowed, eyes widening. “He’s right, this is good!”


  She grabbed two more fries, dipped them in her shake, then lifted them to John’s mouth, “Here, try!”


  John sealed his mouth shut, “Um, no.”


  “Don’t be so lame, John,” Larry said.


  “Fine,” John said, opening his mouth and taking a bite, surprised by how good the blend of sweet chocolate and fried salty potato tasted. He smiled as he chewed it down.


  “You see?” Tiny said, “Shit, now I wanna go back through the drive-thru and get a shake. You know, being the last meal and all.”


  Abigail laughed. “You realize this is the closest to a family meal I’ve had in, like, forever.”


  Silence stretched the cabin as the gravity of her statement weighed on them all.


  Larry stripped a few pounds from the moment: “Well, let me apologize, because this is one freaky family.”


  They burst out laughing. Tiny’s laugh was loudest of all, which caused Abigail to laugh even harder.


  After they hit the drive-thru to get another milkshake for Tiny, and one for Larry as well, they headed to a gas station to fill up. While Tiny gassed up the tank, Larry sat up front reading a newspaper. Abigail leaned against John’s shoulder, tired. John peeked through the front window of the van and saw straight into the station’s convenience store, which had a large, well-lit window stretching its entire length. John’s eyes narrowed on something and he leaned over to Larry, “Hey, do you have some cash?”


  “Sure thing,” Larry said, “whatchya’ need?”


  John pointed at the item in the window that he wanted and asked Larry if he’d go inside and buy it.


  Tiny hung up the gas pump with a thunk and hopped in the van. Larry followed a moment later and handed John a large plastic bag, which John then handed to Abigail.


  Inside was a large brown teddy bear with a pink heart on its stomach.


  “His name is Teddy,” John said, immediately cursing himself for such an unoriginal name, but going on anyway, “and he’s gonna look out for you while I’m on this mission.”


  Abigail looked down at the bear, “Teddy, huh? He looks a bit too cute to protect me.”


  “Cute can be deceptive,” John said, “under that sweet smile hides a strong bear jaw full of giant bear teeth.”


  Abigail shook her head, “Noooo, he’s a nice bear,” she said, then leaned up and kissed John on the cheek, “Thank you.”


  Abigail soon fell asleep on John’s shoulder, hugging her teddy bear. John smiled to himself. This was the closest he’d been to happiness, or family, in more than a decade.


  



  * * * *


  


  CHAPTER 8 — John and Caleb


  



  



  John


  



  Midnight…


  



  Rain beat on the warehouse roof as Tiny and his men went over the plans a final time. John had never seen so many gangsters, all armed to the teeth. While a few of the guys were like Tiny, laid back once you fell into a back and forth, most maintained an edge. Guys who woke up angry and went to bed the same. The kind of guys you’d want on your side in a war.


  Larry hung up with his connection; the info was in the wild. Best estimate gave Jacob’s team an hour before they arrived at the warehouse.


  “Okay, we’re ready,” Larry said. He tossed the last of the duffel bags into the back of the black Camry and closed the door.


  “You take care of her,” John said, meeting Larry’s eyes.


  “You can count on me,” Larry said. Sensing what John was thinking, Larry’s voice went serious. “I swear, I won’t let you down again, John.”


  “I know,” John said. He hugged Larry and patted him on the back. “Remember, anything happens, call me immediately.”


  Larry had given John a burner phone for just such an occasion.


  John turned to Abigail, who stood in front of the open trunk, about to climb in. While Larry wasn’t on any wanted posters, Abigail’s face was too well known to risk the front or back seat, tinted windows or not.


  “You be careful,” he said, eyes red, breath steady, trying not to cry.


  “You too,” she said, eyes pink, cheeks swollen.


  “And you take care of her, too,” John said patting Teddy on the head.


  Abigail laughed and hugged her teddy bear, then John.


  “I love you,” she said as her arms circled around him.


  Those words loosened the tears he’d been holding.


  “I love you too, Abigail.”


  John didn’t ever want to let Abigail go. Tears ran down his cheeks. He closed his eyes, wanting to hold this moment forever, knowing he couldn’t.


  



  **


  



  Caleb


  



  Caleb woke to a pounding on his bedroom door, his name being repeated with a machine gun rhythm outside. He glanced at the clock, 12:15 a.m. He’d fallen asleep in his clothes.


  Who the hell?


  More pounding.


  “Caleb, it’s Mike Mathews, we’ve gotta get going.”


  Mike? What the hell is Omega doing here?


  “Hold on,” Caleb said, finding and pocketing his bottle of pills and grabbing his gun on the way to the door. He unfastened the latch and saw Mike alone. No agents, a good sign.


  “Hey, Mike, what’s going on?”


  “We’ve got a lead on John Sullivan and the girl. They’re holed up at a warehouse about 20 minutes from here. I’ll debrief you on the ride, but you’re working with us now.”


  “What about my team? They’ve been running this case,” Caleb said, reaching for his department-issued cell phone.


  “No, they’re off it, it’s all Omega from here on. Welcome to the team.”


  



  * * * *


  


  CHAPTER 9 — Abigail


  



  



  12:20 a.m.


  



  Abigail rested on a pillow in the trunk, knees to chest, hugging Teddy. The constant hum of the road mixed with the muffled talk radio in the car’s cabin and rain hitting the trunk, but it did little to calm her claustrophobia.


  She tried to tune her thoughts to wide open spaces.


  Time after time, her mind pulled her kicking and screaming, back into the closet.


  When she wasn’t thinking about the closet and the monster who held her, she thought of her uncle, Frank Sanderson. She’d never really spent much time with him while her parents were alive. He was an alcoholic loser, jealous of her dad, Dan’s, success. The few times they’d had family get-togethers, even though the family consisted of just them as Abigail’s mother had no family, Frank would get drunk and start a fight with her father.


  When Abigail’s parents died, Frank seemed to have suddenly changed. He scrubbed up his act, claimed to have given up the bottle, and convinced the caseworkers he was a regular sitcom dad. As Abigail soon found out, he was still a drunken loser. Not only a drunk, but also a gambler who’d racked up huge debts with some terrible men.


  Next thing Abigail knew, Frank said he had to ditch the city for a couple of weeks — she could stay with a buddy of his for a while. She was confused and scared, but a child, so what could she do?


  The funny thing was, when she’d first gone home with Randy and Sherry, she thought her life might actually improve if Frank never came back to get her. The couple seemed kind and attentive, the kind of people that had been waiting for a child to enter their lives.


  And they had been, but for the wrong reasons.


  Randy had showered Abigail with attention, let her play video games, ordered pizza and let her drink all the soda she wanted. Sherry was on the quiet side, which in reflection, Abigail figured was because she knew what was about to happen. Sure enough, the first night Abigail stayed with Randy, she realized that Uncle Frank had been on the nicer side of evil.


  They were sitting on the couch watching movies when Randy began tickling her. The tickles started normal, but then his hands started to touch her in places they shouldn’t. As she squirmed, his tickles grew rougher, and then he tried to get her to touch him.


  When she jumped from the couch in a cry, he followed, smacking her hard across the face. And then again in the head.


  When she woke, he was on top of her.


  That was the prelude to her hell. Soon, Randy told her with grinning delight, that she was his property, bought and paid for. Sold by dear Uncle Frank.


  Abigail squeezed her bear tighter, trying to think good thoughts.


  It was almost as if some dark alien was probing her memories, giddy in the blackest of spaces. Perhaps it was the parasite in her. The thought of something else existing in her skin made her shudder. She wondered if the parasite were large and insect-like or small, like germs?


  Panic started to pump through her and she fought an overwhelming urge to jump from the trunk and into the street, where she could rip herself apart and tear out whatever was inside her.


  Good thoughts, good thoughts.


  She thought of John — hugging him tight and telling him that she loved him.


  He was the first person she’d felt this way about since her parents. The first person who made her feel special — to care for her, to protect her. His caring was the good kind, like her parents had shown, not the creepy kind. Despite everything happening around them, she felt … safe.


  She smiled, hugging her bear. Though he’d only held it for a moment, the bear smelled of John. She closed her eyes, thinking good thoughts.


  “How you doing back there?” Larry called from the front. His voice was muffled, but she could hear him through the seats.


  “Okay,” she said. “We almost there, yet? I need to pee.”


  “Almost,” Larry said, “I’ll try to avoid potholes.”


  Abigail giggled.


  Then she heard the blurting of a siren.


  Oh God, no.


  “Looks like we’ve got a cop,” Larry said to her from the front seat. “Just stay quiet, and leave the rest to me.”


  The car slowed down as Larry pulled over. Abigail’s heart was a jackhammer of fear and claustrophobia.


  The car squealed to a gentle stop.


  Abigail froze, trying to sense the world outside the trunk’s tomb. She could just barely hear another vehicle’s engine over the sound of rain falling on the trunk. She thought of the cop who pulled her over and how he’d been shot right in front of her right before her memory had momentarily disappeared.


  “Turn your car off and step out of the car,” a man’s voice boomed over a loudspeaker.


  “Oh fuck,” Larry said as he killed the car’s engine, and the talk radio with it. “Keep calm, okay, Abi? Don’t answer me, just keep quiet and calm.”


  Abigail squeezed her legs together, her bladder screaming.


  “Get out of the car, hands in the air!” the loudspeaker squelched again.


  “Okay, okay,” Larry opened the door. The car moved down and then up as his feet hit the concrete.


  Abigail was frozen. She heard a police officer walking towards the Toyota, boots splashing in the puddles on the side of the road.


  “Hands on the back of your head,” the officer said.


  “What’s this all about, officer? Was I speeding?” Larry asked in his friendliest voice.


  Abigail’s heart pounded harder, so loud she was sure it echoed throughout the trunk. She prayed that the cop wouldn’t hear her over the rain. Suddenly, she felt a sneeze rising in her throat.


  Oh no, oh no, oh no.


  She held hear breath trying to stifle the sneeze as the officer’s footsteps drew closer.


  Oh God, oh God, oh God.


  “Wait a sec—” Larry said, but his voice was cut off by a gunshot, followed by another.


  Abigail screamed before she could stop herself.


  Then she froze in the darkness, trying to make sense of the muffled footsteps. There was no way that was a cop. Which meant it must’ve been the enemy.


  Did the man hear me?


  The car bounced as someone got in.


  Oh God, oh God, oh God.


  The car’s engine and radio came to life. As the car shifted into drive, Abigail gasped, trying to catch her breath. Warm piss spread across her pants as she cried out, “Larry?”


  No answer from the cabin.


  Oh God, oh God, oh God.


  “Nope,” a man’s voice said as the car sped up.


  Abigail screamed, kicking out and arms flailing like a trapped animal.


  



  * * * *


  


  CHAPTER 10 — John, Caleb, and Larry


  



  



  John


  



  1:11 A.M.


  



  John and Tiny sat in a darkened van two blocks away from their target — a sprawling compound in the mountains. Lightning flashed, illuminating the cabin briefly as Tiny pulled up schematics on his iPad: Three structures — a 6,000 square foot two story house flanked by a smaller guest house to the North and a garage to the South.


  Tiny’s men were separated into three other vehicles, with 25 of the troops staying back at the warehouse, waiting for Jacob’s men to attack.


  TIny asked, “So, what’s it like?”


  “What’s what like?”


  “Being a vampire.”


  “It sucks,” John said, not intending the pun.


  Tiny laughed at the pun.


  John smiled and said, “It’s tough, a life of loneliness mostly.”


  “Yeah, but you’re powerful as all fuck, right?”


  “Yeah, but I’d trade it all in a moment for a normal life. I had traded it, in fact.”


  “What happened?” Tiny asked.


  John told him a condensed version of his story, leaving out Hope’s name and the parts about Caleb. When he finished his tale, Tiny was stunned into uncharacteristic silence.


  Tiny then sighed and said, “Wow, that’s some fucked up shit.”


  “Yeah,” John nodded. “You said it.”


  John glanced down at his cell phone again. No word from Larry yet.


  “Larry should’ve called by now,” John said.


  “Maybe he ran into traffic.”


  “At midnight?”


  “Ya’ never know,” Tiny said, clearly trying to put the best possible face on the situation.


  The ride should’ve taken Larry no more than half an hour.


  Tiny dialed one of his men on the phone.


  “Yo, B, you got any action there yet?”


  “Nah,” John heard B say over the phone’s speaker. “Nothing.”


  “Hey, have you heard from Larry and the girl yet?”


  “No; you?”


  “No,” Tiny said. “All right, let me know if you do, OK?”


  “K,” B said and hung up.


  “Shit,” John looked at his phone again, as if eye contact would make it ring.


  Then it did.


  On the screen were the words, “Abrams Consulting,” one of Larry’s fake companies.


  He answered it immediately, “Larry?”


  “No,” a voice said from the other line. In the background, John could hear a girl’s screaming and pounding.


  Abigail!


  “Who the fuck is this?” John screamed.


  “I’ve got the girl,” the man said, “tell your men to stand down. Jacob wants you to come to the house, alone. We see anyone else, we kill the girl.”


  The phone went dead.


  John dialed the number back, but the phone just rang.


  He screamed out and kicked the floor of the van, his rage and impotence going toe to toe.


  



  **


  



  Caleb


  



  



  Caleb and Mike met with the other agents of Omega at a staging area four blocks away from the warehouse John was supposed to be holing up in. The rain was starting to die down a bit, but he was already soaked and cold. Unlike his squad which usually rolled in with mobile command units and a fleet of vehicles, Omega was decidedly low key, three black vans, including his.


  In total, there were eight agents other than himself, most Caleb knew in passing.


  Mike’s second-in-command, a tall guy named Rich Hopman, updated them. Two other agents were on location, working surveillance.


  “We’re counting 25 bodies, and they’re heavily armed. We’ve not yet got confirmation for either Sullivan or the girl.”


  “Twenty-five? Jesus, where did he get that many people? Are they Harbinger?” Mike asked.


  “I doubt it, unless Harbinger is going gangster,” Hopman said.


  Mike asked, “Gangster?”


  “Yeah, like street gangs,” Hopman said.


  What the hell is going on?


  



  **


  



  Larry


  



  Larry woke in a pool of silver from the crescent moon above.


  His body was on fire. He was on his back, soaking wet, and sprawled on the side of the road in a puddle of mud. He reached to his gut and came back with five sticky fingers covered in red.


  Abi!


  He craned his neck to look around; the car was gone. The bastards who pulled him over were in a cop car, but when they got out of the car, he recognized their black uniforms from the raid at the motel. They’d gotten Abi; now they’d be going for John.


  He’d let John and Abi down. Again.


  “Fuck, I don’t wanna die like this.”


  He rolled to his side and added more blood to the mud.


  He thought of the duffel bags he’d loaded in the car, some which had emergency medical supplies. Always prepared, was his motto, but now he was stuck on the side of the road with a leak in his belly and a well fuck me! for a plan.


  He felt in his pants pockets, praying the cell phone was there. It wasn’t.


  Fuck.


  He remembered the spell John had taught him just weeks ago — a healing spell. He wasn’t sure how powerful it was. John said it was good for “minor injuries.”


  This one doesn’t seem too minor.


  Larry closed his eyes, trying to recall the words. The spells were in the Otherworld’s magicians’ language — something he’d taken considerable efforts to learn. Now, that he actually needed the spell, his mind was drawing a blank.


  Come on!


  His head swam. Maybe it would be easier to just go to sleep…


  No, you fat fucker, you fight this!


  He reached deep into his mind, remembering the night John had said the words. He could almost hear John in his memory, saying the words.


  Larry coughed again, another thick glob in the stew.


  Then the words came. Four sentences, chanted four times.


  He began speaking the words, but by the time he got to the third line, he was chewing on a barbed wire cough. His ribs felt as if they’d been pierced by iron spikes. More blood gushed from his mouth, his mouth filling with a copper taste. He closed his eyes, laying his head sideways on the ground, waiting for the coughing fit to stop.


  He started again. No interruptions, or the magick wouldn’t work. He barreled through the sentences, once, twice, and a third time before he felt the wheezing sensation building. He spoke through it, muscling through the cough, continued until every word had hit the cold night air.


  Nothing happened.


  Larry coughed again, more blood. He wanted to cry.


  Then he felt it.


  His hands started to vibrate, crackling with energy. He craned his neck to look at his palms, bathed in glowing green light. He reached up, running his hands over his gut, as a cold fire spread throughout his body, like someone holding ice over his wounds.


  Something fluttered under his skin. He coughed again, repeatedly, as his guts retched forth what appeared to be damaged tissue. He stared at the asphalt covered with his insides and noticed two dark objects swimming in the warm mess of his guts — bullets.


  The coughing subsided, replaced with a sudden tundra in his throat.


  Then the glow was gone.


  So was the pain, and the cold.


  Larry reached down to feel his stomach, where the holes had been, and found nothing but an incredibly smooth, and rather impressive belly.


  He laughed in the darkness, hopped to his feet, then started running in search of the nearest phone he could find.


  As he ran, he wondered why he had not thought to try the healing spell on Abi. He wondered, with some amount of shame, if some part of him wanted her out of the way so John wouldn’t be compromised. If that were the case, he couldn’t admit it to himself. It was one thing to kill Adam, but another altogether to allow an innocent child to die.


  Whatever the case, he couldn’t let his guilt distract him. He needed to get back to John and find Abi — to prove himself and earn back John’s trust.


  He also had to atone for another sin, one which nobody else had seemed to notice. But he had.


  Given Abi’s wounds and that she’d been thrown back by the gunshot in the motel parking lot, the bullet which hit her had to have come from his gun. Yes, it was accidental, but that didn’t make him feel any less like shit.


  



  **


  



  John


  



  15 minutes later…


  



  “You sure you wanna do this?” Tiny asked.


  “Are you?” John said.


  “Hell yeah!”


  John liked his gusto, even if they were walking into a suicide mission.


  “Remember,” John said, “nobody moves until I say so.”


  “Got it,” Tiny said.


  John met Tiny’s eyes, “Thank you, Tiny. I owe you.”


  John got out of the van and began walking toward the compound.


  



  **


  



  Larry


  



  Larry raced into the gas station, the first place he’d found on the road, and found a pimply faced long-haired guy in his 20’s sitting on a plastic chair in a bulletproof glass booth.


  “You all right?” the cashier asked, dropping his Guitar magazine.


  Larry leaned over, hands on his knees, raising a finger as he was catching his breath


  Fuck, I’m too fat.


  “I … need to … use your phone.”


  The guy pointed at the glass and then at the drawer which allowed him to collect money or pass a pack of cigarettes through it, but nothing larger. “Can’t, dude, but there’s a phone booth out there,” he said, pointing at a phone booth Larry couldn’t see beyond the store’s promotional poster-papered windows.


  “I promise, dude, I’m not gonna rob you. I’m … trying to save someone’s life. Can you give me some quarters?”


  “Oh shit,” the cashier said, “I forgot, the pay phone is out of order.”


  “I’ll pay you to let me use your phone!”


  The cashier looked suspiciously at Larry.


  “Do I look like a robber? How many fat robbers do you know?”


  It was only then Larry realized he was soaking wet, dirty, and covered in blood.


  “Oh, yeah. I was shot. Someone kidnapped the girl I was with. If I don’t make this call, she’s going to die.”


  The cashier was frozen, swallowing slow and staring at Larry.


  “Please,” Larry said, too exhausted to try to charm the guy. “She’s going to die.”


  The cashier reached over and opened the door, letting Larry into the booth. “There are video cameras,” the guy said, warning Larry not to try anything.


  Larry reached into his pockets, pulled out a wad of wet bills and put them on the counter, “This is yours, buddy. Thanks.”


  The cashier handed him the phone. Larry dialed John’s cell.


  



  **


  



  John


  



  John was just yards away from the compound, which was surrounded by a huge iron gate. He could feel eyes on him, video, human, and — Otherworlders’.


  His phone rang out, startling him.


  He reached into his pocket, expecting instructions from Abigail’s captor.


  “Gus’s Shell Station,” the screen read.


  “Hello?”


  “John! It’s Larry! They got Abi!”


  “I know,” John said, “Jacob wants me to meet him. I’m going in.”


  “No, dude, you can’t. He’ll kill you.”


  “I’m done fighting, Larry. If Jacob wants to go home, let him. It’s not worth the fight.”


  “Where’s Tiny?” Larry asked.


  “I told him to go back to the warehouse. Obviously, they were on to our trap. No point in seventy men dying.” John knew he was probably being listened to, and hoped Larry would hear his subtle clue, the exaggerated number of men.


  “Just go home,” John said, “it’s over.”


  “What about Caleb? Jacob needs Caleb if he wants to open the portal. How are you going to get him there?”


  “I had Tiny call him and told him to come alone.”


  “What makes you think he’s gonna come of his own will?” Larry asked.


  “Every lock has a key,” John said.


  “Be careful,” Larry said after a long pause.


  “Always, Larry.” He hung up the phone and walked through the opening gate of the compound.


  



  **


  



  Larry


  



  Larry glanced at the kid, “Is that your red Hyundai in the parking lot?”


  The cashier, who’d been counting the money Larry had given him, glanced up uneasily, “Yeah, why?”


  “I’ve got one more favor to ask,” Larry said with the best smile he could muster.


  



  * * * *


  


  CHAPTER 11 — Caleb Baldwin


  



  



  As the Omega squad assumed position around the warehouse, Caleb’s phone rang.


  “UNKNOWN NAME” showed up on the caller ID.


  He answered it.


  “Agent Baldwin.”


  A man’s voice spoke in an urgent tone, “The man who killed your wife is at 3399 Westchester Avenue. Go alone. He’s expecting you and he wants to talk. But if you bring anyone, he won’t tell you what really happened.”


  “Who is this?” Caleb asked, pulling away from Mike and the others.


  “Are you listening?” the man on the other end asked.


  “Yes,” Caleb said, confused.


  “Listen carefully, because I’m only going to say this once — Omnusob Ahtwhan Cognizi.”


  Something clicked inside Caleb. He dropped the phone and fell to the ground.


  



  **


  



  Caleb awoke in the blue moonlit bedroom of his childhood. He was a child again in the dream, vaguely aware of his adult self, and unsure if this were another buried memory, or a dream of his creation. The skeletal trees outside cast shadows like spiderwebs on his wall, swaying back and forth in the steadily rising wind. Raindrops pelted his window.


  There were no sounds of a drunken father downstairs. The world was a silent graveyard, save the storm churning outside.


  A light appeared under his doorway ― someone was in the hall.


  Johnny?


  Caleb was about to climb out of bed when he noticed something flint black on his white sheet — a knife. A shiver ran down his spine. He picked it up and headed for his door.


  He stepped out of his room, but not into his hallway, but rather a seemingly endless corridor with hundreds of doors stretching into infinity. The lights above, as many as there were doors, flickered in unison, casting the hall in strobe light as the boy followed intuition down the corridor.


  Ahead, one of the doors shook in its frame.


  Fear slithered through the boy’s guts, but he crept forward, emboldened by the blade now humming and burning bright in his hand like some magical sword.


  He reached the door. The lights flickered, then went dark. He paused, hand on the doorknob. The lights flickered back on.


  He wasn’t alone.


  His little brother, Johnny, stood beside him, in blood-splattered PJ’s.


  “Don’t go in there,” Johnny warned of the room Caleb was about to enter.


  The lights flickered out again. Caleb felt something whip past him and he flinched, lashing out with the knife but striking nothing.


  The lights came on again and this time Johnny was a fully grown man.


  “Don’t go in there,” he warned.


  “You!” Caleb said, “You killed Julia!”


  The lights flickered on and off as the wind howled outside, chunks of God knows what repeatedly hitting the windows and roof. Something whipped past him in the darkness, scratching his arm. He lashed out with the knife, this time striking something solid. Both Caleb and victim fell sprawling to the ground in the darkness. When the lights flickered on, Caleb was on top of his little brother, who was a child again, a pool of crimson soaking through the front of Johnny’s pajamas.


  “Don’t go in there,” Johnny said, gasping for air, blood bubbling from his mouth as the lights overhead continued their chaotic rhythm.


  “I have to,” Caleb said as he stood up and faced the door now rattling in its frame. He reached out, but the knob refused to turn.


  “Omnusob Ahtwhan Cognizi,” Caleb said, though he wasn’t sure where the words had come from or what they meant.


  The doorknob clicked. The lights went out and the world was cast into darkness.


  Caleb stepped into the room, which wasn’t anything like the others in the house. No, this was a well-lit, fancy hotel room. One he’d been in before. The room went dark again and someone screamed. A woman, her voice familiar.


  The scream grew louder in the dark, and another joined. The second voice, a man’s, drowned the woman’s cry. The man’s scream grew louder, almost animalistic. Caleb’s knees began to shake and his jaw chattered as the scream turned into a wailing cry.


  Then everything fell silent.


  Caleb stood perfectly still, vaguely making out the shapes in front of him where the hotel bed had been. A man spoke, “Julia?”


  The lights flickered on and the boy saw the dead body on the bed. And the murderer crying over his wife’s burned corpse.


  



  **


  



  Caleb awoke, tears streaming down his face, agents surrounding him.


  “I remember,” he said.


  “What’s going on?” Mike asked, helping Caleb up. “Remember what?”


  “Everything. Now give me your keys.”


  “What?” Mike asked.


  “Give me your keys; I know where John Sullivan is. I’m going alone.”


  “The hell you are,” Mike said, “I have specific instructions not to let you…”


  Caleb pulled a gun on Mike, “Fuck your instructions, Mike. Give me the keys.”


  



  * * * *


  


  CHAPTER 12 — John and Caleb


  



  



  John


  



  John was greeted at the doorway by two gunmen in gear matching the goons from back at the motel. Both barrels were aimed straight at his forehead.


  “We need to search you,” one of the two men said.


  “You’re not searching shit,” John barked, calling their bluffs, and walking right past them.


  He sensed 10 armed men in total. Six in the house and four outside, two in sniper positions on the roofs of the garage and guest house. Downstairs in the basement, he sensed three Others, two on the edge of monstrous. What he could not sense, however, was Abigail.


  Either she wasn’t there or her signal was being dampened by someone.


  Two stairways wound to a landing on the second floor, where Jacob appeared like some macabre Master of Ceremonies.


  “Brother!” he said with a wave of his hand. “So glad to see you! It’s been years!”


  “Where is she?”


  “The girl is in safe hands, I assure you. For now. However, as they say, the clock is ticking, and morning is on it’s way.”


  “What are you talking about?”


  “Let’s just say that if the sun comes up before my portal opens, she’s gonna be ashes to ashes, dust to dust.”


  “You fuck!” John spit, ready to charge the stairs.


  One of the gunmen pushed the barrel of a gun into the back of John’s head, freezing John in his tracks.


  “We’ve got a couple of hours,” Jacob said, “to get Caleb here.”


  “He should be on his way,” John said.


  “Really?” Jacob sounded genuinely surprised. “You always manage to surprise me, John.”


  “How do I know you’ll let Abigail go, if I give you what you want? How do I know you won’t kill us all?”


  “If I wanted you dead, I could’ve done so a long time ago. You’re a lot easier to track than your brother. The Guardians must’ve really wiped him clean. Truth is, I have no interest in anything on Earth anymore. All I want is to go home. Once I leave, you can all go about your wretched lives on this planet. Or hell, come with me. You’re free to do as you wish. As for my soldiers, they can come with me or go back to their lives, everyone’s free to do as they please, really.”


  “You don’t even know what you’re going back to,” John said, “why so eager?”


  Jacob descended the stairs, “I’m gonna be honest with you, brother. I’ve grown weary of this world. I came here because I hated our mother for leaving me with father. Leaving me and bringing you and Caleb here. I wanted to make her pay. To make you all pay.”


  John said nothing.


  “What kind of mother leaves her own son behind?”


  “She said you were infected,” John said. “She wanted to create new lives for us, ones where we weren’t hunted like monsters.”


  “She fucking gave up on me!” Jacob spit, “You don’t ever give up on your children!”


  “You’re right,” John said. “I’m sorry.”


  Jacob now stood directly in front of John, staring into his eyes.


  “You know what? I actually believe you.”


  “She shouldn’t have left you. She should’ve taken us all, but I think she was afraid you’d infect us.”


  Jacob laughed, “And yet, you were infected from the beginning. Ah, irony is so cruel sometimes. Tell me, how is it that Caleb has not been infected?”


  “He was, briefly. But the Guardians were able to help him.”


  “Not you, though, eh?”


  John shook his head. “No.”


  “We’re a lot more alike than I would’ve thought,” Jacob said. “Guards, stand down. I don’t think he’s going to try anything. Right, John?”


  “No, I just want this over, and I want Abigail back.”


  “You’ll have her back as soon as Caleb helps me get back home. He will help me, right?”


  “I hope so,” John said.


  



  **


  



  Caleb


  



  Caleb arrived at the address on the paper, greeted by two gunmen in black paramilitary gear and assault weapons.


  “I was told to come here. My name is Caleb Baldwin.”


  The men asked him to step out of his vehicle and patted him down. They found his gun in its holster and took it. He prayed they wouldn’t find the knife, which he’d taped to the inside of the front of his belt. Content with the gun, they ushered him inside the house.


  



  **


  



  John


  



  “Ah, the guest of honor,” Jacob called out as Caleb arrived.


  John looked at his brother, saw recognition in his eyes. His memory was back. How long, John wondered, until The Darkness came back, too? Caleb looked like a man whose world had just been pulled out from under him. John wasn’t sure what was driving his brother, but hoped he would play along until John could dispose of Jacob and ensure Abigail’s safety.


  “I suspect you know why you are here, Caleb?” Jacob asked.


  “You want us to open the portal.”


  “Ding! Ding! Give this man a prize!” Jacob said, far too enthusiastically. “Are you going to help me get back home or not?”


  “Please,” John pleaded with a lie for Jacob’s sake, “As I said on the phone, they are holding someone very dear to me hostage. Please, just give them what they want.”


  “Okay,” Caleb said in an almost trance-like voice, bled of emotion.


  “Christ, if I knew it was this easy to get everyone to agree with me, I would’ve done this years ago!” Jacob made a sound that resembled a laugh, then said, “I hate to cut the family reunion short, but I believe there’s a little girl waiting for the sun to rise, so let’s get on with this then. What do we need to do?”


  John instructed Jacob to stand between himself and Caleb.


  Jacob held a finger up to draw their attention, his mouth moved from smile to serpent, “Let me tell you both now, if either one of you tries anything, my men will shoot you dead. If you somehow survive that, my beasties will finish you off.” His voice went to whisper, “And that’s not to mention what will happen to poor Abigail.”


  John swallowed, clenched his teeth, then said, “The sooner you leave, the sooner our lives can go back to normal.”


  Jacob smiled, “I’m so glad we’re on the same page, brother.”


  Jacob took his place between them. John reached out both hands and instructed Caleb to grab them. As he did, blue sparks of warm electricity danced between them.


  The bond was made.


  Caleb looked uneasy, “I’m not sure I remember what to do.”


  “It’s okay,” John said. “You will.”


  John began to chant the words memorized so many years ago, words that were as natural to him as “mama” to an infant, ready and waiting.


  The atmosphere began to ripple and hum as particles energized around them. The fabric of the world around them seemed to grow thinner, almost like a gauze. John spoke louder, Caleb followed, as a large glowing hole appeared to their right, as if someone had cut away part of the world. It was dim at first, but John could make out a flowing river just beyond the gateway.


  Jacob stared, transfixed by its beauty, and John thought for a moment he could see tears in Jacob’s eyes.


  “Home,” Jacob said as the air crackled with arcing waves of energy. The portal created a whirlwind, drawing air from this world into the next. Jacob stood, mesmerized. John closed his eyes and sent a broadcast to Tiny, who was set up with his men surrounding the compound.


  NOW!!


  Gunfire erupted around them as Tiny’s army of men stormed the compound. Jacob turned, eyes wide as John released Caleb’s hands and clutched Jacob’s skull.


  Jacob screamed as John burrowed into his memories, searching for Abigail’s location.


  “Where is she?!”


  Jacob screamed, trying to push John off of him, but was unable to break free.


  TELL ME!


  John saw a familiar location — the field he was buried in, and the box. Abigail was inside.


  Having stolen the memory, John hurled Jacob backwards with full force. Jacob tumbled to the ground, then leaped immediately to his feet and raced towards the portal.


  One of Tiny’s thugs moved to intercept, but made the mistake of allowing Jacob to touch him. Jacob fed, swallowing the man’s life force, mid-run. With raw power dripping from his fingers, Jacob launched a wave of energy at John, slamming him into the staircase.


  Chunks of plaster rained from above.


  Jacob turned back to the portal, ignoring the gunfire around them all. Lost in the chaos was Caleb, who John couldn’t see anywhere. Gangsters and agents were everywhere, fighting or wounded, but there was no sign of Caleb.


  John tried to search for him with his mind, but there was too much going on to concentrate.


  An explosion rocked the house as something horrible broke free from its confines in the basement. John leaped against the wall behind him and launched himself forward, flying straight at Jacob, wrapping him up before they both tumbled backwards, away from the portal.


  John straddled Jacob, his fists a battering ram on his older brother’s face, but managing little more than adding pink to his cheeks. Fire licked the walls, rolling up the stairs from whatever Armageddon was taking place in the basement. Smoke billowed through the room as gunshots echoed and bodies fell around them.


  Jacob spit a mouth full of blood, then looked up, enraged. “Why don’t you just let me go?”


  “Because I know this won’t be the end, “John said. “You’ll come back, you’ll bring your monsters, and you will ruin this planet.”


  Jacob smiled, “Why do you care? These people are looking to lynch you, and you’re going to be their savior? You’re a fool.”


  John glanced back, saw a pistol on the floor, and reached out, drawing it to him telekinetically. Pistol in hand, he pushed Jacob’s forehead back and shoved the barrel under his chin.


  A sudden gust of wind whipped behind John. His arms were suddenly pinned by something massive and he was pulled from Jacob. He kicked desperately, his feet finding the massive beast, but the heels of his boot merely sank into the gel of the monster’s flesh.


  Jacob stood, grabbed the gun from John, then clicked his tongue and put the barrel at his brother’s temple. “You were always so weak,” he said.


  A gunshot rang out and Jacob’s hand burst open, blood spewing. The gun, and mangled fragments of his hand, fell to the floor. His eyes widened as he spun to see his assailant, Tiny, holding a shotgun and wearing a smile.


  “Time to die, freak,” Tiny said, pumping the gun and blasting again, this time hitting Jacob’s left leg, causing him to drop to the ground with an earsplitting scream.


  “Get him!” Jacob yelled.


  Two Harbinger gunmen took aim at Tiny and shot. Bullets slammed into his chest, but Tiny didn’t fall. Instead, he rolled to the ground, then sprang up, dropped his shotgun, and in each beefy hand, seized the gunmen by the necks, feeding from them as their bodies blazed beneath his touch.


  “Oh, hell yeah!” Tiny shouted, his grin getting bigger.


  Jacob stared in horror, “You turned him?”


  John smiled.


  “GET HIM!” Jacob screamed again, this time at the beast that held John.


  Released, John fell to the ground, and for the first time saw the creature ― a grey behemoth that looked like a 2,000 pound man, though surprisingly nimble. Where his hands should’ve been, were two clawed fingers. His face was a misshapen, melted-looking mess of features, including three eyes, two mouths, and rows of jagged teeth. He was naked, and covered in warts, with no genitalia. The creature growled, its cry a cross between a bear and a man, then took a swing at Tiny, knocking him back hard.


  John leaped to his feet and sent a burst of energy at the thing’s legs, causing it to stumble to the ground, screaming from both its mouths.


  John ran to Tiny to help as three of his men surrounded the creature, each unloading their automatic weapons at it. The fire was now a blaze, smoke sooted their vision.


  John scanned the scene. Jacob’s men, all that he could see, anyway, were dead. A dozen or so of Tiny’s had died, while many lie wounded on the ground. However, neither John nor Tiny could help them up, with the promise of death behind their touches. John still couldn’t see Caleb, but saw Jacob limping towards the portal. The portal had grown three times larger and was pulling smoke and fire into its vortex.


  John could feel the sun about to rise, and time ticking away. He had to get to Abigail before the sun rose, but couldn’t allow Jacob to reach the portal.


  “Where’s Larry?!” John shouted over the din at Tiny.


  “He’s outside, popping snipers, last I saw.”


  “Tell him Abigail’s in the field where I was buried. He’s got to get to her if I can’t.”


  “The field where you were buried?” Tiny confirmed.


  “Yes; go!”


  Tiny was already a blur as John raced toward the portal. Just inches from the aperture, John grabbed Jacob.


  Jacob shot another wave of energy out, knocking John to the ground. Jacob was on him in an instant, grabbing John by his hair and dragging him toward the portal.


  “No!” John screamed, kicking against a grip he had no hope of breaking.


  



  **


  



  Caleb


  



  Caleb woke up, head pounding, surrounded by smoke and fire. He wasn’t sure what knocked him out, but he felt okay. He scanned the chaos in search of his brothers and saw the two men warring at the mouth of the portal.


  He remembered everything — what he’d done, and how John had tried to protect him from the memories of his sins. John wasn’t the monster he thought he was hunting. That monster was in the mirror. And while Caleb was confused about much, and couldn’t wait to suss things out, one thing was certain.


  Johnny was his little brother. And it was Caleb’s job to protect him — at any cost.


  He couldn’t allow Jacob to cross over.


  Caleb pulled at his belt, ripped the blade from its tape, and ran towards Jacob at the speed of a demon unleashed.


  



  **


  



  John


  



  John looked up and saw Caleb sprinting towards them, something dark in his hands — a black blade.


  Caleb’s scream turned to a war cry as he closed the distance, causing Jacob to spin around and let go of John’s hair. John fell to the ground and rolled out of the way as Caleb sank the knife into Jacob’s chest, his momentum pushed both men into the fiery vortex.


  John screamed, reaching in vain for Caleb’s hand before it vanished.


  “Shit,” a bouncing echo from one of Tiny’s men called out, “Five-Oh is here.”


  John stared at the portal, waiting for Caleb to reappear on either side, but the gateway was filled with smoke, and John couldn’t see a thing.


  “Caleb!”


  No response.


  He heard someone call his name, but it wasn’t Caleb.


  It was Abigail ― from somewhere in his mind.


  John, where am I? I’m in a box and can’t get out… I’m scared.


  John stared at the portal, half tempted to jump through to the other side to bring Caleb back. But he had no idea what would happen once he crossed over. If the portal closed with him on the other side, he’d be trapped, possibly forever.


  John… please. Abigail’s voice cried out, Can you hear me?


  John closed his eyes, I’m on my way.


  



  **


  



  John met up with Tiny outside. The remnants of his crew had disappeared into the dark, as flashing lights from fire trucks and police cars lit the scene. One of the cops shouted for John and Tiny to stay put. John answered with a blast of energy, knocking the man back, as Tiny hopped into the driver’s side of the van. John climbed in and rode shotgun.


  Tiny checked the rearview as they raced away, but the cops were too busy dealing with a burning building and fleeing gangsters to consider chase.


  John closed his eyes, trying to reach Abigail.


  Nothing.


  Tiny got on his phone, and dialed one of his men, “Hey, who’s with Larry? Oh, you are? Put him on the phone.”


  Tiny handed the phone to John.


  “Larry, are you there yet?”


  “We’re almost there, we’ll call you the minute we are.”


  “No, stay on the phone,” John commanded, not wanting to let go of the only tether he had to Abigail.


  



  * * * *


  


  CHAPTER 13 — Larry and John


  



  



  Larry


  



  Larry and B arrived in the clearing where John had been buried and betrayed. The box was in the wide open, fully above ground. B stopped the car and Larry raced towards the coffin, a crowbar in one hand, phone in the other.


  “The box is here!” he said to John.


  Larry banged on the box, “Abi, can you hear me?!”


  “Larry?” she said from inside, voice frail.


  “Yeah, honey, it’s me, I’m gonna get you out in a sec.”


  “I don’t feel so good, Larry,” she said. “I feel … weak … and hungry.”


  “What’s that?” John called out on the phone, “What’s wrong?”


  “Shit,” Larry said, “I think she’s in need of feeding.”


  “Open the box!” John screamed.


  “She might attack us,” Larry said, “while she might not kill me, she can kill B. Hold on, I’m putting the phone down.”


  Larry yelled at B, who was approaching to help.


  “Get outta here!” Larry yelled, “She’s a vampire, and she needs to feed now!”


  B stood for a moment as what Larry said sunk in. Abigail began kicking at the box, growling, likely sensing the meal outside.


  “Leave the van and just take off, don’t stop running.”


  B’s eyes widened; he fled without another word.


  Larry waited for a moment until B was out of site, then pried at the locks with a crowbar.


  The locks fell and Abigail burst from the box, eyes wide and dark, hands twitching, nose sniffing the air.


  “Abi!” Larry shouted, trying to rock her from her trance-like state.


  Suddenly, she leaped over Larry, bounding towards two gunmen who had appeared from behind.


  “Freeze, FBI!” one of them shouted, taking aim at Abi.


  She jumped into the air as gunshots cracked the night. The gunmen missed her as she flew past the man on the right, hooking his neck with her palm and connecting, causing him to fall to the ground convulsing, burning alive as she swallowed his life.


  “We’ve got a feeder!” another agent shouted.


  Larry realized they were surrounded.


  One of the agents shot at Abi and she fell to the ground like a drugged lion, gnashes turning to whispers on her way down. Larry saw a glowing green dart sticking out of her leg.


  “Abi!” Larry shouted just before a second dart sent him to the ground.


  



  **


  



  John


  



  John and Tiny watched from afar as the FBI vans left the field. John felt utterly helpless, unable to stop them from taking Abigail.


  “Should we follow?” Tiny asked.


  John wanted to, more than he’d ever wanted anything, but something told him not to. He didn’t know if it was instinct, something he couldn’t quite understand, or maybe just fear whispering in his ear that if he went against the Guardians, Abigail would die. She was alive, for now. And he had an idea where they were taking her.


  “No, we wait,” John said, noticing the agents had left Larry handcuffed on top of the box. They also left an envelope, no doubt for John, laying on top of Larry.


  From what John could tell, they’d only knocked him out, nothing more. But why would they leave him instead of taking him prisoner, too?


  After the agents were gone, Tiny drove onto the field, lights out. John hopped from the car and glanced at the violet sky. They didn’t have long to find somewhere to hide for the day. John looked down as Larry woke from the sedative, and squirmed against the handcuffs behind his back. A white envelope was taped to his chest.


  John reached down, grabbed it and opened it. Inside was a letter which read,


  



  “John,


  Let’s talk.


  ― Duncan.”


  



  It was followed by his phone number.


  



  * * * *


  


  CHAPTER 14 — John


  



  



  Two weeks later…


  



  John sat on the deck staring out at the water.


  It seemed like a lifetime since he last sat with his dog. Now, he had Larry, his other faithful companion beside him, kicking back beers as they awaited Duncan’s arrival. John had tried to get Larry to leave, but Larry insisted, “Fuck no, we’re in this together.”


  John admired his friend’s loyalty, even if it had wavered.


  It had been two weeks since Abigail was taken by the Guardians. Two weeks since he last saw Caleb. Two weeks since Tiny took off for parts unknown. Two weeks since he’d last picked up on Abigail’s signals.


  Duncan had assured him in a phone call that she was being taken care of, but John didn’t like the sound of that at all. Duncan said they would have a chance to talk about the matter soon. Now soon meant tonight.


  Duncan’s car arrived just past 10 p.m.


  Duncan joined them on the docks, the smell of his cologne arriving ahead of him. He requested a private chat with John. Larry nodded at them both, then offered his chair to Duncan, and headed toward the house.


  “It’s a beautiful night,” Duncan said.


  “Where is she?” John asked, cutting to the chase.


  “In our custody, being looked after, of course.”


  “Like you looked after me?”


  Duncan laughed, “She’s quite the fighter. Lots of potential.”


  John turned to the old man, “Fuck you.”


  “Such foul language. You always were the tough guy, weren’t you John? Makes me wonder why you didn’t want to join us.”


  “I wasn’t interested in being an assassin for your little cabal. All you rich, powerful men dictating the events of the world without the slightest care for people. The lot of us just pawns in your game.”


  “Correction, they are pawns, not us. Not the Others. Besides, we look out for their interests. We’re the only thing keeping the scourge away. We protected this world at great personal expense, I might add. You should know that better than anyone.”


  John sighed into a swig of beer.


  “What do you want with her?”


  “You opened the portal, John. We’ve got soldiers surrounding it, waiting for God Knows What to come from the other side. You and Caleb changed everything. The Guardians must now be more vigilant than ever, eradicating all Harbingers and magick to prevent an apocalypse. We need Others on our side. Especially ones with powers such as yours… or Abigail’s.”


  “You are a monster, no better than Jacob.”


  “Sometimes, the world requires monsters. If we don’t protect humanity, who will?”


  John shook his head, “She’s just a child.”


  “But such a powerful one,” Duncan said. “She has the hunger.”


  John’s stomach turned at the thought of exploiting a child in such a way. Particularly a child who had lost so much to exploitation by monsters. He looked Duncan in his cold eyes.


  “What happened to you? What happened to the man who risked everything to keep two boys alive? The man who raised Caleb and kept him from becoming a monster? Is that part of you finally dead?”


  “Caleb is gone to the other side. And I’m too old for sentimentality. All I can do is protect this world as best as I can, the only way I know how.”


  “Why are you here, then?” John asked, “You’ve already got your next assassin, what do you want from me?”


  “I’ll offer a trade; you come work for us, we let Abigail go.”


  “Work, or kill?”


  “They’re really the same, aren’t they? You come work for us, stay in our program, and help. If you do this, you cannot see your friends again, including Abigail. You are ours, completely and fully until we close that portal or kill every last Other here.”


  “What happens to Abigail? How is she supposed to get by? How do I know you’ll leave her alone?”


  “You have my word,” Duncan said.


  “Your word? What good is that?”


  “We haven’t touched Hope, have we? Even though you didn’t really live up to your end of the bargain.”


  John sat up in his seat, “I tried to die! I was sold out.”


  “Relax,” Duncan said, “I figured something went wrong when I saw you all over the fucking news. As for Abigail, she can stay with your friend, or we can find a family for her.”


  “No families,” John said. “If I do this, she stays with Larry.”


  “Fair enough,” Duncan said, “so we have a deal?”


  John stared out at the water, “Do I have a choice?”


  Duncan said, “We don’t choose our fate. Our fate chooses us.”


  



  **


  



  The exchange happened two nights later. Duncan’s agents escorted Abigail to the cabin. The minute the van door opened, she leaped out, Teddy in her hands, and ran towards John with open arms.


  He swept her up and held her tight, hugging her so tight he was afraid she would pop.


  “My angel!” she cried happily.


  “Did they hurt you?” he asked.


  “No, I hurt a few of them, though.”


  John laughed. Abigail giggled — and it killed him that he might never hear that giggle again.


  “Did they tell you why you got to come back?”


  Abigail looked confused, “What do you mean?”


  Fuck.


  “Listen, they weren’t going to let you go. They wanted to turn you into an assassin for them. That’s why they grabbed you up. It’s what they tried to get me to do.”


  “Then why’d they let me go?”


  “I told them I would work for them if they set you free.” He’d thought of lying, but there was no point; she would see through it. They were too tuned in to one another.


  “What?”


  “I have to go away for a while, and you’re gonna stay with Larry until I’m done.”


  Abigail’s face was blank except for the pain, “No! You can’t leave me!”


  “I’m so sorry,” John said, wiping tears from her face. At the van, the agents beckoned. It was time to go.


  “I have to go now, Abigail. But I swear, I will come back as soon as I can.”


  Abigail collapsed against him, crying out, and Larry came to her side as John pulled away.


  Pull the bandage off quickly, the pain will be less.


  “I’m sorry.” He bent over and kissed her on the cheek. “I love you.”


  He turned away, unable to look at her any longer, for fear his heart would shatter. She reached out to him, but Larry held her back, hugging and hushing her, saying, “It’ll be okay” over and over.


  John got into the back of the agency van and looked at the ground as the agent slid the van door shut. Abigail screamed, and John fought the urge to look back as the van rolled forward.


  He closed his eyes, tears flowing freely, trying to cleanse her pained expression from his mind. There were many things in his life he’d forgotten. Many more he was yet to forget. The image of Abigail’s face as he delivered the news would haunt him forever.


  



  * * * *


  


  EPILOGUE


  



  



  Frank Sanderson awoke to the sound of pounding at his door. He fumbled in the darkness, hands hunting for the alarm clock on his nightstand. Bright red numbers: 3:49 a.m.


  “Who the fuck?” he murmured, his mind running through a list of people who might want to pay him a visit in the ass crack of night. Probably one of Tony’s men looking to shake him down, he figured.


  Frank grabbed the pistol from the nightstand and approached his front door, gun at his side.


  “Yeah?” Frank called out, flicking on the light switch, but the porch remained dark.


  Damned light, always out when you need it.


  “Mister, I need help,” a young girl’s voice, “my mommy crashed her car and she’s not answering me… I think she’s … dead.”


  “Holy shit,” Frank said, throwing open the door. “Where is she?” he asked, glancing past the girl and into the street, black and silent. He looked back down at the girl who was wearing a black hoodie with her face in shadows.


  “Where, I don’t see…” his mouth dropped open as the girl pulled back the hood.


  “Hello, Uncle Frank,” she said with a huge smile, holding up the light bulb she’d unscrewed from his porch light.


  Frank stumbled back, “What? … Abigail?!”


  “Did ya’ miss me?” she asked, slamming the door shut behind her, throwing the light bulb at his feet where it exploded.


  Her wild eyes wore the promise of death. Frank raised his gun and fired a shot at her gut. Two shots, then three, all of them missing.


  Frank staggered back into the dark. The girl kept coming forward. He stumbled all the way into the kitchen, then spun around to flee out the back door, where he was greeted by a heavyset man with wild hair, dressed in all black.


  “Where ya’ going, Frankie?” the man asked with a deranged smile. “The party’s just started.”


  



  



  TO BE CONTINUED…


  IN SEASON TWO…


  COMING SOON


  



  Sign up for our free “Goners Newsletter” mailing list to find out the minute that Season Two is published.


  



  JOIN TODAY!


  http://collectiveinkwell.com/be-a-goner
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  Author’s Note


  



  



  While Yesterday’s Gone was the serial Sean and I are most associated with, it wasn’t our first serial.


  That honor belongs to Available Darkness, which we started writing in 2008 as a serial on the web. While it found a small following, we found the web to be an awkward, non-reader-friendly way to release a serial. We heard from people saying they’d love to read our story, but they’d wait for the paperback.


  At the time, e-books hadn’t yet taken off, and most people still preferred paper books.


  Problem was, we didn’t know the first thing about self-publishing back then. So the book sat unfinished until summer 2011 when we decided to rewrite the first half we’d already written, finish the rest, and put the completed book out in paperback.


  While it sold a small number, profits on self-published print books weren’t gonna cut it unless we had a LOT more readers, or something happened which would make publishing easier and less costly for both authors and readers.


  That something seemed so distant a dream. Most people seemed to favor print books, and saw e-books as the death of literature, which they’d be no part of, thank you very much!


  But then it happened — the societal shift towards e-books, largely ushered in by Amazon’s Kindle. Suddenly people were not only embracing e-books, but e-books were leading paper book sales at Amazon.


  For the first time ever, authors were able to reach a large audience without having to go through the gatekeepers of traditional publishing. Some authors were even starting to make a nice living from their efforts.


  For indie writers, and brave readers willing to take a chance on the unknown, digital publishing had become a beautiful thing.


  We put Available Darkness: Book One out on Kindle, but didn’t do much to promote it at all.


  Because we suddenly had another idea…


  Just moments after finishing one book that took four years to finish, we were about to get right back to work on the thing which would occupy a majority of our waking minutes for the next year.


  



  SERIALS!


  Sean and I are huge fans of serials.


  We’ve written about them a lot in our other Author’s Notes, so I won’t bore you with the whole origin story. The important part is that we believed that the digital publishing revolution offered us an opportunity to do something we’ve wanted to do for most of our lives — write a serial.


  So we got to work on our post-apocalyptic serial, Yesterday’s Gone.


  It was a tough sell at first. But in January 2012, we made an important decision — we put our everything into Our Plan.


  We’d become the self-titled “Kings of Serialized Fiction” by writing and publishing an episode (or a short story) every week in 2012. We wanted to be the AMC, HBO, or Showtime of the Kindle generation! A new “show” every week.


  The plan is crazy, ambitious, and the hours are long.


  But the gamble has paid off! We’re now making a living writing serialized fiction! We immediately followed Yesterday’s Gone with more serials — WhiteSpace and ForNevermore, so we’d always have a “show” in production to deliver to our audience.


  But we weren’t sure what to do with Available Darkness.


  It started as a serial, which it shouldn’t have been — at least not a web serial.


  When we were writing AD on the web, we were forced to work within the pacing of the web, delivering artificial cliffhangers at the ends of shorter chapters, where they shouldn’t have been. We fixed all that when we decided to write it as a book, allowing the story to flow naturally.


  Since we published AD last summer, I’ve had mixed feelings about it.


  It was our first book, and while it has a special place in our heart — as well as some readers’ hearts — it’s not up to par with our other stuff. There’s some clunky exposition, some language which doesn’t work as well as it should, and the story pacing could be better.


  



  



  QUESTIONS


  We weren’t sure what to do with the book.


  We knew we wanted to return to the world. We also knew we wanted to do the second season as a proper serial like our other stuff. But we didn’t know how to handle the first book. To have Part One as a full book and the second as six serialized books would be confusing to readers and would be unevenly presented.


  Series should be delivered consistently.


  So we were faced with questions:


  Do we rewrite the whole thing?


  Clean it up a bit?


  Or just keep going, ignoring the bad stuff in the first book?


  The problems with rewriting the whole thing is that we might be tempted to write new content and I don’t want to force people who already read the first book to have to read it again. Also, I didn’t want to change events in the first book, which would be confusing as hell to people who read it. You can’t just say to readers, “Hey, you know how that one thing happened? Ignore it, we changed our minds.”


  No.


  While the books are fiction, we strive to make our worlds as real as they are to us when we’re in them.


  If something happens, it doesn’t un-happen.


  We don’t change the “history” in a story.


  That’s one of the things I hated most about serialized fiction in comics and soap operas. Continuity is often not respected. Dead people are brought back to life seemingly at will, children are aged for story purposes, and things that happened are often ignored as if they never did.


  No.


  That’s not how a serial should work.


  If it happens — it happened.


  No take-backs.


  So we decided to REVISE the first book of AD, cleaning up the language, dialogue, and maybe changing the order of how events are presented in a few instances, but NOT changing the events.


  



  GETTING BACK TO THE WORLD OF AD!


  So here we are — back in the world of Available Darkness.


  It’s a story that has been in my head since I was a teenager, and which I’ve tried to perfect a million different ways over the years.


  I love the characters.


  I love the story.


  And I love what next season is going to bring.


  But maybe the reason I love this book most is that it was the start of my creative partnership with Sean.


  I never thought I’d find a writing partner so creatively in tandem with myself. We compliment each other’s strengths and weaknesses. Sean’s a happy guy who farts rainbows, while I’m a cynical bastard with a permanent storm cloud overhead.


  As different as we are, however, our paths cross in all the right places whether it be experiences, stuff we like, or stuff we’ve wanted to create.


  And there is zero ego in our relationship — with the story ALWAYS taking the driver’s seat in every decision we make.


  Available Darkness isn’t just the first book we created together. It’s the start of our publishing company, Collective Inkwell, and all the serialized series we’re doing. And it’s the first book which readers responded to and demanded we write more of.


  A year ago, I wasn’t sure if there would ever be a second book.


  And there wouldn’t be, if not for YOU, our reader, who supported our efforts during our first year of publishing.


  I speak for both Sean and I when I say, Thank YOU, from the bottom of our hearts. We appreciate your support, feedback, reviews, email, and chatting with us on Facebook.


  You rock!


  



  Thank you for reading,


  David Wright


  



  www.collectiveinkwell.com


  http://facebook.com/CollectiveInkwellPublishing


  



  * * * *


  


  Z 2134 — The Hunger Games meets The Walking Dead by way of 1984


  



  



  Sean and I are excited to announce that we signed with Amazon Publishing’s 47North to write two new Kindle Serials, including our zombie serial thriller, Z 2134, and Monstrous.


  Our first series is now live in the U.S. And will be available elsewhere as a full-length book in November.


  



  Z 2134


  



  Z 2134 is a thrilling new zombie serial in the spirit of 1984, The Walking Dead, and The Hunger Games, from the writers of the post-apocalyptic smash hit serial, Yesterday’s Gone.


  



  It is the year 2134 in a dystopian America, following a series of zombie plagues which infected and decimated much of the world’s population starting 100 years ago.


  



  Those left, formed six walled Cities throughout the continent, all under the rule of a totalitarian government which enforces strict control over its populace.


  



  You must obey your government.


  You must be a good citizen.


  You must be a productive citizen.


  You must not break the law.


  



  Or The City Watch will find you and arrest you.


  



  Jonah Lovecraft, a former Watcher, was arrested for the murder of his wife. And like most criminals, he has one chance at freedom — to participate in The Darwin Games, a televised survival show which pits two players from each city against one another in The Barrens, the uninhabited areas outside the City Walls.


  He’ll also have to face another enemy — the zombies which still roam The Barrens.


  



  As he fights for his freedom against impossible odds, his daughter, Anastasia, stumbles into people who have information about her father — information which will change her life forever.


  



  But it will also put her in the crosshairs of her father’s enemies.


  



  Start reading it today!


  



  http://www.amazon.com/dp/B009KTA8YA/


  



  * * * *


  


  Join The Goners


  



  Want sneak peeks at what’s next?


  Want to take part in special Author’s Hangouts with us?


  Become a Goner, and get our exclusive (and free) newsletter for fans of Yesterday’s Gone, and the dark fiction of Sean Platt and David Wright.


  Join and get…


  **SNEAK PEEKS OF UPCOMING STUFF


  **LINKS TO OUR FREE PROMOTIONS


  **THE OCCASIONAL FREE SHORT STORY (including one when you sign up)


  **WEEKLY NEWSLETTERS FROM THE MOST HANDSOME WRITING DUO EVER!


  (Okay, maybe not so much on the last one, unless you happen to find Ray Romano and Kevin James to be studly, in which case, this is your lucky day!)


  


  JOIN TODAY!


  http://collectiveinkwell.com/be-a-goner


  



  * * * *


  



  


  ABOUT THE AUTHORS


  



  Sean Platt is coauthor of the serialized sagas, Yesterday’s Gone, WhiteSpace, ForNevermore and Available Darkness. He is also author of Writing Online, and founder of Sterling & Stone Publishing.


  Despite having a big plate, full of dark horror and serialized mayhem at Collective Inkwell with his coauthor David Wright, Sean is also cohost of the Better Off Undead, and Self-Publishing Podcasts. Sean helps tomorrow’s authors with David, and Johnny B. Truant with the Self-Publishing Podcast, and Sean nurtures his tribe of “digital writers” at his home site, SeanMPlatt.Com


  Sean is currently developing super cool serialized fiction for children, available some time before spring, 2013.


  Sean lives the writer’s life and dreamer’s dream in Ohio with his wife (who endlessly listens) and two children (who sometimes don’t). He wakes up happy almost every day.


  



  Connect with Sean at:


  



  sean@thedigitalwriter.net


  http://seanmplatt.com


  http://collectiveinkwell.com


  http://twitter.com/seanplatt

  http://www.facebook.com/DigitalWriter


  https://www.facebook.com/CollectiveInkwellPublishing


  



  * * * *


  David W. Wright is a former newspaper reporter and cartoonist. He is the coauthor of the Yesterday’s Gone, WhiteSpace, ForNevermore, and Available Darkness series.


  You should avoid feeding David after midnight, getting him wet, or exposing him to bright light.


  



  He writes about Collective Inkwell stuff at:


  http://CollectiveInkwell.com


  He blogs about himself, pop culture, and other stuff at:


  http://DavidwWright.com


  David lives on the East Coast with his wife, his five year old son, and the world’s most pooping-est cat.


  



  Connect with David at:


  Collectiveinkwellmedia@gmail.com


  http://twitter.com/thedavidwwright


  http://collectiveinkwell.com


  http://davidwwright.com


  http://facebook.com/CollectiveInkwellPublishing


  



  * * * *


  


  The Most Important Thing You Can Do To Spread the Word


  


  



  


  We thank you for reading our book.


  


  You’ve already rocketed to the top of our Favorite People In The World List, currently populated by J.J. Abrams, Stephen King, Clive Barker, Craig Ferguson, and whoever first thought to put cookies in ice cream (someone give that person a Nobel Prize!)


  


  But there’s one more thing we’d appreciate if you have a few minutes…


  


  If you enjoyed this story, or even if you kinda liked it, please LEAVE A REVIEW TODAY.


  


  



  


  WHY REVIEWS MATTER


  


  We hate begging you like an NPR pledge drive, but we’re new writers, still making our name. In today’s publishing world, with so many great writers out there trying to get noticed, reviews are one of the primary ways writers free themselves from obscurity.


  


  We would both write no matter what, even if we only had five readers. And we have. Dave wrote for years while working graveyard at a gas station, dreaming of a day he’d have people wandering the worlds of his design in the hallways of their mind. Sean spent 30 years sucking movies, books and TV through a pop culture straw, thinking the entire time that he “could never do that” until the day he wondered if he could.


  


  We’re writers. We have stories to tell, and want to tell them to you forever.


  


  Our books are what we do when we get up to go to work each day. The better our books do, the better we do. The more we can write, and the more ambitious we can be.


  


  



  


  Will You Be a Part of Our 1%?


  


  About 1% of people who read a book review it.


  


  Some people don’t like leaving reviews.


  


  Some people don’t realize how much it matters to a modern author.


  


  Some people have never left a review and have no idea what to say.


  


  Some people never even consider it.


  


  Most people don’t have time.


  


  If you can’t leave a review for whatever reason, or even if you don’t want to, we totally understand. We are thrilled you’re reading, and appreciate the time you spend in our worlds.


  


  But if you do, please know that you’re part of that 1% who really drive us to get noticed, since we know you want to see a What Would Boricio Do? Show on HBO as much as we would.


  


  The biggest challenge for indie authors is finding an audience. Word-of-mouth and reviews at Amazon, Apple, Barnes & Noble, Sony, Goodreads, and similar sites can make all the difference in the world between whether a new reader will find and buy our books.


  


  If you have a few minutes, you will make a huge difference in how our story as indie writers continues to unfold. It doesn’t have to be long, just honest. Three sentences saying why you liked the episode (or season) will read like pages of thank-you to us.


  


  Leave a review here:


  


  If you’d like to help us spread the word, you can click below and go to Amazon’s page to leave a review.


  



  US link: http://collectiveinkwell.com/Review-AD-1-US


  



  UK link: http://collectiveinkwell.com/Review-AD-1-UK


  



  


  Thank you for reading,


  


  David Wright & Sean Platt


  


  


  * * * *


  


  Our Books


  



  ::Yesterday’s Gone Series — the post-apocalyptic serial::


  Episodes 1-12 (available in single episode format)


  Yesterday’s Gone: Episode 1


  *Free at press time


  US: www.amazon.com/dp/B005FHO9AU/


  UK: www.amazon.co.uk/dp/B005FHO9AU/


  



  Season One Compilation (Episodes 1-6)


  US: www.amazon.com/dp/B005REXCKE/


  UK: www.amazon.co.uk/dp/B005REXCKE/


  



  Season Two Compilation (Episodes 7-12)


  US:www.amazon.com/dp/B007BEDR4Y/


  UK: www.amazon.co.uk/dp/B007BEDR4Y/


  



  Season Three (Episodes 13-18)


  US: www.amazon.com/dp/B008R0IZH0/


  UK: www.amazon.co.uk/dp/B008R0IZH0/


  



  Season Four (Coming Summer 2013)


  



  ::Available Darkness — the new breed of vampire thriller::


  Season 1 (Coming September 2012)


  Season 2 (Coming November 2012)


  



  ::ForNevermore Series — the dark fantasy serial::


  ForNevermore: Episode 1


  US: www.amazon.com/dp/B007EEF3TS/


  UK: www.amazon.co.uk/dp/B007EEF3TS/


  



  Episodes 2-6 (available in single format)


  



  Season One Compilation (Episodes 1-6)


  US: www.amazon.com/dp/B007SNNUMW/


  UK: www.amazon.co.uk/dp/B007SNNUMW/


  



  Season Two (coming fall/winter 2012)


  



  ::WhiteSpace Series — the sci-fi/horror serial::


  WhiteSpace: Episode 1


  *Free at press time


  US: www.amazon.com/dp/B007Z9DDTE/


  UK: www.amazon.co.uk/dp/B007Z9DDTE/


  



  WhiteSpace: Episode 2


  WhiteSpace: Episode 3


  WhiteSpace: Episode 4


  WhiteSpace: Episode 5


  WhiteSpace: Episode 6


  



  WhiteSpace: Season One Compilation — June 12, 2012


  US: www.amazon.com/dp/B008ASB4GI/


  UK: www.amazon.co.uk/dp/B008ASB4GI/


  



  ::DARK CROSSINGS STORIES AND COLLECTIONS::


  



  



  DARK CROSSINGS: SERIES ONE


  



  Chris Wakes Up


  US: www.amazon.com/dp/B006KTHEX6/


  UK: www.amazon.co.uk/dp/B006KTHEX6/


  



  Diner Faded


  US: www.amazon.com/dp/B006KTHBL6/


  UK: www.amazon.co.uk/dp/B006KTHBL6/


  



  Pull The Trigger


  US: www.amazon.com/dp/B006E906EG/


  UK: www.amazon.co.uk/dp/B006E906EG/


  



  Respero Dinner


  US: www.amazon.com/dp/B006KTHC1K/


  UK: www.amazon.co.uk/dp/B006KTHC1K/


  



  The Watcher


  US: www.amazon.com/dp/B006KTH8J6/


  UK: www.amazon.co.uk/dp/B006KTH8J6/


  



  The Visitor


  US: www.amazon.com/dp/B006KTHIQY/


  UK: www.amazon.co.uk/dp/B006KTHIQY/


  



  Dark Crossings: Collection 1 (containing the first series)


  US: www.amazon.com/dp/B006K5SO1G/


  UK: www.amazon.co.uk/dp/B006K5SO1G/


  



  



  



  DARK CROSSINGS: VOLUME TWO


  



  Are We There Yet?


  US: www.amazon.com/dp/B007UQU444/


  UK: www.amazon.co.uk/dp/B007UQU444/


  



  Hide and Seek


  US: www.amazon.com/dp/B008XKEVZY/


  UK: www.amazon.co.uk/dp/B008XKEVZY/


  



  If You Don’t Finish Reading This, Then Everyone You Know Will Die


  US: www.amazon.com/dp/B007WZMHFC/


  UK: www.amazon.co.uk/dp/B007WZMHFC/


  



  What Would Boricio Do?


  US: http://www.amazon.com/dp/B008U491RQ


  UK: http://www.amazon.co.uk/dp/B008U491RQ


  



  The Good Deeds Society


  US: www.amazon.com/dp/B0090CPMES/


  UK: www.amazon.co.uk/dp/B0090CPMES/


  



  Monsters


  US: www.amazon.com/dp/B00936F69M/


  UK: www.amazon.co.uk/dp/B00936F69M/


  



  Dark Crossings: Volume 2 (Six Stories. Killer Endings.)


  US: www.amazon.com/dp/B0095PJOC6/


  UK: www.amazon.co.uk/dp/B0095PJOC6/


  



  To keep things simple, we list just the first episodes (free, when we can make them so) and season links on this list. For a complete and most up-to-date list of our available books, visit:


  http://collectiveinkwell.com/our-books


  



  

OEBPS/Images/cover.jpeg
AVAILABLE
DARKNESS






