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Prologue

	8,212 BC, Gülnar District, Turkey

	 

	For now, her eyes are not frantically scanning the haunting darkness anymore, but instead, the young girl’s glare is fixed on the dirty, fur-draped men congregating by the bonfire. Two men are slashing chunks of meat off the impaled buffalo’s haunches and stuffing it in their beards while the others laugh, chat, and pat each other on the back. Their celebratory cheers ascend toward the chilly moonlit sky while the woman and children remain quietly perched in the men’s dancing shadows. The crisp evening air is redolent of smoke and grilled meat and in the distance, howling wolves and growling sabretooth seem to have detected the inviting scent.

	Her eyes descend to her clay bowl, tightly gripped between her knees. She had barely touched the mashed-up meat. Fear had replaced her appetite as soon as the sun began setting behind the jagged cliffs overlooking their settlement. To her, the setting sun seems to be the beckoning call of the malevolent presence that lives in the shadows.

	Although she’d washed her hands in the brook running past their hut, the soot under her fingernails is still visible—residue from when she drew the shadow demon on the cave wall behind their settlement. It was a relief to express herself artistically because expressing herself vocally is out of the question. She wouldn’t dare tell anybody about her harrowing experiences because she knows what happens to people from her tribe suspected of being possessed by demons.

	The young girl’s mother smiles and puts her hand on her daughter’s exposed upper leg. She nods at her daughter’s bowl, but the young girl closes her eyes and shakes her head. The mother carefully removes it from her daughter’s lap and hands it to the older woman beside her. She slides her arm over her adolescent daughter’s shoulders and lays her cheek against the girl’s tousled black hair. After the embrace, both women rise from the dirt and saunter away from the warm embrace of the bonfire.

	Not long after arriving at their hut, her father barges through the bearskin curtain that serves as a door to their stone-built shelter while the mother continues tucking her daughter in. He grunts something at her mother and pokes the embers of the tiny fire in the middle of the shelter. Soon after, everybody settles in, silence ensues, and the last remaining flame dies a natural death. 

	The serenity, however, is short-lived. 

	The young girl flinches as a violent guttural eruption from her dozing father slams her eardrums. She wishes it was that easy to fall asleep. But for her, something so simple is becoming increasingly more difficult as the nights go by. She stares at the pitch-black corner where she’d seen the thing from the shadows before, but there’s no movement for now. She closes her eyes and forces her mind to think of something else, anything else, but it doesn’t want to let go of the threat lurking in the dark.

	The young girl rolls onto her back, sighs, and opens her eyes once more.

	And then she sees it.

	Right above her face, two oval pools of eternal darkness are staring deep into her soul. Those dead, black moth eyes she saw lurking in the dark before. The same ones she drew on the cave wall earlier today. She tries to gasp for air, but a hand with skin unlike any human or animal she had ever touched, slides over her mouth. A pungent, unfamiliar, sweet scent penetrates her nose as she snorts to prepare for a high-pitched scream.

	She flexes her core and tries to eject all the air from her lungs, but her muscles fall flat as a high-frequency buzz penetrates her ear. Her entire body goes numb, but her eyelids remain parted enough to allow her to absorb the unfolding of her living nightmare.

	The creature lifts its hand from her mouth. Her lips part, but nothing comes out. Not a scream, not even a breath. She tries her best to inhale, but every single muscle in her body refuses the pleas of her screaming mind.

	One scream. 

	She only needs one scream, and she will be saved. Her dad is snoring away, not far from her, and her mom is peacefully breathing deeply beside him. If only she could move her hand, maybe throw something at them. But she can’t as her whole body feels cast in stone, the weight of which is now squeezing the life out of her.

	Out of desperation, she starts summoning the spirits of the plants, animals, and skies in her mind. Some deity will hear her anguished prayers and come to her rescue. They won’t let the evil from the shadows triumph tonight. 

	She remains motionless while the black figure continues its silent stare.

	A tear runs from the corner of her eye down her temple, but her life slips away before the drop can reach her hairline.


Part 1

	Hell is empty, and all the devils are here.

	-William Shakespeare (The Tempest)



	
Chapter 1

	Justin Scott 1991, Simpsonville, SC

	 

	Justin Scott looks at his plastic calculator watch. The final bell of Howard Elementary rang almost an hour ago, and his mom still hadn’t arrived. The lush old cypress tree in front of the school has always been kind to him on days like this, offering him life-saving protection from the relentless South Carolina summer sun. It’s a haven for all types of bird species, too, and looking up at the tree is sometimes just as entertaining as watching TV. The trick is to be quiet and keep still. That’s when the birds appear.

	“What time is it?” Emily, Justin’s older sister asks, repeating the question she’d asked five minutes ago. She’s lying on her stomach on the lawn in the shade a few yards from the trunk. On the lawn, between her sinking elbows, her notebook is spread open, revealing a variety of colorful hearts, unicorns, and other cute characters that fill the hearts and minds of pre-teen girls.

	Justin doesn’t usually mind waiting for his mother, especially when his friends are with him. She’s almost always late, but today is one of those occasions where his friends are already at home, sprawled over couches and improving their Nintendo scores, while Justin is stuck in the heat with his annoying sister.

	“I told you five minutes ago,” Justin mutters without lowering his head. Although the pigeon on one of the lower branches just took off, there are bound to be more later if only she could keep her mouth shut for more than a minute.

	“Why are you so mean to me?” she moans while exchanging pencils in her denim pencil case. She proceeds to color the petals of the freshly drawn daisy in her notebook but stops and flings her chin toward Justin. Her one high pigtail slaps her white T-shirt like a horse trying to swoop away pesky flies with its tail.

	“Answer me!”

	“Three forty-five, okay? Can you keep quiet now? The birds won’t come back when you keep on blabbering,” he says, staring back up the tree again, his frown partially obscuring the view of the bird-free branches above. “Shit—”

	“I’m gonna tell on you! You said a bad word!”

	“No, I didn’t.”

	“Yes, you did! You said S-H-I-mmm… that word!”

	“I said shhh. Meaning you must shut up.”

	“No, you didn’t. I’m totally gonna tell on you,” Emily says and returns to her drawing. Justin exhales through his nose and tilts his head back once more. He loves his sister, but at times, he wants to punch her. Unfortunately, that’s not an option. Firstly, his mother and father would ground him for life if he ever hit a girl, and secondly, even worse, she would end up toppling him due to her age and height advantage.

	The tree is still vacant of visible life, apart from a few tiny flying insects that every so often reflect sunlight off their fluttering wings as the scattered rays sneak past the leaves, making these insects appear like lazy, lusterless shooting stars. The leaves begin to shake as a vagrant breeze tickles the tree, but the therapeutic rustling is interrupted by a clap. It’s Emily fighting the unexpected breeze as it tries to turn over the pages of her notebook.

	“What was that?” Justin asks.

	“What was what?”

	“On the other page. That drawing. What was that?”

	“Nothing,” Emily says and continues drawing something unidentifiable in black between the other colorful pictures.

	“And that?”

	“What?”

	“What you’re drawing now. What is that?” Justin says while pointing to the tiny black blotch in her book.

	“Oh, this? It’s the same thing as on the other page, just smaller. But you won’t see either of them because you were mean to me.”

	Justin pushes himself away from the tree trunk and crawls on all fours toward the book, but Emily slams the book shut before he can get a peek.

	“Quit it! I wanna see,” he says, trying to peel her hand off the book’s cover. She slides one hand out from under his and slaps the back of his hand. Justin jerks his hand away, leans back on his knees, and rubs the burning back of his hand.

	“Ouch!”

	“It’s mine! I’ll tell Mom that you said a bad word and that you’re hurting me.”

	“You hurt me! Show it to me!” Justin yells, and Emily starts to giggle. She rolls over on her side, sits up straight with her legs crossed, and hugs the book tightly against her chest. The short sleeves of her oversized T-shirt envelop the notebook, making it seem like it’s falling through a puffy white cloud.

	 “Okay, I’ll show you. But what do I get?” She flutters her eyelids and pouts.

	“Just forget it,” Justin says and crawls back to the cedar’s trunk. He leans back against it with his legs stretched out and slaps the sticky blades of grass from his knees.

	“Ugh, you’re such a loser, you know?” She puts a finger-L on her forehead. Justin ignores her and looks at his watch again.

	“What’s the time?” she asks and giggles again, showing off those ‘cute’ dimples all the adults always want to pinch.

	“Are you kidding me?” he yells back. He knows she’s just teasing him, but he can’t fight the anger anymore, and in his mind, he sees his knuckles disappearing into her ‘cute’ dimples.

	“Okay, Mr. Grumpy-pants. I’ll show you,” she says and crawls toward him. She slides her bottom onto the grass and falls back against the trunk, her shoulder shoving his to the side. His other arm shoots out toward the grass to keep himself from toppling over.

	“Promise you won’t tell?” She extends her pinky.

	He curls his pinky around hers. “Promise.”

	She opens the notebook and starts paging through it. Justin sees all the regular nauseating girly stuff he hates as the pages flip by, including drawings of ladybugs, kittens, hearts, rainbows, and rainbow hearts. Then, she stops at the page with the black mess on it.

	He points at the chaotic black drawing. “Who did that?”

	Black pencil scratches race in from the page’s borders and intensify as they get closer to the center. Her other drawings are colored with finesse—within the lines and done so meticulously and gently that someone might think she’d used water paint.

	But not this one.

	This one seems like she did it with a pencil clutched in her fist, like a baby with a crayon. In the middle of the disarray of darkness, where countless straight lines cross, two oval-shaped patterns emerge, darker than the rest of the turmoil on the page. The repetition of going around and around in circles with the blunt black pencil has left dents that make the circular shapes appear like bottomless pits sinking into the paper. 

	“I drew it,” she says.

	“Why? What is this?”

	“It’s the quiet man that comes at night,” she says.

	Justin slowly turns his head from the book up toward her, but her eyes don’t abandon the mess on the page. An emptiness grows in his stomach, while the hairs on his forearms shoot out like little antennae. He notices them and drops his arms down toward the side to hide this tell-tale sign of fear.

	“I can’t move when he comes, you know?”

	Emily pauses, her eyes remaining locked on the abomination in her book.

	“Whatever,” Justin says, and he pushes himself away from the trunk. He leaps up and walks to the edge of the road. He knows, she’s probably just messing with him like she always does. He finds comfort in thinking back to all the other times she’s lied to him about things that go bump in the night.

	Sometimes they were simple lies, like when she told him there was a man with a chainsaw in the garden. Other times, the stories were complex, sinister, and destructive. Case in point, the time she ruined Christmas for him by telling him that Santa Claus used to have an all-white suit, but over time, it turned scarlet as it got soaked in the blood of the young boys he’d killed and eaten. Given her history of trying to get inside his head and bully his psyche, this is probably no different. 

	“I’m not lying, you know,” she says.

	He picks up a small pebble lying next to the sidewalk and flings it over the quiet road toward the lamppost. “Of course, you are,” he yells over his shoulder. “You’re always lying. Everything you say is a lie. You’re, like, so dumb.” 

	The late afternoon sun is starting to lose its brightness, but it's still punishing those who dwell beyond the shade. Justin runs his fingers through his short brown hair and walks back to the tree where Emily is still propped up against the trunk and still staring at the page with the macabre illustration.

	“I saw you in my room too, you know? Last night. It was you, but it wasn’t you. It was like a different you—I don’t know. It was weird. But the quiet man went away when you showed up,” she says.

	“Stop trying to scare me! I’m telling Mom about this.”

	She slams the book shut and crawls back to her pink Barbie backpack. She stows the book, zips up her pencil case, and puts it in the bag too. Satisfied with the order she’s created, she falls back on her bottom, crosses her legs, and stares at him with a frown. Justin welcomes her angry face. Anything’s better than the vacant expression she had earlier while staring at the black monstrosity in her book.

	“No, you won’t. You pinky promised. Also, if you do, I’ll tell Mom you said the S-word,” she says.

	Justin swings around as he hears a car honking in the distance. The familiar white station wagon is speeding down the quiet street with his mom waving out the window in ecstasy as if she hadn’t seen her kids in years.

	“Whatever. Mom’s here,” he says. He picks up his backpack and swings it over his tiny shoulder. The car is still approaching, but their mom is already busy executing her misdirection strategies, a desperate attempt to divert attention from the fact that she’s more than an hour late.

	She starts yelling out the window with an Oscar-winning smile. “Hey, kids! Sorry, I’m late. I got you lollipops and soda! Did you have fun at school?”

	“Yeeeees, Mooomm,” both say in unison as they open the doors and get in, Emily in the front and Justin at the back.

	Emily’s fine blond hair is barely visible above the tan leather headrest in front of Justin. Above the corner of Emily’s head is the rearview mirror, but Justin doesn’t dare to look at it. In his mind, he can already see the reflection of the dark shadow ghost with its deep black eyes lurking out from the station wagon’s trunk behind him.

	While their mom waffles on about work and traffic, Emily’s words keep repeating in Justin’s head.

	It’s the quiet man that comes at night.

	 


Chapter 2

	Raven Mills 1988, Six Mile, SC.

	 

	The Mills family has been renting the mobile home from kind old Mr. Clancy for a while now. It’s hidden behind the patch of pines beside the dirt track leading to his home. The trailer and its surroundings have deteriorated since the Mills family moved in, like a tumor, destroying everything around it and eventually itself. The grass surrounding the home hasn’t seen a lawnmower in ages, but at least it’s doing an excellent job at hiding the empty beer cans, cigarette butts, and whatever else the Mills family discards outside. Flakes are peeling off the walls as if even the paint is trying to escape from the people living within.

	Raven Mills is sitting on the patchy grass outside the mobile home, building a crib with empty beer cans for her baby doll, Cynthia. The morning sun playfully bounces off her face, and the breeze is trying its best to move her heavy, tangled blond hair. She lifts her arms and rotates her hands, grimacing at the grime and grit that’s trying to hitch a ride on her skin.

	“Yuck,” she says and wipes her hands on her pink skirt, creating new lines of grime on top of yesterday’s soil stripes. She leans to the side and picks up the naked baby doll from a small island of grass protruding from the damp black soil next to the newly constructed beer can crib.

	“Thinthea, I made a new crib for you. Look!” Raven says, sporting her toothless smile with pride. “Oh no, you can’t thhee no good. Wait!” She turns her head from side to side and spots a small, white marble pebble sticking out from the dirt. She picks it up, blows on it, and puts it in the cavity where the other eye of the doll used to be. Now, Cynthia’s face looks a little bit like the angry doll with the red hair and big scissors that she saw in the old, faded poster outside the video shop in Six Mile.

	“There! Now, you can thhee your new crib,” she says and puts the doll in between the rectangle of empty beer cans. She looks at Cynthea, clasps her hands on the side of her right cheek, and smiles. “Aw, you look thhho happy now!”

	The beautiful moment between mother and plastic daughter gets rudely interrupted and she snaps her head toward the disruptive sound coming from a speeding car drawing closer. Muffled metal music intensifies as the car appears on the dirt track between the trees and skids to a stop on the gravel about five yards from the back of the decrepit mobile home.

	“Oh no! Daddy ith back. Keep quiet, okay, Thinthea?” She peeks over her shoulder, her blue eyes widened to their limits.

	Chris Mills gets out of the car and slams the door, not noticing his little girl sitting on the patchy grass in front of the trailer’s porch. He plucks his head back and sucks the last bit of beer out of the can. Chris crushes the can, lobs it over his shoulder, and strides to the front of the mobile home. As he gets to the bottom of the wonky stairs leading up to the porch, he stops, belches, and then looks over his shoulder at Raven.

	He frowns and points at Cynthea in her new crib. “Da fuck is that?”

	“Ith a crib I made for Thinthea,” says Raven while studying him with her big blue anime eyes.

	“Jeeeeezaaaz,” Chris hisses between his teeth and walks up the stairs, shaking his head. He rips open the squeaky front screen door and makes a right into the living area. After shoving the empty pizza boxes off the wooden coffee table with one swoop, he plonks down on the stained recliner and puts his feet on the table.

	“Mary-Jane!” he screams. He takes out the crooked cigarette from behind his ear, slides the filter under his mustache into his mouth, and starts patting his blotchy jeans in search of the lighter.

	“M-J!” he bellows again while the bouncing cigarette manages to maintain its position in the corner of Chris's mouth. Mary-Jane appears in the hallway next to the wooden table where the television is perched and leans against the wall. Her short brown curls are flattened on one side of her head, and she peers at him through tiny puffy slits. She’s only wearing a baby blue shirt, two sizes too small for her. It pushes her hanging breasts flat against her body and reveals the outline of her nipples. Her arms are dangling in front of her black underwear, and she’s stroking the purple bruises on her left lower arm.

	“What?” she whispers.

	“Payday, baby! Go get the booze in the trunk but give me a goddamn lighter before you go, will ya?” Chris cups his hands out in front of him.

	She leans to the side, picks up the yellow lighter next to the television, and throws it in a bowling motion toward his cupped hands. He catches it and lights his cigarette.

	“Now, shake that sexy ass and go get the booze. We’re getting shit-faced today,” he says, followed by a long drag on his cigarette. He leans back on the recliner, puts one arm behind his head, and blows smoke circles toward the ceiling.

	“Shiiiit,” he hisses while he retrieves the gun from under his belt. He curls forward, drops the gun on the coffee table, and leans back again. “Da fuck are you waiting for? Go get the goddamn party gear!”

	 


Chapter 3

	Albert Campbell 1993, Greenville, SC.

	 

	Albert Campbell is traversing through space at an unfathomable speed, transcending all rules of reality. Stars morph into long, thin lines as they shoot past at irrational speeds. There’s so much to see in the universe, and he’s determined to plant his flag everywhere. Next stop, Andromeda. Albert turns the page, but suddenly, the book shoots out of his hands.

	“What’s this shit you’re reading?” Tommy ‘T-Rex’ Owens screams, accompanied by the giggling of his two remoras lurking over his shoulders.

	Albert, perched on his single steel frame bed with his back against the wall, looks at the Encyclopedia of the Stars lying on the floor next to Tommy. It now looks like a fish that had been flayed with a blunt knife. His face starts to radiate, but he remains quiet.

	“Cat got your tongue, nerd?” Tommy asks and slaps Albert’s foot hanging off the mattress’s edge. Albert pulls his knees up to his chest and chains his arms around his lower legs to create a bully-barrier. It will help for now, but if the T-Rex wants to break down the fort walls, he will do so with ease.

	“It’s a book about the stars,” Albert whispers while keeping his eyes fixed on the book splattered on the floor. However, his peripheral vision is extremely active and locked on the burly boy with the black Guns and Roses T-shirt towering by the side of his bed. He’s seen that shirt many times before. The bandana-wearing skull and the guns on the shirt don’t intimidate him, but what lies beneath does.

	Albert had the misfortune once of being on the receiving end of the infamous ‘T-Rex nuclear-noogie’. The pain inflicted by Tommy’s knuckles on Albert’s scalp felt like the shaky old homeless man from down the block was trying to comb Albert’s hair using a garden rake. The pain dissipated soon, but the pungent smell from Tommy’s armpits would haunt him forever.

	Behind Tommy, his two scrawny disciples glance at one another. The skinhead boy on the left shakes his head while the pimpled face one grows a smile.

	“Why don’t you read cool shit, like comic books?” Tommy asks while combing back his oily blond curtain of hair, revealing the razored lightning stripes above his ears in his undercut. The skull stud in his earlobe must be new. The red inflammation is a clear indication that this was an amateur bathroom mirror job, using only the pin of the stud, toilet paper, and teenage ego.

	“Because I love learning new things.”

	“So, you can’t learn nothin’ from comic books? You sayin’ I’m stupid?” Tommy leans forward and slaps Albert's exposed knee that’s sticking out from his khaki shorts. The momentum causes his knee to knock against the other and sends both hurtling to the side, like the metallic balls of the Newton’s cradle he saw on Dr. Goldstein’s desk.

	Albert glances up at Tommy. His vision brightens, and his throat begins to tighten.

	Yes, I am calling you dumb. You’re a dumb asshole, and you will remain one until the day you die, he thinks to himself. Albert leaps up from the bed and seizes Tommy by the throat with his left hand. While still midflight, with his right index finger and middle finger extended and split apart, he dives into Tommy’s eye sockets. In that split second, he can feel the squishy warmth of Tommy’s eyeballs caving in under the immense pressure, all the way up to Albert’s proximal phalanx. Albert sticks the landing like a gymnast, and Tommy falls to the ground. Tommy’s tumble brings down the wall of protection the two scrawny boys were using as cover. Albert leaps into the air once more and executes a spinning roundhouse kick, cracking both faces one after the other, sending them hurtling into the puddle of blood on the floor next to Tommy. Albert lands and lashes his arms apart, performing a perfect praying mantis pose.

	Another fiery palm lands on his lower leg, causing Albert to snap back to reality.

	“Nerd! I’m fucking talking to you!”

	“Ouch. Quit it! You can learn from comic books too. I learned a lot from them myself. They’re not for dummies, I swear,” Albert pleads. There will be no eye-gouging or roundhouse kicks coming from Albert today or anytime soon, for that matter. Tommy T-Rex Owens is the apex predator of Mountain View, and everybody knows it.

	“That’s what I thought. Now, get your ass up. Saliva-Man wants to see you in his office,” the T-Rex roars. With that, the trio turns around and leaves the small four-bed dorm. As they disappear into the hallway, hackling like hyenas on helium, Albert gets off his bed and picks up the book from the floor. He unbends the pages with his trembling hands, irons out the creases, closes the book, and puts it on his desk next to his bed.

	“Assholes,” he whispers while staring at The Encyclopedia of the Stars on the desk.

	The echoes of children laughing and playing in the hallways and on the lawn outside go unnoticed. Inside his dreary white dorm room with its sun-stained curtains, blue metal-framed beds with their banana-shaped mattresses and white linen, and the blue lockers, Albert feels nothing but despondency, dashed with subdued anger. But then, curiosity, Albert’s strongest trait, emerges once more.

	Why does Mr. Sullivan want to see me? Mr. Sullivan is one of the social workers at Mountain View Foundation. Or what they call ‘parent figures.’ He’s a kind and slender forty-something-year-old with grizzled hair and gold-framed aviator-style spectacles, sporting a seventies porn-star mustache. Unfortunately, his upper lip broom didn’t prevent saliva from spraying out when he yelled at the kids in the youth care facility. With a name like Sullivan and a nasty habit like that, he never stood a chance in a facility filled with bored children—hence the nickname Saliva-Man.

	Albert pulls out his new all-white sneakers from under the bed and sits down. He removes the balled socks that are tucked in the shoes, and stretches them out. Christmas came six months early this year. All the boys and girls at the facility received new sneakers from an anonymous donor. The nurse asked everybody their shoe sizes in April but didn’t tell them why she needed them. Soon after, to the delight of everybody at Mountain View, hundreds of brand-new sneakers arrived.

	Most children go about their day shoeless in high summer, but Albert wouldn’t dream of skipping out on an opportunity to wear his new awesome sneakers. It’s the first time he’d ever got to shove his feet into brand-new sneakers, and it’ll probably be another few years before he gets to enjoy this feeling again. 

	As he walks down the olive-green hallway to the administrative offices, he notices other kids around him, but he doesn’t pay them any attention. His eyes firmly follow every move his all-white beauties make on the shiny hardwood floor. The infrequent squeaking when the rubber kisses the wood annoys him, but it’s a small price to pay.

	He comes to a halt and stares up at the golden engraved plate that reads Mr. Sullivan, and the yellow sticky note containing artwork dangling below it. He reaches up and plucks the sticky note from the door. Drawn in pencil is a mouth with a mustache and raindrops underneath it.

	Mr. Saliva-Man. He crumples up the paper and sticks it in his pocket while knocking on the door with the other hand.

	“Come in!” Albert opens the door with caution.

	“Mr. Sullivan,” Albert greets.

	“Oh, Albert. Morning. Come in, take a seat, please,” Mr. Sullivan says while gesturing to one of the chairs. He returns to scribbling on a sheet of paper while Albert sits down. A faint smell of dust and cheap cologne fills the dimly lit office. Every piece of wooden furniture, from the desk to the cabinets, has dust-covered files and battered cardboard boxes stacked upon them.

	“Just one sec,” Sullivan says while working away on the paper.

	Albert turns his gaze toward the glass-paneled display cabinet next to him. A few forgotten trophies are standing at the back. It’s hard to make out the engravings under the layer of dust on them, but the gold-plated figurines on top suggest that they’re all sport-related. Mr. Sullivan’s physique indicates that he could once have been an active sportsman, but time has weathered away most of the evidence.

	“You like them?” Mr. Sullivan says as he lifts his head and leans back into his chair.

	“Yeah, I guess.”

	“Yeah, the good old days. You know, I wasn’t always, well… this,” he says and makes a swooping gesture with his hands from his shoulders down to his hips. Albert feigns a smile. “You see, Albert, that’s why I wanted to have a little talk with you. Shall we say, a man-to-man,” Mr. Sullivan says with a wink, causing the tip of his mustache to wag. Mr. Sullivan stands up, strolls around his old wooden desk, and passes Albert toward the display cabinet.

	“Those were the best times of my life. Sports… really bring out the best in men. Comradery, leadership, determination. Every boy should participate in some team sport from a young age. It’s a well-known scientific fact…”

	“What is, sir?”

	“What do you mean, Albert?”

	“What is a scientific fact?”

	Mr. Sullivan turns around and frowns at Albert. “That all kids should participate in team sports. It’s vital to their development.” Sullivan walks back to his side of the desk. He plonks down, folds his arms, and leans backward in his chair. “Do you understand?”

	“No, I don’t, sir. Einstein and Newton didn’t do any sports, and they turned out fine.”

	Mr. Sullivan pauses, his mustache twitches, and his jaw muscles start knocking on his sagging cheeks. He leans forward and places both folded arms on the desk, lowering his head to free his cold grey eyes from the glass shields of his gold-framed spectacles.

	“Look, I know you’re smart. Everybody knows that, but let me give you some golden advice, Albert. It’s okay to be smart, but it’s not okay to be a smart-ass. Especially around here.” Mr. Sullivan pauses but continues his cold stare over the spectacles. Albert realizes, just like he had earlier in his dorm, that this is the moment to tap out. There would be nothing to gain from this conversation. He’s overpowered again by just another idiot in a higher social position than him.

	“Sorry, sir,” Albert says and lowers his head.

	“Look, you need to get out there and do something. Is there anything that you like? You don’t have to play football if that’s not your thing. Do you like baseball? How about basketball? Or swimming? Anything?”

	“No, sir. I don’t like sports,” Albert says without lifting his gaze from his lap.

	“Why not? What’s not to like?”

	“I like to read, sir.”

	“Why?”

	“It makes me understand things, sir. It makes me smarter.”

	“That’s what school is for, to get smarter. Or do you want to hide behind a book for the rest of your life? Never make any friends? Never do anything? Never experience anything?” Mr. Sullivan’s voice continuously grows louder without him noticing it. 

	“I experience many things, sir. The books help me with that.”

	“What do you mean?”

	“Well…” Albert pauses and musters the courage to look up from his lap. There’s a twinkle in his eye that wasn’t there before, and his mouth is on the verge of taking the shape of a smile. “Whenever I’m reading, I feel like I’m escaping to another world. It’s amazing. I get to walk in forests, swim with whales, or even go to other planets. Heck, sometimes I even go back in time and walk with the dinosaurs. It’s sooooo amazing that there are all these other worlds out there that I can experience. I can be who I want to be, do what I want to do. Sometimes I wish…” And then Albert pauses and looks down at this lap again, his smile slowly draining from his face.

	“Wish what, Albert?”

	Albert remains silent for a brief moment while fidgeting his fingers in his lap.

	“Sometimes, I wish I could just stay there and never return to the orphanage,” he says without looking up.

	“Not an orphanage, Albert. This is a government-sanctioned care facility for the youth—one of only a few in the country and you should count yourself lucky to be here. Boy, let me tell you… The stories I hear about foster care these days,” Sullivan says and pauses.

	Albert's gaze remains focused on the fingers in his lap.

	Mr. Sullivan leans back in his chair and sighs. “Look, Albert. I know you don’t have it easy around here. You’ve been here your whole life, and I know the other kids barely talk to you. You didn’t choose this life, and I feel for you. I really do. But you can choose to make this life better. One way to do so is by socializing, and making friends, you know? And an easy way to do that is with sports. Sport is the key to the development of any boy and girl,” Mr. Sullivan says, reiterating his passion. Albert realizes they’re just lurching down a one-way street with a dead end and decides it’s time to take the easy way out.

	“I understand, Mr. Sullivan. I’ll think about it. Is that the only reason you wanted to see me?”

	“I’m worried about you, Albert. I just want you to be happy.”

	“But I am happy, sir,” Albert says with a straight face.

	“Well, if you say so.” 

	Albert nods, followed by an awkward silence between the two.

	“Okay then, I have a lot of paperwork to do. You come back to me soon and tell me what sport you want to do, understand?” Sullivan picks up his pen again.

	Albert pushes himself out of the chair. “I will, sir. Thank you.”

	He leaves the office and walks back to his room with his head lowered, but this time it’s not because he’s in love with his shoes. He’s mulling the conversation with Sullivan over in his head.

	Why can’t people just leave him alone? He’s not bothering anybody, yet everybody seems to be out to get him. He imagines how wonderful life would be if he were a ghost. That way, people wouldn’t notice him, and he could go about his day without a care. Sometimes, he does feel like a ghost, but on a day like today the stench of reality clings to him, harshly reminding him of his physical existence in this terrible place. 

	Government care facility… like anybody here cares about me.

	Behind Albert, at the end of the hallway about ten yards from Mr. Sullivan’s office, Tommy is leaning against the wall and watching Albert walking toward his room. He spits on the floor.

	“You think he snitched?” Tommy’s skinhead disciple, Connor Slater, asks.

	“Of course he fucking did,” Tommy replies. “Let’s get him!”

	The three boys swagger down the hallway toward their scrawny, unsuspecting prey in the white T-shirt and matching sneakers, blissfully unaware of the predators gaining ground on him.

	 


Chapter 4

	Justin Scott 1991, Simpsonville, SC

	 

	It’s almost lights-out time for the Scott children, but this is the best part of the day for Justin. He’s in his Batman pajamas on top of his multicolored racing car comforter, with his back against the headrest, legs sprawling over the race cars. The clock radio on the wonky wooden nightstand next to him radiates 7:48 in red. The broken lines of the numbers on the clock remind him of thin red Lego strips placed on a black carpet. It’s set to radio mode, and from its tiny speaker, Brian Adams is singing the Robin Hood song. In Justin’s lap is an illustrated book called Supernatural Beings by A.D Simons.

	Maybe it was his sister’s influence, planting seeds of fear in him whenever she had the opportunity, or maybe it was just his fascination with the unknown. But for some reason, Justin had always been attracted to bizarre or unexplained phenomena. Whether it be aliens, ghosts, vampires, or witches and warlocks, he just couldn’t get enough. Even at his tender age, he realizes that many mysteries are bogus, and that people lie to make money. Or at least, that’s what his dad taught him. Still, he couldn’t imagine that all of it was fabricated. There had to be some truth in some of these stories.

	His tiny finger slides over the strange illustration in the book. A petrified, shirtless man with strange symbols on his exposed torso lies on the forest floor between the dead, crumpled leaves. The moon is smiling in the dark blue sky and peeping through leafless branches. Surrounding the scared man on the forest floor are armored men with swords on horses, some carrying torches. One of the horsemen has a rope in his hand, and at the end of the rope, is a noose.

	Rapping on Justin’s open door pulls him out of the dark forest and back to his room.

	“May I come in, Justin?” his dad says while leaning in from the hallway, still dressed in his office attire.

	Justin loves his dad dearly, although he can be strict at times. Mostly he’s gentle, and best of all, he respects the children’s privacy. Justin had been at friends' homes where the parents would simply barge into rooms like wild animals. But not in their house, and especially not Ryan Scott. He always knocked and asked permission before entering a room.

	“Sure, Dad,” Justin says and turns down the volume on his clock radio.

	“I’ve heard that one before.” His dad points at the clock radio. “It’s nice. Better than the other junk they play on the radio these days. Boy, lemme tell you. Sometimes I just want to take the car stereo and throw it out the window.”

	Justin giggles and notices his dad inspecting the front cover of his book.

	“Supernatural Beings,” his dad reads out loud.

	Justin sees his dad’s curiosity as a signal to share the exciting content of his new book. “Yes, Dad. It’s super cool. Like this man here, in Istria, Croatia in 1672.” Justin turns the book to show the illustration to his dad. “He just appeared out of nowhere. He was speaking in a funny language, and then the soldiers realized he was a dangerous warlock or vampire or something.”

	“And then? What happened to the man? Or shall I say, the warlock?”

	“They caught him, Dad. They wanted to protect the village, so they hung him from a tree and burned him alive before he could put a curse on the village,” Justin says, his eyes wide and sparkly.

	His dad doesn’t reply and just raises one eyebrow.

	“And what was his name? This man; this warlock …”

	“That’s the weird part, Dad. Nobody knew his name. Nobody had ever seen him before, and after that, nobody ever came looking for him. Weird, right? But also, he might not have been a warlock after all. They say here that the man had dried blood on his face and chest, and an empty black coffin was next to him in the woods. Now some people are saying that he might have been a vampire.”

	“Very strange indeed,” his dad says and points at the end of the bed. “May I?”

	“Yes, Dad,” Justin says and pulls his knees up to his chest to make space. Justin picks up a familiar scent from his father as he gets closer. It’s the adult evening odor—wine, whiskey, beer, or whatever else the adults usually have after dinner.

	“How did you sleep last night, Justin?” his dad asks. This is the type of question that Justin typically hears in the morning at the breakfast table, not before bedtime. Also, the furrow between his dad’s eyebrows tells Justin that he has something else on his mind.

	“Good. Why?” Justin replies.

	His dad drops his eyes to the book lying beside Justin’s feet and the printed racing cars on the bed. “Your sister. She’s been complaining about her sleep lately. She gets these… very confusing nightmares. I was wondering if she told you anything about it?”

	“Not, really. Well, today after school…” Justin pauses and weighs up what he is about to say. Suppose he mentions the weird drawing in her notebook, then his parents might ask Emily about it, and once they’re alone again, away from adults, she’ll unleash her full fury upon him. Also, she’d threatened to tell their parents about the dirty word he’d said while they were waiting for their mother under the tree after school. On the other hand, his dad really seems concerned, and his dad always had a way of knowing when Justin was lying. “She told me while we were waiting after school that sometimes she gets nightmares.”

	“Did she say anything specific? Did she tell you about her dreams?”

	“Nope. Nothing,” Justin says, realizing his cheeks are now simmering.

	“We’re very concerned about her, Justin. Have you been telling her scary stories at night before bedtime? Things about ghosts, monsters, or… witches and warlocks?” His dad inquires while pointing at the book again.

	“No, Dad, I haven’t. And if she says so, then she’s lying,” Justin says and crosses his arms.

	“Do you sneak into her room at night, Justin?” His dad says, inspecting Justin’s eyes which are becoming glossier. “You’re not in trouble. You can tell me the truth.”

	Justin drops his arms and widens his eyes. Emily had said something similar today about him being in her room, ‘a different Justin.’ But why would she tell the same lie to her parents? She must be working on a devious plan again. A masterpiece. Justin just doesn’t see the bigger picture yet.

	“I would never do that, Dad! She would kill me if she caught me in her room without her permission. You know how she is about her privacy,” Justin says, and his dad nods.

	“Yes, I believe you, buddy. It’s just… it’s all so strange. She said she saw you in her room, but you were different. Maybe she was just dreaming. But I thought maybe you were in her room at the time, which made her dream about you.”

	“No, I promise you. I wouldn’t dare,” Justin repeats. His dad drops his gaze toward the carpet for a second and then nods in silence.

	“Well, alrighty then. I believe you. But until your sister is better, I don’t want you reading any of these scary books. I don’t want you telling her anything about the stories you’ve read in the past, either. I don’t think it’s good for a boy your age to read these things anyway.” Justin’s dad pulls the book closer.

	“That’s not fair, Dad! I’m not the one getting nightmares. Why should I be the one getting punished?” Justin says while fighting the tears.

	“I’m not punishing you,” Ryan Scott says and shakes Justin’s knee playfully, trying to defuse the awkward situation. “Let’s work together on this. Just for a little while, until your sister gets better, okay?”

	Justin nods but his scowl suggests that he’s not completely on board.

	“Would you look at that? It’s bedtime for you, young man.” Justin’s dad leans over and kisses Justin’s head. “Sleep well, pal. And thank you for understanding.”

	Justin doesn’t respond. He clutches his arms even tighter around his body while staring straight ahead. His dad walks to the door, glances back briefly, and switches off the light.

	Justin rips the comforter to the side and slithers underneath it. His face is glowing on the pillow as he reflects on what just happened. Emily has ruined another day for him. He hears her annoying voice through the closed door, wishing their parents a good night, and her footsteps as she walks past his room toward the princess's chambers.

	“You suck,” he whispers and closes his eyes.

	Often, he’d imagined what it would be like to be an only child, or what if he had a brother instead of a sister. A cool older brother who played catch with him in the backyard and taught him secrets. Things about the universe and girls that none of Justin’s friends knew. His brother would protect him at school, too. None of the other kids would ever dare to pick on Justin, knowing that his older brother always had his back, no matter what.

	His brother wouldn’t be whining about nightmares, either. That’s because his brother wouldn’t get nightmares because nightmares would fear him. Sometimes, he wished that she would just die. 

	She would listen to her Walkman and sing one of her stupid Mariah Carey songs while crossing the street. Then a bus would run her over and it would be sad for a little while, but after, he would have the whole house to himself, and he could move into her bigger room. The one with the window seat where he could read all his alien, warlock, and monster books in peace and quiet.

	He'll also discover then that there is no such thing as ‘the quit man that comes at night’. 

	But then his thoughts betray him, sending goosebumps crawling up his back. 

	What if she wasn’t lying?  



	

Chapter 5

	Raven Mills 1988, Six Mile, SC

	 

	The yellowing sun is winking at Raven through the pine treetops about thirty yards from their mobile home. The relentless sun had taken its toll on her fair skin, and she’s now glad to see it crawling in behind its green needle blanket. Still, being outside in the heat and surrounded by pesty mosquitoes is much better than being inside. On days when the music is loud, it’s better to stay clear of the adults.

	Cynthia is still lying in her beer can crib on the patchy lawn, but now she has a plastic shopping bag blanket over her body, with only her face sticking out.

	Through the muffled music permeating the dirty white walls of the mobile home, she hears the shattering of glass. It’s not the first time she’s heard this sound since her daddy returned, and it certainly won’t be the last today.

	She looks over her shoulder at the closed trailer door, but then notices the billowing gunmetal-grey column of clouds slowly towering up into the sky behind the trailer. It reminds her of the exploding mountain she’d seen on the television recently in a country far, far away and the dirty people running away from it with blankets and babies under their arms.

	Although she knows perfectly well that the clouds are not coming from deep inside a mountain, they still frighten her. Those clouds bring rain, and when it rains, she has to go inside. On days like these, she would prefer to stay outside until her mom and dad go to sleep. On days like these, it’s best to leave the grownups alone.

	She returns her gaze to Cynthia with her one pebble eye, lying peacefully under the white plastic bag in the middle of the beer can camp. Another one of Raven’s friends is sitting outside Cynthia’s can enclosure. It’s Mr. Pebbles, a smooth river rock on which Raven painted a black face, using the mud she’d found between the tall grass growing under the mobile home. 

	“Are you hungry, Mithter Pebbleth? Would you like thome pie?” Raven asks the rock.

	“Mmmmm, yummy! I would love to have thome pie!” the rock replies while Raven bobbles it up and down with her tiny hand. She puts the rock back on a patch of grass and takes out a plate, knife, two small forks, and two side plates—all invisible to the people not invited to the trio’s pie party. She places one of the imaginary plates with make-believe pieces of pie next to the rock.

	“You don’t got no handth, Mithter Pebbleth. Let me help you. Mmmm, that ith good. Do you like it? Do you like my pie?” The mud smile on Mister Pebbles’s flat face remains unchanged, but in Raven’s mind, he’s chewing with his eyes closed.

	“I knew you would like it. Yum.” Raven chews on the imaginary pie but realizes that it was a mistake to play this game. Her stomach refuses to let go of reality, and it reminds her of its anger with a deep growl. She clutches her stomach with both hands. “Be careful, don’t wake up Thyntia!”

	She peeks over her shoulder to the closed door and listens for voices hidden in the loud music, but she can’t hear anything. Maybe the grownups are napping. Maybe now is the perfect time to go find something to eat.

	“I’ll be right back. You thay here, ok?” she whispers and gets up. She skips toward the stairs, trying to land on the grass patches instead of the dirt. When she gets to the stairs, she slows down and carefully tiptoes on each tread in slow motion while listening out for any angry voices coming from the other side of the door. As she opens the door, smoke billows into her face, instantly burning her eyes. She immediately recognizes the cigarette smoke, but there’s also something else in the air.

	Chris Mills is sitting on the busted brown recliner, veiled in a curtain of smoke, tainted yellow by the sun falling through the window next to him. His gun lies on the coffee table between the glass bowl graveyard of cigarettes and his feet. Mary-Jane Mills is on the two-seater couch with her back toward the door, her brown curls hanging over the red blanket that she uses to hide the holes in the couch. Both are quiet and just staring at the mute television while some angry men are screaming with crow voices over the stereo.

	Raven slides in through the tiny gap in the door and closes it carefully behind her. She keeps her head down and makes a left toward the kitchen. As she enters the small kitchen, she notices the fridge door is standing ajar, allowing her imagination to take control. Maybe Dad brought some fried chicken from town and put it in the fridge? Maybe there are even pizzas, ribs, and chicken fingers.

	After pulling open the fridge door, she finds herself staring into a forest of brown and green glass bottles. She carefully moves them to the side to see what they’re hiding, but she only finds a few cans of beer and a half-eaten boloney sandwich that seems to have been hiding there since Raven’s birth. She closes the door and lifts herself up on her toes to get a better look at what is happening on the countertops.

	Jackpot!

	A red cylinder of Pringles is standing above her, within reach. Its silver tongue is sticking out from the top as if it’s teasing her. She knows that the chips belong to her dad, but surely, he won’t miss a few. She sneaks back to the kitchen door and peers around the corner. She can only see her mom, but Mary-Jane’s still staring straight at the television with her glassy eyes. No sign of her dad, though. He must still be on the recliner. She turns around and scurries back to the chips.

	Her tiny hand fits perfectly and slides down the tube with ease. She takes the chips out and counts them.

	One, two, threeee… four.

	Raven places the can where she found it, puts the hand with the chips behind her back, and walks out of the kitchen. She can feel her face turning into a ball of fire, and it’s hard to hide her smile, but as she turns the doorknob, her smile evaporates as soon as she hears her dad’s voice yelling her name.

	“Raven! What’re you doing?” Chris pushes himself upward in the recliner with his beer-less hand. Slowly, he takes a swig of the beer while his glazed-up grey eyes remain fixed on her.

	Raven turns her body toward him, making sure to keep the hand with the stolen chips out of his sight.

	“Nothing, Daddy. I just came to uthe the bafroom,” Raven says, her unblinking eyes locked on his.

	“You still playing with that fucked-up doll of yours? The one outside without the eye?” Chris says.

	“Thynthia. Yes, Daddy.”

	“You go throw that shit out. It’s that thing that gives you them goddamn nightmares. You hear me? I don’t want that shit in my house no more.”

	“Yeth,” she says and bows her head. She learned a long time ago not to talk back to her dad or question anything he says, for that matter, especially when there’s a beer in his hand and many emptied ones around him.

	“Yes, who?” Chris yells and shuffles closer to the edge of the recliner, the bottle trembling in his white-knuckled grip.

	“Yeth, Daddy.”

	“Now, go throw that fucking thing in the trash and come inside. It’s about to go dark … seems like rain is comin’ too,” Chris says and leans back in his recliner. Raven reverses through the door and pulls it shut in front of her face, her hand still holding onto the cracked chips behind her back. She jogs down the stairs and over the grass to where Cynthia and Mr. Pebbles are still peacefully congregating in silence. She scoops up Cynthia and runs toward the back end of the trailer, past the overflowing trash can, and kneels next to the old, forgotten, moss-covered couch standing next to it.

	Raven squeezes the cracked chips into her mouth. Some of the fragments scratching her lips and corners of her mouth on the way in, but the explosion of flavor diverts her attention from the pain. She claps her hands to remove the last evidence of her perfectly executed crime and then irons her palms on her dress.

	“Don’t worry, Thynthia,” she says while bits of chips spew from her mouth onto the baby doll lying next to the decrepit couch. “You can thtay here, under the couth. You will be thafe here. Daddy will never find you.” She swallows.

	“And neither will the scary man of the night with the big eyeth.”

	Raven shoves the baby doll between a slit in the side of the couch. She closes the slit and pats it with her hands. Perhaps Mr. Pebbles should go in there too, but then she won’t have anybody to talk with tonight and nobody to keep her company when the dark begins to move.

	As she walks back to Mr. Pebbles, blissfully smiling between long blades of grass, she notices that the sky right above is now covered in puffy dark clouds, and in the distance, she hears a rumble.

	“Don’t worry, Mithter Pebbleth, you can come thtay with me inthide tonight. There ith a thtorm coming, and you don’t want to be out here,” she says and picks up the smiling rock. She walks up the stairs and again hears nothing but electric guitars and the singer’s scary voice. Just like before, her parents are still quietly staring at the television. But she knows that just as with the clouds, although they are quiet now, they’ll be loud and dangerous later tonight.

	 


Chapter 6

	Albert Campbell 1993, Greenville, SC

	 

	Albert Campbell stoops down the dimly lit green hallway on his way back from wasting his time with the sport-obsessed Sullivan. He can’t decide which event frustrated him more—the meeting in Mr. Sullivan’s office or the incident in his room involving Tommy T-Rex Owens and his hyenas. And just when he thinks this day can’t get any worse, Albert’s head smacks the olive-green wall with a loud bang.

	The blast causes a wailing in his ears, and his eyes fill with millions of white sparkles as if the sun had just exploded. His legs turn to Twizzlers, giving way under the weight of his limp body, and he falls to the floor. His brain starts to recalibrate, and he realizes that his arm is being pulled to a place where there’s no light.

	He’s conscious but dazed, delirious, and uncoordinated from the head injury. The door slams shut, rendering the room in total darkness. A dull throbbing begins to pulse somewhere in the center of his brain and then exponentially increases as a force beyond anything he’d ever felt before pushes down on his chest. The force constricts his breathing like a python strangling its prey in a deep pit, deprived of light.

	Albert is unable to move, breathe or scream.

	Suddenly, millions of razor-edged photons burst through his eyes, increasing the throbbing in his head. Tommy T-Rex Owens is leaning back from the light switch, with his knees still firmly planted on Albert’s chest. Tommy grabs both of Albert's wrists and forces them flat on the wooden floor above Albert’s head.

	“What the fuck did you tell Saliva-Man?” Tommy whispers about six inches away from Albert’s face. His blonde bangs cascade down from his head, dangling like eerie stained curtains in front of a broken window.

	“Can't… breathe…”

	“You’ll fucking die today, right now, if you don’t talk,” Tommy says and gyrates his hips, causing the weight to move from one knee to the other, creating waves of pain that resonate through Albert’s thin body. Albert’s body convulses under the weight of Tommy’s knees in a desperate attempt to allow air back into his lungs.

	“I’ll take my knees off, but if you scream, they’re going back on… and I won’t take 'em off until you’re as cold as this here floor,” Tommy says and slides his knees off Albert’s chest, planting them close to Albert’s armpits.

	Albert breathes heavily, and as the air starts to flood his lungs, tears begin to roll down his face.

	“What did you tell Sullivan?”

	“Nothing! I said nothing about you, I swear,” Albert cries and tries to wriggle free from Tommy’s grip with no success.

	“Liar!” Tommy yells and slams Albert’s wrists on the floor.

	Albert sobs uncontrollably and jerks his head from left to right in a futile attempt to free himself from the clutches of the T-Rex. “I swear! I swear!” Albert cries and abandons all hope to free himself as the attempts to do so only aggravate the throbbing in his head.

	“What did you tell him?”

	“He wants me to take part in sports. He wants me to make friends. Stuff like that. I swear!”

	“Did he ask about me?”

	“No, I swear. Nobody said anything about you.”

	“But you’ll run and tell him about this now, won't you? Like a little bitch.”

	“No, I swear I won’t, Tommy. I promise. Just let me go, please!” The desperation in Albert’s voice begins to convince the T-Rex that Albert might be telling the truth after all. Albert wasn’t dumb, everybody knew that, and he’d probably figured out that telling on Tommy T-Rex Owens would carry severe consequences.

	“Okay, I believe you. I’ll let you go now, but remember: If you snitch, you’ll die, bitch!” Tommy says and then purses his mouth. From his clenched lips, a long drool of saliva swings downward until it finally dismounts and lands on Albert’s left cheekbone. Tommy gets off, switches off the light, and slams the door on his way out, leaving Albert alone in the dark cleaning supplies closet.

	Albert shrinks into the fetal position, whimpering softly while wiping Tommy’s spit from his face. His head is now seconds from exploding like the watermelon Tommy had put a cherry bomb in the year before.

	Muffled laughter comes from the hallway, and the long, thin line of light under the door flickers as shadows move behind it. Albert sits up and focuses on the line until there are no more shadows breaking it apart, the sign that nobody is loitering outside the door. He pulls up his shirt from his stomach, wipes his face, and takes a few deep sniffs. After pushing himself back onto his feet, he shuffles to the door in the dark with his arms extended in front of him. One last sniff and then he opens the door and steps into the hallway.

	Instead of going to his room, Albert walks straight toward the end of the hallway toward the exit, leading to the lush grass and trees outside. He keeps his aching head down all the way until he exits the door. The other kids are enjoying the beautiful summer day. Some kids are running, screaming, and laughing while some are just lazily hanging around discussing whatever is important in their small worlds. As soon as Albert leaves the small concrete staircase, he makes a 90-degree right and walks along the side of the building until he gets to the Spanish moss-covered old oak rising up from the lush lawn.

	After scanning the area and not detecting any threats in his vicinity, he plops himself down on the grass in the shade of the old giant and stares up at its branches and the eerie ghost beards dangling from them. Hypnotized by the gentle swaying of the moss in the almost undetectable afternoon breeze, Albert finds a sense of calm rising within him once more. His head is still throbbing, but it’s no longer on the verge of eruption. The calmness—ignited by the solitude and the relaxing effect of the moss, which seems like seagrass stirring in a gentle current—gives Albert’s mind the opportunity to recuperate.

	As his headache subdues, self-pity emerges, accompanied by raging waves of anger and hatred. He thinks back to the fantasy he’d had in his room earlier when Tommy had knocked the book from his hands—how he would use his imaginary karate training to knock all three boys to the ground at lightning speed. He rewinds the fantasy to the point where he'd just landed on the floor after his roundhouse kick—all three boys on the floor. He continues the fantasy with a leap that ends with both knees plunging down on Tommy’s chest. Blood squirts like fountains from Tommy’s mashed eyeballs and into Albert's face, causing him to laugh hysterically while he proceeds to clamp his hands around Tommy’s thick neck, squeezing the remaining life out of him.

	Albert rewinds the fantasy to review it once more but then decides to conjure a new one instead. This time they are in the closet, and Tommy has just switched on the light. In his new world, Albert forgives himself for getting his head knocked against the wall in the hallway. Although he has a blackbelt in karate in this fantasy, there was no way he could see the cowardly sucker punch coming from the piece of shit, Tommy. But in this fantasy, Tommy had forgotten that young ninja boys are always armed.

	Tommy reaches down to grab Albert’s wrist, but Albert has already taken out the razor-sharp dagger he had stashed under his belt below his shirt. With a swift motion, he slices deep into Tommy’s Achilles tendon. Tommy jerks around, and this gives Albert a split second to slide out from underneath his knees. Albert strikes once more with the dagger, this time drawing a thin red line over Tommy’s throat. Tommy grabs the line with both his hands, and blood starts to gash out between the gaps in his fingers. He gargles and falls on his back with his tongue sticking out during his last desperate gasps for air.

	Albert smiles while staring down at him. Then, he looks up at the shelves and manifests a bottle of lighter fluid and a box of matches sticking out from behind the cleaning liquids, detergents, and polish cans. Tommy is helpless on the ground, focused entirely on keeping his blood inside his body. Unlike the coward Tommy, Albert doesn’t spit in his face. Instead, he squirts out highly flammable liquid from a tin can all over Tommy’s face, neck, and chest. Albert walks to the door, lights a match, throws it over his shoulder, and exits the closet with a smile.

	“Why are you smiling like that?” A little girl’s voice snaps Albert out of his fantasy land. Michelle Leary is standing next to him with her hands clasped in front of her. He looks up at her, and she moves a step back while slapping her pink dress down on her knees, clearly cautious that he might be able to peek under her pink dress from where he’s lying on the soft green grass.

	“Nothing. This tree always makes me happy,” he says.

	“I think this tree is spooky. It scares me, especially at night. Have you ever seen it at night? Look, those things look like spiderwebs. Eeeew,” she says and points up at the moss dangling from the branches.

	“Do you know what they really are?”

	“They are leaves,” she replies with pride, presuming that this is the correct answer.

	“No, they’re not,” he says and turns his head away from her to stare up at the tree again.

	“Then what are they?” she asks and puts her hands on her hips above her shiny white belt.

	Albert turns his head toward her and begins speaking in a slow ominous voice: “They are the souls of young girls, taken by evil spirits and cuffed to the tree for all of eternity. At night, when the full moon is out, and the wind is rustling through the leaves, you can hear them whisper: Mommy, Mommy, Mommmyyyyy—”

	“You are evil,” she yells, turns around and makes a beeline toward the building. 

	Albert giggles and turns his gaze back toward the branches. His grin grows wider as he imagines Tommy’s body dangling lifelessly from a rope while crows peck at his bloated blue face.

	Maybe not now, but someday.

	


Chapter 7

	Tommy Owens, 1993, Mountain View Foundation

	 

	Tommy Owens drops his back against the olive-green hallway wall, folds his arms, and looks at his two henchmen. “Got any smokes?”

	“I still have a few in my room,” the skinhead says.

	“Go get ’em and bring him out to our usual spot behind the garage,” Tommy says and walks away. “And don’t forget the fucking lighter like last time,” he yells over his shoulder. As Tommy exits the door, he turns right and then makes a beeline past the old oak with the Spanish moss toward the dilapidated bus shed. Tommy scans the grounds for adults. The last thing he needs now is some old asshole giving him shit for smoking and losing his privileges in the process. None of the other piss-ants would tell on him. Everybody knows that you don’t tell on the T-Rex. 

	After he reaches the back of the shed, he sits down on one of the empty rusty paint cans his crew had stacked in a circle on the gravel. There isn’t a sign of a cigarette butt as they’re all stashed under the wooden crate, filled with cracked tiles standing against the wall. They are extremely diligent when it comes to hiding any evidence of cigarettes from the personnel. The crate of tiles also conceals another of Tommy’s secrets.

	Hidden behind the crate of tiles is a drawing on the brick wall—a black outline of a penis. A sketch that Tommy himself drew with the burned ends of old cigarette butts. One day, when the tiles are needed again, someone will lift the crate and stare into a big black penis. Hilarious.

	Where are those fucking idiots?

	Tommy readjusts himself on the paint can. He looks down at his forearms resting on his upper legs. Beyond the creases in his wrist, two circular lesions stare up at him like ghost eyes. He takes his forefinger and circles them gently while memories of their origin begin clouding his mind.

	***

	It was the evening of Tommy’s fifth birthday when he was waiting for his dad to return from wherever he was during the day. Tommy hadn’t eaten anything the entire day, but he didn’t mind the hunger pains. He knew the birthday cake would taste even better on an empty stomach.

	His dad did return late that evening, but he didn’t have a birthday cake with him. Instead, he had a bottle of booze and a drunk woman.

	Tommy remembers every detail of that evening.

	“Shit, you still awake?” his dad said as he staggered in through the door, wearing the same jeans and black shirt he’d worn the day before. The top three buttons of his shirt were also still unbuttoned, showing off the gold chain on his carpeted chest. Tommy’s dad stood in the doorway, swaying like a thin tree in a breeze. His black Jerry curls seemed oilier than usual, and his goatee was soaking wet from either spit or spilled whiskey. Right behind him, a large-breasted woman with a blond perm and a skimpy leopard skin dress leaned on his dad’s shoulder. She blew out a cloud of smoke and began laughing, which soon morphed into a suffocating cough.

	Tommy stared expressionless at both while they staggered into the trailer. The inebriated woman plonked down on the couch just as his dad slammed the door shut.

	“Did you bring a cake?” Tommy asked with exuberance after his dad had sunken into the other couch. Tommy didn’t see a cake, but his dad might have hidden it from him as a surprise.

	“Why the fuck would I eat cake at this time of the night?” he said and took a gulp straight from the bottle. Some of the liquid missed the gap and spilled down his black goatee and onto his chest hair. “Gimme a cigarette, will ya, sweet cheeks?”

	The blonde woman in the leopard print dress reached down into her cleavage, and like a magician pulling a rabbit from a hat, she revealed a squashed red packet of Marlboros. Her head was swaying from side to side while she shook a cigarette and lighter out of the box. She curled forward and handed both to Tommy’s dad on the other couch while her dress battled to keep her heaving breasts from falling out.

	Tommy’s dad squinted as he lit the cigarette, inhaled deeply, and blew the smoke toward his son. Tommy waved his hand back and forth in front of his face, his nose all wrinkled up.

	“But it’s my birthday today.”

	“Oooooh, shiiiit! I forgot ‘bout his birthday,” his dad said, and he burst out laughing. The unknown woman threw her head backward and laughed until she ran out of breath. “Shiiiiit, sorry, son. I didn’t get you nothin’. How old are you now? Six, seven?” He leans backward with his cigarette in his mouth and combs both hands through his greasy black curls.

	Tommy lifts his hand, all five fingers flexing into the air.

	“Five? Same thing, I suppose,” he said with a giggle. The woman on the couch snorted and began laughing again.

	“Boy, get the lighter from your dad and pass it to me, will ya?” the woman said before shoving a cigarette between her wrinkled red lips.

	Before Tommy could follow her instructions, his dad threw the lighter at her. She flung her clumsy arms into the air but missed it completely. The lighter hit the back cushion of the couch and bounced down to the seat.

	“You’re a big man now, ain't ya?” His dad leaned forward and rested his elbows on his knees, one hand clutching the bottle of whiskey and the other his smoking cigarette. “Do you want to be a big man?”

	“Yes,” Tommy replied.

	“Right, good boy. Now come over here. I’m going to teach you something. A valuable lesson that my drunk asshole dad never taught me. Come here. Closer,” he said. Tommy stepped closer and stood in front of his dad’s knees. The strong scent of liquor overwhelmed his nose, but Tommy kept his eyes firmly on his dad’s glossy green eyes.

	“You see, boy, life is full of surprises. Now… what would you say if I told you that I have a big chocolate cake waiting for you, but you have to work for it first? Would you do that?” His dad waved the bottle at the woman on the other couch. She grabbed it and took two big gulps, pulling a face and shaking her head before swallowing.

	“Chocolate cake? Really?” Tommy was beyond excited, his tiny stomach tugging his chest from the inside.

	“Yes, but… you have to work for it. Now, gimme your arm,” his dad said and held out his oil-stained hand. Tommy lifted his arm, and the big, dirty hand engulfed his tiny hand. With his other hand, Tommy’s dad took a drag from the cigarette and brought it closer to Tommy’s forearm. “Now, keep still,” he said and burned Tommy’s arm just above the wrist.

	“Ouch!” Tommy yelled and tried freeing his arm by tugging, jerking, and jumping, but the dirty vice grip wouldn’t let go. The cold sensation on his arm rapidly turned to fire, like a drop of molten steel that had just dripped on his tiny arm.

	The woman on the couch kept on laughing.

	“You wanna be a man? You want chocolate cake? Keep still!” His dad yelled, pulled Tommy’s arm closer, and burned another circle next to the other one. Tommy screamed, sobbed, and bobbed around while trying to free himself, but the vice grip just tightened. Then his dad jerked him forward toward the couch, causing Tommy’s neck to whiplash.

	“Now listen to me and listen to me good,” his dad whispered while Tommy kept whimpering and trying to free his arm with tiny tugs. “Nothing in life is free. You hear me? You want something, you work for it. You can’t work for it? You take it! There ain’t no handouts in life.” He pauses briefly to study his son’s agony. “And also, I didn’t bring you no goddamn cake. You wanna know why? Because cakes are for pussies, and my son ain’t no pussy,” he said and then released Tommy’s hand.

	“Make yourself a mayo sammich if you’re hungry, then leave us alone,” his dad said and then pushed himself up from the black couch. He took another drag and plonked down in his own cloud of smoke next to the blonde woman on the other couch. “Donna and I got some business we need to take care of, don’t we, Donna?” he said while stroking her blonde coils away from her forehead.

	***

	 

	Tommy is still circling the two dots on his arm, but not as gently as before. He’s rubbing them with unintended vigor. Asshole, he thinks to himself. Then, a cigarette appears mid-air above the circles.

	“Here you go, Rex,” the skinhead disciple says, waving the cigarette around.

	Tommy snatches it and puts it in his mouth.

	“Did you check the grounds? Any grown-ups?” Tommy mumbles while clinching the bouncing cigarette between his lips. 

	“Nope, no grown-ups. But guess who’s lying all alone under the big old oak?”

	“Vanilla-fucking-Ice? How would I know who’s lying under the goddamn oak tree?”

	“Our nerdy friend. You wanna go mess with him after the cigarette? He’s flat on his back. We can hold him down, and you can fart in his face again like last time!” The skinhead says, but Tommy doesn’t reply. He gets up from the rusty paint can, hides the cigarette behind his back, and peeks around the corner. Not too far away, Albert is lying on the lush green grass under the old oak, and a young girl in a pink dress is running away from him. Tommy leans back around the corner and takes a deep drag from the cigarette.

	“Nah, let him be for now. I have another plan for him. I want to teach him something my old man taught me.” 

	 


Chapter 8

	Justin Scott 1992, Simpsonville, SC

	 

	Justin Scott is sitting by himself under the lush old cypress tree at Howard Elementary. The street is considerably quiet, which allows him to hone in on the soothing rustling of leaves in the breeze above. The other trees lined up along the street are dressed in shades of the sunset, but Justin’s favorite tree in the world is still as lush green as it had been when his sister was still alive.

	It’s been months since Justin’s sister unexpectedly passed away in her sleep. Unable to explain how such a healthy young girl died in such a fashion, the coroner and doctors settled on Sudden Unexplained Nocturnal Death Syndrome, or SUNDS for short. Justin had gone to the library shortly after her funeral to read about this mysterious disease, and although he didn’t understand most of the medical jargon, something about this disease struck him as odd.

	According to the book in the library, SUNDS was first reported in 1917 and has various names worldwide. In Japan, it’s known as ‘Pokkuri Death Syndrome’; in Hawaii, ‘Dream Disease,' and in England, it’s called ‘Sudden Adult Death Syndrome.' But what was striking to Justin was that the majority of these reported cases stemmed from Southeast Asia, and 99% of them were young males. Supporting his doubts was the fact that the disease is called ‘Sudden manhood death syndrome’ in China. How could the cause of death of a young girl like his sister be attributed to such a disease?

	Justin shared his discovery with his mother, but he immediately realized it was a mistake. It led to a long conversation in his room about life, death, and God’s plans for people on the planet. He knows his mother was only trying to comfort him, but he doesn’t enjoy it when they treat him like a toddler.

	Also, had it been so easy to accept God’s plan as the answer to Emily’s death, why was his dad hardly talking to his family and drinking all the time, and why was his mother crying by herself in Emily’s room so often?

	Apart from dealing with the sudden loss and the mystery surrounding it, other issues have also been plaguing Justin. The rumors of him killing his sister in her sleep have started doing the rounds. He suspects that it originated from his dad during the first few days when Ryan Scott was still in shock. Emily had planted the seed in his father’s mind earlier when she’d complained about the nightmares, the shadow figure in her room, and a ‘different Justin’ that was there too. Maybe it wasn’t his dad that started the rumor. Maybe Emily also told her friends before she passed away. Whatever it was, kids were staring at him at school, and some were even evading him.

	Justin hadn’t been confronted directly about it, but he’d heard kids gossiping in the bathroom while he was seated in a stall. According to them, Justin murdered his sister by suffocating her with a pillow in her sleep. He kept quiet and waited for the boys to leave before exiting the stall. Confronting them would make matters worse. As far back as kindergarten, Justin had noticed that the kids who were the most defensive in class were usually the guilty parties. In his current situation, he would be closing his own coffin and dropping dirt on his innocence if he went on a relentless quest at school to follow smoke trails and stomp out fires.

	Although his sister loved mentally torturing him, the biggest prank she could have pulled off (even if she didn’t know it at the time) was telling him about the shadow that visited her at night. Also, she’d shown him the drawing, the despicable piece of art in her notebook, under this very tree. That picture came to life in his dreams many nights following her death.

	He would wake up in the dead of night and feel a presence in the room. And then, without warning, he’d hear a buzz, and his whole body would go into a state of paralysis. Seconds after, he would wake up, sweaty and gasping for air.

	Thanks, sis.

	Justin looks down at the book lying on his crossed legs. The topic fascinates him, but the writing is frustrating, to say the least. He has always been interested in ancient superheroes—the gods from ancient civilizations, especially the Egyptian and Greek gods. He just wished there were more books on these topics written for younger readers. It’s incredibly difficult for him to decipher all the words, but at least he can make out what they are trying to say, and the illustrations help too.

	What he’s discovered about the Greek gods today is especially intriguing. Nyx, for example, is the goddess of the night, and Hypnos has the power to make people fall asleep and even used that on Zeus. On the other hand, Thanatos came and dragged people down to the underworld when their time on Earth was up.

	Justin looks up from the book and floats away on a cloud of thoughts, pushed onward by the winds of his imagination.

	What if these gods were real? What if he had the power to make people fall asleep? Who would he put to sleep first? Probably Mr. Tanner, just before he’s about to hand out homework again. What if he could remove people from Earth forever and put them in a dungeon in the underworld, like Thanatos? He thinks about it for a second, but nobody comes to mind. Maybe he would go undercover and work with the police commissioner like Batman. The commissioner would tell him who the bad guys were, and he could lend a hand, ridding the city of them. He would then find them at night and pull them kicking and screaming down into the underworld, where they can’t hurt anybody again.

	He looks down at his book again, but his eye catches something that sends goosebumps crawling all over his body.

	Epiales (also known as Melas Oneiros, translated to ‘Black Dream’) is said to be one of the sons of Nyx. Epiales is the embodiment of nightmares. Although history tells us very little about Epiales, it is believed that his name denotes the feverish chill or the demon who assaults sleepers.

	Then Justin’s finger slides over to a small excerpt at the bottom of the page from A Greek Tragedy from 5 BC.

	Like a spider, he (a rapist) is carrying me (a woman) seaward step by step—a nightmare Oneiros, a black nightmare (Melas Oneiros)—

	A loud honk causes Justin to bounce his head up and return to Earth from the nightmare realm. His dad is leaning out from the old Ford pickup truck on the opposite side of the street.

	Justin’s dad frowns. “Did you forget your ears in class? I called your name twice already,” he yells across the street.

	“Sorry, Dad. I’m coming,” Justin says and slaps the book shut. After placing it in his backpack, he springs to his feet, slings the bag over his shoulder, and runs toward the pavement.

	“You be careful now! Always stop and check for cars, okay?” his dad yells.

	Justin stops dead in his tracks and looks left and right down the quiet street before running over toward the truck. After slamming the door, his dad puts the truck in gear.

	“Where’s Mom?”

	“I don’t know. I got worried when she didn’t return with you, so I came out looking for you guys. Called her work first, but they said she left a long time ago.”

	“That’s odd.”

	“Yeah, well, you know your mother. Always late for everything. Let me tell ya, she’ll be late for her damn funeral one day too, for sure,” his dad says and scratches his slick hair. “How was your day, buddy?” He turns his head briefly to his son.

	Justin immediately picks up the scent of alcohol on his breath. It’s not the faint beer smell Justin knows very well by now; this one is much more pungent.

	“It was fine, Dad,” he says and shifts his concentration to the line in the middle of the road to see if his dad is swerving, but for now, the truck seems to be going straight. Then his mind goes back to what he had just read.

	“Dad?”

	“Yes?”

	“What’s a rapist?”

	Ryan Scott immediately swings his head toward his son, and the car swerves to the right.

	“Dad, watch out!” Justin screams.

	His dad looks back at the road and realigns the truck. “Where did you hear that word?”

	“I saw it in a book.”

	Ryan shakes his head but keeps his eyes on the road this time. “You and those weird goddamn books.” He pauses, but Justin’s not taking his inquisitive eyes off his dad. “It’s a grownup word, okay? You’ll find out one day.”

	“Well, alright then,” Justin says and looks back at the road.

	His dad slows down and stops at the red traffic light. He scratches his head again and turns toward Justin. “What’s this book about?”

	“Greek miffol, mythlol … Greek my-tho-lo-gy,” Justin says and smiles, super proud of himself for finally pronouncing this brutal word correctly.

	“Isn’t that too … too complex for a boy your age?”

	“I do understand what they’re trying to say, but there are many words I don’t know. Like rapist,” Justin says, and his dad grimaces.

	“Mmm, you need to cool it with that word, buddy. It’s going to get you in trouble, understand? It’s not a nice word for a young boy to be spitting out in public.” He leans onto the steering wheel, drops an arm down below his seat, and dangles it around like the trunk of a foraging elephant.

	“What are you looking for, Dad?”

	“Can you check under your seat? There should be a lost brewski around here somewhere.”

	“No, Dad. You can’t drink and drive.”

	“One won’t harm… Ah, got it,” he says and leans back just in time as the light turns green. He quickly opens the beer and plants it on the seat between his legs. With the beer in a safe spot, he puts the truck in gear and drives over the intersection. “You don’t tell your mother about this,” he says and takes a sip from the can.

	Justin folds his arms and stares out onto the road.

	The rest of the road passes by quietly, and Justin feels a sense of relief as they pull into their driveway. Just as they come to a complete stop in front of the garage, Justin spots blue and red lights bouncing around in the truck’s cabin. He spins around. A patrol car is parked right behind them. The siren’s not on, but the lights are.

	“Shit,” his dad whispers and throws the near-empty beer can under the seat. On its way down, it spills bubbling blotches on the black plastic mat. He slaps his pockets and then looks over at Justin.

	“You got any gum?”

	“No.”

	“Shit. Right, everything’s cool. I didn’t do anything wrong,” his dad says and looks in the rearview mirror. Justin turns and looks over the seat again and sees the police officers casually getting out of their vehicle and straightening their belts.

	“Go into the house, now. Greet the officers but keep walking and close the door behind you.”

	“Why?”

	“Justin, just do as I tell you. Go!” Justin's dad leans out the window and greets the officers over his shoulder. “Good morn— Good afternoon, officers.”

	Justin gets out and slams the door. “Hi,” he says while waving and walking to the front door. He hears his dad getting out of the truck and slamming the door. Justin scurries inside, closes the front door as instructed, and runs toward the living room window. Carefully, he peeks through the gap in the beige curtains and sees his dad conversing with the officers, but he can’t make out what they’re saying.

	Justin’s heart is blocking his throat now, and his eyes are watering. He’s worried about the drunken state of his dad, and although he considers his dad to be a docile man, drunk people are known for doing stupid things, or so he has heard. Justin visualizes his dad turning around and making a run for it while officers chase him down the street, but that doesn’t happen.

	Instead, Justin’s dad suddenly collapses onto his knees in the driveway, bowing his head and planting his face into his palms. His body shakes, and one of the officers plants a hand on his shoulder.

	Then Justin’s attention is diverted to the noises emanating from his dad. Uncontrollable, unearthly sounds he’d only heard his dad utter once before.

	That was the morning his dad had discovered his sister’s cold body in her bed.

	 


Chapter 9

	Raven Mills 1988, Six Mile, SC

	 

	Mr. Pebbles’s happy face erupts from the shadows every time the lightning pulses through Raven’s window. Raven has been tossing and turning for a while now, but the deafening music, as well as the arguments in the living room, are making it hard to fall asleep. The growling clouds and strobes of light from outside are additional unpleasant ingredients of her insomnia soup. But fortunately, Mr. Pebbles is perched on her nightstand with its indomitable smile and jubilant eyes to comfort her during brief bright flares of white.

	Another burst turns the night into day, and Raven starts counting in her head while circling the stain on the blanket with her finger. It’s probably a coffee stain from last winter when the blanket spent most of its time in the living room. The windows rattle as the roaring wave sweeps over their trailer.

	“Twelve. Lath one wath fifteen, Mithter Pebbleth,” Raven whispers. As the thunder subdues, she hears the hostile voices crescendo in the living room. Raven rolls over on her back, grabs the sides of the pillow, and pulls them over her ears. It helps to block out some of the racket, but it’s not enough, and this pose is tiring her tiny arms. She lets go of the pillow, and it flaps down on the mattress like the wings of a dead bird. She rolls back on her side and looks at Mr. Pebbles’s silhouette before another string of flashes brings Mr. Pebbles to life again.

	One, two, three …

	Raven stops counting and whips her eyes off Mr. Pebbles toward the window. Something stirs on the other side. Something is moving between the tree line and her window, and it’s not far away. Her heartbeat accelerates, and her breathing stops. Even the cacophony from the living room is now distant and out of focus. All her attention is on the window and what comes next. 

	With palms clamped together by her chest, she whispers, “Pleathe, Jethuth. Pleathe keep the shadow man away from me tonight.” 

	Raven resists the urge to shut her eyes while she prays, gripping her gaze unwaveringly upon the eerie black window, her eyes narrowed to mere slits. 

	There it is.

	She detects the movement again, followed by another flash. The lightning reveals something on the window that wasn’t there before—two fat teardrops running down the windowpane.

	“Look, Mither Pebbles, ith only rain! Thank you, Jethuth,” Raven says, but her relief is short-lived as a shriek from the living room pierces her eardrums. Immediately after, another shriek follows, and then the unmistakable sound of shattering glass.

	Raven jumps out of bed just as another bolt illuminates the room, instantly followed by a loud crash and rumble. She hears the light rapping of rain on the roof, but when she pulls open the creaking door, the sound of rain on the roof gives way to the aggressive heavy metal charging down the hallway from the living room stereo. She peeks around the corner and down the short, dark hallway. The living room lights are off, but a soft glow emanates from the mute television.

	Just like the storm is beginning to peak in the sky, so is the storm in the living room.

	“I’ll fucking kill you! You hear me?” Chris's boisterous voice echoes down the hallway. Raven hears some scuffling and furniture moving about, but she can’t see what’s happening from her position in the doorway. She leaves the room, sneaking out on her toes with her back against the wall.

	“I didn’t do shit, I swear,” Mary-Jane screams through her sobbing. Raven leans forward and peeks around the corner. Her mother is splayed out on the floor, crying into her hands, and her dad is towering over her with a broken bottleneck in his hand.

	“Stop fucking lying to me!” Chris bellows with a trembling voice and kicks the coffee table to the side. The ashtray falls on the carpet, sending a puff of ash into the air, and the gun lands not far from it.

	“I’m not lying! I never cheated on you. I swear. Rick is just a friend. He’s married, for God’s sake,” Mary-Jane yells and continues her sobbing. Raven has seen her parents fight plenty of times before, but the expression on her dad’s face is new. His eyes are bright, lifeless doll eyes and his hands are trembling.

	“Stop… fucking… lying!” Chris screams and kicks the stereo off the plastic crate. As it hits the ground, the music dies, and the battering of the rain on the roof becomes more apparent. Multiple flashes strobe through the mobile home, and deafening rumbling overshadows Mary-Jane’s whimpering for a brief moment. Chris walks over and jabs his open palm into Mary-Jane’s brown curls. He grips the hair, and her head flinches sideways in a desperate attempt to alleviate the pain.

	“Stop fucking lying, you whore!” he screams and tugs her head from side to side while Mary-Jane’s hands clasp his wrist, trying to free herself from his grasp. Tears run down Raven’s cheeks even faster than the drops sliding down the windowpanes.

	“Mommy…” Raven’s quivering whisper dissolves in the rumble from the clouds and the rattling coming from the rain on the roof. She’s frozen in her squatting position around the corner in the twilight of the television’s glare. Through her blurry tear curtain, Raven sees Chris placing the broken bottle under Mary-Jane’s cheekbone. His shaking hands cause a piece of the shard to dent and puncture Mary-Jane’s skin, causing a tiny drop of blood to run down her cheek, parallel to the wet mascara lines.

	“I’m gonna cut you up real good. Let’s see who wants to fuck you then!” Chris yells into his wife’s panic-stricken face.

	“Daddy, no!” Raven screams and scurries into the living room toward the gun lying on the floor. She picks it up and points it at her dad, just like she’s seen the people on TV do it. The gun is heavier than she expected, and she struggles to keep it pointed directly at her dad.

	“Put the gun down, honey. We’re just playing, okay?” Chris says. He lowers the broken bottle and releases Mary-Jane’s hair.

	“You’re hurting, Mommy!” Raven screams. A blinding flash lights up the room, and the instant explosive thunder sends reverberations through the trailer.

	Chris flinches and straightens his back, dropping his arms to his sides, still holding onto the broken bottle.

	“Now you listen real good, Raven. Put the gun down now before Daddy gets really angry,” Chris says and steps forward. Mary-Jane turns toward Raven, mascara and blood running down her face.

	“Listen to your daddy, my angel. Please,” Mary-Jane sobs.

	Chris takes another step forward, his eyes firmly fixed on the trembling gun in his daughter’s hand. A loud hollow thud behind Chris instantly diverts his attention away from his daughter and causes him to swing around, turning his back to his distraught daughter. The sound causes Mary-Jane to flinch and she tugs her head down between her shoulders. In that instance, a burst of lightning reveals the whole world behind the window. The trees, rain, and the creator of the loud thud.

	The black figure with its mothlike, lifeless eyes.

	Raven immediately recognizes the haunting figure, and a wave of panic floods her body. A loud bang follows the lightning, accompanied by the thunder a second later.

	The gun falls to the floor, followed by Chris.

	A tiny red dot on the back of his white vest slowly grows into the Japanese flag. Raven falls on her bottom, pulls her knees up to her chest, and buries her wet face between her kneecaps. Mary-Jane screams and crawls toward Chris’s prostrated body. She shakes him by the shoulders, but there’s no reply.

	“Chris. Chris!” she screams and turns him over on his back. His rubber neck doesn’t resist the momentum, and his head rolls all the way over to face Mary-Jane. His eyes are wide open but lifeless, and his gaping jaw is drawn to the dusty brown carpet. Mary-Jane falls on his chest, dotting red and black lines with her cheek on his vest. She cries uncontrollably through the sound of the rain while Raven remains on the floor, rocking her body back and forth in silence.


Chapter 10

	Albert Campbell, 1993, Greenville, SC

	 

	Albert Campbell rolls on his side into the fetal position. He searches for his elusive blanket to shield him from the cold breeze tickling his exposed legs and arms but finds nothing but pricks on the palms of his hands. Confused, he opens his eyes and stares at his flat palm sunken between the lush green blades of grass. He must have dozed off as he’s still under his favorite tree.

	Albert sits up and scans the area. About thirty yards away, close to the main entrance of the main building, he spots two older girls sitting crossed-legged on the grass, both wearing light blue sweaters. A shy boy with glasses awkwardly hurries past them to the entrance while keeping his head bowed. After scurrying past the girls, about three yards away, the boy passes a sneaky side stare over his shoulder back at them. 

	His timing can’t be worse as he’s just about to step onto the concrete walkway leading to the entrance. The tip of his sneaker hits the protruding concrete edge, and he stumbles. Instinctively, his arms begin paddling the air as he trips, sending his book and glasses on a collision course with the concrete. He regains his balance and prevents a nosedive onto the concrete walkway, but his ego is damaged more than his face would’ve been had it collided with the pavement. The girls point and laugh at him while he fumbles around to collect his glasses and the book.

	Typical Clint Bower. Albert plants a palm on his forehead and shakes his head. Clint is his roommate and the clumsiest person he’s ever come across. Apart from that unwanted accolade, Clint was also bestowed with premium-quality social awkwardness. Perhaps due to these profound qualities and the fact that Clint has no choice but to share a room with Albert, Clint has become Albert’s only friend over time.

	Albert gets up, pats the grass off his shorts, and pauses for a brief moment to admire his sneakers. They look even better in the magical light of the setting sun. He begins his treacherous journey back to his room and stays close to the side of the main building. The girls sitting on the grass both turn their heads as he approaches, but turn back immediately and continue their cheerful chatter. Albert’s not surprised by their dismissive behavior. To them, and most kids at Mountain View, Albert’s presence is of no value to them. He is neither a threat nor an asset. Like a single cloud drifting aimlessly through the blue sky, they are aware of his presence, but he’s not worth a second thought.

	Albert enters the tiny four-bed dorm and sees Clint sitting on his bed with one foot on his knee, trying to undo a knot in his shoelace with little grace and no luck. Instead, he tugs and jerks and tightens the knot even further. Clint curls deeper down to get a closer look at the knot and gives it one more tug. His hand slips from the lace, and he slaps his own glasses right off his face. The glasses come to a grinding halt right by Albert’s feet, and he bends down to pick them up.

	“Thanks,” Clint says after putting the glasses back on his face. The tiny white room is silent for a while, and then a group of cackling kids gallops past their room.

	“So. What have you been up to?” Clint asks.

	“Not much.”

	Clint keeps his concentration fixed on his fidgeting fingers. “Did Tommy find you?”

	Albert pauses and looks up at Clint.

	“What?”

	“Did Tommy find you? He asked for you.”

	“When?” Albert’s heartbeat accelerates, and his muscles tense up. Tommy had already bullied him twice today. Is the Rex still hungry for more? Has he been parading the grounds searching for him while he was sleeping under the tree? “When?”

	“Relax, Al-Berry-Bear. He was searching for you just before lunch. He pushed me up against the lockers in the hallway… asked me where you were. I said, I dunno. Asshole still went ahead and licked my glasses right off my face,” Clint says and shakes his head before looking down at the sneaker again. “Dick.”

	Albert feels his muscles relax, and his back slumps once more.

	“Yeah, he came in here and told me Sullivan was looking for me.”

	“Why was Saliva-Man looking for you?” Clint accentuates the last part of his sentence, confirming what Albert believes to be true. Clint might just as well have said: Nobody gives a shit about you; why would they bother sending for you, then?

	“He wants me to get into sports,” Albert replies with minimal enthusiasm, sighing hard afterward.

	The room goes silent again. Albert wishes that the conversation would stop there. There’s no need for him to disclose what happened. The head bashing, the dark closet, the spit in his face. There’s nothing that Clint can do about it except tell others. Word travels faster than the speed of sound light down these unsightly hallways, and before long, they will land firmly in the ears of the T-Rex.

	And nobody tells on Tommy.

	“Sports? Why?”

	“To make more friends, I guess.”

	“You don’t need sports for that. You need Doctor Goldstein for that,” Clint says and bows his head even deeper downward to hide his smirk.

	“Why?”

	“Maybe the shrink can change your personality. Then kids will like you better,” Clint says and laughs at his own joke.

	“Ha-ha, you are hilarious,” Albert replies with a robotic tone. The room grows silent for a while.

	“Did you hear we’re getting a new batch of trash tomorrow?” Clint asks.

	In some prisons, new inmates are called fish, but in Mountain View Foundation, newcomers are called trash. It’s not certain who the culprit is who introduced this word, but in some ways, Albert thinks it was an apt description for the boys and girls that land in this ‘orphanage’. Unwanted, discarded, and most of the time, neglected and smelly.

	“Yeah? How many?”

	“Not sure. But there’s something else. A secret not many people know. But I do—”

	“What’s the secret?”

	“Not gonna tell—”

	“Why not?”

	“What’s it worth to you?”

	Albert sighs and shoves himself backward on his bed. He grabs the pillow and tugs it behind his back to create a barrier from the cold white wall. He jiggles his back to find his sweet spot and sighs. “How can I tell you how much it’s worth to me if I don’t know what it is?”

	“Oh, you want to know. I know you want to know,” Clint says while pointing both index fingers at Albert.

	“Sure.”

	Unable to contain his excitement, Clint bursts out, “Alright. Fair enough. I’ll tell you. But you can’t tell nobody, promise?”

	“Promise.”

	“So—” Clint begins but stops immediately as a loud bang resonates through the room.

	Tim Traeger, an adolescent boy with dirty brown curls, leans in from the hallway, his palm still firm on the door he just slapped.

	“You jerkoffs coming for dinner?” Tim asks.

	“Yes, soon,” Albert replies and turns back toward Clint, showing his disinterest and dismissing any possibility of starting a conversation with Tim.

	Tim drops his smile and walks away.

	“So, I was in the library earlier and heard two of the seniors talking. They were in the next aisle so I couldn’t see their faces. But—”

	“What were they talking about?”

	“Wait! Lemme tell my story, alright?” Clint says with a frown. Albert rolls his eyes and shrugs. “At first, the boys were just talking about girls, and it got really juicy. I only heard the end of it. I don’t know which girls they were talking about. I wonder who…” Clint pauses and looks at the ceiling while his index finger crosses his thin lips.

	Albert slams the mattress with both his hands. “Who cares? Go on with the story!”

	“And then the one boy said he hoped the new batch of trash would have some diamonds in it. And then the other boy asked the first one if he’d heard the rumors about the murderers.” Clint pauses to add dramatic effect.

	Albert knows what Clint is doing and tries to indulge him.

	“Murderers?”

	“Murderers, that’s right. Apparently, there are two murderers in the heap of trash that will be dumped here tomorrow.”

	Albert rolls his eyes and shakes his head once more. “You want me to believe that?”

	“I swear on my life,” Clint says. He kisses his index finger and points toward the sky.

	“Okay. Let’s pretend you are not lying, which I doubt, by the way. Who did these kids murder?”

	“The seniors said there is a girl and a boy, both murderers. A few years ago, the girl shot her old man in cold blood. She was like six or seven at the time, man… just shot him dead, bang!” Clint says while pointing his gun-shaped hand at Albert and flicking his thumb. He even adds the recoil of the gun.

	Albert tilts his head and frowns. “Really? So, tell me, why is she not in juvie then?”

	“Well, apparently, her mother took the rap. She went and confessed that it was her who had gone and done it. Self-defense or something. The old man was a real piece of work, knocked the family around when he was on the sauce,” Clint says and pretends to drink from a bottle.

	“So why is the mother not free if it was self-defense?”

	“Good question, smart-ass. Apparently, the man was shot in the back, which the judge and jury didn’t like so much. So, she got time, and there was nobody to take care of the girl. She’s been passed from foster home to foster home since then.”

	“And how did these guys find out about this?”

	“Yeah, like I’m going to walk up to seniors and ask, ‘Hey, excuse me, fellas, but I was listening to your conversation from the other aisle. Could you prove that you’re not liars and tell me where you heard the story?’ You know, Albert, for a smart guy, you’re really dumb sometimes.”

	“Right. So, what’s the boy’s story?”

	“His story is really creepy, man. Like seriously. Sad, but also really creepy.”

	“Just tell me already. The dinner bell will ring any second now.”

	“Okay, I’ll cut to the chase. Apparently, a couple of years back, this kid’s older sister died in her sleep. Nobody knows how or why. She was healthy, and everything… just didn’t wake up. Word went around that he didn’t get along with his sis all that well and that he killed her in her sleep with a pillow or something. Really weird. Then, it got worse. A few months later, his mother dies in a car crash. Dead meat on the spot.” Clint drags his index finger over his throat and sticks his tongue out of the side of his mouth.

	“Poor guy. That’s terrible. No dad?”

	“He had one. But after both his daughter and wife died so shortly after one another, the old man really dived into the bottle and the pills. He died recently, and now the kid has nowhere to go.”

	“No family?”

	“Dunno. The boy in the library said nobody wants to adopt a weird kid that murdered his sister in her sleep. So there you have it. Two murderers in tomorrow’s trash.” Clint looks at the two empty beds in their room. “You think we’ll get one in here tomorrow? One of the murderers, I mean,” Albert says. He widens his eyes as far as he can and slowly turns his head toward Albert. He’s pulling out all the stops now with his theatrics, but Albert doesn’t seem to buy into them anymore.

	“Maybe. Maybe not. But I’m not worried either way,” Albert says and jumps up from the bed.

	“You’re not worried about getting smothered in your sleep by some kid with issues?”

	“Obviously, the story you heard was made up. Come on, don’t tell me you believed all of that?” Immediately after finishing his sentence, the shrill electronic bell echoes down the hallway.

	Clint seems displeased by Albert’s nonchalant reaction to his spooky story. “Well, don’t come complaining to me when he kills you in your sleep,” Clint says and pushes himself off the bed.

	“I wouldn’t be able to. Because I’ll be dead, right?”

	Albert bends down to put his favorite sneakers on and reflects on what Clint just said. He imagines what it would be like to force a pillow over Tommy’s face in his sleep and keep it there until he stops breathing. And would he be able to do the same to his biological mother when he finds out who she is and where she lives?

	 


Chapter 11

	Sarah Miller, 1985, Greenville, SC

	 

	Sarah Miller shakes out another Kool Super Light from the pack, and lights it. Rays from the late afternoon sun slip through the gap in the curtains into the tiny apartment and illuminate the lazy cigarette smoke floating aimlessly in the air.

	Through the yellowish-gray haze, she sees a suited man on the TV sporting the sharpest knife in the world at the most affordable price ever. The volume is turned down because she wouldn’t want the television’s audio distracting her when that call comes in.

	She takes another drag and leans over to flick her ash in the black coffee mug towering over the unpaid bills and junk mail on the table. Her head snaps up as the crying of her infant peals through the gray mist from the open bedroom door.

	“Ah, for Christ’s sake,” she says and puts out the cigarette. She gets up and readjusts the belt of her pink terry bathrobe. It takes her just a few steps to get to the only bedroom in her tiny apartment, where her five-month-old baby boy is tightly wrapped in a stained sky-blue blanket on top of the ruffled white sheets.

	He’s managed to wriggle his hands out from the blanket and is now punching the air. He shakes his head back and forth, eyes pinched shut and bawling as if being attacked by bees.

	“What now? I fucking cleaned you like a minute ago. Are you hungry or what?” Sarah says, leaning against the door jamb of the bedroom. The baby continues crying. She rolls her eyes and turns around. “Jesus,” she whispers and walks two steps into the open-plan kitchen. She bends down, pulls open the hip-high fridge, and scans its contents. The shelves are empty, save for a ketchup bottle, an almost empty jar of grape jelly, and a tiny green and grey forest sprouting from something unidentified on a white side plate at the back. She turns her head and grabs the half-full glass bottle of milk from the door, stands up, and swings the door shut with her bare foot.

	The unwashed, milk-stained baby bottle is hiding between the dirty dishes, coffee mugs, and glasses in the sink. She grabs it, screws off the top, and pours it half full with milk. Sarah had stopped breastfeeding the boy as soon as she could. There was no way she was going to allow him to ruin her figure any more than he already had. She makes her way back to the bedroom, screwing the top on as she goes.

	“Here’s your milk,” she says and shoves the teat in the infant’s mouth. The baby immediately turns his head to the side and puts his crying into second gear. “Oh, for God’s sake, Billy,” she says and shakes her head. She returns to the kitchen, and now her scowl contains a pinch of hopelessness. She unscrews the top of the bottle and puts the bottle in the microwave. After hitting start, she watches the bottle revolve beyond the brown glass, like a sad merry-go-round-for-one. Sarah breathes out a sigh while the microwave hums away.

	Hopefully, she won’t be doing this shit for much longer. Hopefully, that phone starts ringing any minute. But if the phone rings now, then there’s still the damn baby crying in the background. Better take care of that first.

	“Tingggg.”

	Sarah takes out the bottle, screws the top back on, and strides back to the room.

	“Here. Now stop your bitching and drink up,” she says and puts the bottle in the baby’s mouth. The baby starts suckling and calms down, his big, glazed eyes fixed on her. Sarah giggles. “Holy shit! I didn’t even check the milk’s temperature!” She shakes her head and flutters her lashes showcasing her ‘silly me’ look.

	Back on the couch, she tests the phone again, and after, she lights another cigarette. Her mind takes a leap, her eyebrows lose their tension as a picture of Michael pops into her mind. Michael, the man of her dreams.

	Michael disappeared from her life for almost five years. His parents relocated to Raleigh in North Carolina when they were still teens, and she never heard from him again. That was until two months ago. She was doing her afternoon shift at Roadies Diner when she heard the tiny bells on the front door chime and saw Michael walking in. He didn’t notice her as he swaggered in broad-shouldered and plunked down in a booth by the window. The memories from that afternoon are so vivid that it feels like only yesterday.

	She remembers how embarrassed she’d felt when she walked over to this booth. Michael was wearing a grey suit and still had his aviator sunglasses on. The afternoon sun streaming in from the window shimmered in his black lenses and made his olive skin even more radiant than she remembered. His stubble beard was unable to hide his strong cheekbones, and his slick-back hairstyle looked as if he had just stepped out of an expensive celebrity parlor. He oozed charm, confidence, and success. On the other hand, she felt intimidated and inferior. There she was in her red-and-white checkered waitress dress, slaving away at a dead-end job for pennies, never left the state, and now playing mother to a bastard child. He was moving up in life, and she was sliding down. She approached him with a blank expression, uncertain if he would even recognize her. But he did. He smiled, removed his sunglasses, and instantly dissolved all her insecurities with his emerald-green eyes.

	Just like that, Michael and Sarah reconnected as if he’d never left. He was on a business trip for his old man’s auto parts distribution company and insisted that they meet after her shift ended for dinner and drinks. He was quite adamant about meeting that specific evening seeing that he was only in town for one night. They connected as old friends, but there was magnetism between them that was obvious to any patron in the restaurant who gazed in their direction. Michael invited her over to his motel, the fancy one out on the 385, but Sarah declined. She would’ve wanted nothing more than to spend the night with him, but the risk was too high.

	The invite was unexpected, and she fumbled over her words while lying to him. She told him that she needed to get up early to take the elderly neighbor to the hospital. He didn’t nag her, and she respected him even more for that. After exchanging telephone numbers, he walked her to her car and kissed her goodnight. Not a slobbering, lustful French. Just an intimate, partially parted lips kiss. Soft lips. Masculine black bristles gently pricked her upper lip. A kiss that sent electricity through her whole body and rubberized her muscles.

	She slammed the steering wheel of her 1968 Beetle a couple of times on her back way through the quiet streets. With every passing streetlight, she felt more and more removed from him and scared that she might never get the opportunity to be with him again. She mulled over the idea of their bodies naked in bed, but then reality shrouded the fantasy once more. She was petrified that he might see the evidence she still carried from her pregnancy.

	Michael left that next day, but they’ve been calling each other for hours each day since. A grin appears on Sarah’s face as she reflects on the dirty phone conversation from the night before. Unable to twirl her finger around a lock of hair, she pushes and adjusts the green plastic curlers on her head. A fountain of anxiety erupts from her stomach as she remembers the secret she is hiding from Michael. She hadn’t told him that she was the mother of a baby boy.

	Michael wanted kids too, but she knew very well how men operate. They think of single mothers as used tires—only good for a short time and not to be trusted in the long run. It wasn’t worth risking her eternal love by telling him about her baby. It’s not as if she even wanted to get pregnant in the first place, and neither did the biological father, whoever he might be. Although she hated the idea of becoming a mother, abortion was out of the question.

	At one point, she’d considered driving to another state and having the procedure done in secret, but she didn’t have the money for it. Adoption was the only way out for her at the time. But when she held Billy for the first time, she reconsidered and thought that maybe it wouldn’t be that bad to raise a child. That thought evaporated like a drop of water on a red-hot stove plate when Michael came through the bell-rattling door of the diner that Thursday afternoon.

	Now, Billy has to go.

	Lightning pulses from her neck into her head as she recoils toward the ringing phone. The shrill ringing fills the small, smokey living room while she puts out the cigarette. She clutches her neck, which is heating up internally as the shocking sparks subside, clears her throat, and lifts the receiver. “Hello?”

	“Hey, honey. How’re you doing?” It’s Michael. The room brightens as her heart starts beating in her ears.

	“I’m good, sugar. Just happy to hear your voice,” she says and bites her lower lip. “Where are you?”

	“I’m at a payphone here in Durham. I wanted to call you from home, but I got stuck at this asshole client’s office. He made me wait for over an hour. I’m on my way back now but couldn’t wait that long to hear your voice again,” Michael says. Sarah closes her eyes and pats her palm on her chest.

	“Awh, that’s so sweet.”

	“I can’t wait until this weekend. My folks can’t wait, either. You’re still coming this weekend, aren’t you?”

	“Actually, I wanted to talk to you about that? Can you hold on a second?”

	“Please don’t tell me you’re getting cold feet,” Michael says, but Sarah’s handset is already lying face down on the couch. Sarah sprints into the bedroom where Billy is babbling, pulling on his blanket and slapping the mattress. He seems happy, but babies have the tendency to change as quickly as the South Carolina weather in July: bright and beautiful one second, wet and loud the next. She pulls the door handle and squints as she tries her best to close it with the least amount of noise. After the mechanism clicked in place, she dashes back to the couch and picks up the phone.

	“Michael, are you still there?”

	“Yes. Everything okay?”

	“Yeah, sorry about that. I thought I heard somebody at the door.”

	“And?”

	“Nothing. I must be going crazy. I blame you for that,” she says and begins to grin.

	“Me? What did I do?”

	“You’re running through my head all day and all night. I can’t think straight anymore, baby.” Sarah giggles.

	“You had me going there for a second.” A brief silence follows, only interrupted by more cars passing behind Michael.

	“I wanna ask you something, but I don’t know how.”

	“You can ask me anything, baby. You know this, right?”

	“Right. But—”

	“Is everything alright, Sarah?”

	Sarah remains silent briefly and then takes an audible breath to muster her courage.

	“I don’t wanna wait until this weekend. I wanna be with you now,” Sarah says in the tone of a spoiled child that wants ice cream before dinner.

	“It’s just one more day, my love. I can’t—” Michael stops speaking as Sarah interrupts him mid-sentence.

	“I wanna come over tonight.” 

	Michael's hushed interlude on the other side stretches into an eternity within Sarah's mind, each passing second amplified and elongated. 

	“But it is like a four-hour drive, and it’s getting dark. And… what about your job?”

	A flashback of her screaming at her boss and throwing her apron in his face before storming out of the diner streaks across her mind.

	“I quit today. I need to get out of here, Michael. I can’t stand being here alone… without you. I can be there before ten,” she says and sniffs, pretending to be on the verge of whimpering. “Please tell me you’re not angry.”

	Silence146. Sarah dabs her nose with the cuff of her bathrobe and whispers, “I need to be with you, baby. I wanna fall asleep in your arms tonight.”

	“I wouldn’t want anything else in the world, my angel. But I don’t think it’s a good idea for you to be driving at night. And then I have a meeting in the morning, early, and—”

	“I’m not a child anymore, Michael. If I can drive myself home after half a bottle of Jack at night, I’m sure I can make it to Raleigh sober,” she says and feigns a giggle through the sniffing. Michael pauses again, followed by a deep exhale through his nose.

	“To hell with it! It would be amazing to have you here tonight. I’ll get some candles, wine, and may I interest you in a nice hot bubble bath?”

	“Oh, Michael, that sounds… like heaven,” she says and closes her eyes. A wave of relief washes over her, and she slouches back into the couch.

	“Are you sure you want to do this?”

	“More than anything in the world.”

	“What happened at work?”

	“I don’t wanna talk about it right now. I’ll tell you everything tonight.”

	“Are you sure you are in the right state of mind to drive? I mean—”

	“I told you I’m fine, baby. I just want to be with you. I can’t wait anymore,” she says and waits for Michael’s reply.

	Finally, Michael replies. “I can’t believe this. You still have my address, right?”

	Sarah looks down at the paper-covered coffee table. Lying on the edge of the glass top is one of the few letters without red capitalized writing—a sweet love letter Michael mailed to her a little over a week ago. She leans over and picks up the envelope that looks like it was ripped open by a gorilla and not long red-painted fingernails.

	She reads out the address, and he confirms it, along with some additional directions.

	“Great. Well, I’ll see you tonight, then.”

	“You will, I promise. Oh, and Michael…” she says and pauses. She grins and bites down on her lower lip.

	“Yeah?”

	“Take a nap when you get home. I don’t think you’ll be doing a lot of sleeping tonight,” she says in her most seductive tone.

	“My God, Sarah. I can’t wait to see you.”

	“You too. Byyyeeee,” she says but waits for him to return the salutation before ending the call.

	Sarah picks up the near-empty box of Kools on the couch next to her. She lights one up and starts bouncing her right leg while she glares at the closed bedroom door.

	The bedroom where her baby boy is blissfully unaware of what is going on or what will happen tonight.

	There is no way back, only forward, she thinks to herself.

	Sorry, Billy. It’s for the best. Maybe one day you’ll understand.

	 


Chapter 12

	Mountain View Foundation, 1993, Greenville, SC

	 

	The mess hall is buzzing with excitement. The long rows of tables are neatly draped with navy tablecloths, and the air is redolent of fried bacon, which is driving the children to the edge of their sanity. Some play with the cutlery, causing clinging and clanging to resonate through the hall, mixing with the chit-chat and laughter. The buzz, along with the occasional ecstatic scream, overshadow the cacophony of banging pots and pans created by the kitchen staff as they prepare the service area.

	At Mountain View, Sunday breakfasts reign supreme. In stark contrast to mundane weekdays, Sundays present jubilant feasts, where the kids indulge in ways they imagine ordinary children would feast every day. Pancakes, eggs, bacon, you name it. 

	Breakfast during the rest of the week is not so glamorous. Sometimes, if they’re lucky, they are served nameless stale cereal with the fruit of the day. But most of the other days, they’re served snotty oats, and there’s no escaping this vile bowl of mashed-up slugs. Adults patrol and inspect the bowls of the kids, and you better have a damn good excuse for not finishing all your food.

	Albert places his overloaded plate on the table and plonks down in his chair. The time between serving and eating is a hellish limbo for everyone present. Just like everybody else, Albert’s hands don’t dare touch the plate of deliciousness on the draped table in front of him. Almost everybody is seated and busy chirping or laughing. The last boy takes his seat, and the weekend’s rotating supervisor, Mr. Sullivan, clears his throat.

	“Good morning, boys and girls,” he calls out over the seated crowd of kids.

	“Morning, Mister Sullivan,” the kids reply in unison—a choir restricted to one note.

	“Close your eyes, please. Thank You, Lord, for the food that we’re about to eat. May it remind us of how fortunate we are to enjoy this nutritious meal while so many in the world will stay hungry today…”

	Fortunate? Yeah, right, Albert thinks and peeks through his one eyelid. Clint is sitting next to him with a vacant expression, staring awkwardly at Suzie McDowell on the other side of the table. Albert jabs him with his elbow. Clint’s body shakes, and he closes his eyes.

	“We thank You, oh Lord, for Your grace, and may You open our hearts to accept and love our newcomers, just as You accept and love us. Amen.” Mr. Sullivan opens his eyes and puts both his palms in the air.

	“Just one second before you dig in. Some of you may already have seen there are a few new faces here today. Will the newcomers please stand up?” Mr. Sullivan says and pans over the hall.

	Albert’s glance darts from table to table as his neck stretches and twitches like that of a meerkat on its back legs, trying to peer past shoulders and over scruffy heads. His eyes fall upon the dead gaze of Tommy T-Rex, staring motionlessly at Albert from the other side of the hall. Albert immediately shifts his gaze ninety degrees in another direction.

	One boy with curly orange hair, probably a year or two older than Albert, jumps up and waves at everybody.

	“Matt Simmons, everybody!”

	“Welcome, Matt,” everybody says in unison, not sharing a single note of excitement.

	His freckled cheeks turn scarlet, and a few muffled giggles and whispers stir from various locations. Johnny Slater, sitting two seats across from Albert, puts his fist in front of his mouth and feigns a cough. “Ugh-ugh, trash, ugh, ugh.”

	The pimpled face girl sitting next to Johnny giggles and slaps him playfully on his shoulder.

	“Come on, don’t be shy. Stand up, please,” Mr. Sullivan says. A scrawny young boy with short, neatly combed brown hair stands up from the same table as the orange-haired boy. His eyes do not leave the table, and his hands are clasped in front of him.

	“Everybody, please welcome Justin Scott,” Mr. Sullivan says and points at the brown-haired boy who seems incapable of lifting his head.

	“Welcome, Justin.”

	Justin lifts his gaze for a micro-moment and drops his eyes again.

	“And where is…” Mr. Sullivan tilts his head from the side, scanning the hall with a frown and a raised chin. A nurse appears at the hallway door. Her arm is extended behind her into the hallway and out of sight. She bends down and whispers something to whomever she is trying to drag into the mess hall.

	The nurse begins to walk again, and behind her, locked in the grip of the nurse’s hand, is the hand of a young blonde girl. She trudges in with awkward, unwilling steps until they halt next to Mr. Sullivan. “Ah-ha, there she is. Everybody, please welcome Raven Mills.”

	“Welcome, Raven.”

	Raven remains quiet while her bottom lip crawls over the upper and her tiny fist makes small rotations on her rosy cheek.

	“Raven, go and take a seat with the other new kids, please,” Mr. Sullivan says while stooping down with a smile. The petrified girl nods slightly, clutching the nurse’s hand even harder.

	“Enjoy your breakfast, everybody,” Mr. Sullivan says with a smile. At once, the hall erupts into a cacophony of clinging, tinkling, and banging as kids adjust their chairs, jolt to their cutlery, and dig into their Sunday feasts. Albert starts scoffing down a massive piece of pancake, the bottom part dangling from his chin like a flat golden beard. Clint is still staring over his shoulder at the newbies.

	“So, we know who the murderers are now,” Clint says and turns his attention to Albert, whose head is bent backward, trying to flip the last piece of pancake in his mouth like a pelican gulping a fish down its gullet. “What the hell’s the matter with you? Did you even hear what I said, pig?”

	“Wjesh,” Albert says but starts to prepare a scoop of flakey scrambled eggs on his fork instead of paying Clint more attention.

	“Can you stop being a piranha for a second? Jeeeez,” Clint says while following the fork scooped with egg rising from the plate toward Albert's stuffed mouth. “You haven’t even swallowed the pancake yet!”

	“Um hnnngy, kay?” Albert replies.

	“Dear God. I just realized something,” Clint says and then closes his eyes. “The ginger trash will probably move in with us.”

	“Or the murderer,” Albert replies while bits of yellow shoot from his mouth.

	 


Chapter 13

	Mountain View Foundation, 1993, Greenville, SC

	 

	Albert watches his new roommate, Matt, unpack his weathered antique leather suitcase. What a weirdo, he thinks to himself. Then he sees Matt’s head turn in his direction and Albert quickly drops his gaze to his book and furrows his eyebrows.

	“What are you reading there, Albertonio?”

	Alberry-Bear, Albertonio, Shithead. Why can’t people just call me by real name?

	“It’s a book about the stars and planets and stuff,” Albert says without looking up. He doesn’t want to be rude to the new boy but also doesn’t really feel like entertaining him. Friends are scarce in Mountain View, but trash should also know their place. Justin Scott is also in the room unpacking his things but hasn’t said a single word since Mr. Sullivan brought him into the room after breakfast.

	There’s something about Justin that fascinates Albert, and it’s not the fact that he may or may not have killed his sister in cold blood. Without a warning, Mr. Sullivan steps into their room, looking quite flustered.

	“Matt, I’m sorry, but there’s been a mistake. We’re going to put you in the same room as Clive and Neil. Then each room will only have three boys, and you won’t be as cramped up as in here,” Mr. Sullivan says and gyrates his head while inspecting the small room. Matt drops his arms by his sides.

	“Oh maannnnnn. I just finished unpacking it all,” Matt says and drops his head down as if his neck went limp. There’s a moment of silence, and then Clint bursts out in laughter and falls sideways onto his bed.

	“Bower! Control yourself,” Mr. Sullivan yells at Clint.

	“Sorry, sir,” he says, trying to hide his giggles and wiping the tears off his face with his forearm.

	“Apologize to Matt too. That was extremely rude,” Mr. Sullivan says and places his hands on his hips. His mustache twitches a little, which is usually the cue to start taking Mr. Sullivan seriously.

	“I’m sorry, Matt,” Clint says and bites down on his lower lip, trying his best to keep the forbidden giggles at bay. Matt remains quiet and starts repacking his clothes again. Mr. Sullivan turns toward Justin, who is almost done unpacking.

	“So. Are you a sports fan, Justin?” Justin swings around and stares at Mr. Sullivan like a deer in headlights. “Sports. Do you like it?”

	“I guess so,” Justin replies with a soft, uncertain squeak.

	“Do you play? Football, basketball—”

	“Not really, sir.”

	“I see. And what do you like to do in your spare time?”

	“I like to read, sir,” Justin says.

	Mr. Sullivan snorts and drops his head. After shaking his head, he turns toward Albert. “Well, I think you might be making a new friend, after all, Albert.”

	But Albert remains quiet and focused on his book.

	Mr. Sullivan nods. “Right, Matt. Let’s go. See you boys later.”

	Clint and Albert mumble goodbye and turn toward Justin, who is finally done unpacking and busy placing his blue suitcase under his bed. Albert turns his head back to his book before they can make eye contact. Maybe Mr. Sullivan was right. Maybe Justin could be his next friend. Albert wonders if he should start a conversation, but what would he say?

	Instead, Albert tries to strengthen his attention on the illustrations of the different planets in his book, but his mind doesn’t want to stay out in space. Instead, he’s thinking about Justin and why he ended up in Mountain View. And then the old haunting question returns whenever new trash shows up on their doorstep.

	Who’s my mother and why didn’t she want me?

	 


Chapter 14

	Mountain View Foundation, 1993, Greenville, SC

	 

	Raven Mills’s eyes are locked on the girl with the bushy black hair lying on the lower bunk on the other side of the room. The girl is lying on her stomach in the shadow of the top bunk, busy drawing something in her book. The secretive girl detects Raven’s inquisitive stare, pauses, and glares at Raven through her curly disheveled black bangs. Her dark brown eyes appear black in the shade cast by the bunk above her.

	She narrows her eyes. “What are you looking at?” the girl asks.

	Raven feels her muscles tense up. She has experienced nothing but hostility from the children in this big, strange place. Everybody had ignored her or burned her with judgmental and sometimes frightened stares. Almost everybody, except for some of the grownups who were nice to her, probably because they got paid to do so. Then there were also those who whispered behind their hands into their frightened friends’ ears as she walked past. She knows what they are thinking and saying behind her back. She isn’t dumb.

	“Nothing,” Raven replies immediately.

	The girl closes her small book and then turns on her side and pushes her elbow underneath her for support.

	“What’s your name again?”

	“Raven.”

	“Isn’t that a bird?”

	“I dunno.” Raven shrugs.

	The girl with the raggy black bush sighs. “Okay, look. If you’re going to share the room with us, there’s something you need to understand. We don’t touch each other’s stuff. I don’t touch your stuff. You don’t touch my stuff. Understand?”

	Raven nods. “Sure.” She feels somewhat relieved because she’d brought Mr. Pebbles and Cynthea to Mountain View. They’re Raven’s only real friends, and she wouldn’t want any of the other girls playing with them either. But she’s glad to be surrounded by these girls, even if they seem mean. They look tough, and they could offer some protection if the shadow thing came for her again. Even if it just stays in the corner watching her, as it’s been doing in the last couple of years, she’ll feel safer knowing there are three other tough girls in the room.

	“Especially Claudia. You definitely wouldn’t want to mess with her. She is baaaaad-ass!”

	Raven points her eyes upward. “Is that the one sleeping above me?”

	“That’s the one. She’ll be back soon,” the girl on the other bed says but continues to look at Raven as if a cockroach is crawling over her face. 

	“And your name? It’s Mandy, right?”

	“Yeah, that’s me.”

	“Thank you for telling me, Mandy. I promise I won’t touch your stuff,” Raven says and crosses her finger over her chest. Mandy rolls her eyes and falls onto her back. Her body bounces a few times as the springs of the metal frame lose their battle with gravity.

	“Look, you seem like a nice girl. But you need to understand you’re trash,” Mandy says while staring at the bunk above her.

	Raven’s smile disappears, and the void opens between her stomach and her heart. Her father used to call her mother trash all the time, and even minutes before he died, he’d shouted it at her. For the first time since Raven arrived, she feels the fear and anxiety drain from her body. Her cheeks begin to glow as she furrows her eyebrows.

	“I’m not trash,” she whispers while the white linen creases as her hands clench into fists.

	“Sure you are. All newcomers are trash. Look, don’t take it personally. It’s just a name that all newbies get. You need to earn your place in Mountain View. And until you do, you remain trash,” Mandy says while fidgeting with the metal frame above her bed, unaware of the rage on the verge of eruption on the other side of the room.

	“So, the other new kids are also trash?” Raven asks and feels a tingling sensation in her fingernails as she releases the linen.

	“Yeah. Our job is to give you a hard time until you prove yourself around here. It’s tradition… trash.”

	“I see.”

	“Did you do it?” Mandy asks and rolls back onto her side. “Like, did you kill him?”

	“What?” Raven asks. Her heart jumps up into her throat, and the room brightens as if the sun just disintegrated the ceiling.

	“Your old man. Did you shoot him? Some kids are saying you killed your old man. Did you do it?”

	Raven had rehearsed her testimony with her mother before the police arrived that night. The storm had already cleared, and the stars were out when they took her and her mother away. But before the police arrived with strobing lights and blaring sirens, Raven had memorized her lines. She promised her mother she would never forget and never tell the truth about what happened on that stormy night.

	“No. Mom did. My dad was hurting my mom. So, she shot him with his own gun,” Raven says and rises from the bed. Her head remains lowered as she passes Mandy. “I’m going to the bathroom.”

	“Okay,” Mandy replies slowly with one eyebrow raised. Her eyes follow Raven out of the room, and then she opens her little notebook and continues drawing.

	Raven walks down the bright empty hall with its unpleasant, dirty green walls, deaf to the giggling and chatter flowing out from the open doors of the other dorms. She’s struggling to free herself from her own web of guilt—a web that’s strengthened strand by strand every time she has to lie about that night again. She has to. She promised her mother she would.

	Her dad deserved it. He was a bad man, a devil. Her mother is an angel.

	If an angel makes you promise something, you keep that promise no matter what.

	Bits and pieces from the last few years following the incident flash through Raven’s mind. After her mother’s incarceration, Raven found herself in a completely different world. She was thrown into the deep end of the maturity pool, and she had no choice but to learn how to swim and navigate her way through her new life. She’s spent most of her time with foster parents who didn’t want to commit long-term. From observing adults, she learned how to improve her communication skills and, through that, enhanced her manipulation skills too.

	Raven’s mind is mulling over the tragic events that unfolded throughout the last year, the last time she visited her mother in prison, and the fear of coming to Mountain View. But all these thoughts are disrupted by a massive blow to her shoulder.

	“Sorry!” Albert yelps as he shoots out his arms to grab the staggering girl. She regains her balance and turns toward him with a scowl. “I’m so sorry. I didn’t see you. I was on my way to… hold up. You’re the new girl, right? Raven?”

	“Yes.” For the first time today, Raven’s eyes light up as she feels a sense of belonging. Someone knows her name. Someone who doesn’t seem afraid of her. “Who are you?”

	“I’m Albert. Albert Campbell. Where are you going?” Albert asks.

	“Nowhere, really. Just taking a walk. Want to walk with me?”

	Albert pauses for a second. “It’s the least I can do for almost leveling you.” She smiles, and they start walking down the ugly hallway.

	Two kids chasing each other, dart past them from behind. Then, as if the thought simply dripped from her brain onto her tongue and splashed out from her mouth, she asks, “So, why are you here?”

	“Good question,” he replies and turns toward her. “I have a few theories.”


Chapter 15

	Sarah Miller, 1985, Greenville, SC

	 

	As Sarah Miller unrolls the last green curler, the chocolate brown tussle of hair springs back into a coil and disappears amongst the rest of the fresh curls. Sarah swings her head from left to right and back again and pouts her freshly painted scarlet lips. The mirror seems kinder today than ever before. She’s as presentable as she had imagined she would be, but she doesn’t take her gaze off the small oval mirror above the bathroom basin just yet.

	“Hey, Michael,” she says and grins. Unhappy with the outcome, she drops her tone and tries again.

	“Hello, my angel,” she says, this time in a deeper voice with her head slightly tilted to the side.

	Again.

	She clears her throat and tries once more. “Hey, sugar.” This time she pouts and kisses the mirror afterward. She giggles and twirls the curl dangling down from her temple to her cheekbone, but her smile dissipates as the bawling from her baby pierces her ears. Around the corner, baby Billy is turning red, and his hands are drumming the mattress.

	“What now?” she says and sighs. As Sarah steps out of the bathroom and enters the bedroom, a familiar pungent smell writhes into her nostrils and bludgeons her senses. Repulsed, she jerks around, pinches her nose, and scowls before turning back toward the baby on the bed.

	“Ah, Jesus. Not now. Come on,” she says and walks out of the rancid bedroom into the living room. She lowers herself onto the couch and lights up another cigarette to muster up the courage for the task ahead. There’s no way around this now, but she can’t take him out in that condition. Billy’s crying and screaming hijack her train of thought and activate the dormant anger within her that erupts every so often.

	“Okay! I’m coming!” she screams and chucks the cigarette into the mug on the table. Sarah goes back to the room, pulls up her nose, turns her chin to her shoulder, and carries the baby into the bathroom with her arms extended, like a member of the bomb squad carrying a suspicious package to safety. She places him on his back in the bathtub and takes off his tiny white shirt with the creamy blotches. She inspects it for a second and throws it on the floor. Next comes the nightmare.

	As she takes off the diaper, her face contorts, and she shuts her eyes immediately.

	“Oh, sweet Jesus,” she whispers. She opens one eye, her lips still concaved downward and carefully folds the diaper before tossing it in the toilet.

	Thank God this is almost over.

	She opens the cold-water faucet and slides the baby closer to the light stream of cascading water. Billy doesn’t like it and screams at full volume while droplets bounce from his legs and pelvic area onto his tear-draped face.

	She swirls Billy under the stream, both his back and front, and continues to do so until the water escaping down the silver grid is entirely translucent. After closing the faucet, she picks up the crumpled towel off the floor where she dumped it following her bath earlier. She tosses the towel over Billy, picks him up, and wraps the rest of the towel around him.

	“There, there. You got your food, you had your shit, now please shut up, will ya?” She bounces him on her hip. The boy’s bawling ebbs into tiny wails and then sniffing. After putting on the new diaper and a fresh white shirt, she wraps him up in the same sky-blue blanket and puts him back on the bed. She looks at him for a second and then turns her head toward the packed red suitcase next to her bed.

	Time for one last cigarette.

	After lighting the second last Kool, she starts shuffling the papers around the table. She chucks the bills and junk mail off one by one until she finds what she’s looking for. Billy’s birth certificate. She sinks back into the couch and studies it briefly before placing the certificate on her lap as a hole opens up in her stomach. It’s not that she’s having second thoughts about discarding Billy; it’s because something has occurred to her that she’d never even thought of until now.

	Initially, her plan was to drop Billy on the steps of Mountain View Foundation with his birth certificate and a letter explaining how sorry she was about giving up her baby. Now it occurs to her that she might not get that clean break she was looking for. If the authorities knew who he was, they would also know who the mother was. It would only be a matter of time before someone came knocking on her door, waking her up from a beautiful dream with Michael to face a reality that she had never wished for. Without wasting more time on contemplation, she takes the birth certificate and lights up the edge with her lighter.

	The flame grows and flashes green where the fiery tongue tastes the dissolved ink in the paper. One of the tongues licks her thumb, and she drops the certificate on the glass top of the coffee table. The paper blackens and curls up like some exotic deep-sea creature in pain. Finally, the last flame shrinks to its death and is replaced by a rapid river of rising smoke. She leans over to inspect the ashes, trying to see if any of the wording remains, but there’s none.

	Leaving the baby on Mountain View’s porch without identification isn’t enough. She needs something else to throw whoever might be interested in finding the baby’s biological parents off her scent. She scuffles between the papers on the table, finds the pen, and then rips off a piece of blank paper at the bottom of an unpaid bill.

	While thinking of what to write, she gazes up at the mute television. The last part of the trailer is playing for the movie Lost in America, which she recently saw starring Albert Brooks and Julie Hagerty. After the trailer, an advert appears of a sheriff convincing a young man to have soup, Campbell’s Vegetable and Beef soup. A grin appears on her face as she strikes pen on paper.

	Dear finder,

	Please take good care of my boy, Albert Campbell. I know he’ll be better off with you than with me.

	God bless you.

	Xxx

	***

	It’s dark outside by the time Sarah shuffles in behind the steering wheel of her yellow Beetle—a gift from her dad for her sixteenth birthday. More than a year had passed since she last saw her parents. She’d seen them a while before they moved to Florida, and ever since then, she’d been making excuses to avoid meeting them—all thanks to Billy. Once a week, she would call them, but she never disclosed her pregnancy or the birth of her embarrassment. She’d disappointed them enough throughout her teenage years, and a bastard child could be the deadbolt locking her out from her inheritance. It was a risk she didn’t want to take until she had adequately tested the waters of being a mother. And now, after she’s almost drowned in the rancid murky sludge that is motherhood, she is elated that she kept it all under wraps. Now awaits her escape. A clean break. A life with Michael. One that her parents can be proud of.

	There is no going back, only forward, she convinces herself one more time and turns the key in the ignition.

	Scattered thin mist is partially invading the cold night air, but the road is still clearly visible. She knows exactly where she’s going—another five minutes max. She also made this trip last night—her last scouting mission to prepare everything before her clean escape. Sarah takes one hand from the wheel and places it between her jeans and the brown leather seat. The welcoming heat from the denim and leather sandwich takes the snap off her skin in seconds, and she switches hands. After doing so, she peers over her shoulder at Billy in the carrycot on the backseat. He’s fast asleep for now, warm and snug under the extra blanket she wrapped around him, and his blue beanie is pulled down to his brow line.

	He wouldn’t be out there for too long. She realized during the last survey that some of the kids exit the building after dark; whether permitted to do so or not, she doesn’t care. Someone will find him and raise the alarm.

	Billy would be saved and start an exciting adventure with many new brothers and sisters, while Sarah can drive off into the sunset with Michael, living her dream life, the life she deserves. There’s no going back.

	Sarah smiles and coasts the car to a stop. On the left of her, partially hidden by the silhouettes of the naked Beech trees, is Billy’s final destination. Mountain View Foundation.

	Sarah remains seated in the dark car for a few minutes while her heart pounds away in her chest. She would love a cigarette to calm her nerves, but there’s no time for that right now.

	There are no cars on the road, the same as the night before. The closest lamppost casts a white light that pierces through the light mist, creating a grayish cone, yet its luminescence falls abruptly short of reaching the front of her car. She looks in the rearview mirror. The lamppost behind her car is much closer but dead, rendering her car in almost complete darkness. Most of the light coming from the curtained windows of the building is blocked by the black wooden webs of naked Beech tree branches. Sarah opens the door, and cold, damp air rushes in to fill the car.

	She pulls the lever up on the side of the backrest and then lowers the backrest slowly until it meets the seat. Waking up the baby now would be detrimental to her plan. She leans into the back and removes the carrier with care. The thin lazy mist and trees blanket most of the sound coming from the busier streets blocks away and apart from muffled giggles and shouts coming from buildings in the distance, the night is mute.

	The car door will remain ajar for now. The hollow thump of the door and metallic clack of the lock could put the cry factory in operation. As she turns toward the facility, with the carrier hanging from her right hand, her peripheral vision detects something ominous.

	There’s movement in the shadow of the Beech tree farthest to the right.

	The enigmatic movement is unlike anything she had ever seen. Her mind puts her breathing on pause while it tries to compute the bizarre movement. The brief activity encapsulates all of her cognitive abilities, and she remains frozen.

	The silhouette of that specific tree is more pertinent than the rest of the trees in front of her. A streetlight creates a greyish backdrop in the mist from her oblique angle, making the black trunk, bows, and branches stand out as clear as ink on paper. But just now, a few seconds ago, in the absence of moving air, the thick trunk moved or bent… somehow.

	Even a tornado wouldn’t be capable of bending the trunk. In strong enough winds, the tree would break or simply topple over. But for a brief moment, the trunk bent in an extraordinary fashion. The silhouette thickened on both sides briefly, like an egg going down a python’s throat. The shadow bubbled outward and bounced back, leaving the silhouette of the trunk as nature had intended.

	Sarah shakes off the mystery of whatever she had or had not seen. She’s been under tremendous stress over the last couple of days, and it could very well be that it is impacting her vision or perception. As she tiptoes across the road, she turns her head toward the tree with every other step. She shakes her head, trying to forget what she’s just seen. The door to the building is a mere thirty yards away from her now but her heels are slowing her down as they sink into the moist soil below the grass. 

	She pauses and removes her white pumps. Stumbling or tripping now would certainly wake up the baby and even worse, what would Michael think if she showed up with grass and mud stains on her clothes and skin? She begins strolling again, with the carrier in one hand and shoes dangling from the other. Although the air around her is cold and damp, her mouth is now as dry as desert sand. Her eyes refuse to blink, and her ears are now tuned in like that of a fox as she approaches the door.

	She sneaks up the concrete stairs and places the baby on the edge of the threshold.

	Goddamnit.

	Sarah pauses and inspects the door, porch, and the position of the carrier. She realizes that she never checked to see which way the doors open during her surveys, but she’s now pretty sure that even if they did open outward, they wouldn’t hit the carrier. And if they did, Billy is tightly wrapped in two blankets and probably wouldn’t feel it if he were pushed down the few stairs by the swinging door.

	“Goodbye, Billy,” she whispers, but doesn’t dare to touch the baby. She turns around and strides back toward the car. Five yards out, she pauses, shakes her head, and turns around. She tiptoes up the stairs, past the carrier, and knocks on the wooden door before dashing down the stairs. With her shoes in her hands, she sprints toward the sanctuary of gloom where her car is parked. Mid-stride, Sarah’s focus shifts toward her toes sinking into the marshy grass. Disappointment sets in as she thinks about the terrible state her toenails would be in afterward.

	She arrives at the sidewalk panting and shaking but manages to quickly put on her pumps over her dirty feet. Without looking back once, she strides over the road toward the car. While the ignition battles the cold, she quickly glances toward the building. In the distance, she can see a yellow rectangle widening in the black silhouette of the building. She smiles and puts the car in gear.

	Sweat pearls on her forehead and a drop of perspiration runs from her hairline while the car roars down the misty road. Her breathing is fast and shallow, but deep within, the storm of anxiety is dissipating. The moment of relief is short-lived and replaced by panic as she drives by the same Beech tree that’s now moving again.

	This time, the silhouette of the tree is not widening like before. Instead, a more profound silhouette is moving in front of the black shadow of the tree. Sarah diverts her attention to the road in front and then looks in her side mirror. For a blink of a second, she sees a dark humanoid figure stepping out from the trunk’s shadow. It remains still for as long as she can keep her eyes fixed on the rearview mirror until the tree disappears from the mirror as the road veers to the right.

	Somewhere on a quiet stretch of Hudson Road, on her way to the interstate, Sarah starts rummaging in the oversized brown leather handbag that she’s placed between her legs. The band, Journey, begins patting the piano through the car’s speakers, causing goosebumps to trickle up her spine. Just like the girl in the song, Sarah is also a small-town girl, but unlike the girl in the song, Sarah won’t be ‘livin’ in a lonely world’ after tonight. Her moment of euphoria is interrupted by frustration as her fingers dive unsuccessfully through her bag.

	There must be a cigarette in here somewhere.

	She will stop for a fresh pack later, but she’d prefer not to see the lights of Greenville anymore when doing so. Her fingers detect another lighter, and she puts it on the empty seat beside her. At the bottom of the bag, she finds the familiar rectangular shape. She pulls out the flat packet and inspects it briefly in her lap with a massive smile.

	With her concentration fixed on the packet, she doesn’t notice the foreign reflection in her rearview mirror. For a split second, it looks as if the backseats are enclosed by a concave glass panel, distorting the light behind it. It disappears before she looks back up at the road again.

	Sarah keeps her head up and starts banging the edge of the packet on the steering wheel while her other hand is still firm at nine o’clock. A shy bent cigarette rears its butt from the semi-squashed opening in the packet.

	“Yeah, baby,” she screams and shakes her shoulders. She sticks the cigarette in her mouth, puts the handbag on the passenger seat, and retrieves the lighter she placed there earlier. The lighter’s flame blinds her for a brief moment while she blows out a massive cloud of smoke and slouches back in her seat. After her vision returns to almost 100%, she notices something stirring in the rearview mirror.

	It's there—right behind her in the dark in the backseat, glaring at her with dead black eyes.

	A high-pitched, barely audible buzz fills her ears, and her whole body goes limp. Her arms fall from the steering wheel and land next to her on the seat, palms up. Her jaw drops open, and her head tilts to the side. Sarah can’t move, blink or breathe. She’s completely aware of what’s going on around her, but she’s unable to interact with her environment. Through the high-pitched humming and Journey on the radio, she can hear the car’s engine roaring louder as her limp foot pushes down on the accelerator.

	Her lazy eyelids still allow her to see the mirror and the horrific reflection of the apparition behind her. The passing streetlights illuminate its outline, but the features of the black being remain hidden. The only elements that she can make out are the phantom’s dead black eyes.

	It remains still on the backseat, like a painted mannequin, but it doesn’t have to move or touch her to prove that it’s real. Its evil is well present, along with the spell it cast on her motionless body. The cigarette that’s dangling from her lip is burning a hole in her sweater. She feels the heat and smells the material giving way under the red coal, but she’s unable to do anything about it as her consciousness begins to drain from her.

	The lights from the oncoming truck confuse Sarah’s unblinking eyes. She sees the reflective surface of the mirror bulging and distorting the image of the figure at the back, and then it’s gone. Light floods the car’s cabin and blinds Sarah completely.

	In the blinding white, Sarah’s skin begins to crawl as pins and needles prick her from the inside. She feels tiny muscles of her lungs desperately starting to tug in her belly and a slight gasp of air passing down her air pipe, but it’s too late.

	The screech of eighteen tires on the tarmac disappears in the carnage of crunching metal and exploding glass as the Beetle slams head-on into the oncoming truck.

	 


Part 2

	Monsters are real, and ghosts are real too.
They live inside us, and sometimes they win.


	-Stephen King


Chapter 16

	Mountain View Foundation, 1996

	 

	Justin can see his own reflection and the backdrop of Dr. Goldstein’s office in each of the shiny metal balls hanging from the frame. Albert told him the name of this fun device: Newton’s cradle. Justin is finding it incredibly difficult to battle the burning desire to lift the ball on the side, drop it, and watch the ball on the farthest end shoot up into the sky. Why would anybody put this fun pendulum toy on their desk and not play with it all day long?

	He diverts his attention from Newton's cradle and scans the office. It's been a few years since he came to Mountain View, and not a single thing has changed in Goldstein’s office. Two diplomas hang behind his desk, next to the huge framed motivational poster containing an image of a group of brightly dressed skydivers free-falling in formation with a corny caption. Together, we will overcome our fears. Dr. Goldstein’s office is brighter than the other offices at Mountain View. Apart from the massive windows, he also had additional fluorescent lights installed.

	Dr. Goldstein is a burly man in his early fifties and resembles a bald version of Colonel Sanders. In the summer months, when the afternoon sun bakes his office through the long windows, the doctor's bald head gets sweaty, which allows his smooth scalp to reflect the fluorescent lights, much to the delight of the children in his counseling sessions. Today is one of those days where Justin is trying to see if he can see his own reflection in Dr. Goldstein’s head like he can in the metallic spheres hanging from the frame on his desk.

	Goldstein places a brown folder on his desk and turns his gaze toward Justin. “How are you doing, Justin?”

	“Fine, I guess.”

	“Just fine? And please remember to address me as Doctor Goldstein or just Doc.”

	“Sorry, Doctor. Everything is going swell.”

	Goldstein studies Justin’s composure for a brief second. “I want to ask you about your social circle. You’re at that special age where your body starts going through certain changes, and the world, as you know it, will become increasingly more complicated.”

	Justin feels his cheeks turning to lava. He recently started noticing changes in his body, but that’s none of Goldstein or anybody else’s damn business. “I have two good friends, sir… I mean, Doctor. And the rest of the kids my age aren’t bad either.” There are, of course, three specific individuals that do not fit this criterion who are, of course, Tommy and his crew. But he wouldn’t dare tell Goldstein about the bullying because nobody tells on Tommy, and everybody knows that.

	“Good. I’m happy to hear that,” Goldstein says and scribbles with his pen in the file. “And who are these two friends of yours?”

	A grin appears on Justin’s face as he pushes himself forward in his chair. “Albert Campbell and Raven Mills. Clint Bower used to be my friend too. But as you know, he was adopted last year. I still see him at school, but we aren’t such good friends anymore.”

	“And how does it make you feel? When the children leave Mountain View with their new families?” 

	Justin shuffles back in his chair and clears his throat. “I’m happy for them.”

	“Do you want to be adopted? Would you like to move out of here and go live with a new family?” Goldstein leans forward and rests his white-bearded chin on his locked fingers, piercing deep into Justin’s eyes. Justin drops his gaze to his lap.

	“Well, maybe. I dunno.”

	“What makes you feel uncomfortable about this possibility?” Goldstein’s voice remains monotone, and his eyes do not blink. Every kid in Mountain View hates it when he gets like this—like a robot. It makes even the hardest in Mountain View want to run out of his office, but unfortunately, Doctor Goldstein’s monthly sessions are mandatory, and if you miss a session, detention awaits. Worst of all, Goldstein loves asking the same questions over and over, which makes lying to him almost impossible. Justin and Albert have a sheet of paper hidden below their mattress where they make notes of their sessions and study them up before the next session, just so that their ducks stay in a straight row. However, Goldstein’s curveballs can’t be predicted with 100% accuracy. Justin remembers this question from a long time ago, and he already has the answer formulated in his mind.

	“Well, I would miss my friends a lot, and I don’t know what my new parents would be like. It’s like you said once, 'Better the devil you know than the devil you don’t,' right, Doc?” Justin replies and winks, confident that he nailed the answer. Goldstein smiles and makes another note in the file.

	The doctor picks up another file lying beside Justin’s, scans it quickly, frowns, and puts it back down again. “And how are you sleeping? Do you get any strange dreams or nightmares?”

	Justin frowns while thinking about the answer. He remembers Goldstein asking him this question frequently about two years ago, just after he arrived at Mountain View, and at the time, it was a valid question. The loss of his sister, followed by his mother and then finally his father would be enough to give anybody sleepless nights. But Goldstein hadn’t asked this question in a while. It didn’t even make it to the therapy cheat sheet he keeps under the mattress.

	“Fine. I don’t have any problems.”

	“And what about your friends?” Another curveball. Justin is very well aware of Raven’s reoccurring nightmares, but she never goes into detail about them. 

	“All good… I think,” Justin says, but his eyes find it impossible to remain fixed on Goldstein’s.

	“How about Raven? She told me that her friends and roommates know about her nightmares.”

	Damn you, Raven.

	Justin pauses for a moment and then looks up again. “Oh yes. She did mention it once or twice, I think. But you know Raven. She can be a little crazy at times,” Justin says, his face glowing now like the fluorescent lights above his head. Why would she tell Goldstein and not warn him about it?

	“Did she tell you the details of her dreams?”

	“Nope. Just that she had a bad dream or two.”

	“So, nothing about the moving shadow and her sleep paralysis?”

	Justin’s scolding cheeks instantly turn to ice. It’s all coming back to him now. He did tell Goldstein about what his sister had said the day before she died, but somehow, Justin’s mind had conveniently buried those memories. And why would Raven not tell Albert or himself about these new nightmares? Even if she was making it up just to mess around with Goldstein, why go this route?

	Raven has been diving headfirst into the weird world of dark arts and all things spine-chilling with her book club. She's been dishing out some eerie insights during their intense book discussions, but strangely enough, she has never mentioned the night hag or whatever it’s called. “No, sir. I mean, Doctor. She didn’t,” Justin whispers.

	“Mmm, that’s odd,” Goldstein comments and scribbles with his pen once more. “And you didn’t experience a paralyzing nightmare recently?”

	“No, Doc.”

	Goldstein pauses briefly and squints while studying Justin’s face. “Well, let’s move on. I want to…” 

	Shrill ringing from the black, dial-tone phone on Goldstein’s desk interrupts him mid-sentence and he reacts by raising his index finger. “Excuse me just for one second, Justin.”

	Justin inspects Goldstein’s changing expression as the conversation continues.

	“And she’s with you now? Okay… Yes… Of course. Right, I’m coming over.” 

	A wave of relief washes over Justin as he realizes his session will be cut short. Some other kid messed up, and when that happens, Goldstein is usually called in to assist.

	Goldstein places the headset down and rises behind his desk. “Speak of the devil. It’s Raven. Allegedly, she attacked another girl just now. Unfortunately, we’ll have to cut our session short today,” Goldstein says as he retrieves his blazer from behind the chair.

	“What happened, Doctor?”

	“Well, that’s what I’m going to find out now. But I’m sure she’ll tell you all about it later. She tells you everything, doesn’t she?” Goldstein says and then winks at Justin, but Justin remains quiet. “Let’s go.”

	Goldstein holds the door for Justin and exits the office immediately after him. Justin makes his way back to his room down the ugly green hallway while his curiosity about Raven’s actions slowly dissolves his excitement about the canceled therapy session.

	What did you do now, Raven?

	Raven has been growing more rebellious and sometimes aggressive to both girls and boys in Mountain View—especially the boys. Justin reflects on the time, just before Clint Bower was adopted when he was still sharing a room with Albert and Justin. One afternoon Raven had popped in to say hello, wearing a tight white tank top and sweatpants. Clint, being as socially awkward as he is, made a tacky comment about Raven’s breasts, or lack thereof, which flipped a switch in Raven. Without hesitation, she turned around and kicked him in the crotch.

	Clint fell to the ground, moaning and groaning, but this wasn’t enough to satisfy Raven’s need for retaliation. Instead of just claiming victory, she pounced like a tiger on top of Clint and started tugging at his hair. Her piercing blue eyes had bulged from their sockets. Her jaw clenched to the point where she could’ve cracked her teeth. Her animal behavior and the intermittent screaming that proceeded while she was frantically ripping out bushels of hair, sent waves of terror through both Justin and Albert.

	They came to their senses moments later and leaped to Clint’s rescue, dragging the kicking and screaming girl by her arms away from Clint, who was, at that point, sobbing in a fetal position.

	Nobody ever found out about that evening. Clint didn’t want the rest of Mountain View to know that he’d got his ass handed to him by a girl. She never apologized, and none of them ever mentioned the incident ever again. Justin and Albert never used that evening against Clint either, even when Clint became super annoying and deserved to be put in his place.

	Justin enters their small four-bed dorm and finds Albert on his back on his bed, reading a book as usual. The other two beds are still empty, waiting for new trash to arrive. But for now, it’s only Justin and Albert that share the room. Albert puts the book down on the mattress and turns on his side.

	“And? How did it go with Goldstein?”

	“He ended the session after he got a phone call. Do you know anything about Raven?”

	“Raven? No, I haven't seen her since this morning. Why?” Albert asks and pushes himself upright on his bed. That peculiar new expression that Justin started noticing during the last couple of months is back on Albert’s pale face. Whenever Justin speaks of Raven—especially about hanging out—in Albert’s absence, that expression dawns on his face. Justin can’t exactly pin it down, but it’s almost as if Albert gets angry when he hears about Justin and Raven hanging out without him. Anger, or perhaps jealousy.

	“Goldstein ended the session because, apparently, Raven attacked a girl.”

	“Which girl? Why?”

	“Dunno. That’s why I’m asking you, smart-ass.”

	“Crapsticks,” Albert whispers and drops his gaze to the floor. “Goldstein didn’t say anything else?”

	“Nope.”

	“Okay, well then, we know nothing. If we see her again, we’ll just pretend nothing happened. Do you agree?”

	“Makes sense to me. I wouldn’t really want to ask or say anything that might upset her at this moment,” Justin says and feigns a smile. “I don’t want to end up like Clint with my testicles in my throat.”

	Albert returns an awkward smile. After sitting down on the edge of his bed, Justin turns his head to Albert again.

	“Do you know anything about Raven’s nightmares? Did she give you any details when I wasn’t around?”

	“No. I only know that she gets them once in a while, but I don’t know what they’re about,” Albert replies and continues to study Justin’s face. Justin picks at a pimple below the corner of his mouth while staring out the window at the kids playing on the lawn. “Do you know what’s happening tomorrow?”

	Justin frowns and turns toward Albert. “What?”

	“It’s library day! About time too!” 

	The thought brings a genuine smile to Justin’s face while he nods silently. It’s a welcome distraction from the disturbing turmoil in his mind, but the excitement doesn’t last long as the clouds of fear and uncertainty roll in and cast their shadows once more. Justin’s mind can’t escape the web of questions spun by Goldstein and Raven.

	He turns his gaze back toward Albert. “Did you ever dream of a moving shadow in this room? And then once you see it, you become paralyzed and can’t move?”

	Albert rolls his eyes and shakes his head. “No,” he says tersely. “And you want to know why? Because I’m not crazy like you and Raven. Ghosts do not exist.”

	Justin returns his gaze to the window and nods slowly. “Yeah, I suppose you’re right,” he says, but internally, he is replaying the scene from under the tree in front of Howard Elementary. The day his sister told him about her nightmares and the ominous presence in her room that was, in hindsight, perhaps responsible for her untimely death.

	Justin senses a strong feeling of déjà vu, and he just can’t seem to contain this awful feeling that is gestating within him. The same feeling he’d had in his mom’s car after his sister told him about moving shadows. That same eerie feeling that something terrible is about to happen.

	 


Chapter 17

	Mountain View Foundation, 1996

	 

	The public library is infinitely better than the book dumpster they call a library at Mountain View. The wood cladding on the walls and the thick beige carpets give it a warm, homey feeling, unlike the coldness brought about by the mint-green vinyl flooring and damp-stained white walls at Mountain View. Essentially, the atmosphere resembles a mortuary rather than a library. Instead of the musty odor of mold and mothballs, the air at the public library is infused with the distinct scent of books and paper. The fluorescent lighting adds a heavenly glow, in stark contrast to the harsh, retro ambiance of the candescent lights at Mountain View, resembling a 1950s bomb shelter instead. 

	Justin wanders through the tall wooden shelves of the public library with his arms behind his back and his eyes darting in every direction like an invigilator in an exam hall. Once every second week, the members of the book club that Justin and Albert started are transported in the busted minivan to the library, driven by the Mountain View custodian, Mr. Paretti. The kids have thirty minutes to select and check out two books, and Mr. Paretti takes this time limit very seriously. He proves it diligently by always starting the engine and honking at the twenty-nine-minute point.

	The deal between the three of them entails getting a book or two from the library without the others knowing what it is and then revealing what they got under the old oak. After the big reveal, they would go back and read their books by themselves and then share what they found after finishing them. It’s a tradition they developed at the inception of the book club.

	Justin’s eyes dart along the backs of the tightly squeezed non-fiction books on the shelf and pause briefly to investigate some of the titles that pique his interest. It’s very seldom that a thirteen-year-old boy would be on a mission in the history section of a library. The handful of book club members is scattered around the fiction and cartoon books, with one or two of the more daring boys getting lost in the erotic romance section. They would never bring those books back to their dorms, but instead, they read and store a few lines in their memory banks to be recalled in the bathroom later when the lights are out.

	It's not history per se that interests Justin, but there are specific genres that he can’t get enough of. Archeology, mysterious architecture, historic paranormal activity such as ghosts, aliens, vampires, or anything regarded as pseudoscience, or as Mr. Sullivan would say, “garbage-wrapped fairy tales.” Justin has always been interested in the unexplained and mysterious for reasons unknown to him. But after his sister’s unexplained death, his interest moved from curiosity to pure obsession. Justin catches the title on the back of a book, and he falls on his knees to investigate it. He takes it out and knows that he’s found the gold he was looking for, even before turning a page.

	“What you got there?”

	Justin snaps his head back and presses the book cover against his faded blue tee. Albert has his books pressed against his chest, too, and his arms are folded over them to partially obstruct the backs.

	“What’re you doing?” Justin whispers with a scowl and looks up and down the empty aisle. “Keep your voice down. We’re in a library and also, you’re not supposed to see what I got. You know the rules.”

	“You can’t see my books, can you?” Albert says with a smile. His hazel-grey eyes flash open as he jokingly bounces his brows.

	Another voice erupts behind Justin. “Are you two douchebags about to make out or something?” Raven says and gives Justin a playful kick on his buttocks. He staggers but regains his balance while still gripping the book to his chest. Both Albert and Raven giggle.

	“What’s wrong with you guys? Get out of here and leave me in peace!” Justin whisper-yells and stumbles back up on his feet.

	“Come on, Raven. Let’s get the duck out of here. You have five minutes, Justin.” Albert and Raven start strolling down the aisle, and mid-stride, Albert looks over his shoulder. “You know what happens when you’re late. See you at the bus.”

	So far, Raven didn’t say anything about the incident involving her and another girl that Dr. Goldstein mentioned during Justin’s session. As promised, the two boys played dumb as well and just went along with Raven’s chipper mood. They’ll probably find out through the Mountain View grapevine soon enough. Or perhaps Raven’s reputation is now getting on par with that of Tommy Owens. Nobody tells on Raven because everybody is too afraid to talk about incidents involving the deranged it seems.

	Justin frowns and shakes his head. He moves the book away from his chest to investigate the cover once more.

	Tales of the Night Hag: The History of Sleep Paralysis, by Sam Mitchell. An investigation of the unexplained.

	Justin considers opening the book for a second, but he rejects the idea. Sleep paralysis is something he immediately associates with his sister’s death and perhaps he’ll find more clues in this book. He draws his attention back and steers his mind in another direction to prevent the sadness from taking control.

	The book club.

	No, he won’t open the book here right now. His intuition assures him that whatever is inside will probably entertain him at least, even if it won’t give him any answers. Equally as importantly, it will interest Raven and Albert when the trio does their book revealing under the giant oak later.

	Whether Raven had a liking for the unexplained or whether she’s developed one from hanging out with Albert and Justin all the time is uncertain. But all three have a peculiar passion for the unknown, and they complement each other perfectly. Justin is into the historical side of the unknown and eerie, while Albert is a science and science fiction fanatic with a guilty pleasure for the supernatural. Raven is obsessed with fantasy and also has a keen interest in foreign religions, spirituality, and life after death.

	The book club rules specify that once everybody had finished reading their books, it would be time for show and tell, and it was always done in the most convincing and theatrical way. The goal was to creep each other out and blow minds with their newly acquired knowledge.

	Without the knowledge of the other members of the trio, Justin has stumbled upon a recent discovery. It’s a location where he intends to reveal the spine-chilling contents of the book he has encountered. The place itself holds an eerie ambiance capable of unsettling even the most courageous souls. 

	Justin strides toward the check-out counter where the meanest woman in the world awaits. Raven is solidly convinced that this old lady is a witch, but the boys believe she’s a fugitive convicted of murdering countless children in the past.

	He hands the book over with both hands to the silver-haired librarian hunched behind the desk. This library is a happy place for Justin and his friends, but for the elderly lady behind the desk, the library seems to be purgatory. Justin inspects her drooped mouth and her wrinkles and chuckles to himself. Perhaps she ran into a dreamcatcher, like the one behind Raven’s door to create those deep lines in her face. She lifts her dead grey eyes and locks on Justin over her reading glasses.

	“You old enough to read this sh … stuff?” she groans in her husky voice and glances back at the book in her hand. Justin picks up a familiar scent from her breath, but he ignores it.

	“Yes, ma'am,” Justin says and nods a few times.

	“Well, if you say so. I won’t be the one getting the nightmares,” she says and slams the date stamp on the glued piece of paper inside the front cover.

	“Did you read this book?”

	“Nah,” she croaks and then points her crooked finger, adorned with a long purple nail, up at Justin. “I don’t hold myself up with the devil’s work. And neither should you.”

	Justin nods, takes the book, and sprints toward the library door, just in time for Mr. Paretti to start slamming the horn of the minivan.

	“Don’t run,” she screams in his direction. “This is a library and not the damn track.” But Justin is already outside and sprinting across the parking lot to the van. “Goddamn kids,” she whispers, opens her desk drawer, and fondles around the stationery in search of her tiny silver hipflask.

	***

	After completing the journey home from the library, the trio settles on the grass beneath the old giant oak tree. They glance at one another with eager anticipation.

	“Paper, scissors, stone?” Justin asks. The other two nod, and they proceed to bounce their fists. At the count of three, both Justin and Albert reveal scissors while Raven has her flat hand horizontally extended.

	“Loser!” Albert jests and pats Raven on the back. “You go first.”

	“Alright, Alberry Bear,” Raven says with a sigh and turns her book around. “Mystical Arts: The Power of Crystals by Sarah J Smith.”

	The two boys begin to snicker while Raven lifts her book to show the cover to the boys. The black cover displays a photo of a massive azure incandescent crystal with lightning bolts in the distance behind it.

	“What? You don’t even know what it’s about!”

	“It’s clearly about crystals, Raven. Probably written by some dirty hippy that smokes too much of the good stuff,” Albert says and shakes his head.

	“Just because it isn’t science now, doesn’t mean it won’t be science tomorrow. I mean, you just told us a few days ago about that Copper-Nicol guy that discovered our planet orbits the sun, didn’t you? And everybody laughed at the idea before he suggested it, didn’t they?” Raven asks.

	Albert frowns and looks down at the grass. Raven might not be the smartest in the group, but her street smarts are miles ahead of the two boys. And what she’s saying can’t be refuted. He tilts his head and wrinkles his nose, trying to think of a response.

	There we go with the annoying nose again, Raven thinks to herself as she spots one of Albert’s unique mannerisms. It’s become a pet peeve over time for Raven. It’s just one of those innocent things about another person that somehow manages to crawl under the skin of the observer for no reason.

	“Why do you always do that when you don’t know what to say next?” Raven asks. “It looks like you’re short-circuiting of something.”

	Albert shrugs but remains silent.

	In an attempt to keep the peace, Justin intervenes. “Good point about Copernicus, Raven. Even you can’t disagree with that, Albert. Please continue.”

	Raven sticks her tongue out to Albert and grins. “Well, this book is about the secret powers within crystals. They all have different powers, you see. Some are for healing, some are to drive evil spirits away, some bring luck and—” Raven is unable to complete her explanation as Albert interrupts her.

	“Please tell me you don’t believe this crap? Come on, Justin, back me up on this, will you? Good luck? Seriously?” Albert grabs a handful of grass, rips it out, and casts it toward Raven’s legs.

	“Let her finish, Albert. You’ll get your turn.”

	Raven brushes off the grass blades from her jeans with a scowl.

	“I didn’t say I believe in it. I’m telling you what the book is about, you idiot. And maybe it’s mostly crap, but maybe there’s something in here that’s true. Maybe it’s not the crystals themselves that have the power. Maybe they just make people believe in something greater, and then they can do amazing things. Who knows?”

	Raven is very dissatisfied with the reception of her book. She’d thought that the historic parts of the book might interest Justin, and the scientific aspects, although probably all just pseudo-scientific, would interest Albert. But instead, she finds herself at the center of ridicule.

	“Okay, I’m sorry. Maybe you should read it and explain it to us after. At this moment, I can only smell it, but I bet after you read and explained the book to me, I’ll be able to tell you with certainty that it is, in fact, bullshit,” Albert says, and both boys giggle once more.

	“Ugh. Why don’t you just go ahead and show yours? Mr. Know-It-All?” Raven says and rolls her eyes.

	“Nope. Take it out,” Albert says, makes a fist, and turns toward Justin. “One, two, three… Damnit!” Albert reveals his book. “The Theory of Relativity Explained. A guide to understanding Einstein by Doctor T.G McMillan.” Albert parades the cover while sporting a smug look on his face.

	“Yaaawn,” Raven says and pats her open mouth.

	“You don’t understand, Raven. His stuff is insane,” Justin says.

	“Uhm, how fast does light go? Wow. Who cares? Boring,” Raven says and flaps her limp hand toward his face as if trying to wave off a cobweb.

	“You have no idea. His work includes things like black holes and wormholes and time travel—” But now it’s Justin’s turn to interrupt.

	“Time travel?”

	“Yeah. Well, he didn’t give the answers, but they discuss the possibilities and limitations of Einstein’s theories in here,” Albert says.

	“Theories? So how is that any different from these crystals?” Raven says and points toward the book lying on the grass in front of her.

	“Well, the difference is that these theories were presented by the smartest man alive while yours were presented by a woman that shares a house with twenty cats,” Albert says, and both boys join in laughter again. Raven only shakes her head in disgust. “Before we die of old age, time travel will be possible, this I promise. Maybe some government agencies are working on it already.”

	Raven’s eyes light up, evidence that Albert’s earlier transgression is forgiven instantly. “Ooooo, if you could time travel, where would you go and what would you do… uhm, Justin, you go first,” Raven says and notices both boys looking down toward the grass. She knows what they’re both thinking about at that very moment, but she doesn’t want to steer her exciting challenge into a mist of morbidity. “Uhm, and no sad stuff, please.”

	“I would wanna see the dinosaurs. Or who built the pyramids, or—”

	“You can only choose one,” Raven interjects.

	“Okay, dinosaurs. How about you?” Justin says and points at Raven.

	“Albert first.”

	“Okay. If I can’t go back and find my parents, then I’ll probably go to Roswell, 1947.”

	“What? Why?” Raven asks.

	“To see if aliens did land there, of course. How about you?” Albert says and points back at Raven.

	Raven giggles. “Uhm, I would want to go to Salem and see the witches.”

	“And learn from them how to use crystals?” Justin asks and winks at Raven. Both chuckle while Albert stares them down with a scowl. Justin clears his throat. “Okay, my turn.”

	Raven and Albert squint while staring at the macabre picture on the front page of Justin’s book. Both their expressions change instantly into a blend of confusion and horror. They don’t even look at the title, but instead, their eyes are transfixed on the disturbing portrait on the front. It seems to be a photo of a very old oil painting, perhaps something from the Renaissance period. It’s a dark painting of a woman in white, sleeping with her head dangling off the side of the bed. On top of her chest is a dark brown thing, a little monster or troll-like creature with intense eyes, staring directly out of the portrait, penetrating the observer’s soul. Behind the ghoul-like creature, is a crimson curtain, and the head of a ghost horse, with pure white eyes, deprived of pupils, is peeking through the slit in the curtain.

	Justin investigates his friends’ expressions and smirks. It was exactly what he was looking for, and he’s clearly the winner of today’s book-revealing ceremony.

	“What the hell is that?” Albert whispers.

	“Can’t you read, smart-ass? It’s the night hag.”

	“What the hell is the night hag? Albert says and begins to read the rest of the front cover. Behind him, Raven is still glaring at the cover, speechless.

	“It’s a demon that attacks people at night. It comes into your room where you are sleeping and paralyzes you. You see here… sleep paralysis,” Justin says and points at the text on the cover.

	“But you always do history books. This seems more like something Raven would read,” Albert says.

	“True. But here is the real kicker… this is history. Nonfiction, my friend.”

	“Pfff, whatever. Maybe you can swap books with Raven once you’re done. Seems like you’re both interested in the same nonsense,” Albert says and begins to page in his own book. The late shadow from the bus shed moves over them as the sun shies away toward the horizon. Along with the shadow comes a slight breeze, rustling the coloring leaves above them and bringing a sudden chill to the trio under the tree. At the same time, Justin feels the excitement evacuate his body.

	“My sister spoke of something like this. Right before… you know.”

	Albert drops his grin instantly and darts his eyes toward Justin, who’s now twirling a blade of grass between his fingers. Justin’s eyes remain fixed on the grass, and Albert steals a quick glance at Raven. Her piercing blue eyes are glazed, and her breathing is getting shallower. “She said that there was something in her room. Something that stopped her from moving and breathing. I thought she was just messing with me like she always did. But soon after… I don’t know.” Justin’s voice cracks at the end, and he starts sniffing.

	The other two are frozen. It’s the first time that Justin has spoken about his sister’s death so openly.

	Albert realizes now why Justin was so spooked after returning from Goldstein the day before, and he knows from the expression on Raven’s face that she, too, must have been startled by Goldstein. Or worse, they have been sharing stories behind his back and doing who knows what else.

	Raven pulls herself together and crawls on all fours past Albert toward Justin. She settles down beside him and puts her arm around his shoulders. The trio remains silent, save for random sniffing coming from Justin’s bowed head.

	Albert examines Raven’s arm around Justin’s shoulder and clears his throat. “Do you think it’s a good idea to read this book?”

	Raven locks her eyes on Albert’s and nods, completely oblivious to the jealousy brewing in him.

	“I have to,” Justin says, followed by a few more sniffs. “Maybe I’ll find answers in here.”

	 


Chapter 18

	Mountain View Foundation, 1996

	 

	To Raven’s knowledge, no kid ever came to Dr. Goldstein’s office out of their own free will, but here she is, staring blindly at the tiny metallic balls of Newton's cradle while Goldstein is scavenging through the metal filing cabinet next to the desk. Goldstein is wearing his usual white shirt, but today, he’s also wearing a sweater vest. Raven finds it very peculiar that a man with his bodily dimensions would find it necessary to wear something like that. Goldstein retrieves her file and lowers himself behind the desk.

	“I’m surprised to see you back here so soon, Raven. Delighted, of course, but surprised, nonetheless,” Goldstein says.

	Following the incident with Melissa Maroni, Raven has to see Goldstein twice a month now instead of once like the other kids. Just over a week ago, she’d pulled Melissa by her ponytail off the bed, kicking and screaming, and out into the hallway. Melissa ran to the first adult she could find, Mr. Gunter, and reported the assault. Although the incident led to Raven having to attend therapy twice a month, she is quite certain that Melissa would never call her a ‘murderous bitch’ again anytime soon.

	“It’s about Tommy, Doctor. There’s something you should know about him,” Raven says, clutching her hands in her lap to prevent herself from fidgeting. She learned that people, especially boys, fiddled with their hands whenever they were about to lie. Avoiding eye contact is another sign, therefore, she’s focused on keeping her gaze locked on the black frame of Goldstein’s glasses. By looking at the frame, instead of his eyes, she feels more comfortable, and he won’t be able to know the difference, and realize that what she’s about to tell him, is completely made up.

	“Tommy Owens?”

	“Yes, Doctor. That one,” Raven says and continues her motionless stare-down of Goldstein’s glasses. Goldstein leans back in his chair and furrows his white bushy brows.

	“What about him?”

	“He’s sick. He should be locked up forever,” Raven says and intentionally looks down into her lap. Looking down is a sign of shame or sometimes sadness, and these are the social cues she wants Goldstein to focus on. In reality, she is filled with anger.

	Ever since the beginning, when Albert first told her what Tommy had done to him and the horrific incident involving Albert’s prized white sneakers, Raven has developed an unparalleled hatred toward the burly blond menace and his two followers, Connor and Joe. She followed everybody’s advice and tried her best to evade the terrible trio at all costs, but after this morning, she couldn’t contain her rage anymore.

	She also knows better than to confront Tommy directly. He treats everybody else in Mountain View as if they were rats that he could spit and step on whenever he wants. She shakes her head while running over the rumors about Tommy and what he’d done earlier today. Why are men like that? Why do they have to be so emotionless and hurtful?

	No more. Not on my watch.

	Goldstein lets out a heavy sigh. “Oh gosh. What did Thomas do this time?”

	“Doctor, I don’t even know if I should tell you because Tommy never gets punished anyway.”

	“Tommy’s a very troubled boy, and although we only have love and sympathy for him, that doesn’t mean he can break the rules around here.”

	“But he does, and nobody ever does anything about it.”

	Goldstein readjusts himself in his chair. “That’s not true, Raven. When last did you see Tommy in the TV room? We took away his TV privileges following the incident with Joshua Walker.”

	Raven thinks for a second and then nods. It is true. They had not seen Tommy in the television room for some time. Because they are only allowed to watch one hour of TV on weekdays, the room is packed between five and six every day, no matter what boring show is on. But Raven also knows what happened to Joshua after he broke the golden rule. Nobody tells on Tommy, and Joshua paid dearly for doing so.

	Word in Mountain View is that Tommy beat up Joshua for no apparent reason, and Joshua reported the incident afterward, which led to the suspension of Tommy’s TV privileges. But Tommy didn’t let it slide and had to make an example of Joshua. The following evening, when the kids returned from the TV room, the trio snatched Joshua in the hallway and dragged him into the boys' room. After chasing the others out of the bathroom, Tommy dunked Joshua’s head in the toilet bowl and repeatedly flushed it on his head. Apparently, Joshua nearly drowned, and once they’d had their fill, they left the wet, traumatized boy on the floor and walked out as if nothing had happened.

	“And the same goes for Sunday breakfast. While the rest of you were feasting on bacon and pancakes, Tommy was in his room eating oats. That was his punishment for pushing Clyde Silverstein down the staircase. Mr. Paretti saw it and immediately reported the incident after which, Tommy was punished accordingly.”

	Raven nods again, recalling the events that unfolded behind the scenes afterward. Now Clyde has to smuggle bacon and pancakes out to Tommy after breakfast, but that’s not punishment enough, according to Tommy. Clyde also has to kneel in front of Tommy while Tommy finishes the contraband. Once he’s done, he uses Clyde’s head as a napkin for his greasy bacon-covered hands. Clyde didn’t even tell on Tommy, but still, he had to pay the price. Raven knows the stakes are high for her, too, but she’s had enough of him. She can live with the fact that he was bullying the boys, but after what he did to Denise O’Neal this morning, he crossed the line.

	Denise, one of Raven’s roommates, ran hysterically into the dorm after breakfast, fell down on her bed, and sobbed into her pillow, her body convulsing so much that at one point, Raven thought she might be suffocating. After rubbing her back and calming her down, Denise rolled over and explained what had happened.

	On her way back from the mess hall, Tommy stuck an old piece of chewing gum he’d found underneath the table in the mess hall in her hair. Raven reflects on the pink blotch in Denise’s disheveled blonde hair and how long it had taken to get it out. But the gum wasn’t the biggest issue. Denise made the mistake of calling Tommy a fat fart face and Tommy didn’t react kindly to the insult. He grabbed Denise by the throat and pushed her against the wall. After threatening her with death, he spat in her face, turned around, and walked away while his two buddies were laughing and high-fiving one another.

	Upon hearing what had happened, Raven reached boiling point, but she managed to remain rational enough to calculate her devious plot. Reporting the incident would’ve been out of the question. It would just aggravate Tommy, causing him to take vengeance on Denise as he had with the others who dared to tell on him.

	Raven had to think outside the box to find a way to punish Tommy while protecting Denise in the process. The only way she could do so was to play the role of martyr and devise a plan that could rid them of Tommy once and for all. A plan that could send him to a juvenile detention center instead of just to his room.

	To her surprise, her perfect plan appeared faster than she’d anticipated. Maybe the seeds of resentment she’d been carrying toward men received enough nourishment from Tommy’s actions to help them sprout into something that could attract iniquitous pragmatic schemes. 

	Raven clears her throat and drops her gaze again. “This time, Doctor, he went too far.”

	“What did he do, Raven?”

	Raven keeps her head bowed and starts sniffing deliberately. She tries to replace the anger with sadness by recalling the most terrible experiences of her past. She needs to conjure tears to sell her story, and the only way to do so is by remembering the day when she received the news of her mother’s death in prison. She feels her face warming up and moisture building up between her eyelashes. As she lifts her head, a tear cascades down from her glazed blue eye and rolls over her blushing cheek.

	“He did a terrible thing to me, Doctor. A terrible thing. In my own room.”

	Raven lowers her head again and feels the sadness taking total control of her body, creating waves of convulsions like the day her mother died. She hears the chair creaking as Goldstein gets up to come and comfort her on the other side of his desk.

	It's working, she thinks to herself while the doctor’s warm arm slides over her shaking shoulders.

	 


Chapter 19

	Mountain View Foundation, 1996

	 

	Justin leads the way down the hallway, past all the dorms, where kids are enjoying their last few minutes of free time before lights-out. The responsible ones are sitting by their tiny desks, doing homework, while most of the others are participating in playful banter or chasing each other around the room. Justin remains silent as he continues leading his friends to the surprise destination. Albert passes a perplexed gaze at Raven, who simply replies with a shrug. Ahead of them, Justin continues marching with his book in his right hand and a black plastic bag swinging from the other.

	“Why won’t you tell us where you’re taking us?” Albert asks.

	Justin shrugs and replies with a smile. “I told you, it’s a surprise.”

	“It’s almost time for lights-out, you know? Why can’t we just do it in our room if we can’t do it under the tree?” Albert asks.

	“Relax, we have plenty of time,” Justin replies over his shoulder. “Not far now.”

	The trio proceeds down the olive corridor and, shortly after Ms. Peterson’s office, turn left down a dimly lit side passage. This is the administrative wing of Mountain View, and apart from the bathrooms, kids have no business venturing here after dark.

	They make a right down the back wing of Mountain View, and five yards after turning, Justin pauses at the entrance to a flight of stairs leading down into total darkness.

	“Wait, we need light,” Justin says and removes a small black flashlight from the plastic bag.

	“Where did you get that?” Raven asks.

	“I borrowed it. Come on, we’re almost there.”

	Albert remains fixed at the top while the other two follow the beam of light down the dark staircase. “We’re not supposed to be here,” he says.

	Justin pauses and turns around. “Relax, will you? Nobody will find out about this. It’s safe, trust me.” Justin turns back around and continues walking down the gloomy stairs.

	Albert is reluctant to continue, but the ridicule following his refusal would be worse than braving the darkness. He shakes his head and starts descending the eerie staircase with the utmost care. About five yards from the bottom of the stairs is a corridor that leads to a green door. On it is a white sign containing red text that reads No Entry.

	“What’s this, Justin? We’re clearly not supposed to be here. Let’s go back.” Albert’s voice is ridden with fear that Raven detects and recognizes as a signal to strike.

	“Oh, just relax, will ya? You big baby. Are you scared of the dark?”

	“No. But it says no entry. Can’t you read?”

	“Pfff, whatever,” Raven scoffs.

	Justin smiles and turns back around to face the green door once more. He turns the knob but pauses. After bringing the flashlight up to his chin to illuminate his face, Justin turns around to his friends.

	“Are you ready?” he whispers. Raven giggles, but Albert doesn’t flinch. Justin turns the knob and swings the door open behind him. The darkness beyond the door is so incredibly dense that it looks like a black canvas covering the opening. The cool moldy air seeps out from the total darkness, causing Albert to scrunch his nose. Justin turns around slowly and drops the flashlight from his chin.

	He guides the beam of light around the massive dark room in random strokes. Rusty metallic pipes of all sizes snake from floor to ceiling in the dark. Some are connected to metallic tanks, while others just seem to have no purpose or direction. Justin turns around again and dances the light over his friends’ faces.

	“So? What do you think?” Justin asks, a proud grin adorning his face.  

	Raven is ecstatic and clamps her hands over her mouth, her eyes radiating exuberance, while Albert seems lost and unable to close his mouth.

	“I love it! What is this place?” Raven asks and steps past Justin into the dark, ominous room.

	“It’s the old boiler room. But they don’t use it anymore. Nobody will bother us here. Look!” Justin says and directs the beam of light to the right corner where webs are spun between the pipes. The room is deathly silent, except for a drop that falls into a puddle every so often in the darkness somewhere behind all the metallic fixtures.

	“Here, hold this,” Justin says and hands the flashlight to Raven. Justin closes the door with care, ruffles the plastic bag and retrieves two stubby white candles and a box of matches.

	“And where did you get those?” Albert asks.

	“From school,” Justin replies as if it were nothing and proceeds to light up the candles. Fun-Justin is what he’s going for, and he wouldn’t dare go into the details of how much time and effort he put into preparing for this evening. Instead of explaining, he places the candles down and lights them. After, he plonks down on the cold concrete and pats the cracked surface with his palm. “Come, come. Sit down. Let’s do this.”

	Raven crosses her legs as she sits down, and then flings her head back to observe the shadows of the pipes dancing in the flickering of the candles. Between some of the pipes, Raven can see the faint reflection of more cobwebs which helps to improve the eerie appearance of the abandoned room. Raven pulls her shoulders up and giggles. “I love this place so much, Justin. Thank you.”

	Justin returns the smile and then looks up at Albert, who’s still standing and doesn’t seem impressed.

	“Come on, Albert. Stop stressing out. This place is safe. I’ve been here before,” Justin says while beckoning Albert down.

	Albert remains standing. “Why was the door unlocked?”

	“I don’t know. Maybe someone forgot to lock it? Who cares?”

	“Well, what if they return?”

	“Who’s they? They won’t, ok? Trust me. I’ve been here at night before, a couple of times, actually. It’s safe, I promise,” Justin says. Albert’s eyes bounce from Justin to Raven, and then he lets out a long sigh while lowering himself down to the floor.

	“Okay, let’s get this over with quickly, alright?” Albert says and rolls his eyes. “I’ll go first.” He lifts the book to allow the candlelight to illuminate the front cover.

	“The Theory of Relativity Explained. A guide to understanding Einstein by Doctor T.G McMillan,” Albert says and clears his throat. Time travel, my friends, is a reality.” Albert slams the book on the floor. His fear seems to have been instantly replaced by arrogance, most probably instigated by his chance of vindication.

	“Bullshit,” Raven says.

	“The first point I want to make is that light travels. So, that means that when I look at a star that is ten or whatever light-years away, that means the light is only reaching me now since it started traveling ten years ago. That means that whatever I see now happened in the past. So that means I’m viewing history while in the present. And that, my friends, is time traveling,” Albert says, revealing a smug look on his dimly lit face.

	“We know this already because you’ve said this like a thousand times before. But that’s not time traveling. It’s only viewing late light. It’s like me watching a black and white film now and saying I traveled through time to 1955,” Justin says and shakes his head. “Is that all you got from that book?”

	“Well, that’s only the start. You see, in here, they talk a lot about black holes and stuff. Now, I have to admit that the math and physics are a little complex for me to grasp, but the point is that we don’t know what happens to light when entering these black holes and then—” Albert tries to explain, but Raven interrupts him.

	“We heard this before, too,” Raven says.

	“Well, I can tell you now that we’re only scratching the surface. What if these holes are just pools of time and light? We don’t know much about them. But they could be so much more.”

	“I see where this is going. You’re not going to tell us about the book but rather what you believe could be the truth. So, let’s hear it, then. You’re saying that if I can get into a black hole, it would be like a time library? Where I can just sit down and view whatever time I want to view?” Justin says with a slight tone of sarcasm.

	“No, not just viewing. You see, I think that they’re like the mechanisms inside a clock. They govern time, and just like the cogs of a clock, you can mess around with them to set back time or break the clock if you don’t know what you’re doing.”

	“Wow, that’s so interesting,” Ravens says and pretends to yawn. “Are you done yet?”

	“You don’t find that fascinating?” Albert says while raising his voice in disgust.

	Justin holds up his palms. “No offense, Albert. But that’s just pure science fiction. Or fantasy. You just took some things from the book and blended them with what you believe. Is there anything else, maybe some facts you would want to share instead?”

	“Ah, just forget about it. You two are too dumb to understand anyway.”

	“Yay! Okay, my turn,” Raven says and lifts her book to display it to the others. “Justin, I’m so glad you got us this room because my book is really creepy, and it’s the perfect place to tell you all about it.”

	Justin smiles and nods.

	“Don’t get too scared when I tell you what I learned, even if you see the shadows moving while I do so,” Raven says in a forced, ominous voice and sidles closer to the middle.

	 


Chapter 20

	Mountain View Foundation, 1996

	 

	Tommy T-Rex Owens traces the outlines of the homemade tattoo on his forearm with his index finger. The outline of the skull, engraved with a needle and traced afterward with a Sharpie, encircles the two cigarette lesions, which now serve as the skull’s glowing eyes.

	“What did Goldstein have to say today?” Joe asks while picking at the crust of acne on his cheek. Tommy glances up at his henchman sitting on the bed opposite him and then continues retracing the skull on his forearm with his index finger.

	“Same shit, different day. Fucking smart-ass kike,” Tommy says. “Fuck him, let’s go for a smoke.”

	“Yeah well, it’s pissing down outside,” Conner mumbles.

	“I got us a new spot inside,” Tommy says and pushes his long blond fringe behind his ears.

	“Where?” Connor asks.

	Tommy inhales heavily through his nostrils while rubbing his palms over his face. “You know, I’m gonna kill that bitch,” he grunts through his hands. The other two boys look at each other in confusion. “Just gotta be smart about it.”

	“Who? What’re you talking about?” Joe asks while furrowing his eyebrows.

	“Raven Mills. That mouthy bitch. She’s the reason why Goldstein called me in,” Tommy says. The muscles in his cheeks flex against his skin, like knuckles kneading dough.

	“She told him that I’ve been staring at her, making her feel uncomfortable and shit. And then she told him that I entered her room last night and touched her boobs. And who do you think does that asshole believe? Me or the blue-eyed princess?”

	Connor shakes his head, looks at Joe for a second, and then back at Tommy.

	“So that didn’t happen?” Connor asks.

	“Fuck no! Last night when I walked past her room, I heard her calling my name. I turned around and went into her room to see what the fuck she wanted. I walked in and saw she was alone, and just then, she screamed like crazy and ran out. I went out after her, but she continued running down the hallway, screaming like a psycho. She planned it, that bitch. There were other kids in the hallway that just saw her screaming and running away, and me exiting her room like an asshole.”

	“No way. And then she went to Doc and told him you molested her? That’s kinda smart if you…” Joe stops immediately as the cold stare from Tommy’s narrowed eyes falls on him.

	“You think this is funny, asshole?” Tommy asks and rises from the bed.

	“No. Not at all. I mean, I was just saying it’s evil. Smart and evil, something like that… not funny at all!” Joe capitulates as Tommy steps closer.

	“I’m gonna fucking kill her. I just have to wait for the right time,” Tommy says and stares at the floor as if going on standby mode for a moment. “So, are we gonna go smoke or what?”

	“Let’s do it,” Joe yells and he leaps off the bed. “Where are we going?”

	“The boiler room,” Tommy says and swaggers toward the door.


Chapter 21

	Mountain View Foundation, 1996

	 

	Albert scans the twilight boundaries of the candlelight while Raven talks about the crystals in her book. Drops are dripping intermittently on the floor somewhere in the dark, adding monotone notes to Albert’s symphony of misery. He realizes that Justin has put in a ton of effort to create an unforgettable experience, but this is not his idea of a pleasant evening. The last place he wants to be is down here in this dark and damp nightmare. Although Albert doesn’t believe in ghosts, demons, and witches like Justin and Raven, the old boiler room still manages to send shivers up his spine. There’s something not right about this place, he thinks to himself.

	“Are you even listening to me?” Raven says and kicks Albert’s leg.

	“Of course. Crystals and witches, blah blah. Do you guys hear it too? The dripping?” Albert asks and continues scanning the darkness with pried-open eyes.

	“Yes. It’s raining outside. Maybe it’s leaking in from somewhere. So what?” Raven says.

	“We’re in an enclosed basement. How can the water get in?”

	Raven slaps her temples with her open palms and rolls her eyes toward the concrete ceiling. “Who cares?”

	“We shouldn’t be here,” Albert mumbles and rests his jaw on his palms.

	“As I was saying, this crystal, called the Black Agate, is something that witches used in America to extract and capture bad spirits. Or that’s what they believed. They say that these crystals were used in rituals where demons or poltergeists tortured people in their homes at night. These stones were used to capture them and keep them trapped for eternity. Or until someone casts a spell to unleash them. Isn’t that cool? Imagine carrying a pendant with a Black Agate, and whenever someone messes with you, you just release an evil spirit from the stone onto them,” Raven says while bubbling over with excitement. It’s conversations like these and her obsession with witches and evil spirits that have the girls from Mountain View walking circles around her. It has intensified over the last year, and sometimes Justin wonders where it will end.

	Albert, on the other hand, doesn’t seem to be concerned at all. He rolls his eyes up toward the ceiling and sighs. “But there’s no scientific evidence to support that, right?”

	“Look, I’m only telling you what’s in the book. Unlike you, I don’t make stories up. I’m just telling you what I read. Believe it or not, I don’t care,” Raven says and smacks her lips.

	“So, where would you find such a stone?” Justin asks right after in an attempt to divert attention and alleviate the escalating tension between Raven and Albert. Perhaps Albert had forgotten the rage fit that led Raven to attack another girl just the week before and Clint a little while back. Or perhaps Albert’s ego is so fixated on science and pushing his own agenda that it rendered him oblivious to the fact that he’s now provoking Raven. Regardless, Justin feels that he needs to keep the tensions under control before the perfect evening he had planned turns into a nightmare.

	“Well, the book says they’re not scarce and not expensive either. When I get out of here one day, that’ll be the first thing I get for myself.”

	“Cool,” Justin says. Silence fills the dark room once more, apart from the few droplets hitting the floor intermittently in the darkness beyond the candlelight and pipes.

	“Well, that’s all I have to share. You happy now, Albert?” Raven says and glares at him with dead, droopy eyes. Albert finally realizes that this is the time to drop the debate, and he darts his eyes down toward the flickering candle.

	“Tales of the Night Hag: The History of Sleep Paralysis by Sam Mitchell,” Justin says and lifts his book off the floor. “Guys, I have to admit, this book gave me the creeps, and not in a good way. There are things in here that…” Justin pauses.

	“That what?” Albert says, somewhat annoyed. His tolerance for theatrics has reached its limits tonight. All he wants to do is get it over with, go back to the dorm, and never return to this room again.

	“I don’t know. It’s just too real. Like, I know it’s a lot of folklore mostly. Or stories made up to make sense of the unknown. It is just that… I read something similar after my sister’s death, and it got me thinking. I know, Albert, you’re all about scientific proof. But sometimes, some things are just not explainable yet. And that’s what freaked me out about this book,” Justin says and then quickly jolts his neck in the direction of a sound coming from the darkness.

	All three try to pierce the dark with their widened eyes to find out what was responsible for the scratching at the back.

	“What the hell was that?” Albert whispers. Just as he finishes his question, squeaking emanates from the darkness.

	“Oh, thank goodness. It’s just rats. They almost gave me a heart attack, though,” Justin says and turns forward again.

	“Just rats?” Albert says with a raised voice. “Just rats? Can we get the hell out of here now, please?”

	“Just relax, you baby. They’re only squirrels with skinny tails, is all,” Raven says and pats Albert’s leg. “They won’t harm you if you don’t mess around with them.” Raven became accustomed to the rats living around her mobile home when she was younger. Although she became somewhat fond of them and even named them, she also knew to respect them and keep a safe distance from them.

	“Just get this over with,” Albert says. The ominous feeling of the room has been growing more intense, even before the rats. He’s on the verge of leaping up and storming out of the room. At this point he feels that the agony caused by the ridicule after would be less severe than the emotional turmoil he’s finding himself in at the present moment.

	“Okay, I’ll cut to the chase. This book is about the evidence of sleep paralyzes throughout human history. The oldest evidence was discovered in caves in Turkey in the 1970s, dating back to like 8,000 BC or something. Scientists found cave paintings of this weird black thing overlooking people while they were sleeping. Look,” Justin says and points to photos taken of a cave wall. Time-worn charcoal cave paintings on sandstone rocks show stick figures lying on the floor inside a triangle, presumably a hut of some sort. Next to one of the stick figures, which seems to be a woman, is a dark shadowy humanoid figure. Unlike the rest of the figures in the picture, this one was assigned a thick black fill. In the following picture, stick men and women are standing in a circle around the stick woman, who’s still lying on the floor, but the dark shadow figure is gone.

	“Weird, right?” Justin says and looks at the other two.

	Albert squints and inspects the picture like a biologist who’d discovered a new insect species, but Raven seems petrified to the core. Her eyes are frozen solid, and her lips are slightly parted.

	“But that’s not all. Over time, these types of drawings appeared again. And later, people started writing about this thing. Look here. This is from England somewhere around the time of the Crusades.” Justin points at another photo in the book, but this time, it’s a picture taken from a very old manuscript. It depicts the outlines of a strange black figure standing beside a bed, but this time, its eyes are the only part that received extra attention with filling. Big, black oval-like eyes fill most of the figure’s head.

	“According to these old diaries, the people at the time believed Templar Knights brought some treasures from the east, and some of it was cursed. They say that a knight’s young daughter began suffering from night terrors and finally died because of them. This picture was the last thing she drew. It was found in the back of the fireplace in the house where she died,” Justin says and points at the original picture the author copied from the sketch in the fireplace.

	“Okay, this is kinda weird. I agree,” Albert says and folds his arms. “Aliens? What do you think?”

	Raven is still quiet and barely breathing.

	“But it gets weirder. It seems that this thing made its way over to America at some point. Have you ever heard of the Salem witches?” Justin asks and winks at Raven.

	Raven had always been fascinated by the Salem witch trials and brought it up in conversation numerous times before. Usually, she would bubble over and hijack the conversation. This time, she hardly blinks and just nods her head in silence.

	“So, it seems like the night hag made an appearance there too. In fact, it might be the reason for everything that went on over there. They explain it all here. It seems that it started out as a prank of two badass cousins, but then one of them started talking about attacks at night from a black figure. This finally freaked her old man out, who then decided to send her away. Elizabeth, Elizabeth… what was her name,” Justin says and runs his finger over the text.

	“Betty, Betty Parris,” Raven whispers.

	“Right, that one. But it goes on and on. All over the world, throughout time…”

	Albert frowns and interrupts Justin. “Wait, how did they die? I mean, those that they claim were attacked by this thing? And how do the other people know that his thing actually killed their family or friends?”

	“Some people blame this, this… thing because the victims complained about the same experiences days before their deaths. They claim that something appears out of nowhere in their room, and then they can’t move and can’t breathe until it leaves. Other people said they came into the room and saw the black figure disappear in the shadows, only to find their loved ones dead in bed,” Justin says as his eyes begin to flood. He looks down at the book to hide his rising sadness, clears his throat, and continues. “It happens all over the world, and it has different names too. Night Hag is kinda lame if you ask me.”

	“What is a hag?” Raven asks.

	“Well, mare used to be an old English word for creatures like demons and incubi because they come at night. Night plus mare equals nightmare. But they have different names in different places. For example, there was a tale in England about an old woman who supposedly sat on people when they slept or something like that, and she was referred to as a hag. So, I suppose somewhere along the line, the words got muddled.”

	Raven nods and drops her head.

	“Weird, isn’t it? I mean, I don’t want to believe in this. But my sister… she drew these weird pictures before she died. I remember her showing them to me. I thought she was messing with me. But she complained about that to my dad too. I don’t know. This is all too strange, and it freaks me out. I mean, I don’t believe it for a second but—”

	“I saw it,” Raven says and looks up at the dark ceiling. “I saw it, I saw it, I saw it.” The two boys stare at her in silence. As an unsettling silence descends upon their conversation, a few drops plop in their expanding puddles nearby. 

	Raven takes a deep breath and shifts her gaze toward Justin. “When I was still living with my parents. And once here in Moun—” Raven stops and lifts her eyes over Albert’s head. Her glossy eyes widen slowly. A metallic clack echoes through the room, causing both boys to swing around. The boiler room door creaks as it drifts open. All three stare at the black cavity with bated breaths.

	“Well, who do we have here?” Tommy T-Rex Owens says as he steps into the dim candlelight.

	 


Chapter 22

	Mountain View Foundation, 1996

	 

	Tommy Owens enters the abandoned boiler room, followed by his two goons. Joe closes the door and pats Tommy on the shoulder.

	“Look at this, Tee. Speak of the devil,” Joe says and begins to snicker.

	“Yeah, lucky me,” Tommy says and points toward Raven, frozen on the floor. “Unlucky for you, though.”

	Raven rises, followed by Justin and Albert, all three clutching their books on their chests—a subconscious attempt to form some kind of bully barrier.

	“What the fuck are you losers doing in here?”

	“None of your business, Tommy. If I were you, I would leave right now before you’re called in again. You know what will happen next, right? Juvi for you. So back off, and let us go,” Raven says with an abundance of confidence.

	Justin and Albert bounce their eyes off the three bullies standing in silence in front of them. The last thing they expected was for Raven to threaten Tommy. Nobody else in Mountain View would ever dare to do that.

	“You think I give a fuck?” Tommy says and curls the corners of his mouth upward.

	His eyes remain cold, dead, and locked onto Raven. “I’ll give it to you. It took balls what you did, more balls than these two losers would ever have.” His eyes dart from Justin to Albert, and they both drop their gazes to the floor in perfect unison.

	“I was just telling these guys that I was gonna kill you. I wasn’t sure when or how, but I knew I was gonna.” Tommy raises his arms like a priest with a revelation. “But now it seems that fate has answered that question.”

	“You can’t do shit to us. I’m warning you. If you think what I did before was bad, wait till you see what I have in store next. Just let us go, and nothing will happen to you. Think about it,” Raven says while keeping her blue eyes fixed on Tommy.

	Tommy folds one arm over his stomach and scratches his chin, pretending to be in deep thought. He looks up at the dark ceiling and purses his mouth. “Mmm, let me think about that.” The smirk forming on his face suggests Tommy has perhaps already made up his mind. He combs back his blonde curtains, which in the dim candlelight appear to be orange. “I have another plan. How about I choke the life out of you?” Tommy says while his two sidekicks burst out in laughter.

	“You can’t touch me, Tommy. You know that,” Raven says.

	“But I won’t. You see, what happened was you three came down here, where you’re not supposed to be, by the way. Then, you got bored and started burning pages from the books on your candles. Justin over here even decided to make a little campfire with his book. But little did you know that the room was running out of oxygen. Sadly, all three of you died of smoke inhalation. Not many people will miss you, though. That’s the downside of being an orphan. Nobody gives a shit. You think they're gonna do autopsies and send investigators to get to the bottom of this?”

	Raven doesn’t reply. Even if Tommy is just bluffing, he has struck a few chords of truth there. He might just get away with it if he chokes them to death without leaving too many bruises. She wouldn’t have believed this coming from anybody else, but Tommy is capable of doing such a thing, and his cold countenance tells her that Tommy is dead serious about his sinister plan.

	“Run!” Raven screams, but she’s too late. Tommy leaps forward and grabs her by the hair. He spins her around and slides his forearm under her chin.

	“Get 'em,” Tommy yells at his henchmen. Albert and Justin dash into the dark, but the two henchmen are too fast. Joe lunges at Justin and grabs him by the collar before he can escape from the light. He pulls Justin back and places him in a bear grip. Connor runs after Albert but screeches to a halt as Albert scurries behind one of the barely visible metallic tanks. Connor stoops over to search for Albert under the network of pipes but stops instantly as his eye catches movement in the dark over his left shoulder.

	The pipes running along the wall, barely visible in the fleeting candlelight, bend and contort in an enigmatic fashion. Connor freezes and feels the goosebumps running up his spine. A ripple appears in front of the pipes as if the air is turning into liquid. The ripple rushes outward into the dark, disappears, and the pipes return to their original position. But the view of the vertical pipes is now obstructed by a dark silhouette of a humanoid figure. Connor can see two tiny yellow dots in its head where the candlelight reflects from its black eyes.

	“Did you get him?” Tommy yells from the front of the room while Raven battles to breathe in his chokehold. Joe managed to drag Justin back toward the door and is now mimicking Tommy’s chokehold.

	Connor snaps back to reality, flings himself around and sprints toward the others in the light. “Get out! Run, ru—” but Connor’s unable to complete his warning screams as he loses control of all the muscles in his body.

	A high-pitched buzzing sound fills his ears, followed by a thud as his limp body slams to the ground. Connor is prostrated with his cheek on the cold concrete floor, engulfed in disarray, unable to move, scream or breathe.

	Tommy and Joe stare into the dusky light in the distance, where they see Connor’s head and outstretched arms on the floor. Within an instant, his limp body slides back and disappears into the pitch-black shadows as something pulls him by the legs with the utmost vigor.

	“What the fuck?” Joe whispers and turns toward Tommy. Tommy’s jaw drops while he unknowingly slacks his grip around Raven’s throat. Raven feels the pressure release and writhes herself loose. She stumbles, falls to the ground, and instinctively begins pushing herself farther away from her assailant. Raven’s eyes are locked on Tommy, who’s still staring into the distance while she crawls back, inverted like an injured crab. She accidentally pushes one candle over in her panicked state, causing the room to dim.

	Joe gives in to his overwhelming fear, releases his grip on Justin, and pushes him forward. Justin slams to the floor and slithers toward Raven. As Joe turns around toward the door, it suddenly begins to expand and contract as if the door’s made of rubber. A ripple runs over the door and the wall.

	“This place is fucking haunted! Let’s go!” Joe screams and swings the door open. The candlelight rushes out into the gloom of the corridor and reveals the silhouette of a tall black figure.

	Two tiny flickering dots in its head reveal the position of its black reflective eyes.

	Joe gasps but is unable to scream as he goes limp and falls backward onto the floor. Tommy sees Joe’s body next to him, and he notices the wet stain growing bigger on his crotch. Tommy swings around, but it’s too late. His ears begin to ring, and he loses all control of his motor functions.

	Both Tommy and Joe lie frozen side by side on their backs and stare up at the ominous black figure with its dead black eyes lurking in the shadows of the hallway.

	Raven and Justin leap up and scram out of the candlelight, back toward the total darkness of the boiler room. Then, the last candle dies out, and the entire room is swallowed by the dark.

	Silence envelopes the room, intermittently interrupted by the dripping of water on the floor and rapid, stifled breathing.

	 


Chapter 23
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	Raven and Justin are squatting behind a boiler tank in the pitch dark with steel pipes running over their heads. Their eyes have adapted to the dark now, but it doesn’t matter as there’s no light source left within the room anymore. Raven removes her hand from her mouth, and Justin can feel her breath on his cheek, yet it’s too dark to see her face. Justin’s whole body flinches when he hears a soft whisper in his ear.

	“Where’s Albert? Do you think it got him too?” Raven whispers. Before Justin can reply, they hear scuffling coming from the front of the room, like something is being dragged over the concrete. It goes quiet, and then a bone-chilling gurgling sound resonates through the room.

	“What’s happening?” Raven whispers, her voice breaking up as panic fills her body and tear glands.

	“Shhh,” Justin whispers. The gurgling dissipates, but another scuffling sound appears, this time longer than the last. A moan echoes through the dark, followed by more gurgling.

	“We’re going to die,” Raven whispers and starts to whimper again. A hand within the suffocating darkness reaches out and grabs Justin’s shoulder. The shock causes his body to shoot straight, sending his head straight into a horizontal metal pipe above. The bang caused by his head hitting the pipe explodes in their ears like a bomb. Raven lets out a high-pitched shriek that echoes through the room.

	“Shhh, shhh. It’s me,” Albert whispers behind them. Justin rubs his head where he hit the pipe but does so with the utmost care to avoid hitting something else with his arm. Apart from the dripping and the fast breathing coming through their noses, the room is completely silent again. They remain motionless for a minute or two, their ears finely tuned in like mice, tuned in to the soft steps of a stalking feline.

	“I was hiding just back there and could hear your whispering. But… What just happened? What was that thing?” Albert asks.

	“It’s the night hag. The sleep demon, or whatever,” Raven whispers. As she makes the revelation, her whole body begins to crawl with goosebumps. She has seen this figure before, but knowing that witnesses saw it with her, too, makes it real. She can no longer explain it away by using her imagination as a scapegoat. The thing from the shadows has now entered reality and possibly killed three boys.

	“Impossible,” Albert whispers.

	“Did you see the ripples?” Raven asks.

	“Yes.”

	“Can you explain that? Is that something a human can do?” Raven asks, now amplifying the volume of her voice.

	“Guys, keep quiet. We don’t know if it’s still here. We need to get out of here.”

	“The flashlight. Do you still have it on you?” Albert asks.

	Hopelessness washes over as he remembers that the flashlight is still in the bag. The bag, along with the books and the candles, are still in the front of the room. In the front, in the dark, where the gruesome gurgling sounds and scuffling came from a moment ago.

	“No. It’s in the bag,” Justin replies.

	“I told you this was a bad idea.”

	“You’re right, Albert, but for now, let’s focus on getting the hell out of here. Follow me. I can guide us to the wall, and then we just follow it to the front,” Justin says and begins to crawl out from their hiding spot.

	“Wait, Justin. We need to make a chain. We can’t see you. Raven, put your hand on my shoulder,” Albert says and grabs Justin’s sweater at the same time. The human centipede begins crawling forward with care, one tiny step at a time.

	Albert feels the sweater moving upward and realizes that Justin has found the wall and is now standing up. Albert stretches his other arm and tries to find it too. After touching the wall, he stands up and guides Raven’s other hand toward it.

	“Ready?”

	“Yes. Let’s get the hell out of here,” Raven replies.

	“The bag was close to the wall. I remember. When I find the flashlight inside, I will warn you before switching it on. You two turn your heads backward and look out for that thing. I will quickly slide the beam across the room. We need all our eyes on the watch,” Justin says.

	Raven and Albert nod their heads, not realizing that Justin can’t see their faces in the pitch-black darkness.

	“Okay?” Justin asks again.

	“Yes,” Albert says, and they begin moving forward, still holding on to one another and the wall.

	They continue moving with tiny steps, careful not to trip or make any noises. After every few steps, they pause, and Albert swings his leg out away from the wall to try and find the bag in the darkness with his foot.

	“Got it,” Justin whispers as the bag ruffles gently. He squats down and fumbles inside the bag to find the flashlight. “Ready? Let’s go.” Both Raven and Albert fling their heads backward. Light explodes in the dark room, much brighter than they had anticipated. The beam dashes across the room sideways and vertically.

	“You see anything?” Justin whispers.

	“Nothing. Where’s Tommy? Where are Joe and Connor?” Albert asks while still dancing the flashlight frantically across the room. The shadows cast by the vertical pipes and tanks move eerily around as Albert’s shaking flashlight slides across the room.

	“Get the books. I’ll get the candles,” Albert says to Raven and bends down to collect the candles that are now scattered over the floor. Raven picks up the books and retreats to the wall, holding them tightly to her chest.

	“Let’s go,” Albert says and dashes toward the door. The other two follow on his heels.

	Justin looks back one last time before he scurries out of the boiler room. They run up the dark stairs and through the twilight of the smaller corridors until they finally get to the corner of the main olive-colored hallway.

	Taking a moment to regain their composure, they halt at the corner to catch their breath and cautiously peer around the corner. Justin tucks the candles into his pockets and leans in closer to Albert. “Where are they? What happened to them?” Justin asks between breaths.

	“Shh, not here. I’ll take us to a place where we can talk,” Albert says and walks down the hallway at a normal pace.

	The other two follow, wiping their faces to rid themselves of the pearling sweat. Albert stops at the cleaning closet, glances up and down the empty hallway, and then opens the closet. He beckons Raven and Justin inside. It’s the same closet where Tommy pushed him down, but this time, Tommy T-Rex Owens won’t be coming inside to torture him.

	“We can’t tell anybody what happened… ever,” Albert says.

	“Why? Why not? Those guys might need help down there. We can’t just keep quiet about this,” Raven says while a tear rolls down her cheek.

	“Did you see any of them, Raven? They’re gone, and there’s nothing we can do about it. Maybe they left the room after the lights went out… could be, right?” Albert says and shakes his head.

	“You heard those sounds in the darkness, Albert. They were there and something was happening to them. We need to tell somebody they’re down there,” Raven says and wipes her cheek. “Here,” she says and hands the boys their books.

	“And tell them what, Raven? Tell them that Tommy came down there and was about to kill us until a monster or demon or whatever the hell that was, made them disappear?”

	Raven shakes her head. “If we leave them down there, we are not any better than they are.”

	“Albert is right, Raven,” Justin says. What’s puzzling him even more than the attack on the terrible trio, is why Albert, Raven, and himself were allowed to escape unscathed.

	Why didn’t this demonic apparition kill Justin and his friends too? Was it still busy devouring its victims, or transporting them to another realm? Or to its spaceship?

	“We have no evidence. Nobody will believe us, and we weren’t supposed to be down there in the first place. Think about it, Raven. What do you think the others will say when a sister-killer and a father-murderer report that their bullies were mysteriously taken by a shadow? Think about that,” Justin says and places his hand gently on Raven’s shoulder.

	Albert looks at the hand on Raven’s shoulder and furrows his eyebrows. He places his hand on her other shoulder and stoops down to her eye level.

	“Don’t worry, Raven. Everything is gonna be alright. We’re safe now,” Albert says.

	Raven shrugs both hands away and takes a step back. “You don’t understand. It doesn’t just leave you alone. It follows you.”

	She heads to the door but pauses as her hand grips the doorknob.

	“This is only the beginning for you two,” she whispers before slipping out into the quiet hallway.

	 


Part 3

	Everyone is a moon and has a dark side that they never show to anybody…

	-Mark Twain

	 


Chapter 24

	Justin Scott, 2029, Los Angeles, CA

	 

	A lonely police siren is howling somewhere distant in the concrete jungle, echoing past the high-rise office buildings and condominium complexes in Justin’s neighborhood. The wandering wailing finds its way into Justin’s bedroom, cutting through the slurry banter of inebriated homeless people three floors below Justin’s terrace. The white curtain, illuminated by the streetlights below, billows like the sails of a galleon in a Caribbean breeze as a lost refreshing breeze makes its way into his room. It crawls over Justin’s crumpled comforter lying on the floor beside his bed and up the white coversheet to where Justin is lying drenched in sweat.

	Justin gasps as the nightmare finally releases him from its horrifying grip. He leaps up, eyes bulging out of his head and gasping for air. His white T-shirt clings to his chest and sweat pearls are still clearly visible between the lines on his forehead. He jolts his head from side to side, scanning the room to make sense of his surroundings. The breeze retreats, allowing the curtain to gravitate to its standard position just in time as the police siren finally dissolves in the distance. As Justin adjusts to the real world, the dream's details dissipate until only a whisp of fear remains.

	The nightmares have subsided over the years, but when they do happen, they create time portals afterward, sucking Justin in and spitting him back out of his childhood. Sometimes, they leave him under the tree in front of Howard Elementary, where his sister showed him the horrific picture in her book, and other times, he goes back to Mountain View. Mostly, it’s the reels from the basement that loops in his head, like now.

	Justin leans over the side of the bed and picks up the comforter he had kicked off the bed during his struggle with his subconscious or whatever else was in the room while he was sleeping. The crisp night air is chilling his sweaty body rapidly now, and for a man in his mid-forties, chills and breezes on a hot, sweaty body should be avoided at all costs—or so he was told. He pulls the dove-grey comforter over himself, leans to the other side, and taps his phone’s screen lying on the nightstand.

	2:45

	He falls back on his pillow and breathes a heavy sigh, knowing what will happen next. His brain is now wired and ready to plummet millions of thoughts into its processor, dispelling every eager notion of falling asleep again. The last echo of fear left behind by the night terror usually awakens suppressed childhood memories, followed by work stress. Next up, waves of hopelessness and anxiety, exhumed by exaggerated concerns about his uncertain future and growing old alone. For now, he’ll have to deal with the ghosts of his childhood friends, Raven Mills and Albert Campbell.

	The last time he saw Albert was over three decades ago. Justin can still see his expressionless, pale face staring at him while perched on his single steel-framed bed across the room in their tiny dorm room in Mountain View. And then he sees Raven, her blazing blue eyes peering out from under her flaxen fringe. And then, on cue, as usual, a kaleidoscope of negative emotions emerges. The highlights usually include the shame caused by having ignored Raven when she reached out when social media emerged, and the grief caused by Albert’s disappearance.

	Out of curiosity and not from the necessity to reconnect, Justin had done some detective work to learn more about the whereabouts of his childhood friend. He was unsuccessful in determining Albert’s whereabouts and then decided to retrace Albert’s steps, starting with Mountain View. And that’s when Justin realized that something was off.

	Mountain View was shut down in the mid-2000s, and the buildings were demolished to make a place for an office park. He had to make a few calls and drop a few dollars, but eventually, he got his hands on the attendance records of Mountain View. Everybody he remembered from those days was there: Raven, Clint, himself, but there was no sign of Albert Campbell. He reviewed the records from the eighties until the late nineties, and there was no mention anywhere of an Albert Campbell. It was as if Albert never even went to Mountain View, which was impossible, of course. The same went for the elementary school they all attended in Greenville—no records whatsoever.

	At that point, Justin decided to let it go. As he grew older, the fear of summoning the pain from the past grew stronger. There was nothing he could do to change what had happened, and focusing on a brighter future seemed like the more viable option for leading a normal life. Connecting with Raven and Albert, if Albert is still alive, would just open up the colossal closet of skeletons he’s worked so hard to lock away.

	Justin tosses over on his side and glares at the illuminated swaying curtain. The drunk vagrants in the street must have passed out or moved on. All Justin can hear now is the distant humming of cars and a bored dog, barking incessantly at the moon or whatever else it’s finding so intriguing. And then, as it always happens when he thinks about his childhood friends, Tommy pops up uninvitedly in Justin’s mind. Tommy T-Rex Owens—the disturbed psychopath that menaced Mountain View. Another image of Tommy flashes across Albert’s mind—modern-day Tommy. The frail old man with the grey stubble and bald head lying motionless with glassy eyes and a gaping mouth in a caring facility in Greenville, South Carolina.

	Shivers ascend Justin’s spine as he reflects on the orange glow of candles in the boiler room that night. The moving shadows and the gurgling echoes in the dark as the demonic entity feasted on the souls of the three older boys. Justin flinches as he reflects on the last time he saw the black silhouette himself.

	It was in the corner of this very room, hiding in the shadows, away from the bright curtain. Standing dead still as if carved out of stone, just staring. Before Justin could scream for help, the paralysis kicked in, rendering him incapable of moving or breathing. And then, it disappeared in the undulating shadows.

	He’s almost certain that he saw the shadows stir a few times after waking from nightmares. But that’s the problem with an awakening brain—you never know when you can trust it.

	Justin rolls around and picks up his phone.

	2:51… Shit.

	He shuts his eyes and tries to think of work instead, but once more, the moving shadow creeps back into his thoughts.

	Was it in my room earlier? Will it come back to finish the job?

	 


Chapter 25

	Raven Mills, 2029, Asheville, NC

	 

	Raven Mills is perched on the embankment of Murry Hill Park, taking cover under the low-hanging branches of the trees on the edge of the lawn. From Lyman Street, it would be almost impossible to spot her. Perfectly camouflaged in her black skin-tight jeans and black hoody, she blends in perfectly with the moonless night and shadowy tree line. Her eyes are barely visible from under the hood, and they remain fixed on the empty gravel parking lot across the street.  

	Not many women would hang around in the dark in this part of town after midnight, but unlike them, Raven befriended the darkness a long time ago. She’s also been through enough in her life to know that evil doesn’t just manifest at night. Raven reflects on the time straight after finishing high school when she found herself in a similar position she is now—hiding in the dark and waiting for a pickup truck to arrive. Back then, however, she was petrified. She had all the right to feel that way. It was, after all, the first time she had bought an illegal firearm.  

	Another truck roars down Depot Street about 100 yards to her left. She scans her surroundings, and then takes out her phone from her pouch. 

	12:25. No messages.

	“Asshole,” she whispers and lifts herself up. As she turns around to make her way back through the trees, she hears the idling of a vehicle in low gear approaching. She turns around and sees the navy Chevy Silverado coasting up Lyman. The vehicle turns onto the gravel parking lot and goes silent. Raven shakes her head and makes her way down the embankment.

	As she crosses the street, the door of the pickup flings open, and a scrawny man, dressed in faded jeans and an oversized light blue Carolina Panthers shirt, steps out of the vehicle. He pushes his oily brown bob backward and turns around. “Ah, there you are.”

	“First, the cloak and dagger shit, and then you make me wait out here for half an hour. What’s the deal, Bobby?” Raven says as she strides closer.

	“Sorry, girl,” he says, grinning through his shaggy beard. “I got caught up, you know?”

	Raven stops arm's length away from him, close enough to smell the bourbon on his breath. “And why the fuck are we doing this here? Why couldn’t you just come to the shop like everybody else?”

	Bobby grunts and jerks his head up. “Can’t do that no more. Wifey doesn’t like me hanging around you and the shop no more. You want Lana to kill me?”

	“Perhaps that won’t be such a bad thing.”

	Bobby lowers his head and giggles. “Ah, lighten up, Raven. You got the goods?”

	“Why else would I be hanging around here in the middle of the goddamn night? You got the cash?”

	“You know I’m good for it, always have been,” Bobby says, stuffing his hand down his jean pocket and retrieving a roll of notes. “There you go, 500 bucks, Your Highness,” Bobby says and giggles once more. Raven retrieves a crumpled-up black plastic bag from her pouch, pushes it against his chest, and grabs the cash with her other hand. 

	“I’m not doing this again,” Raven says and turns around. Just before she reaches the other side of the street, she hears the door slam shut, and the engine coming to life. 

	“Hey, Raven,” Bobby yells over his elbow while leaning out the window. Raven pauses and looks over her shoulder. “You sure you don’t wanna join me and the boys tonight? Could turn out to be a fun night, if you know what I mean. Perhaps just the kinda night you need to blow off some steam, you know?”

	She shakes her head and steps onto the curb. “Fucking pig,” she whispers. As the truck accelerates away from her, Raven lifts her head up toward the top of the embankment, searching for a clearing in the darkness to pass through. But her head jerks to the right as her peripheral vision commands her to investigate the movement it just detected between the trees. Raven stops in her tracks.

	Her eyes are well-adjusted to the dark, but it’s still nearly impossible to make out any familiar shapes between the silhouettes of the trunks and trusses. Her heart rate elevates, and her breathing stops. All her attention is now fixed on the spot where she saw the movement. 

	There it is again.

	A stir in the shadows, and then nothing. Raven takes a small step backward and pauses once more. A lost midnight breeze gently rustles the leaves of the trees in front of her, glides down the embankment, and brushes past her cheeks.  

	Get it together, girl, she thinks to herself and strides up the embankment with her eyes still fixed on the spot where she saw the movement the first time. 

	She slips past the trees and exits onto the lawns of Murry Hill Park. There’s nobody in the park, not that she can see anyway. Her strides grow longer, and her head keeps swinging back over her right shoulder every so often. The trees seem frozen and not moving at all.

	Even if that was that thing, it’s alright. Calm down, it won’t harm you. It never did and probably never will. Maybe it was just the breeze, she thinks to herself. 

	She’s determined to believe it, but the goosebumps running over her arms and up her spine are making it difficult to do so.

	 


Chapter 26

	Justin Scott, 2029, Los Angeles, CA

	 

	Justin’s mind is still groggy from the night before, but fortunately, he’s been doing this job for so many years that he doesn’t need a fully functioning brain to get it done.

	He glances over his client’s small, blackened room that used to be the kitchenette. The smoky scent of scorched wood, plastic, and whatever used to be in this small kitchen penetrates his nostrils so deep that he can taste it in his throat. Justin takes out a tissue from his khakis’ pocket and wipes his nose. As an insurance loss adjuster, he’s been in this situation countless times before, but his nose has yet to adapt to the pungent smell of burnt plastic. There’s no mystery here. It’s an open-and-shut case. He’ll be out of here before getting any soot stains on his white dress shirt.

	“Oil, was it?” Justin asks and peers over his shoulder at the elderly lady standing in her purple robe in the doorway. Her disheveled white hair suggests that she didn’t leave the bed long before Justin’s arrival, although he had called earlier to confirm his visit.

	“Yes, as I explained to the lady over the phone. I was gonna make fries but went to sit down and watch TV and wait for the oil to heat up. Next thing, I saw smoke everywhere. When I came here, the flames were burning up everything. I ran outside screaming, and then thank Jesus,” she pauses, crosses her chest, and rolls her eyes up to the ceiling, “the neighbor heard me and came to help. A wonderful young man living next door. He’s got one of them small fire extinguishers, you know? He ran back here and killed the fire for me. Such a sweetheart he is,” the old woman says and forces a smile, causing her face to produce even more wrinkles.

	“And was the fire alarm activated?” Justin asks and takes out his paper-thin tablet from the black satchel.

	The old lady stares at the fancy piece of tech he’s punching with his fingers and then snaps back to reality after realizing Justin is still waiting for an answer.

	“Yes, yes. It was very loud,” she says and clutches her ears with her flattened palms. “It was almost more frightening than the damn fire.”

	Justin nods and continues poking the tablet.

	“The young man turned it off for me and answered when the fire brigade called. He was also the one who helped me with the insurance. Why don’t you people have real humans answering the damn phones no more? I don’t wanna speak to no machine. Anyway, he did most of it the next day and then handed me the phone when I could finally speak to a real person.”

	“Yeah, times have changed, right, ma’am?” Justin says, trying to bring equanimity to the stressed senior citizen. Justin has been a loss adjuster for over fifteen years. His current employer is one of the more prominent insurance companies in Los Angeles, and he’s sent out to investigate incidents such as this one more often than he likes. He despises cases like these. A sixty-something-year-old woman who paid her premiums faithfully for twenty-two years, with no claims in a decade, should not be investigated after reporting minor fire damage in her kitchen. Yet, here he is, standing around, inspecting a tiny burnt kitchen and having awkward conversations with a petrified and confused elderly lady.

	“They sure did. What are you writing up on that thing? Did I do something wrong? It was all just an accident, you know?” The old woman’s eyes are tearing up as she stares at him. Luckily, this time he only has good news to share with this distraught client.

	Justin places his hand on her bony shoulder. “No, of course not, ma’am. You’re a valued client, and we’ll replace everything. We’ll get some cleaners in to wash your walls and carpets in the rest of the house too.”

	“Thank you, thank you, thank you,” the woman says, grabbing his hand from her shoulder and cradling it against her cheek. The job might not be Justin’s first choice, and although they occur very seldom, moments like these make it worth his while.

	“I’ll just take a few photos and send them to head office. Someone will get back to you soon and inform you of the way forward,” Justin says and proceeds to take photos with his tablet.

	The old woman retreats into the hallway as Justin steps backward to get a wider angle of the damage.

	“I don’t know why we’re so cursed with fire these days. The Lord must know because I don’t,” she says and lowers her head.

	“It happens quite often, ma’am. I see this almost every day,” Justin says but doesn’t remove his eyes from the screen displaying the freshly taken shots of the black cupboards.

	“No, not just this. My poor son’s still in hospital after the fire,” she says.

	Justin lowers the tablet. He steps back into the hallway and turns toward her. “Wait, your son was in here too?”

	“No, no. Not here. He was looking after this place up there in Panorama City one night, and the building went up in flames, just like that,” she says and snaps her fingers.

	“I’m sorry to hear that,” Justin says and turns back toward the kitchen after realizing that she is referring to a separate, unrelated incident. “Is he okay now?”

	“Thank Jesus, he will be released soon. I went to visit him a couple of days back,” she says and leans into the kitchen. “I think he got a blow to the head, you know? He’s talking all kinds of nonsense. Something about a moving shadow and the air being like water before everything went up,” she says.

	Justin solidifies and his eyes widen. Although his hearing is now consumed by his heartbeat, he can still hear the old lady say, “Yeah, must be the shock or summin’. Or a blow to the head, but thank Jesus he’s fine and will be out soon.”

	Justin lowers the trembling tablet back into the satchel, swallows hard, and walks out of the kitchen again while trying to pull himself together.

	“Sorry to hear about your son. Just out of curiosity, which hospital is he in?”

	“He’s up in Panorama City Medical,” she says and points behind her, which is not in the right direction at all.

	“I heard it’s a good hospital. Soon, you can invite your son over for dinner when you have your brand-new kitchen,” Justin says with a stiff grin and makes his way toward the front door. He gets trapped by the old lady and flooded with gratitude and blessings before he can finally leave the apartment. As he walks down the hallway leading to the elevators, he can think of nothing else but what she’d said about the shadow and the ripples.

	I need to speak to her son.

	Justin had investigated many paranormal claims in the last twenty years in his free time, but the eternal quest to find answers to his disturbing childhood has alluded him. Nobody he’s encountered has ever used the words ripple and shadows in the same sentence since Mountain View. He must find out what happened to the old woman’s son and, more importantly, if it’s the same phenomenon he’s familiar with.

	Justin reflects on his unsettling night and the memories that have haunted him since the nightmare. There was a time he considered that the evil resides in the dreams of those unfortunate enough to have witnessed it, feeding off fear and waiting to grow stronger until it’s powerful enough to manifest itself in reality again. He’d buried this theory a long time ago, but now, it’s breaking the soil of the shallow grave it was entombed in.

	As Justin gets into the elevator, he takes out his tablet and enters the old lady’s profile on their system. “Next of kin… Jonas LeBron.”

	It won’t be difficult to locate him, and under the facade of a fictitious insurance investigation, he could easily gain access to the patient and get answers to some of the thousands of questions that are swirling in his mind.

	Justin left his car at the office and is now making his way directly to the recently opened subway station located at the end of the block. Although autonomous cars have improved the traffic flow a little over the years, and the newly built subway system helped somewhat, driving around LA in the morning is still a time-consuming nightmare.

	It's easy to spot the entrance to most subways in Los Angeles. The stations had only been completed during the previous year, and by that time, holographic advertisements were taking over cities worldwide. That’s how the subway stations in Los Angeles became beacons for consumer propaganda. Justin can see a three-dimensional bottle of Coca-Cola Ultra-Light rotating in the air above the small concrete and glass structure that is the entrance to the underground station. 

	Biometric iris recognition scanners at the express lanes provide fast access to the platforms, and shortly after entering the building, Justin is on the train heading to Panorama City Station. 

	The post-peak hour commuters are all fortunate to enjoy their own seats with extra to spare. Most of the commuters on the train are wearing their MVIG gear. They remind Justin of the goggles he wore during swimming practice in junior high, except these are all white and without lenses. White plastic covers with grey letters MVIG etched into them cover the front where the transparent lenses should be.

	Metaverse Immersion Goggles—the imprisoning escape from reality, he thinks to himself. He’s never been a big fan of the metaverse—this fake reality—and never took a liking to the man behind it either. Although many regard Brian Duncan, the founder of Slikr and creator of the MVIG, as a tech-god, there had always been something about the man that bothered Justin.

	Justin leans forward and rests his head on his hands, his fingers sliding through his grizzled hair. He starts emulating the conversation he will have at the front desk first and then later with Jonas LeBron. But then Justin realizes he’s not adequately prepared for what lies ahead. He shoots back into his seat and retrieves his tablet from his satchel. He enters his search criteria and slouches back in his seat with relief as numerous news articles relating to the explosion in Panorama City appear on the screen.

	Justin continues to read article after article until he hears the clear, friendly female voice on the PA system announce his stop. Justin packs away the tablet and leaves the train.

	On his way toward the short flight of stairs, his heartbeat starts to elevate. He stops at the foot of the staircase while other commuters push and shove past him. Any minute now, he could be speaking to another human being who has seen the shadow.

	Is this really happening?

	While Justin is summoning the courage to proceed up the stairs, commuters continue to shove past and head up the stairs, blissfully unaware of the evil that now resides amongst them in Los Angeles.

	 


Chapter 27

	Raven Mills, 2029, Asheville, NC

	 

	Raven Mills tries to suppress a yawn as she stares through the display windows of her shop at the pedestrians scurrying past, trying to evade the rain in vain. The provident pedestrians find shelter under their umbrellas, but the rest of the ill-prepared passersby are getting pelted by the thunderstorm that has moved over in haste. The splashing of rain on the flooding streets grows louder as a wet pedestrian flings the shop’s front door open. The fresh cool air produced by the downpour rushes in through the open door and drapes Raven’s tattooed skin sticking out beyond her black tank top.

	The elderly lady pulls her soaked, clingy, white sundress away from her body while drops drip from her flattened bottle-brown curls.

	“Jeez, it’s really coming down now,” she says and lifts her head up for the first time since entering Raven’s store. “Do you sell umbrellas here by any chance?”

	“Sure is a wild one. Sorry, hun, we don’t have any,” Raven says, leaning her tattoo-covered forearms on the counter. Raven observes the woman whose eyes are now bouncing all over the store.

	“What is this place?” the wet woman whispers. She reaches her hand out to a shelf and carefully touches the forehead of a crystal skull with her index finger. Next to the translucent skull are smaller ones of different sizes, carved out of marble and various other rocks. She turns her head toward Raven, but her eyes immediately dart to the odd trinkets and macabre posters on display on the wall behind Raven. The lady’s brows furrow and she purses her lips while tilting her head to the side, almost as if she’s inspecting a new stain on her mansion’s wall.

	“Dark arts, ma’am. That’s what we’re selling here,” Raven says without hesitation and combs back strands of dyed black hair from her forehead.

	She’s been in this position countless times before and knows exactly how to handle it. She doesn’t even get upset anymore. Although most of the locals have come to accept the free-thinking spirit of this quaint part of the city, there are those conservative visitors from other parts of the state who stumble into Raven’s shop and cause a fuss. They all carry the same expression—that expression one would have after drinking from the carton and discovering the milk is past its expiration date. Whether it’s the goods on display, Raven’s tattoos, piercings, or a combination of them all, it gets their faces contorted every time. Raven is convinced that they would’ve burned down her shop with her in it had it been a century or two ago.

	“What on earth are dark arts? Some kind of devil worship?”

	Raven sighs. “Have you ever seen Harry Potter? Well, it’s something like that.”

	“I’ve seen all the Harry Potter movies with my kids, and they didn’t show anything like that,” the wet shopper says while pointing at a poster of a naked crucified woman surrounded by flames. “You should be ashamed of yourself, working in a pit like this.”

	“Well, I don’t just work here. I own it. Is there anything else I could interest you in? Maybe a sacrificial goat or Ouija board?” Raven asks with a tone of utmost sincerity.

	The wet woman mumbles something below her breath and storms out of the shop, back into the pouring rain. Raven giggles and sits down on the stool behind the counter.

	Business is slow today. She had some of her regulars come in to buy the usual goods such as incense, sage, and exotic herbal teas. Only during the holidays can she get enough feet through the door to keep her business going. Enough to make sense to the IRS, at least. Raven also has a few side hustles that she keeps in the dark and only exposes to those with just as much to lose if deals go sour. Hallucinogens are her biggest money maker, especially herbal kinds like mushrooms, ayahuasca, peyote, and sometimes premium-grade cannabis.

	She turns her gaze from the rain toward the old grandfather clock standing against the opposing wall. An old witch broom is leaning against it, and a pointy black hat is on top of the clock. Fake cobwebs cover the face of the antique clock.

	4:45

	“Close enough,” Raven says and gets up from behind the sales counters. She walks over to the glass-paneled door, flips over the open sign, and locks the door. After switching off all the lights except those illuminating the displays in the windows, she heads toward the back.

	She’s converted the back of her store into her living quarters, with all the essentials she needs. There’s a small bedroom with an ensuite bathroom and an open kitchenette next to the round dining table with two chairs. One more miscellaneous room was supposed to be a tiny guest bedroom, but it’s now Raven’s special meditation room.

	After finishing a mug of water in the kitchen and using the bathroom, she retreats into her safe space: Raven’s room. The windowless hundred-square-foot room’s walls are all painted black. The dim light from the apartment falling in through the door brings the white pentagram on the floor to life. Raven leaves the door open while she finds the matches to light the black candles on the points of the pentagram. After all five candles are flickering peacefully, she closes the door and sits down in the middle of the star.

	“Shit,” she whispers. With a sigh, she walks out of the small room again and into the kitchen, where she retrieves her MVIG goggles from the charging pad. After closing the door and sitting down in the center again, she slides the goggles over her jet-black hair.

	“Power on,” she whispers, and her world changes from black into a swirling whirlpool of colors. The scene changes to somewhere in space, with colorful gas clouds and stars in the distance. Some stars begin to expand and then change shape into expanding white blocks. Then, they change from plain white to multi-colored advertising displays with countdown timers in the top corners.

	One of the blocks shows the creator of Slikr, Brian Duncan, who’s answering questions at a talk show. Raven keeps her eyes fixed on him. Everybody knows who he is, and his face is everywhere to be seen, from magazine covers to online adverts. But every time she sees him, she can’t help but be drawn to his hazel-grey eyes. He’s not the most attractive man in mainstream media. His grizzled curly Caesar cut accentuates his bleak forehead, and he always adorns his scrawny body with the same black T-shirt. He’s the true embodiment of a basement computer geek. Still, Raven can’t help herself being inexplicably attracted to this bleak, weakling who’s on the opposite side of the spectrum of men she prefers to bed.

	“Good afternoon, Raven,” says the golden-voiced lady from Slikr. “You have a meeting with Zandra in two minutes. Would you like to proceed to the selected location now?” The goggles are fitted with state-of-the-art, bone-conducting apparatus that sends tiny vibrations through the skull, straight to the cochlear, to create clear audio for the user. In addition, the goggles are also fitted with microscopic neurosensory that detects brain activity and interprets these into virtual movements in the metaverse while subjects remain still in the real world. Nobody ever thought tech like that would be available to ordinary citizens so early in the twenty-first century, but somehow, Slikr’s founder, Brian Duncan, had pulled it off.

	“Yes,” Raven says, and the whole space scene blurs and melts away into darkness. Stars appear again, surrounding Raven and moving past her, slow at first and then at lightspeed. The dots turn into lines shooting past Raven, making her feel as if she is warping through space at an incomprehensible speed. Everything goes black for a split second and then turns into the preselected location—a desolate pine forest somewhere in the mountains on a cloudless moonlit night.

	Raven finds herself all alone, standing in a clearing next to a small fire. The puny flames are struggling to stay alive as they are about to devour the last pieces of kindling. In the distance, she can hear the melancholy howling of a pack of wolves. Raven points her finger at some logs lying conveniently close to the fire and then flips her finger upward. The logs levitate to about a yard from the ground and stop. They hang motionlessly in the air until Raven directs them with her finger into the fire. They light up immediately as they touch the embers, causing Raven to smile while staring into the dancing flames.

	Although Raven is surrounded by pine trees, she can still smell the mold and the smoke from the five black candles in her tiny black meditation room. Although she’s standing next to the campfire, she doesn’t feel the flames radiating her skin. Still, everything else makes her feel as if she’s far away from home. Although Slikr, the most famous socializing platform in the metaverse, is already two years old, it’s still a technological marvel to admire.

	Raven’s attention is diverted from the licking flames to a bright flashing star on the other side of the fire, hovering about three feet off the ground. The star explodes into a flash of white light that engulfs everything around Raven in an instant, and then she sees Zandra standing there.

	“Heyaaaa,” Zandra says. “Isn’t this place amazing?” Zandra lets her eyes wander around the low-hanging branches over her head and then fixates on their swaying shadows higher up against the tree trunk. “Wow.”

	“Hey, Zee. Yeah, cool spot you chose for us. It’s really the perfect place to—”

	“Sorry, hun, I have to stop you right there. You gonna hate me for this, but I just popped in to cancel our meeting. Something came up—”

	“Mmm, something or someone?” Raven interjects and winks.

	Zandra giggles. “You certainly don’t need a crystal ball to see through me. But listen, I really gotta go. This cute client asked me out for drinks after work, and he’s outside waiting in the car for me. We’ll chat soon. Love ya,” Zandra says and blows a kiss toward Raven. “Exit to home,” she says before disappearing in a flash.

	“Bye,” Raven whispers to herself while staring at the empty space where Zandra stood a second ago. She feels the disappointment settling in. Zandra is a self-proclaimed witch, although nobody knows about these extra-curricular activities at the mortgage firm she works at. Some of the sisters would consider her to be a wannabe, and her knowledge of the dark arts is minimal, to say the least. Regardless of her lack of knowledge and her tepid commitment to the cause, she’s still a good listener, and someone Raven considers a friend. Probably her only friend.

	Raven kneels in front of the fire and closes her eyes. She might as well do her daily meditation while she’s out here in this beautiful setting that Zandra has already paid for. Raven quiets her mind and imagines a small pentagram growing more prominent in her mind's eye, but it suddenly distorts as another howl, this time closer, disrupts her concentration.

	“Come on. Mute all sound,” Raven says, and everything goes silent. The needles on the branches are still moving slightly, but the whispering that pines are renowned for is gone, and so are the wolves and the low crackling of the fire. Raven closes her eyes once more and shuts off her mind.

	“Would you like to extend your visit? Say, ‘extend my visit’ now and save 10%,” the Slikr lady announces.

	“Come on! Exit to home,” Raven yells. She removes the goggles from her head and slides them over the floor toward the door. She breathes out a sigh and closes her eyes. As her mind quiets down, she can feel her heart beating faster than usual, thanks to her recent agitation in the forest. She takes a deep breath and concentrates on the small pentagram that’s reappearing in her mind's eye. It grows bigger and moves over Raven until the lines disappear from her peripheral vision. All is dark and quiet now. The only sounds that Raven is aware of are her breathing, her heartbeat, and the light pattering of rain on the roof. She can feel her muscles relaxing and dissolving into nothing until she’s freed from her body and mind.

	But it doesn’t last long.

	Raven gasps and forces her eyes open as a vision explodes in her mind. A hint, an answer, or maybe a question. It was vivid but without clear instructions. Something draws her back to her recent memories. Back to the Slikr home screen she’d seen before going to the meeting location. The memory plays back, and she focuses on the block of Brian Duncan’s interview. He’s laughing at his own joke, interrupting his own spiel about some new tech he’s working on.

	Why am I going back to this?

	Then he does something that makes Raven’s chest squeeze tightly around her heart.

	He tilts his head briefly to the left and wrinkles his nose. A flash of movement that was over before it even started. Those eyes… that dumb mannerism… as if he is short-circuiting or something.

	“Albert,” she whispers as goosebumps crawl up her spine.

	 


Chapter 28

	Brian Duncan, 2029, San Francisco, CA

	 

	Brian Duncan swivels away from his glass-top chrome desk. He glares through the glass wall behind his desk over the endless ocean of redwood trees of Wunderlich County Park. It’s not often he gets to see the clear blue sky kissing the lush green canopy. Although the San Francisco sky is deprived of ominous fog this morning, Brian’s mind is not. The last few weeks have been overwhelming, and every suit-wearing piranha from San Francisco to Washington seems eager to take a bite of him. And now, even his own colleagues.

	 “Brian, this is important. I need an answer before tomorrow’s board meeting,” Liz Becker, CFO of Slikr, says from the other side of the desk. While waiting for his response, Liz rolls her eyes around the office. Although Brian is an incredibly complex human, he prefers his surroundings to be simple. No art, no plants, no couches, no books. Simple. Some might say that his office is as empty as his life.

	“Brian! Are you listening to me?” 

	Brian’s mind returns from the forest, and he swivels back toward her. “I don’t see the issue here, Liz. I’m not doing anything illegal. What I do in my own time, with my own money, is my business. Yes, sure, sometimes I hire some of our contractors to work for me after hours, but this doesn’t affect their capacity or efficiency here at Slikr. What’s the problem here?” Brian folds his arms.

	Liz studies his face, his hazel-grey eyes barely visible through his squint. “Do you honestly mean to tell me that you can’t see the ramifications of your little pet projects?” She feels her whole body glowing underneath her pin-stripe suit. Her hands are trembling, and she tries to hide them from Brian by placing them in her lap.

	“No. I don’t. It’s nobody’s business what I do at home. Can’t we just tell them that I’m turning my house into a next-gen smart home?”

	Liz closes her eyes and takes a deep breath. “So, the next time the Pentagon calls, I should tell them that you’re busy installing speakers, microphones, and screens in your house, and you need some of the highest-paid engineers in the world to do that? Brian, listen to me. You have no idea how many fires I fight for you every single day. For years, I’ve been buffering bullshit for you, but this time, I need your support. We need to make a proper declaration, something that makes sense. Something that’ll give us some breathing room.”

	“I still don’t understand why this is necessary. I mean, it’s my money, it’s my time, it’s…” Brian is unable to complete his sentence as Liz finally loses her composure.

	“Brian, for God’s sake! You’ve developed weapons for the Pentagon. State-of-the-art guidance systems, communication upgrades… Weapons, Brian, and tech so advanced, it would take the Chinese years to catch up. Now, all of a sudden, you spend most of your time working in secret on projects at home, with contractors signed to secrecy, working in silos so that nobody knows what the hell they’re working on. Try to put yourself in their shoes for a second, would you?”

	“Whose shoes?”

	Liz rolls her eyes and snaps back. “The Pentagon, for God’s sake! You developed most of the products yourself that you sold to them. And now, all of a sudden, you refuse to work with them, but you still continue to work on something in secret. Do you know what that looks like? It looks like you’re working on a secret project for another government, maybe even a rogue one. Can you blame them? And then on the other hand, do you know what a lack of transparency can do to a share price? Now, Brian, I’m the CFO of this company, and you trusted me to keep this company’s finances in check. But how can I do that when you create waves of uncertainty with your absence and these secret hobbies of yours?”

	Brian’s countenance remains neutral as he slowly leans forward, placing his elbows on the glass top of his desk.

	Brian shuts his eyes and takes a deep breath. “Okay.”

	“Uhm, okay, what?” Liz furrows her eyebrows.

	“Okay, let’s make up a story. I’ll tell the board tomorrow that I’m using my own resources to work on a project that’ll cement Slikr’s future in the metaverse. I’ll tell them that I’m taking full responsibility for its failure. However, if it’s successful, I’ll hand the concept to Slikr for free to further expand and deploy. If, and that is a big if, it is successful and Slikr deploys the new technology, we can expect our shares to be doubled or tripled in value. But that’s all I am willing to say. As for the Pentagon, you tell them the same. Tell them they can issue a warrant and inspect my house if they want, but this type of action wouldn’t warm me up to the idea of doing business with them again in the future.”

	“You know how they’ll respond, right? They’ll ask why you wouldn’t just do that on-site here. If it’s indeed potentially beneficial to Slikr, it could be financed by our R&D department.”

	“Good point. Well, they know I’m, as the media puts it, uhm, eccentric,” Brian says and makes quotation marks with his fingers. “We’ll tell them that I’m working on something completely new and that I need to be focused and in charge. Also, if I fail, I want that to be kept secret. As you know, I don’t really handle failure well, and they know it too. What do you think?”

	“And is that what you’re doing? Is that the honest truth? Are you working on something for Slikr, or is that just what you want us to feed them?”

	 “Do you think I’m conspiring with the Chinese or with Russia?” Brian’s expression hadn’t changed since he started leaning on his elbows, and his tone had remained in its constant cyborg state throughout. 

	She sighs. “Okay, Brian. But during the next quarterly meeting, you’ll need to give me more than that, something concrete. I’m curious, though, between you and I, can you at least give me a hint?”

	“All in good time. You’ll have to be patient, just like the rest of the horde,” Brian says and finally, he musters a smile, seemingly with utmost effort. 

	“Well, alright then. Have it your way,” Liz says and stands up. Just as she reaches out to open the door, Brian yells from behind.

	“How’s your family, by the way? Are they doing well?”

	Liz frowns for a moment and then smiles before turning around. “They’re doing fine, thanks.”

	Brian continues to stare at her with an awkward grin but doesn’t reply. As Liz exits the office, he swivels and stares out over the forest once more.

	What he’d told her wasn’t far from the truth. He was indeed working on something that Slikr could use, but he’s recently decided that it should not be used by anybody other than himself. For now, stabilizing and perfecting what he has created is the number one priority. He’s tested it many times himself, and it’s becoming more than he’d ever dreamed it could be.

	Quantum computing and breakthroughs in quantum mechanics and artificial intelligence in the last decade were essential to unlocking his groundbreaking invention. An invention that could possibly earn him a Nobel Prize if he chose to reveal his work to the public, but it’s not about the money or fame for him anymore. It’s about making a real change in the world. If the Pentagon only knew what he was working on, they would’ve preferred he was building nuclear bombs for the Chinese instead.

	The corners of his mouth curl up as he reflects on the machine in the bunker below his house. His pride and joy. His prodigal son. His gift to humanity and contribution to human salvation.

	A knock on the door jerks him back to his current reality.

	“Who is it?” Brian yells and swivels to face his desk and the door. A muffled voice from behind the door reveals that it’s his secretary, Shayna Adams, and Brian instructs her to come in.

	Shayna leans past the partially opened door. “Sir, I have James Edgar here. He says it’s urgent. He told me to tell you that Saturn’s orbit is wonky. I don’t know what he meant by it, but he said that you would. He doesn’t have an appointment but insists on seeing you. What shall I tell him?” Shayna says while leaning in, using the door as a shield.

	“Let him in,” Brian replies. Shayna pushes the door open and looks over her shoulder. She nods, and James appears around the corner, looking as if he just came from a surf session: blue board shorts, a yellow vest, and sandals. He walks past Shayna, straight toward the desk, and sits down without saying a word.

	“James. I’m surprised to see you here,” Brian replies, his pale face bearing no expression.

	“Look, I don’t want to waste your time or mine, Brian, so I’ll get straight to the point. I want to talk about a bonus for the work I did for you,” James says, his left eye covered by his sun-bleached curly locks. James is somewhat of a programming prodigy known throughout Silicon Valley for his natural genius. He never commits to one company in the long term. Freelancing also gives him the freedom to surf and to go on party binges for days on end. On the dark side of his life, he has probably spent more time in rehab than at work this year. Yet, even with these social shenanigans, James’s skills remain highly sought after throughout the valley and the globe.

	“Our contract was straightforward, and it concluded two weeks ago. You received what was due to you. There was never a mention of any bonus. Where’s this coming from?” Brian scans James’s body.

	His pupils do not seem dilated, his hands are fairly still, and overall, James’s vitals seem normal. He doesn’t seem high or desperate to get high.

	“I’ll cut to the chase, okay? I need money, and I need it fast. Now, the work I did for you, nobody else could do that. You know this. I just want to be awarded for a job well done,” James says tersely, triggering Brian’s pulse to accelerate, but Brian keeps his composure.

	“You were fairly compensated and I’m sorry to hear about your financial predicament, but this is not how—” Brian tries to explain, but James jumps up and starts to scream.

	“I know what Project Saturn is!” James pauses, brushes his blond curls back behind his ears, and sits down again. “Sorry. I know what Project Saturn is, alright? Now, I know you made us sign those NDAs, and you kept us in silos. But I figured it out without talking to the others. I can see the bigger picture. This shit’s crazy, man. Saturn… it shouldn’t exist. It must not exist. Had I known what it was at the start, I would never have agreed to get on board. But now I have an offer that’ll benefit both of us.”

	“Well, enlighten me,” Brian says.

	“Perhaps it’s my moral obligation to inform the world of your work. But on the other hand, I might be able to readjust my moral compass with some monetary encouragement.”

	Brian shakes his head. “You make blackmail sound so poetic.”

	“Not blackmail, a new agreement rather.”

	“And just for the sake of entertainment, how much are we looking at?”

	“Ten mill. That’s nothing for you. For me, it’s everything,” James says and leans back in the chair with his hands locked behind his head. James continues to smile through the ensuing silence in the room.

	Brian continues to stare at James in silence.

	“I want ten million before the end of the day, or I’m going to the media,” James says and gets up.

	“And tell them what exactly? You have no facts about Saturn, only assumptions. And even if your assumptions were facts, they’ll think you have finally lost it, given your history of drug abuse. And let’s say they did believe you, what I’m building isn’t illegal. So, you have no foot to stand on. And pretty soon, you probably won’t have legs to stand on either. I heard Javier is a knee-cap man,” Brian says.

	“How… how do you know about Javier?” James whispers slowly, his eyes widened in shock.

	“I know a lot about you, James. More than you could ever imagine.”

	“You used it, didn’t you? That machine. It’s working. You used it on me,” James says as the colors fade off his face.

	“Thanks for coming in, James. It was a pleasure doing business with you, and I think we should just forget about your little visit here today. I’m sorry about your financial situation, but you’re a brilliant young man. You’ll figure this out in no time,” Brian says, calm and composed, and turns back to face the window. “Goodbye, James.”

	James remains frozen for an extended moment and then, without saying a word, turns around and leaves the office in a daze.

	Brian continues to admire the forest but then drops his eyes down toward his white sneakers. He can never look at white sneakers without thinking about young Tommy from all those years ago.

	Brian smirks as mental images of the bedridden Tommy ‘T-Rex’ Owens in his vegetative state appear. Quiet, numb throughout his entire body, except for his eyes, still desperately screaming for help after all these years. And then Brian’s mind returns to James.

	Could someone who overdosed on drugs end up like Tommy?



	

Chapter 29

	Justin Scott, 2029 Los Angeles, CA

	 

	Justin’s gaze wanders around the waiting room of Panorama City Medical. He observes the people waiting in the lobby while the middle-aged receptionist babbles on the phone and the other younger ones scurry about trying to satisfy concerned and a few angry visitors. A smile appears on his face as a thought sprouts out in his mind.

	This is what heaven’s waiting room looks like.

	Almost everything in the waiting area is white. The walls, ceiling, and even the planted benches. Then he spots the middle-aged receptionist beckoning him and he strolls over.

	“Room 1013. You have ten minutes, alright?” She whispers while clasping the phone to her chest. Brian nods and points in the direction of the hallway to the right while she continues her conversation over the phone. She nods mid-sentence without breaking her stride.

	Justin saunters down the white hallway, thinking of his encounter with Suz the middle-aged receptionist. If it wasn’t for his faux charm, he surely would not be able to enter outside of visiting hours. He isn’t fond of leveraging his looks, but if it’s for the greater good, he opens the charm gates and lets the flirty floods overpower his victims. He’s been told that he looks like Dirk Benedict, also known as Face from the popular 80s series A-Team. He doesn’t see it, and also, Face didn’t have crow's feet and grizzled hair.

	On the other hand, that actor probably went on to lead a fulfilling life with a beautiful wife, kids and friends that come over for BBQ on Sundays. All which Justin was deprived of. It keeps him up at night sometimes; imagining how his life could've turned out had it not been for Mountain View. Instead of having a fulfilling life like Face, now he's just a lonely middle-aged man in a dead-end job, going on wild goose chases to find answers to paranormal reports in his free time—like some kind of conspiracy nutcase.

	1013

	Justin peeks around the corner and sees Jonas lying on his back reading a book. It’s not often that you see people reading books anymore. Not since Slikr appeared, anyway. With Slikr, you can read Lord of the Rings while sitting in the metaverse’s version of the Shire. 

	“Mr. LeBron, would you mind if I bothered you for a few minutes? I’m Justin Scott from United Alliance Insurance. Don’t worry. I’m not here to sell anything. It’s in connection with the fire at Evo-X. Would you mind if I come in?”

	“I’m dying for conversation, and even an insurance salesman would’ve been okay,” Jonas says and beckons Justin while placing the book down on the white linen. “Don’t know if I can help, though. I already gave statements to the police and FBI.”

	Justin slides a chair from the wall toward Jonas's bed. “FBI? Why is the FBI involved in a factory fire?” He sits down, takes out his tablet, and places it on his lap.

	“Dunno, man. I also thought it was strange. But hell, who am I to argue. I’m just the security guard. But hold up. You said you are from UAI, but the insurance people from Sancto Insurance already came here. Why are you here then?”

	While Justin was on the train, scanning through the articles relating to the explosion at Evo-X, he noticed that the neighboring building, belonging to an import company called Vector, was also partially damaged. If he didn’t find that piece of helpful information, he would be in a very awkward position right now. 

	Justin straightens his back. “Our client is Vector. You know, next door from Evo-X? That building was also damaged.”

	“Ah yeah. So how can I help you?”

	“Well, I read through the police reports, but we still need to conduct our interviews, it’s just company policy. I suppose they don’t trust the boys in blue that much. Who can blame them, right?” Justin says, slyly hinting at the recent scandal of another racial police brutality incident in LA.

	“Yeah. Po-po’s going crazy these days,” Jonas says and shakes his head.

	“I hope you don’t mind, but I’ll be recording this conversation. So firstly, let me reassure you, you’re not on trial here. Please understand that. This recording is purely for administrative purposes and will not be used for anything beyond that. All I want is for you to tell me what you remember from that night. That’s all,” Justin says and taps the tablet screen.

	“Right. Okay, so I was doing an evening shift, and around 8:50 p.m. it was time for me to do my rounds again. It was just me and lazy-ass O’Reily on site that night. Now, we’re not allowed access to the building itself. They got some high-tech classified shit in there that’s not meant for our eyes, it seems. So, we only patrol the perimeter. Don’t know why they even bother. That place is like Fort Knox, man, let me tell you. Anyway, I did a comms check with O’Reilly and then made my way toward the main building from the guardhouse. Everything seemed fine. I didn’t hear anything or see anything. But when I got to the back of the building, that was when the shit went down, man. You’re not gonna believe me, even if I swore on the Bible,” Jonas says and looks down at his legs under the white hospital linen.

	Justin’s spine is crawling, but he tries to keep a straight face.

	“Go on. I’m not here to judge. Like I said, this is a formality.”

	Jonas takes a deep breath and continues. “It’s a little darker at the back of the building than at the front, but it’s still possible to see clearly what’s going on, you know what I mean? At the back, they have a gas cage outside. I suspect it’s safer to keep the gas well-ventilated outside. I dunno—”

	“Yes, that’s pretty standard. Sorry, please continue.”

	“Yeah, man, so I was about thirty yards out when I saw something. At first, I thought it was just a cat or something that caught my eye. But it wasn’t. Behind the mesh, I saw movement. It was as if there was like a cloud or something. Or more like a bubble. I don’t know, man I…”

	“A gas leak? Propane creates a weird atmospheric disturbance when it leaks out.”

	“No, this wasn’t it. This was like a bubble, man, almost like the air turned to liquid. There was like a ripple running outward, and then it was gone. Right then, that was when I saw it. In that cage was a man. Or a shadow of a man. I don’t know. It was all black and kinda blended in with the dark. It was just standing there, dead still, staring at me as if it was waiting for me to come closer or something. But I couldn’t. I froze up. I was shitting myself. Some security guard I am,” Jonas says while a tear descends his cheek from his glazed eye.

	“I would have been petrified too. Nobody’s blaming you for what happened. And at least you lived through it to tell the tale.” Justin tries to comfort him, but he can feel his own heart pulsating vigorously against his chest. 

	“The next minute, that thing moved behind the cylinders, and that was when I got the chance to call for help. I jumped on the radio to O’Reilly, but he told me to calm down. Told me I imagined things… asked me what I smoked. So, I decided to go and investigate myself. I had just walked about two steps forward when it appeared again in that exact same spot. It stared at me, and I shouted, ‘Freeze! Security! Come out with your hands up.’ I drew my weapon, and just when I pointed it at him, the air became all watery again, and it was gone.

	“I was shaking in my boots, but I pushed ahead, gun out in front of me. I made it all the way to the cage, and I walked up and down to inspect it properly. Everything was locked, and there was no sign of forced entry. Then, I heard sounds coming from inside the main building. Almost like someone was throwing pots and pans around in there. That’s when I realized that whatever was outside the gas cage was now inside the main building. I got out my radio, and then I ran back as fast as I could. Gun in one hand, radio in the other. I don’t know what happened next… it all happened so fast. I think I lost my balance or something and started stumbling down. It felt like I was falling in slow motion or something, and then I hit the ground… hard.

	“I thank Jesus today that I tripped because just as I went down, that whole building went up in the sky. I felt the heat immediately and saw the shit flying over me at lightning speeds. If I had been up still, I would’ve been grated like cheese. I still got hit by some of the debris, but if I was still vertical… Well, you can imagine,” Jonas says and wipes his wet cheek with the back of his hand.

	“I’m sorry you had to relive the experience,” Justin says, exhibiting the first bit of honesty since he entered the hospital.

	“That’s it, man. Ambulance came, police, fire brigade. I was taken to hospital, and here I am.”

	Justin pauses and looks down at this tablet, still recording the conversation. He returns his gaze toward Jonas and asks, “Did you see it again? After the explosion? Or in the hospital?”

	“No, I didn’t. Not in real life, anyway. I do see that thing every night in my dreams, though. That black, motionless body, those tiny reflections coming off its glassy eyes, or whatever the hell that was.” He pauses and shakes his head. “And now you probably think I’m crazy, too, right?”

	No! I saw it, too! We all saw it, Justin screams inside his head. Outside, he feigns a smile and leans back in his chair. “No, I don’t think you’re crazy. It’s a tough sell, though. This black ghost-like thing. Maybe it was just a man in a tactical suit of some sort. Who knows?”

	“Men don’t just appear and disappear out of thin air,” Jonas mumbles and sucks his teeth. Justin got what he came for—confirmation of what he had feared and hoped would just be another false alarm. It’s a bittersweet moment for Justin. For once, his private detective work is bearing fruit, but he would’ve been better off if it didn’t.

	After a few more fake questions about the security guards' fire protocols to keep up appearances that Justin is there on official business, he thanks Jonas and leaves the room. He stops by the reception area to greet Suz, and then leaves the hospital. His mind is completely occupied, and ever since leaving the hospital room, he's felt like he's on autopilot or floating through a dream.

	On his way back to the office on the train, Justin listens to the recording again. There is no denying it. What Jonas saw is exactly the same thing that they saw in Mountain View, the same thing Raven spoke of, and the same thing that his sister described before her death. 

	Why is it back? Why is it here?

	Justin’s whole body turns cold as a memory creeps into his consciousness—a memory reminding him of what he read in the book he took down into the boiler room on that terrifying evening: Tales of the Night Hag: The History of Sleep Paralysis by Sam Mitchell.

	A section of the book focused on the diary discovered in England, depicting the terrific events the knight and his family experienced almost six hundred years ago.

	“…that could only be compared to a fatal infection. Those cursed to get in contact with the poor soul being tortured by this demon end up being tortured themselves …”

	 


Chapter 30

	Raven Mills, 2029 Asheville, NC

	 

	Raven Mills launches herself up from the floor, almost knocking over one of the candles on the painted pentagram. She storms into the tiny kitchen in search of her cell phone. She grabs it from the kitchen counter and plonks down in the dark at the café-style table. Thanks to the dissipating storm, it is prematurely dark outside, and the lights are switched off in her apartment. Her face lights up as she unlocks her phone and dabs the screen.

	There he is.

	She pokes on the screen to expand the photo of Brian Duncan.

	It’s him.

	Albert Campbell.

	But how?

	Raven sits back in the chair and puts the phone down on the table. It makes sense now. That’s why she experienced the unexplained feeling of familiarity and attraction toward this billionaire she’d never met. Brian Duncan is Albert Campbell. It’s all there. The pale skin, the short light brown hair, albeit grizzled now, and those hazel-grey eyes—those one-way soul-penetrating portals.

	But the name? Why?

	Raven reflects on the second last time she saw Albert, back in Mountain View, the night before he left with his new adoptive parents. She remembers how she cried, how they’d hugged, and how Justin joined in from the side to form a cozy teenage huddle. They’d made a pact to always remain friends, to always stay in contact, and reunite one day to form the formidable trio that survived Mountain View and the unfathomable horror, human, and supernatural alike. But it never happened.

	She recollects the last time she saw him. They hadn’t seen him since the day he left Mountain View because Albert’s adoptive parents sent him to a private school on the other side of Greenville. It was a sunny day, and she was sitting under the old oak tree with Justin, reading books and annoying each other deliberately with banter and play-fighting. Albert showed up, looking like a million dollars in his brand-new outfit, courtesy of his wealthy adoptive parents. Brand new everything, including brand new white sneakers. Despite his new attire, Albert seemed down, and soon after, they would learn why.

	His new family was moving to California, and Albert only came to say goodbye. It was a devastating moment for all three of them, but they promised to write each other letters, and Albert promised to call, but he never did. Just before he left, Albert embraced her tightly and, with a cracking voice, whispered: “I’ll come back for you one day… and I will take care of you… I promise.”

	That was the last time she ever saw Albert.

	Or at least she thought it was the last. Little did she know that she had seen his face daily for well over a decade in advertisements, digital newsfeeds, on billboards, and holograms everywhere. Even with her groomed intuition, connecting the dots would have been nearly impossible. What are the odds of an orphan with a new name becoming one of the wealthiest people on the planet?

	The beautiful moment of nostalgia suddenly gives way to anger as a disturbing realization dawns upon her. Since the start of social media, she’s been searching for Albert Campbell but could never find him. She spent countless nights thinking about him and also Justin Scott. Although she’d found a profile of Justin on Facebook right at the start of social media, it seemed dormant. Regardless, the point is that she contacted him but never received a reply. Albert, on the other hand, had the world at his fingertips. It would’ve taken him, or one of his minions, five seconds to track and locate her if he wanted to. But he didn’t.

	Why would he? He had no use for me anymore, obviously.

	They were best of friends and almost died together, yet it doesn’t seem to matter to him. He’s off living the high life now. Fame and fortune must have taken their toll. But that still doesn’t explain why he’d never even called them after leaving for California, long before joining the billionaires club. It was as if he had just closed their chapter and chose to forget about it. Maybe it was due to the trauma he’d experienced at Mountain View. The boiler room book reveal evening. The evening that was supposed to be an innocent, fun sharing of knowledge turned into a living nightmare. She touches the flat black stone hanging around her neck. Black Agate Crystal, one of the first things she’d bought after finishing school. It’s a promise she made that night in the basement to herself and one of the only aspirations from her childhood that she’d realized.

	After that fateful night, Raven became obsessed with the dark arts. For some reason unknown to her, she found inner peace through studying ancient religious texts and practicing rituals. Her newfound passion wasn’t appreciated by her peers, though. In fact, she was perceived as a freak, and kids avoided her by any means necessary. They didn’t just dislike her. They were petrified of her. This dark side fueled the rumors of her killing her father, causing the kids to evade her as far as they could.

	On the bright side, and in the absence of Tommy and his goons, it meant that she was never bullied or picked on again. But what benefited her most was the clarity she began to experience during rituals. Whether it was meditation or sneaking out at night to wander in the forest to perform new rituals, she felt a connection within herself that gave her serenity and a clear mind. She felt in control, confident and energetic. All positive attributes. It even served as a temporary escape from the growing loathing she was gestating toward men.

	During her journey of searching for dark enlightenment, she was, on occasion, still haunted by the moving shadow, the demonic presence that had plagued her since childhood. Even as an adult, she saw it frequently. Once, it paralyzed her and examined her up close. Other times, she would wake up, and it would just be there in the corner, staring at her from the darkness. Other times, like last night in the park, she suspected it was lurking in the dark, but couldn’t tell with certainty.

	As she grew older, she didn’t feel threatened by it anymore. It intrigued her, and this curiosity drove her to research and also to consult spiritual leaders from various religions to find an explanation for this apparition. She never received the answers she was looking for, and she still has her own theories. But the rippling shadow apparition needs to take a back seat now. She demands answers and retribution from an actual human being and not a spirit, demon, or whatever that thing is.

	Duncan, Brian fuckin’ Duncan, she thinks and feels her pulse elevating.

	Her anger rises to flood her entire body, and it manifests itself as a glowing face and trembling hands. It’s not just about the lying traitor called Brian Duncan. It’s about all men.

	Raven is now entirely consumed by rage caused by the bottled-up anger she’s been suppressing for most of her life. She has come to accept the world for what it is, but she’s never processed the trauma she had endured at the hands of men during her life, starting with her piece-of-shit abusive dad and then Tommy.

	More followed soon after those were neutralized. The overly touchy ninth-grade teacher, Mr. Spence, her drunk and aggressive prom date, and her abusive boyfriend after school, to name but a few.

	Oh, and how can I forget Winston? The delightful diner manager who threatened to fire me if I didn’t suck his dick.

	Her stomach churns while she reflects on the countless times, she’s felt overpowered, abused, taken for granted, and deserted. Albert is no different. In fact, he could’ve prevented most of the trauma she endured at the hands of men as an adult, if Albert had kept his promise.

	I’ll come back for you. I’ll take care of you. I promise. Bullshit. I was only good for him when he needed me, just like every man out there.

	Perhaps Justin is dead. At least that would be a good excuse for ignoring her. Brian, on the other hand, has none. She recalls the countless amounts of photos she’s seen over the years of Brian and his dates, sporting a different gorgeous woman on his side at each celebrity event. Her anger spirals out of control as she imagines how much pain every woman felt after getting discarded following such events after Brian had his way with them. The empty promises. The illusion of interest in who they are as human beings.

	Just another powerful man abusing another defenseless woman.

	There’s also something else about Brian Duncan that invites her subconscious mind to tug her attention, like a toddler plucking his mom’s dress in the toy aisle. Whether her brain had recorded something from headlines without her knowing, something she heard in passing but wasn’t paying attention to, or something about his physical appearance. Something is creating an ominous, uncomfortable feeling that is now growing inside her, mixing with her aggravating perception of his treatment of women and coagulating into solid abhorrence.

	Raven rises, picks up the chair, and carries it into the meditation room. The candles are still peacefully flickering away, trying their best to light up the room, but every little bit of light they shed is sucked up by the black paint covering the entire room. She puts the chair down in the corner and then climbs on top of it. After finding her balance, she tilts her head back and sticks both her arms out toward the ceiling.

	Raven pushes a ceiling panel to the side and then sticks her hand into the gap. After patting the sides for a bit, she finds what she’s looking for and places the ceiling panel back in its original position. Raven studies the cigarette she’d just retrieved, blows on it to remove the dust, and slides it behind her ear. She gets off, grabs the box of matches on the floor, and returns to the dining room with the chair dragging behind her.

	About three years ago, she promised herself she would never smoke again but saved one last cigarette for a special occasion. She rolls the cigarette around between her fingers and then begins to smile.

	Now that she knows who he is and where to find him, getting close to him won’t be too difficult, even with the security detail billionaires have at all times.

	Raven shoves the cigarette in her mouth and strikes the match. She watches the flame inching toward her fingers, blacking the match as it becomes greedier. Just before it reaches her fingertips, she lights the cigarette. After a deep inhale, she feels the nicotine rushing to her head and prickling her hands. With her free hand, she slides the cell phone on the table closer and pokes the screen while wisps of smoke dangle between her and the display. Through the grey haze, her eyes scan through shoes for sale.

	Perhaps she should hold off some of her anger. Albert had been through a lot, and they’d been close once, almost like family. Maybe he isn’t like other men. And God knows, Raven really wants to believe that’s the case. Only two males in her life have ever treated her like a real person. With Justin out of the picture, Albert was her only hope. Why had he ghosted her? Why would he not reach out to her and offer help like he promised he would, especially after becoming a billionaire?

	She takes another drag and then scrolls through the sales page. Bingo. She taps on the screen and enlarges the image of the child-sized white sneakers. They might not be exact, but they will undoubtedly do the trick.

	She takes one last drag and then flicks the cigarette into the kitchen sink. The half-smoked cigarette sizzles as it lands in a puddle of water. She leans back in her chair and studies the image. Memories of her and Albert start to cloud her mind once more.

	She is taken back to the first time she encountered Tommy T-Rex Owens. It happened shortly after meeting Albert for the first time. They were sitting on the front steps when Tommy and his crew strolled past. That time, Tommy didn’t do anything sinister. He didn’t even look in Albert’s direction, but she saw Albert’s face instantly turn scarlet, and his eyes glazed over. That’s when Albert warned her against Tommy and told her to avoid Tommy at any cost and, if she had an altercation with him, not to tell anybody about it.

	Because nobody tells on Tommy.

	With a squeaky voice, Albert told her the traumatic story of what happened to his beloved white sneakers. She remembers the tear rolling down his cheek as he recounted the horrific episode and the pinky swear he made her commit to, promising never to tell a single soul about what went down. He described his cherished sneakers in detail that day, and what she’s looking at on her phone’s screen now ticks all the boxes. She proceeds to the checkout section of the website and selects overnight delivery. She needs them as fast as possible. They form a vital part of her plan to get close to Albert, or Brian as he is called today.

	 


Chapter 31

	Brian Duncan 2029, San Francisco, CA

	 

	Brian Duncan blends in well with the rest of the tech titans in Silicon Valley, appearance-wise, at least. Whether it’s a board meeting or a media conference, you won’t see him wearing a suit. T-shirts, jeans, and sneakers, always white. He’s had the same hairstyle since elementary school, and all that’s changed are the bits of grey that are now scattered through his hair. One of the few things that set him apart from the others is his love for reading printed newspapers. The man that put the metaverse on the map doesn’t get his news from his own Slikr metaverse, or even from a tablet or cell phone. No, Brian reads a newspaper every morning with his coffee as if it’s 1992.

	He takes another sip from his black coffee, but his eyes remain fixed on the newspaper lying on the glass top of his chrome office desk. The forest beyond the glass wall in his office is gleefully bathing in the early sunlight, but the grey rising above the treetops farther up on the hill suggests that their delight will be over soon. He lowers the white mug and places it deliberately on a picture of a young man with long blonde hair in the newspaper and continues to read the print next to it.

	….as the community is reeling following the news of the sudden passing of James Edgar. Known throughout the tech industry as one of the most talented programmers in the world, Edgar has become a hot commodity for tech companies worldwide in recent years. But it wasn’t always easy for the twenty-seven-year-old computer genius. In recent years, it was reported that Edgar attended various rehabilitation centers, fighting what was said to be a prescription medication addiction…

	Brian looks up and stares at the chair across from his desk where James Edgar sat a few days ago. After a brief moment, Brian lowers his head and continues reading.

	…authorities are yet to confirm the cause of death, but social media is already ablaze with theories. Some suggest that it was an overdose, some state it was a suicide, while others state that it was an assassination attempt. Sources within the SFPD state that Edgar was found dead in his own bed, and there were no signs of breaking and entering or foul play. An autopsy will be performed today to determine the cause of the young man’s untimely demise…

	Brian lifts his mug and then pauses. Around the picture of James Edgar is a broken brown halo caused by the mug, creating an illusion of a ring behind the man in the picture. Brian puts the mug on his smirking lips and takes a sip.

	His smartwatch vibrates. He looks at the face and frowns.

	“Open office coms. Answer incoming call,” he says and leans back in his chair. “What is it, Shayna?”

	His receptionist, Shayna, clears her throat, but she is unable to hide the anxiety in her voice as her voice floods through the numerous speakers hidden in the ceiling. “I’m so sorry to bother you, sir. But someone just dropped a parcel for you, said it was urgent, and then left.”

	Brian bops forward in his chair, his eyes bulging from his head. “Get security up here immediately. What were you thinking, Shayna? Call security and get the hell away from it,” he shouts and then leaps up from his chair. The chair rolls backward and smashes against the glass wall as Brian sprints from his desk.

	“Control, open saferoom,” he yells at his watch. Two thin vertical black lines appear on the grey wall below the metallic Slikr sign. The sign splits in three, and the middle part sinks backward along with the rest of the wall between the black lines. The block moves deeper until a black cavity appears on the side. He had always known the day would come when a lunatic with an automatic rifle or suicide bomber made it to his office. Never would he have imagined it would be so easy as to simply ask his receptionist to hand a bomb over to him. But Shayna had proved now that it was indeed that easy.

	He scurries over to the opening, but before he can get into the narrow black hole, the office coms come to life again.

	“Sir, I’m sorry. Security did indeed stop her. They have her restrained now, and they inspected the box as well. Everything is clear. Sorry, I should have started with that.”

	Brian closes his eyes and leans his one arm against the sunken grey wall next to the secret entrance of the saferoom. His eyes remain closed while trying to catch his breath and calm down.

	“Sir? Are you there, sir?”

	“Yes, Shayna. Perhaps you should’ve.”

	“Sorry, sir. Uhm, she says she knows you… and that she’s family.”

	Brian shakes his head in disbelief. He doesn’t have any family. Not any close family, at least. His adoptive parents are both deceased, and he didn’t have any contact with the rest of their relatives. Whoever this is, is either an imposter or an estranged family member he wouldn’t want to see. Brian also knows that Shayna, as incompetent as she can be, probably has him on the loudspeaker outside. Whoever is with Shayna is most likely listening to every word he is saying, and a man of his stature must always guard his verbal expression.

	“What’s her name?”

	“Raven. Raven, what is your last name again?” Shayna asks. Brian’s eyes flash wide open, and his heart sinks into his stomach. “Mills. Raven Mills, sir.”

	Frantically, he shoves his hands through his bristles and flings around, his legs barely able to keep him balanced. His mind turns into a broken kaleidoscope of uncoordinated thoughts.

	What’s she doing here?

	“Okay, Shayna. Let her in. Control, close the saferoom door,” Brian says, and the moving wall creeps back to its original position. The knock on the door resonates through Brian’s body like thunder. He takes a deep breath before the door swings open.

	“Hey, stranger. Remember me?” Raven says and closes the door behind her.

	Brian is unable to speak. His jaw sags downward while he stares at the gorgeous woman with her crystal-blue eyes and mane dangling over her white dress like black silk curtains.

	“Raven,” is all that Brian can utter. Her smile is still as innocent as he remembers, but the tattoos crawling down her arms onto her hands prove that she is not a vulnerable little girl anymore. Brian moves his gaze from her piercing stare toward the box she’s holding under her left arm.

	“It’s been a while. “I got you a little something,” she says and sticks her hand slowly under the lid of the box.

	Brian’s whole body turns to ice. “Wait,” he whispers.

	But Raven ignores him. She pulls out her hand from the box to reveal two child-sized plain white sneakers.

	“Remember these?” She starts dawdling toward him again. “It wasn’t easy to find you, you know? But here I am.”

	Brian’s eyes are locked on the white sneakers in her hand. She stops about an arm’s distance away from him. He manages to free his gaze from the sneakers that look exactly like the ones he had in Mountain View before he met Raven. His eyes sink into hers. They now seem to be losing their sparkle rapidly.

	“So, here we are,” she whispers while her smile slowly fades away. “Missed me?”

	 


Chapter 32

	Albert Campbell, 1993, Mountain View Foundation

	 

	Tommy chucks the smoking cigarette butt on the orange soil, stomps on it with his black untied sneaker, and rotates his foot to screw the flattened butt into the auburn dust. Joe strides past him but stops in his tracks as he gets to the corner of the old bus shed. He spots movement in the distance. Perhaps it’s an adult who could bust their asses for smoking behind the shed? It's not. It’s just a young boy in a white tee, khaki shorts, and white sneakers on the grass.

	All by himself.

	“Look at him! Bet you he fucks those sneakers at night,” Joe whispers and jabs Tommy in the ribs with his elbow. They peer around the corner of the dilapidated building in unison. Across the lawn, in the shade of the old oak adorned with droopy Spanish moss, Albert is lying on the newly trimmed lawn with his legs stretched into the air. Every so often, he scissors his legs, but his eyes remain fixed on his bright white sneakers, slicing the air above him.

	“Yeah, probably. There’s somethin’ about that little asshole that just gets under my skin,” Tommy says. He snorts and spits out a yellow concoction on the rusty dirt.

	“Smart asses like him have it easy, man. They skip through school as if it’s nothin’, get their asses kissed along the way, and in the end get some high-paying job in some fucking bank or somethin’,” Joe says while furrowing his eyebrows.

	“Yeah. While we gotta eat shit every goddamn day of our lives,” Tommy replies and then turns to Joe. “Kids like that shouldn’t be getting free shit, like those sneakers.” Tommy pauses and looks down at the two white lesions on his forearm: gifts from his drunk piece of shit dad on his fifth birthday. The constant reminders that life ain’t easy and you need to fight for what you want.

	“Shall we go kick the shit outta him?”

	Tommy lifts his gaze from his forearm to Albert, now rolling playfully on the lawn in the distance. “No, I have a better idea. Do we still have cherry bombs?”

	***

	The bleach-blotched ‘orphanage-issued’ towel around Albert’s waist bops and billows as he bounces up and down with his head tilted to the side. Tiny drops bounce from his naked torso and land on the concrete bathroom floor as he tries to rid his ears of water following his morning shower. Clint is still in the showers, allowing Albert a few minutes of privacy to get dressed. Privacy is a scarce commodity in Mountain View, and Albert cherishes every moment of it. He seizes the opportunity and sprints to the dorm and slams the door shut behind him.

	He drops the wet towel on the floor and retrieves a light blue T-shirt, khaki shorts, and black briefs from his blue metallic locker. Once dressed, he squats down to retrieve his white sneakers from underneath his bed, but they aren’t there. Instead, he only finds a pinstriped piece of paper with a pencil scribbling.

	Want your shoos? Come get em behind the bus shed. Come alone or die.

	There’s no name on the note, but there doesn’t have to be one, either. Only one person would write something like this.

	Tommy.

	Albert lifts his gaze toward the window overlooking the front of the building where kids are laughing and running around, trying to enjoy every second of their free time before school. Albert realizes that he’ll probably be running like them soon, but no laughter will be involved.

	Maybe Tommy just wants something. Perhaps he just wants me to rat on someone. I can do that. Maybe it won’t be so bad, Albert tries to convince himself while putting on his oversized worn-out leather loafers.

	His heart is pounding like a jackhammer in his chest, and he’s running short of breath, although he’s walking at a slow pace across the lawn toward the old bus shed. Tommy and his henchmen smoke behind the bus shed sometimes, and Albert knows about this, but he never dared to tell anybody about it.

	Albert freezes in his tracks as he walks around the corner. All three boys are leaning against the wall with arms folded and malicious sneers on their faces. Connor, the skinhead sidekick, steps two yards diagonally away from the others, while Joe, the boy with the dirty brown hair and sandpaper skin, steps two yards diagonally in the opposing direction, leaving the burly blonde bully, Tommy T-Rex in the middle.

	Albert notices his white sneakers on the ground in front of Tommy. Instead of fixating on them, he bounces his eyes from bully to bully to try and anticipate their next moves.

	“You want your shoes back, nerd?” Tommy asks.

	“Yes,”

	Tommy grins. “Yes, please,” he shouts and then grinds one white sneaker with his heel into the dust as if it’s one of his cigarette butts.

	Albert’s eyelids rise, and his throat begins to close up. “Please, may I have my sneakers back?”

	Tommy steps over the sneakers and stops two feet away from Albert. “You see? That’s your problem… no respect. You think just cause you’re smart, you’re better than everybody else, don’t you?”

	“No, I don’t,” Albert says with a squeaky voice and bows his head.

	“You think because people say you’re smart, you should get everything on a fucking silver platter?”

	“No—”

	“I’m going to teach you a valuable life lesson… one my old pops taught me.” Tommy steps closer to Albert and puts his arm around Albert. The pungent scent from Tommy’s armpit burrows into Albert’s nostrils like maggots covered in rancid carcass juices. “You want somethin’ in life, you gotta work for it,” Tommy whispers, inches away from Albert’s face, allowing his smokey morning breath to add more misery to Albert’s nose.

	Albert flinches and tilts his head away from Tommy. Tommy removes his arm from Albert’s shoulders, rises up, and then clutches his talons into the back of Albert’s neck.

	“You can have your sneakers back—if you piss in them first.”

	The other two boys burst out in laughter while Albert remains mute with his eyes down.

	“I’m not fucking around. Piss in them, and they’re yours. If not, we’ll beat the shit out of you, and you’ll never get ’em back.”

	Albert’s shoulders pull up in anguish as Tommy tightens his grip around his neck. Although he adores his sneakers, he doesn’t love them to such an extent that he would expose himself to the three monsters and urinate in his sneakers. And on top of that, he’d relieved himself mere minutes ago before stepping into the shower. How’s he supposed to go now? But if he doesn’t do it, all three will take turns bashing him, and who knows how that will end?

	Albert wishes he could scream, run away, and call the adults, but he knows very well that he’ll be signing his own death warrant if he does. His darker side wishes he had brought a knife. A long sharp knife he could pull from his belt right now and stab Tommy in his gut. This idea ignites Albert’s imagination. Now he’s stabbing Tommy over and over again until he’s prostrated on the ground, motionless and covered in blood, and then Albert bends over and continues to stab him some more.

	Albert snaps out of his dark fantasy as Tommy’s voice bellows above him. “What’s it gonna be, nerd?”

	“I want my sneakers back. Please,” Albert whispers.

	Tommy shoves Albert forward by the neck. “Well, there you go. Piss in them.”

	Albert inches forward while his eyes water up, and his lower lip starts quivering. The laughter in the background fades as he unzips his fly, and the shame starts occupying every cell of his frail body.

	“You call that a dick?” Joe shouts out. “I’ve seen rats with bigger dicks than that.”

	A tear cascades down Albert’s cheek, seeming to be the only liquid willing to leave his body at this petrifying moment. Seconds feel like hours. He closes his eyes and contracts his abdominal muscles with all his might, but all in vain.

	Suddenly, lightning bolts of pain infiltrate his neck as the T-Rex buries his claw once more.

	“You’re pathetic,” Tommy yells and swings Albert by his neck toward Connor. Albert staggers, his fly still open, and Connor grabs his arm, swings him around, and swallows him in a bear grip. Albert watches with tear-filled eyes as Tommy fumbles around with the buttons on the front of his jeans.

	“I’m doing you a favor, you know? You wanna know why? Because white sneakers are for pussies,” Tommy says and starts urinating into Albert’s sneakers. His henchmen laugh and cheer while Albert whimpers. After making sure both sneakers received an equal amount of urine, he sticks his hands in his pockets and retrieves two cherry bombs and his yellow lighter. He places the spherical fireworks inside the sneakers in the dammed urine and lights the fuses. Causally, he walks toward Albert who’s still caught up in Joe's arms, and stops right in front of him while the fuses hiss away three yards behind him. Connor drops his grin and makes a beeline for the corner of the shed.

	“Nothing in life is free, asshole. Tell anybody about this, and you’re fucking dead,” he says and winks at Joe.

	Joe releases his grip, shoves Albert forward in the direction of the smoking sneakers, and then disappears in a dash around the corner with Tommy short on his heels.

	In a split second after recovering from his stagger, Albert lifts his head just in time to see the fuse disappear in the red ball in his shoe. An ear-shattering boom, followed immediately by another, sends him to the red soil. Both his ears are ringing, and his elbow is throbbing from the impact following his fall.

	Albert opens his eyes.

	His light-blue shirt is covered in navy blotches, darkened spots where the urine is now seeping, spreading, and expanding into its newfound territory. He wipes the pungent liquid from his face with his forearm and turns his gaze toward the ripped pieces of white material on the soaked soil that used to be his pride and joy.

	


Chapter 33

	Justin Scott, 2029, Los Angeles, CA

	 

	The old brown office chair squeaks as Justin plops down on it. He pauses for a moment, locks his gaze on his paper-strewn desk and breathes a sigh. Beyond the grey partitioning on his right, a colleague is arguing with someone—presumably HR—while vigorously slamming the keys of his keyboard. An unanswered phone continues to wail somewhere to the left where two men are having a conversation over coffee, unperturbed by the continuous ringing. Justin looks up at his monitor’s black screen. He’s had this system now for over six years. Every other department above the basement had its offices revamped and received state-of-the-art computers and office furniture, but the loss adjuster department, the scum of the earth and orphans of the office, are still waiting for theirs.

	It’s shortly after 2 p.m., and there’s still plenty of time to knock out a few reports before 5 p.m. But that’s not happening today. His mind is still churning after his conversation with Jonas. Justin’s theories regarding the shadow attacker have always tended to shy away from the supernatural. He didn’t believe it was a demon from hell, a lost spirit trapped on earth, an African queen’s spirit out for revenge, or whatever other theories or folklore were out there. He didn’t want to believe that. It was just too far gone for him. He once worked on a theory that this apparition could be extraterrestrial. That theory might have seemed plausible somehow, but after today, that theory is busted too. Why would an alien visitor go about blowing up tech facilities? Or maybe Evo-X was on to something? Something that the extraterrestrial visitor didn’t like.

	A threat, maybe? What were they doing in there exactly?

	And just like that, Justin exhumes his alien theory. He shuffles upright into his squeaky chair and switches on the computer screen. He slides the printed sheets and stapled reports away from his keyboard and mouse and watches the screen come to life. While waiting for his ancient computer to go through the startup procedure, Justin hears Ed slamming down the phone. Ed mumbles a few angry words under his breath. His chair squeaks and then his head pops over the grey partitioning.

	“Can you believe these people?” Ed says, out of breath. His face is glowing above his neatly combed, long, grey beard. He pushes up his spectacles and then pats down his comb-over in a futile attempt to cover his balding head. “I just got off the phone with HR. They say I have no more paid leave left for this year. They say I’ve spent it all. I haven’t taken one single goddamn day of vacation this year, you know?”

	Justin is overwhelmed with excitement and is eager to start his research into Evo-X. The last thing he wants now is to have an extended conversation with his unsettled colleague. But Ed had proved himself to be a good neighbor over the years. He’s a good soul, and they share the same amount of hatred for their jobs.

	“Take it easy, Ed. I’m sure that it’s just a technical error. They’ll sort it out for you,” Justin says and attempts to smile.

	“That’s what they said. But you know what they’re like up there in their ivory tower. They don’t give a damn about us down here. And you know, what—”

	“Ed, I have an idea,” Justin interrupts Ed as a brilliant escape strategy erupts in his mind; a helpful hint that might buy Justin some time. “Do you know Cindy Baker in HR? She’s old school, kind, helpful, and gets things done. Try calling her.”

	Ed thanks Justin and sinks back behind the partitioning. Justin smiles and returns his attention to his computer screen, knowing for a fact that he’ll have a few minutes of peace now. Cindy is effective, but a minor detail that Justin deliberately omitted is the fact that the old lady is excruciatingly slow.

	Justin goes straight to the official website of Evo-X. He scrolls through the homepage but finds nothing of use and then clicks on the products tab. Evo-X is a tech company that mostly works in the industrial engineering space. Logos of world-famous automobile manufacturers are scattered along the right edge of the page, along with a few other brands Justin has never heard of. Evo-X also developed components for the military, but nothing remarkable. Nothing really grabs his attention in the electrical engineering section, either. As he continues to sieve through the pages, he can feel his enthusiasm slowly draining, and reality dawns upon him once more.

	What am I doing? Aliens... really, Justin?

	The initial theory, which seemed like the answer to all his questions a few minutes ago, seems absurd now, and he feels embarrassed for acting on these impulses so quickly before filtering it through rationality. Memories of his part-time detective hobby flash through his mind—vivid reminders of failure. He had used up so much of his free time chasing rainbows, and none gave him the gratification he desperately sought. All the unsolved mysteries or paranormal anomalies that he investigated mostly led to dead-end streets. Still, he can’t help but scour the newsfeeds every day in search of a new mystery he can investigate. Now, he realizes that he’s on another wild goose chase. Yet, he can’t seem to stop scrolling and scanning for something… anything that could give him a scent to follow. Come on, come on… give me something, goddamnit!

	Justin exits the official Evo-X website and tries to find something on the newsfeeds instead. He sees the headlines of the same articles he’d studied on the train while preparing for his meeting with Jonas. Most of the trending EVO-X news articles are related to the explosion at their facility in Los Angeles. He continues onto Deadman’s Land, the pages following the first search results page. Only the desperate and lost ever wander past page one of search results, but that’s precisely what Justin feels like right now. He refuses to use the AI search functionality as he’s convinced its algorithms are built on the biased convictions of its creators, thereby applying their own censorship and only allowing the user to see what they want them to see.

	Lower down on page two of the results, Justin sees something that grabs his attention. The headline reads, Slikr’s Secret Projects, and below that is a snippet from the webpage that reads, …Evo-X is concerned about…

	Justin clicks on the link and is taken to an article published by a tech news agency based in San Francisco. Justin shakes his head as he scans through the article. It reeks of fake news, and the typos and grammatical errors suggest that this news company is owned and operated by a basement-dwelling teenager who still hasn’t figured out AI editing tools. In the article, the agency claims to have spoken with reliable sources from different tech giants nationwide and is reporting on rumors that Slikr pays their competitors’ employees for information to gain a competitive edge in developing new tech.

	The article holds no credibility, but it inspires him to change his search criteria and seek something similar but from a more reliable source. Justin proceeds to enter his new search criteria and hits the enter button. The new results appear, and Justin’s eyes automatically focus on the image results displayed at the top of the page. His back stiffens, and the blood drains from his face as he leans closer to inspect the picture of a familiar man and woman in one of the images.

	This can’t be. Impossible, he thinks to himself as he clicks on the image of Brian Duncan walking with a black-haired girl through the front entrance of Slikr’s headquarters. The webpage pops open. The image is now enlarged, and the headline above reads, Slikr CEO’s New Girlfriend?

	Raven?

	He twists around on his chair and fumbles for his phone in his pocket. He unlocks the screen frantically, taps to enter his Facebook messages, and slides his finger across the screen continuously as if trying to remove a smudge from the screen. He stops at the unanswered message from Raven Mills and clicks on her profile. He studies the profile picture and darts his eyes back at the computer screen.

	It’s her.

	Justin’s breathing grows shallower as he investigates the man next to her in the photo.

	Albert?

	Justin is completely consumed by the image on the screen. He didn’t hear his neighbor’s chair squeak and didn’t notice Ed’s semi-bald head rising over the partitioning like the sun over the horizon.

	“I’ve been on hold forever. They’re completely useless up there, you know?”

	“Not now, Ed!” Justin snaps back but instantly regrets his aggressive tone. “Sorry, Ed. I’ll be with you shortly. Just give me five, okay?”

	Ed mumbles something and descends once more.

	Can’t be.

	Justin opens another tab and enters Brian Duncan into the search bar. The results pop up, and he opens the image results page. The founder of Slikr and various other tech companies appears on every square of the page. Justin clicks on a high-resolution image and expands it to full screen. And then he sees it. Those hazel-grey eyes, thin lips, and small ears. Albert Campbell.

	Albert Campbell is Brian Duncan.

	Justin’s head is reeling from the newfound discovery, and he slouches back in his chair. How could all of this be happening in one day? The thing from the shadows, Raven, Albert, all reappearing in his life at once. It becomes too much for him to bear. The keening phones, the moldy basement smell, Ed’s loud voice. Justin gathers himself and leaps out of his chair. As he strides past Ed’s cubicle entrance, he hears the old man say, “Hold on, hold on. Hey, Justin! Where are you going?”

	Justin keeps his head down and continues walking away. He needs an escape, fresh air, silence, anything but this basement whose walls seem to be closing in on him, preparing to squeeze the life out of him, like a boa… or that creature from the shadows.

	


Chapter 34

	Raven Mills and Brian Duncan, 2029, San Francisco, CA

	 

	Even though the inside of the café is redolent with coffee and freshly baked pastries, Raven can almost taste the salty ocean air on the other side of the floor-to-roof windows. Just beyond the bird-blotched concrete edge of Pier 39, about ten feet out in the water, two sea lions are frolicking about in the dark grey water, deprived of the afternoon sun. All that Raven can observe of Alcatraz through the fog is an eerie silhouette that looks more like that of an old steamboat, rising from the depths to set sail once more.

	Rockview Café is abandoned, save for the staff and two burly men wearing black suits and sunglasses at the entrance to the café. Fresh-cut flowers in red vases rise from the crisp, white tablecloths covering the four-seater round tables, but all the white-stained wooden chairs are empty.

	Brian must have rented out the whole place for their brief meeting. He’d made it clear that he had only one hour to spare and wanted to visit his favorite coffee spot in the Bay Area. The two of them didn’t have much time to catch up during her surprise visit to Brian’s office, but he did promise her a follow-up meeting and was so kind as to walk her all the way down to the front entrance of the building. He rushed back shortly after as the attention from the public got too intense. 

	She turns her gaze out to the ocean once more, but this time, she sees a young man dressed in an oversized red puffer jacket and black jeans standing on the pier below, pointing a massive camera in their direction.

	Raven turns back toward Brian. “How do you live like this?”

	Brian recovers from his trance state brought on by the revolving foamy surface of his cappuccino while stirring it. “What was that?”

	“How do you live like this? With them?” Raven bobs her head toward the window without breaking eye contact.

	“Oh. You get used to it after a while, I guess.”

	“I saw online that they took photos of us outside your office. Zero respect for privacy, those assholes,” Raven says, raises her middle finger and extends her arm toward the window.

	Brian lowers his forehead into his palm and chuckles. “You didn’t change a bit since I last saw you.”

	“Yeah, well. Trash never loses its smell, right?” Raven chirps back with a smile.

	Brian nods, but he keeps his gaze on the coffee.

	“Why did you abandon us like that, Brian?”

	Brian catches her eyes for a short moment and then looks down at the table again, his cheeks blossoming red.

	“I mean after Mountain View. Why did you never contact us after you left for California? That really hurt, you know?” Raven says and twists her head slightly to the side to try and get a peek at Brian’s lowered eyes.

	He sighs and then shifts his gaze out over the misty ocean. After seeing Brian for the first time at his office, her anger had subdued and was replaced by a sense of shame for a short time. She felt silly for reacting so harshly to a promise a child had made to her so many years ago. How could a childhood promise infuriate her like that and cause her to drop everything at once and fly to the other side of the country to confront a man she doesn’t know at all? Although she realized she might have overreacted initially, Raven now realizes that her intuition could have guided her here for another reason altogether. She still must figure out why though.

	“I’ve prepped for this day a million times in my head, over and over. Still, it pains me to talk about it,” he says, briefly jolting his eyes toward Raven and back. “I didn’t know what to say to you guys. I had a fresh start with wealthy, loving parents while you… well, you had Mountain View,” he says with a shake of the head. “My good fortune caused me tremendous guilt, and I was so close to calling you guys a couple of times. But every time I pictured how the conversation would go, I would decide against it. Besides, you two seemed to have been growing tighter at the time, and I was beginning to feel like the third wheel.”

	Raven recognizes the hint of jealousy, but it’s nothing new. Instead, she focuses on the call they never got.

	“And how did you see the conversation going?” Raven asks, forcing herself to hide the anger that’s stirring inside her once more. She should give him a chance. Maybe the old Albert—her good friend—was still in there.

	“Well, you know,” Brian pauses and then pretends to hold a phone next to his head. “Hey, I’m doing well. Private school is great. My new PlayStation kicks ass. Our house has an ocean view, and gulls come to sit on my windowsill. And how is Mountain View? Is the food still as terrible? Still wearing the same raggy clothes? Oh, I’m so sorry to hear that.” Brian stops for a brief second, furrows his eyebrows, and looks deep into Raven’s eyes. “That’s not right, Raven.”

	Raven squints her eyes and slowly shakes her head. “We were waiting for your call, day in and day out. We were happy for you, Albert… I mean, Brian. Whatever. We were happy for you. We were living vicariously through you. Your stories would’ve cheered us up, not brought us down. But that isn’t the only reason why you never called, is it?”

	Brian shoves himself up in his white wooden chair and begins fidgeting with his nails. He looks at Raven for a brief second and then down to his busy hands on the table.

	“You’re right. You always had a way of reading people. Even when you were young. I see you haven’t lost your touch.”

	You have no idea, Raven thinks to herself and feigns a grin.

	“I had to escape it all, you know? The pain, the torture, the horror. I wanted to put it all behind me. I know it was selfish of me, I mean, we all experienced the same trauma. Especially that night in the basement,” Brian says and shakes his head.

	Raven is studying every word he says and every tiny movement his body makes. She knows that she’s supposed to feel empathic and relieved that he is confessing, but something isn’t right. And there’s something about his scent that stirs something sinister within her.

	Something’s off. Really off.

	“And Tommy… Well, I wanted to put all of that behind me. I wanted a fresh start. You know, I got everything I could ever dream of from my new parents. So, when my dad asked me what I wanted for my sixteenth birthday, I told him that all I wanted was to change my name. To adopt their last name and choose my own first name, so I can finally move on from my past,” Brian says and then begins to giggle.

	Raven frowns. “What’s so funny?”

	“Isn’t it ironic? The more you try to run from the past, the more you find yourself running toward it.” Raven pulls back her head and deepens her frown as he continues. “I mean, I tried to run away from mine, yet you found me. And I invited you here today… running back to my past.”

	Something isn’t right here.

	Raven grins and looks up at an attractive young waitress propped up against the wall two empty tables away. She’s awkwardly staring, waiting for a gesture from the VIP for service. Raven’s mind wanders back to what Brian had just said. There’s an unnerving sensation in her stomach, which is not reacting well to Brian’s scent. Although he’s probably wearing some posh designer cologne, something about it is very off-putting.

	“So—” Raven breaks the silence but still struggles to find her composure. She breathes in deeply through her mouth and continues. “That explains the new name, I guess.”

	“Yes. Between you and I, I even had Albert’s name redacted from the records using some, shall we say, questionable methods. I wanted to remove myself entirely from Albert and his pain.”

	Raven nods while she tries to cope with the uneasy sensation rising within her. “Did Justin ever contact you?”

	“No. The last time I saw him was with you. I suppose I need to contact him and apologize too. And you?”

	“No. I tried years ago when Facebook came out, but he never replied.”

	“I see,” Brian says and finishes the last remaining coffee in his mug. The waitress against the wall straightens her back and widens her eyes, but she doesn’t get the sign she was hoping for. Brian licks his lips and turns his head toward Raven. “Enough about me. Tell me more about your life in Asheville.”

	Raven’s hand freezes mid-air just as she’s about to pick up her mug. She feels the blood rushing out of her face and her eyes opening wider.

	I never told him I lived in Asheville.

	Raven realizes that her body is giving off signals against her will. She lashes back in her chair and pretends to style her hair with her hands as a diversion tactic.

	“Well, it’s nice. Warm, friendly people. Beautiful forests and mountains,” Raven says and swallows hard. She leans forward and grabs the mug. Her mouth is getting dryer by the second as the adrenalin surges through her body.

	Brian darts his eyes down at his watch and then up at Raven. “I have to ask you something.”

	“Shoot,” Raven says with a high-pitched chirpy tone to conceal her elevated anxiety.

	“I must go now. But I really want to see you again… to continue, you know… doing this, catching up. May I ask you to join me for dinner tomorrow night? If you don’t have plans already, of course,” Brian says while his complexion turns crimson.

	“Yeah, could work. But only if you promise to be there for longer than ten minutes.”

	Brian chuckles and then excuses himself before walking toward his two bodyguards. He pauses at the exit, twists around, waves his hand awkwardly like Forest Gump, and scurries out. Suddenly, the café becomes a hive of activity as the staff floods the floor, laughing, gasping, and clutching their faces. Some run toward the window to take pictures of Brian as he walks toward the black SUV that just pulled up next to the entrance.

	Raven leans her elbows on the table and rests her head on her open palms. Under normal circumstances, she should feel giddy and girly. The girl from the wrong side of town was asked out by the rich prince, but instead, Raven feels unsettled, disturbed, and violated. 

	Was he spying on me? What the hell is going on here?

	Through all the confusing signals her subconscious mind threw at her during their date, she knows her intuition well enough by now to know something is wrong, and it won’t rest until she finds more answers. Raven shakes her head and turns her gaze toward the massive glass windows.

	Alcatraz is now entirely engulfed by the grey fog, and the darkening ocean is looking more ominous than before.

	 


Chapter 35

	Justin Scott, 2029, Los Angeles, CA

	 

	Ed, Justin’s coworker, is leaning on his elbow on the grey cubicle partitioning, having a monologue about the disappointing season the Yankees are having. He’s not wearing his glasses, which is strange. Ed always wears his glasses in the office. Justin feels very relaxed and somewhat content, and just like Ed without his glasses, that, too, never happens at the office.

	But something is different.

	The office isn’t illuminated by the bright fluorescent lights as usual. Instead, it’s gloomy, as if the only light that somehow entered the office is from the full moon. Justin rises from his office chair, no squeak this time, and turns around to face the wall behind him where the clock is hanging. Ed continues to chatter away in the background.

	Is this a prank? Justin asks himself while staring at the clock with thirteen numbers on its face instead of twelve. While Justin is staring at the clock, trying to make sense of it all, he feels the hair on top of his head moving. He combs his hand through it but finds nothing out of the ordinary. Just as he lowers his arm, his hair moves again, and then, the remaining light from the office begins to dim. Justin rubs his head vigorously as the office turns to complete darkness, swallowing Ed’s voice as well until there is complete nothingness.

	Justin’s eyes flick open. His pillow partially obstructs the view of his right eye. His left eye, still adapting to reality, locks on the curtain, waving gently as the evening air seeps through the cracked window. And then he feels it again, something in his hair.

	His head rolls to the other side and he spots a wrinkled hand slowly retreating from his head. Mrs. LeBron is sitting in the dark on a stool next to his bed. The door behind her is open, revealing the pitch-black hallway. She puts her finger to her lips. “Shhh, my dear. Everything is going to be alright.”

	Justin’s mind is in complete disarray. He scans the small room with nothing in it but a single bed and a stool. Translucent white curtains sway in front of the window, allowing the glow of the streetlights to partially enter the otherwise dark room. Except for the old lady’s breathing, the room is eerily quiet. 

	The smell of burnt plastic grows stronger. 

	Justin rolls his head to face the old woman again, but this time, there is a flickering orange glow in the hallway behind her.

	“I want you to meet my son, Jonas,” she says while a dark silhouette, contrasted by the flickering orange glow in the hallway, moves closer to the doorway. As he enters the room, the evening breeze lifts the curtain, allowing more light to enter the room for a brief moment. Something’s wrong with Jonas. The left side of his face is burnt beyond recognition.

	Justin is unable to process what is going on, with his mind still groggy after waking up from the office dream. Jonas, with his disfigured face, is now standing directly behind his seated mother with one hand resting on her shoulder. Both are smiling and staring at Justin with dead eyes. The old lady lifts her arm slowly to the side and points her finger toward a dark corner of the room.

	“And look, your friend is also here.” Justin’s eyes follow the direction of her pointed finger. The white curtains are slowly lifted into the air by a passing evening breeze once more. They obscure Justin’s view of the corner, but as they return to their lifeless position, Justin sees the dark corner, and something is moving in it. A piercing buzz breaks the deathly silence of the room, like a cicada perched on Justin’s cochlea. Justin feels his entire body going limp, including his lungs.

	A dark silhouette moves out of the black corner. It has the outline of a man, but no other distinct features, apart from two tiny white dots—two tiny spots of light reflecting off its lifeless moth eyes. Justin feels his lungs burning as they fight to find the last bit of oxygen between the increasing amount of carbon dioxide. He wants to scream, but he can’t. He wants to inhale, but there’s nothing. The smell of burning plastic becomes unbearable, and then, out of the corner of his eye, he notices flames dancing in the hallway; a raging fire moving closer to his room.

	Justin jolts straight up into a seated position. He gulps for air like a fish just dislodged from a hook and thrown into the boat’s hull. His heart pounds against his soaking-wet T-shirt, and his jaw trembles. The fresh supply of oxygen allows his brain to come to life once more. He swings his head from left to right and realizes he’s back in his bedroom. He smells the air, nothing strange. No burnt plastic.

	What the hell was that?

	Justin leans over and switches on the bed lamp. The soft light from the lamp now feels like the midday sun penetrating his eyes. It stings, but he doesn’t dare to close his eyelids. He squints and scans the corners of the room. He dangles his head off the side of the bed to inspect underneath. Nothing. Everything is as it should be. Justin falls back on his bed and wipes his face with both his hands. His breathing and heartbeat return to normal. Convinced now that it was just a dream within a dream, he switches off the light and rolls onto his side. As soon as he closes his eyes, they pop open again. Sleep is not destined for him anymore, at least for the next couple of hours it’s not.

	He reaches out to the nightstand for his phone and pauses as soon as he touches it. His cell phone is lying with its face down. Justin never puts his phone flat on its screen. It’s a habit he adopted decades ago before smartphones and screen protectors existed.

	Strange.

	He grabs the phone, flips it over, and squints as the screen illuminates his face in the dark.

	01:32 No messages.

	He puts the phone back on the dresser, face-up, and rolls onto his back. Memories of Raven start to intrude upon Justin's thoughts. He recalls the last time he saw Raven, just before she left with her new adoptive parents. He remembers vividly how she stared up at him with glazy blue eyes. A teardrop had rolled down her cheek and past her quivering lips. Her beautiful blonde hair tickled her trembling shoulders before she burst into hysterical sobs. She’d leaped forward and embraced him as if he was the only piece of floating debris left in the ocean after her ship had sunk. Her face punched into his chest, her sobs muffled by the navy-blue hoody he wore that cold afternoon. He also remembers how he swallowed the rocks in his throat, fighting to keep his tears at bay.

	This was the start of his crushing depression. Both his friends were adopted, and he’d hoped that he would be next, but it never happened. As time passed, he couldn’t face talking to Raven over the phone anymore. Albert had already disappeared from their lives, but speaking to Raven occasionally was excruciating. He was consumed by jealousy and self-pity, and breaking ties with her had seemed like the only solution at the time.

	Justin reflects on opening her Facebook message many years ago. He remembers going onto her profile and seeing her black hair, goth make-up, and tattoos. To him, Raven seemed like a junkie probably scouting old acquaintances asking for money for her next fix. Given her history, it seemed like the obvious outcome for her in life. But the photo he saw online of her and Albert, or Brian as he is called now, tells a different story. And so does her new Facebook profile picture. She seems healthy, radiant, and perhaps even happy. But that could also just be the old social media façade.

	Justin reflects on the photo of her with Brian, and his stomach begins to churn. There’s something about this billionaire that’s not right. There are too many things that don’t add up. Somehow, Brian is behind the explosion at Evo-X. Justin is almost 100% sure of it. And somehow, that thing from the shadows is connected to Brian too. Somehow. Justin doesn’t know how it is even possible to connect the two, but there are too many coincidences that Justin finds impossible to explain otherwise. Maybe Raven is also working with Brian, and the demon too? It seems to have been following Raven all her life.

	Then he goes back to that evening in the basement in Mountain View and what happened to those poor boys.

	Well, they kinda deserved it.

	No! They were just kids.

	Justin shakes his head and returns to memory lane. He brings back the memories of that grey day when he watched through the dorm window how the paramedics loaded the two body bags into the ambulance. Tommy survived, or his body did, at least. That tragic morning, the janitor found Tommy in a vegetative state from which he never recovered. Even when Justin visited him many years later in a caring facility outside of Greenville, he was mute and motionless. The coroner stated that Connor and Joe suffered from cerebral hypoxia, brain damage possibly caused by an oxygen shortage in the basement. According to them, that’s also what caused Tommy’s condition—asphyxiation. Ironically, Tommy proved himself right about what he had said that night in the basement. His words are still crystal clear in Justin’s mind.

	‘That’s the downside of being an orphan. Nobody gives a shit about you. You think they gonna do autopsies and send investigators to get to the bottom of this?’

	Justin reflects on his visit to Tommy in detail. It was morbid curiosity that drove him to see the incapacitated young man in the care facility shortly before Justin left Greenville for good. Tommy wasn’t the same burly boy he used to be. The emancipated shell of what once was Tommy was dead, still on his bed, gaping mouth and droopy eyes locked on the ceiling. Justin stayed in the room for five minutes tops. On his way out, he had a quick discussion with one of the nurses that looked after Tommy to find out more about his prognosis. According to the nurse, Tommy had shown no sign of recovery for as long as he had been there.

	After Justin thanked her and made his way down the corridor, she called out to him, “Do you know the whereabouts of Tommy’s friend, Albert?”

	Justin frowned. “Friend? No, he didn’t have a friend called Albert. He only had two friends, and they both died when Tommy… you know, became like this.”

	“That’s strange. You know, Tommy never speaks. But he does scream after waking up from his nightmares. And when he does, he usually screams out this Albert’s name.”

	It didn’t make sense at the time and still doesn’t now. But her words echoing through his mind are now sending shivers up his spine.

	 


Chapter 36

	Justin Scott 2029, Los Angeles, CA

	 

	The city’s symphony streams through Justin’s window, accompanied by an amber hue of the rising sun. Cars—electric and gas-guzzlers—idle past in the street below at low speed. Many are driven by impatient people, falling on their horns as the early LA morning traffic buries its nails under their skins. A one-legged pigeon perched on Justin’s windowsill coos for attention, but only finds a rapid rattling noise coming from the other side of the window, answering its call.

	Justin’s phone is vibrating desperately on his nightstand, but just like the pigeon outside, it receives no attention. Finally, Justin awakes from his slumber. The trauma and subsequent insomnia from last night have taken their toll, making Justin anything but chipper.

	“Okay, alright!” he screams and slams his hand on the phone’s screen. The startled one-legged pigeon flies off into the hazy LA sky while Justin rolls onto his back and rubs his face. His eyes feel as if he washed them with bleach before going to sleep. What he wouldn’t give to sleep an extra hour or two, but duty calls. He rolls over onto his side and picks up his phone.

	7:03… and a message!

	He opens the Messenger app, and there it is. A message from Raven Mills. A long one.

	Why haven’t you replied?????? This is serious! You’re in danger. Come to SF 2morro eve. Book into Belvedere Hotel on 82. Don’t do online. Don’t use credit card. Tell reception your gfriend Bella is coming, later. Wait for me in your room. Don’t tell anybody. DON’T use Slikr. I beg you 2 trust me.. Erase this message after you read it. See you 2mrow night.

	Gone is all his desire to sleep. Justin’s heart is pacing at the same speed it did after waking up from his nightmare. He reads the message again.

	What’s going on?

	He reads the first bit once more. Why haven’t you replied? He scrolls up and down but finds only two messages. The ancient one he never replied to and this one, but the way she wrote this last message alarms Justin. The urgency and seriousness are clearly visible. Perhaps a warning to him, but it seems like she’s in danger herself. What's with all the secretive and mysterious behavior? Justin reads the message once more and then deletes it.

	Brian is not Albert, or at least not the same Albert they once knew. Justin knows nothing about who this man has become. All he knows is that Brian Duncan is a tech guru, and he is connected, quite literally. If both Raven and Justin are in danger, using social media and the metaverse to communicate with each other would be foolish. Brian could be Big Brother. But why would he want to harm them? What did they do wrong?

	Maybe he’s just after Raven. Maybe she just needs my help. But why ask me? Why not go to the police? Or is she working with him and this is a trap?

	Justin’s suspicions about Brian Duncan and his connection to unlawful acts could perhaps be justified after all. 

	But no. They have no reason to do me any harm, he convinces himself.

	No person in their right mind would act on this specific message sent from an eccentric person they’d not spoken to in decades. Fly out to a city they have never been in, book into a hotel they don’t know, and wait for a person from their past to show up at an undisclosed time. Ludicrous.

	But if this is an opportunity to find answers to at least some of the thousands of questions plaguing Justin, it’s worth a shot. Even if it is a trap, he has nothing to lose. It’s not as if he has much going for him in this life anyway.

	He opens his browser and finds a flight aggregator where he can find the cheapest flights to San Francisco, but then he pauses.

	Don’t do online. Don’t use credit card. Where the hell do you buy flight tickets with cash these days?

	Justin rubs his chin while looking down at his phone. He shakes his head and then places the phone on the table face-up. His first priority—getting to work on time. Justin gets up and removes his boxers. The bed is not getting made like other mornings, and the boxers will remain on the beige carpet for the rest of the day. He steps into the glass confinement and opens the cold-water faucet. His back arches as the cold water hits his skin. His body adapts slowly, but his jaw is still clenched. He needs to remain focused, and a cold shower so early in the morning will keep him alert. He picks up the black shampoo bottle from the floor and pours the navy liquid into his hand, and then he notices the wave on the label.

	Waves. Hawaii… Ed.

	He splatters some of the shampoo on his head and some under his arms. His hands glide over his skin and through his hair like someone rushing to remove ants from their body. He sways and swivels under the spray for a few seconds and then closes the faucet. As he is drying himself off, he tries to recall the conversation he had with his colleague, Ed, a few months ago. Ed had gone with his wife to Hawaii for their anniversary, and he is a big fan of cash. If there is one man who would know where to buy flight tickets with cash, it’s Ed.

	Justin trots out of the shower and heads into his bedroom. He flings open his closet door and grabs the first pair of khakis he spots and the navy shirt next to it. As he bends down to pick up his brown Oxfords, he pauses. The stack of shoe boxes in the corner seizes his attention, and he squats down beside them. The top boxes topple down as he slides out the bottom one and then removes the lid with care to study its content.

	Light reflects from the silver barrel of his Smith and Wesson 629 revolver. He hadn’t used it in a long while, but it could come in handy tomorrow.

	 


Chapter 37

	Raven Mills, Brian Duncan 2029, San Francisco, CA

	 

	The fresh hints of Douglas fir, redolent in the evening breeze, make their way down the sprawling forested hill toward the bay, enveloping Raven as she leans against the balcony rail. Raven’s white shift dress waves softly in the forest’s evening breath, flowing forward and back as if it’s trying to escape from her silky legs in slow motion. Wearing a dress like this is unusual for her and impractical for this weather, but she bought it for a specific purpose. She remembered how Justin and Brian, the former Albert, used to ogle Ms. Anderson whenever she wore a shift dress to school. Raven's subtle psychological tactics have proven to be quite effective in seducing Brian’s trust.

	Her lust for revenge has been replaced by an uneasy curiosity. Her subconscious mind has been knocking profusely, unsettling her even more whenever Brian is with her in person.

	Brian’s house is smaller than she’d expected. It’s a contemporary yet modest, two-story, cold grey building tucked between the woods of Thornewood Open Space Preserve, minutes away from the Slikr building. There are no fountains, tennis courts, or Olympic-sized swimming pools that you would expect to find at a billionaire’s home. The residence is fitted with massive glass sliding doors without curtains or blinds, allowing the calming energy of the forest to flow deep within the house. There’s no need for curtains or blinds as privacy is not a concern at his secure estate. A manned gate at the bottom of the windy driveway is the only entry point past the electrified fence surrounding the pristine four-acre estate.

	Raven turns her back to the lush green forest and the darkening violet sky above its spires, and ambles back to the table where the billionaire is sipping on his Napa Valley Cabernet Sauvignon.

	“I can’t get enough of this place,” Raven says as she gracefully lowers herself next to the small round table adorned with a plain white tablecloth. She slides her near-empty wine glass across the table and waves it toward Brian. “To you! And your beautiful forest.”

	Brian smiles and clinks his glass softly against hers. They both take a sip and return their gaze past the edge of the balcony toward the blackening forest.

	“Why don’t you have a mansion, helicopter, and two hundred maids at your service? Like the other high rollers from Silicon Valley? I mean, don’t get me wrong, this place is amazing, but—”

	“You expected more?” Brian interjects.

	“Well, kinda, yeah. I do admire the fact that you’re not all flashy,” Raven says and gulps down the last bit of wine. “But you know what I mean, right?”

	“It’s just me here. Why would I need a ten-bedroom house? I have everything I want right here. Did I ever tell you that I come from humble beginnings?” Brian winks and leans over to refill Raven’s glass. She rolls her eyes and thanks him. “Also, this might sound a little smug, but I believe I have a higher calling, a duty toward humanity if you will. I don’t want to be distracted by a lavish lifestyle.”

	Raven smirks. “And curtains prevent you from doing that?”

	“Actually, I had them removed when you agreed to come over. I want everyone to see the beautiful woman I am hosting tonight,” he says with a firm tone of confidence, but his reddening cheeks deceive his faux bravado.

	“I bet you say that to all the ladies,” Raven says and winks again. She feels the wine doing what wine is supposed to do, and she realizes that she needs to take it easier on the gulps. 

	Raven is on a mission, and although she’s not sure what it is yet, she’s proud of the work she has done to date. So far, her strategies seem to be bearing fruit, and she realizes that she’ll probably need to sleep with him tonight to tighten the web of trust. The thought of sleeping with him sickens her, but she had done far worse things before for less gain.

	Raven had already played the hard-to-get card the night before. After dinner at a Michelin-star restaurant on the water’s edge that Brian had booked out exclusively for them yet again, they walked out to the edge and stared at the city lights dancing on the undulating surface of the sea. He wore a pin-stripe grey suit even though he never wears suits. He took her hand and then turned toward her. His kiss was gentle and passionate, like a man wishing to prove that he wanted more than just short-term satisfaction.

	She realized then that Brian had good intentions, or perhaps he was just exceptionally well-trained at playing the dating game and getting his way. Regardless, the kiss still didn’t change anything inside her.

	She felt repulsed and angry and wanted it to stop. It’s not his physical appearance nor his personality, but there is something about Brian that stirs something deep inside her. Her intuition, although far more advanced than the average human, still speaks in riddles. Whatever unsettling emotion she is feeling around him has not translated successfully to her conscious mind. Without a dash of rational reasoning, intuition is usually rendered useless.

	Over the decades, Raven has been working hard on honing her intuition, or her ‘other sense’ as she likes to call it. She learned to trust herself. She learned to acknowledge that tingling feeling, that stir of paranoia, or a dash of optimism that erupts at the most unusual times. She studied as much as she could about the subconscious mind and the scientific research regarding psychic abilities. She has accepted the fact that humans do not possess this ability; not yet, anyway. But she does acknowledge that the subconscious has a powerful intelligence far beyond the conscious mind. The only problem is that the subconscious mind can’t communicate clearly with the conscious mind. It’s like putting a limbless mute person in a crow's nest to warn those on the deck of approaching dangers—God’s most hilarious design prank.

	She learned that the subconscious can only summon physical manifestations in the human body, like an elevation in a heartbeat, a tingle under the hairline in the scalp, or a sudden drop in the stomach. Signs or alarms that come and go unnoticed at times. But if the conscious mind is cleared and allowed to focus on these signs, sometimes it can decipher what its subconscious partner is trying to say. And this ‘other sense’ has been highly over-active ever since she’d realized that Albert was Brian. For some reason, it’s been battling hard to get her attention, like a tied-up person in the trunk of a car at night in a deserted parking lot. Futile kicking and muffled screaming dissolved in the desolate darkness.

	Playing hard to get was the best card to play last night. She told him she still felt a strong connection toward him, the same she’d felt when they were still in Mountain View. She told him that she wanted to nurture this feeling to see if it was genuine and that sex might complicate and confuse her. It was an Academy Award performance, dramatically set to the backdrop of distant city lights, sparkling reflections, and the tranquil slushing of dark water against the concrete pier below. 

	“Please excuse me for a second. I’ll be right back,” Brian says and walks into the living area, which by now is softly illuminated by the recessed LED lights that gradually came to life automatically as the natural light from dusk decreased. He pauses for a second and verbally commands the balcony lights to turn on. Above Raven, hundreds of tiny fairy lights come to life, like fireflies frozen in time, casting their subtle glow on Raven and the table. On the ground below the balcony, lights, hidden behind shrubs at the trunks of the first row of trees, grow brighter, exhuming the trees from their shadowy grave.

	Raven retrieves her phone from her clutch lying on the chair beside her and catches a glimpse of her backup plan beneath it… a small vial containing a transparent liquid wrapped in tissue paper. The phone brightens, and she opens the Facebook chat with Justin. He has read the message but hasn’t replied. She deletes the message, dunks her phone back, and tosses the clutch on the empty chair again. While tangled in her deepest thoughts, she takes another sip and accidentally places the glass down too hard, making the wine swirl up to kiss the rim.

	“Everything alright?” Brian’s voice startles her, and she jolts in her chair.

	“Don’t sneak up on me like that,” she snaps at him and immediately reminds herself to keep calm.

	“Sorry, I didn’t mean to. There’s something I want to show you. Please, come with me,” Brian says and extends his hand toward her. Realizing that she needs to make up for her sudden outburst, she smiles and takes his hand.

	“Where are we going?” Raven asks as he guides her past the massive beige leather couches to the tiled stairway leading down to the first level.

	“It’s a surprise,” he says without looking back at her. They leave through the open front door and down the staircase leading to the driveway and garden. A graveled path adorned with logs on the sides, parts the lush green illuminated lawn. Tiny LED lights are hidden in the felled logs that serve as the border of the path, casting their dim light on the fine brown gravel and accentuating the rotting logs. The pathway snakes under the balcony where they were sitting a minute ago and around the corner toward the back of the house. The tree trunk lighting she’d observed earlier at the foot of the forest stops at the first row of trees, and beyond, the night threw a dark cloak over the forest and everything in it. At the point where the path splits, one leading to the back of the house and the other into the forest, Brian stops and turns around.

	“Don’t be scared. You’re safe here,” he says and proceeds down the illuminated windy pathway leading deeper into the black forest. Raven feels a new sense of discomfort rising from her stomach. The last thing she fears is darkness but going down this path with this man that her ‘other sense’ seems to despise is disconcerting.

	They continue their stroll with Brian in front, his hand behind him, gently tugging her deeper into the dark forest. Raven peeks over her shoulder, and now the house is only a few blots of light in the distance between the vertical barcode silhouette of the forest. She jerks her head forward as a crack echoes through the woods. Both stop and remain silent for a brief moment.

	There it is again.

	This time the cracking and rustling rhythms are extended. Raven feels her subconscious kicking and screaming, trying its best to communicate to her.

	“Don’t worry, it’s probably a deer,” Brian whispers over his shoulder and pulls Raven’s hand as he steps forward. “We’re almost there.”

	Out in the front, the illuminated pathway bends to the left and disappears behind the undergrowth and tree trunks. Everything beyond that is engulfed by the gloom of the forest. As they move around the bend into the dark unknown, Brian suddenly stops. 

	“Look,” he says and pulls her closer to him. Raven turns her head in the direction of his gaze. About five yards away from them, the illuminated pathway comes to an abrupt end, but where it stops, a six-foot tall luminous marble sculpture rises from the undergrowth. Raven squints as she takes in the details of the scene. It looks like a sculpture that was stolen from the Trevi fountain in Rome. Delicately cut from a solid marble slab, the statue depicts a topless bearded man with a cloak draped over his right shoulder and an hourglass in his hand. Fireflies seem to be infatuated with the sculpture as they buzz and flash all around its torso and head.

	“It’s Chronos, the Greek Titan. He was an omnipotent deity, one of the most feared Titans of all,” Brian whispers.

	“It's beautiful, but those fireflies. I didn’t even know you had them up here. And they seem love drunk for Chronos,” Raven says in amazement.

	“They’re not fireflies. Come closer,” Brian says, still holding her hand, and he guides her closer to the statue. “Look.”

	As they get closer, Raven notices that the fireflies’ humming grows louder, unnaturally loud. The fireflies that she knows from back home are stealthy, inaudible.

	“They’re drones. My invention… autonomous, of course. I activated them before we left the house. What do you think?”

	“They’re amazing. You really did outdo yourself here.”

	“Thanks. I usually come here after I’ve had a rough day. It helps me relax. Helps me to focus. To clear my mind, you know?”

	“Why Chronos?” Raven asks. Brian turns toward her, puts both hands gently on her shoulders, and studies her eyes.

	“Chronos means time in Greek. Because that is all that matters, Raven. Time. And the time I’m spending with you, I realize now, is worth more than all the time I spent building my legacy.” Brian closes his eyes, purses his lips, and moves closer to her face. Raven feels nausea gripping her body and fights her urge to shudder. Instead, she closes her eyes and tilts her head slightly to the side.

	Both snap their heads back and glare into the blackness behind them as another branch cracks in the distance. And another.

	Footsteps.

	Footsteps in the dark forest, growing louder and faster.

	Not walking but running.

	A black figure leaps out of the woods and lands on the illuminated path, crunching the gravel beneath his black boots. A man dressed all in black with a hoody, the shadow of which engulfed his whole face except for his stubbled chin. In the bottom of his dangling right arm, Raven sees a shimmer.

	The unmistakable glistening of light bouncing off metal.

	A knife.

	The man strides forward, and Raven locks up as she feels both of Brian’s arms sliding around her midsection from behind and tightening their grip.

	 


Chapter 38

	Justin Scott 2029, San Francisco, CA

	 

	Room 105

	Justin stares at the gold number screwed into the maroon door and then darts his eyes toward the plastic card in his hand displaying Belvedere Hotel’s name and its crown-like logo. He taps it on the panel above the handle, and a red LED light flashes briefly.

	Always. Never on the first try.

	He taps it again, and again, the red dot flashes. He flips the card over and inspects it once more.

	Card 105. Door. 105… Open you piece of…

	The light finally flashes green on his fourth try. The door’s refusal to open is just another sign that he should never have come here in the first place. His doubts drastically increased when he received the cash-bought ticket from the agency Ed recommended. But when the cab parked at the cheap art deco imitation called the Belvedere Hotel, that was when Justin realized that he had made a massive mistake coming here.

	Justin shoves the card into his pocket, grabs the handle of his plastic suitcase, and pulls it behind him into the hotel room. The smell of deodorizer and cleaning chemicals instantly overwhelms him. The cleaning staff made sure to hide whatever the previous guest had done from the next unfortunate visitor. It could have been an inebriated man smoking a cigarette, a guest’s body decomposing, or a make-shift meth lab someone started. Anything seems possible at the Belvedere Hotel.

	He pauses and investigates the 150-square-foot space where he is supposed to spend the next twelve hours waiting for Raven.

	Don’t do online. Don’t use credit card. This is going to be a long evening.

	He stares at the small window, concealed with sun-bleached eggshell curtains. The curtains are too short to reach the floor, allowing the fleeting light of day to enter and create a wavy golden pattern on the wall beneath. He flings open the curtains and smiles. For the price he’d paid, he didn’t expect a panoramic view of the San Francisco skyline or the bay, but even a highway would’ve been more entertaining than the chipped grey wall he’s looking at right now. The Belvedere is H-shaped, and Justin is staring blankly at the back wing of the building. All the curtains of the windows on that wing are closed. Perhaps the rooms are empty, or perhaps the people on that side have already learned that there’s nothing but disappointment past the glass.

	Justin pulls the curtains shut and turns around. He lowers himself down on the foot of the bed and falls backward, sprawling his arms like a Christ statue. The damp stains on the ceiling remind Justin of the Rorschach blotches Doctor Goldstein made him look at when he was still in Mountain View.

	The whole experience is surreal. Justin still can’t fathom everything that happened recently, causing him to end up in this seedy hotel in a city he’s never been in. He still doesn’t know what he’s supposed to expect from his encounter with Raven and what the warning was about. Also, there would most certainly be awkwardness in the air, and he might have to apologize for his absence over the years.

	Justin had tried to make sense of Raven’s warnings. He’d been working on one theory; it was the only one that stood out from the rest. Some of his other theories are farfetched and borderline crazy. The alien hypothesis is at least buried, for now. Raven’s ability to conjure demons is also a little difficult to prove. The one theory that stands out from the rest is that somehow, Raven found out about Brian’s involvement in the Evo-X explosion and perhaps some other misdemeanors. Maybe somehow, he knew that Justin was investigating Evo-X and now believed that Raven and Justin were in cahoots, working side by side to bring him down. Albert had always been paranoid and jealous when Raven paid too much attention to Justin in Mountain View, but they were only teens back then.

	And then there’s the question of the paralyzing moving shadow—the night hag now showing up at tech companies these days. Companies connected to Brian somehow.

	He reflects on his research, mostly on conspiracy sites. He ignored the articles about Brian Duncan being a reptilian, being part of a new-age Illuminati, and his involvement in creating a new world order. Every time someone climbs the ranks to excessive wealth, those three theories are pinned to them by bored conspiracy nuts. Instead, Justin had focused on the articles claiming his involvement in industrial espionage, racketeering, etc. Evo-X popped up numerous times. Mostly, they claimed that Evo-X and another of Brian’s companies, Astron, were competing for the same classified government projects. There was another article about his alleged involvement in a murder that Justin had found very interesting too.

	The article was about the recent passing of a genius programmer, and rumors had it that he worked on secret projects in private for none other than Brian Duncan. They also claimed that witnesses saw him at Slikr’s headquarters shortly before his passing. And although the coroner stated that he died of a heroin overdose, this article claimed that Brian had sent his goons to inject heroin into his veins while he was sleeping or passed out.

	Of course, there’s no proof, but these smoke trails have given Justin something to hold on to. Something to prevent his mind from getting sucked and drowned in a whirlpool of questions and other ridiculous theories. Soon, he could have some of his questions answered, but there are so many that he has no idea where to start. When and how did Raven get involved with Brian? Are they dating or just friends? The photo that he saw of the two of them outside Slikr's head office was taken very recently, but have they been in contact for a longer time?

	If old Albert is still in there, surely, he wouldn’t want to cause harm to his best childhood friends? If there’s one person of the three that he would’ve bet to stray off the straight and narrow and end up hurting people, it was Raven. After all, she killed her dad, and she became extremely peculiar as she grew older, clearly influenced by the scars of her past.

	His thoughts are in turmoil, and he’s searching for an escape, even if it’s just for a short while. He crawls toward the wooden headboard and retrieves the oversized remote from the nightstand. With his shoes still on, he lies motionless on the bed, flicking from one channel to the next. He pauses at an advertisement for Slikr, showcasing its platform’s realistic virtual reality scenes. Somehow, they even managed to get the president and some of his staff to partake in a virtual meeting for promotional purposes. Justin shakes his head and moves on to the next channel. He’s never been a big fan of the metaverse and even less so of AI.

	Justin places the remote back on the nightstand and rolls off the bed. He picks up his black plastic suitcase and puts it on the bed. With care, he removes the upper layer of clothes from it and places it on the bed beside him, then locks his gaze on the hard-sided black container with the padlock at the bottom of the suitcase—the reason why he had to check it in.

	Justin fumbles around in his pocket and retrieves a single key. The padlock pops open, and he proceeds to open the lid. Next to the Smith and Wesson 629 revolver is a crumpled-up sock, and inside the sock are eight cartridges. According to TSA regulations, he had to remove the bullets from the gun, but he could still store it in the same container.

	Justin sticks his hand into the sock, retrieves a handful of cartridges, opens the cylinder, and slides the cartridges into the chambers. The remaining two cartridges will stay in the sock for now. He studies the back of the six bullets, peacefully resting in their new homes, then slams the cylinder shut with a flick of his wrist. With one eye shut, he lifts the gun and aims at the news presenter on the television.

	This is not how he imagined he would prepare for a reunion with his two best childhood friends.

	***

	Raven inhales the smoke and moves her gaze up toward the cloudless night sky and she notices a few stars making their way successfully through the onslaught of the city lights below. Goosebumps appear all over her body as a light breeze sneaks through the pines and caresses her exposed skin. She’s still just wearing her black lingerie and nothing else.

	Okay, let’s do this, she thinks and turns around.

	Even Brian’s bedroom doesn’t have curtains. She enters through the open glass sliding door and pauses for a second to observe Brian lying motionless on the bed. She’s satisfied with what she sees. Her clutch is on the floor at the foot of the French couch, next to her scattered clothes.

	Inside her clutch, unraveled tissue paper reveals the vial filled with a transparent liquid, which is now only half full.

	***

	Justin exits the ensuite bathroom, and the sound of the flushing toilet fills the small bedroom, shutting out the muffled rap music coming from an adjacent room for a few seconds. The uncalled-for maroon of the basin and toilet assaults his eyes one last time before he switches off the bathroom light. He had turned off the phone’s data and Wi-Fi hours ago, about the same time Justin ran out of fingernails to chew on. The phone is still on, nonetheless, and he can see the time on it.

	1:15 What the hell?

	Justin is tired and agitated, and his mind is exhausted from fighting the urge to switch on the data or Wi-Fi to send Raven a message, but he will continue to play her game for now. Tomorrow morning, after her no-show, he will send her a message. A short one, telling her to go to hell and never contact him again. His mind sets off on another tangent, the billionth one for this boring evening.

	What if this was all just a sick joke? Could she be so twisted and cruel to convince me to get on a plane, stay in this shitbag hotel, and wait up all night like an asshole?

	Justin grabs the remote and mutes the television. Someone is outside. He squints—as if that would improve his hearing.

	Footsteps.

	Muffled voices.

	Nope. Guests. Or staff. Goddamnit!

	Justin unmutes the television, but directly after, he hears a rapping at the door. He pushes himself into an upright position on the bed. “Raven?” he says, his heart instantly jumping into his throat. No reply. He rises slowly from the bed, hunches over, and retrieves his gun from under the pillow.

	“Raven. Is that you?” With his back hunched and holding the gun behind his back, he sneaks toward the door. His socks sink softly into the brown carpet, making his approach undetectable from the outside. Adrenalin courses through every fiber in his body. He reaches out toward the door; the grip on his other hand intensifies on the revolver, and he slides his index finger over the trigger.

	Justin flings the door open, but his hand holding the gun remains behind his back. A woman with long black hair and piercing blue eyes stares with a blank expression at him from the shade of her black hoody.

	“Raven?”

	“Hello, Justin.”

	Suddenly, a high-pitched din breaches Justin’s ears. The unbearable buzzing sound numbs his brain, his muscles turn to broth, and he collapses onto the carpet. Motionless, he lies there with his eyes fixed on the stained ceiling, fighting and begging his lungs for one more breath as the world around him begins to dim.

	



	


Chapter 39

	2029, San Francisco, CA

	 

	The tingling sensation in Justin’s right arm escalates. Millions of claustrophobic termites are trying to gnaw their way through flesh, bone, and skin to find the safe embrace of light outside Justin’s skin. With a gentle rocking motion of his pelvis, he creates enough space to remove his tingling arm from under his back. His breathing is shallow, and his eyelids are heavy.

	I can breathe. I can move again.

	Light falls like tiny daggers from the ceiling through his pupils as he pries his squinted eyelids open. He straightens his legs and pushes himself upright from the motel room’s carpet with his healthy arm while the other arm remains Jell-O. The vortex of confusion in Justin’s mind slows down and returns to order. He stares at the closed maroon door in front of him. He could swear that he had opened it a minute ago and saw Raven standing there.

	Did I sleepwalk? A stroke, maybe?

	A voice from behind startles him. “About time!”

	He snaps his head backward to find Raven sitting on the edge of the bed. Her elbows are resting on her spread knees, her hands hanging in the middle, and a familiar revolver is dangling from her right hand. Justin crawls backward on the carpet away from the bed where Raven is perched. The little bit of sense his mind was trying to conjure just went up in a mushroom cloud of confusion and fear. It wasn’t a dream, and it wasn’t a stroke. It’s Raven, and she has his gun now.

	The paralysis. How? It was her all along. It can’t be. How?

	“Raven” is all that Justin can utter. The television is switched off now, and the room is eerily quiet. Even the rap music from next door is inaudible. Raven is still leaning forward on her knees, staring at him with one eye, the other hiding behind strands of long black hair. Justin diverts his attention to the door, expecting Brian to burst in at any moment.

	Where is he?

	“Are you awake?” She gently taps the revolver’s barrel on her own temple. “I mean, are you all there?”

	Justin groans while rubbing his head. “What happened? What did you do?”

	“A gun? Seriously? Is this how you greet an old friend?” she says while waving the revolver in the air.

	“What did you do?”

	“As much as I enjoy this little bit of torture, which you had coming, by the way, we don’t have much time.”

	“What are you talking about? What did you do?” Justin screams but instantly regrets it as a headache suddenly erupts against his skull. He squints his eyes and lowers his head.

	“You need to calm down. We’re in deep shit, and we don’t have much time.”

	“What did you do to me? Tell me, now.”

	Raven launches up from the bed and walks over to the table under the television. “I can’t tell you just yet. You won’t believe me.” She takes one of the glasses, the gun still firmly in the other hand, and walks over to the bathroom. Justin hears the faucet running and tries to peer around the corner. Raven returns from the dark bathroom and stops in front of Justin who stares at her in bewilderment. “Get up. Come sit on the bed and have some water.”

	Justin peers at the glass and then at the gun pointing to the floor in her other hand. His other arm’s functionality is fully restored now, and he pushes himself upward using both arms. After accepting the glass, he sits down on the edge of the bed. Raven walks toward the table below the wall-mounted TV and sits down.

	“I’m not here to hurt you, you know?” Raven says and puts the gun on the table’s glass surface. She combs her hair backward with both hands and takes a deep breath. “We’ll need to get out of here soon, or neither of us will see the sunrise.”

	Justin nods almost imperceivably while taking a small sip of water. There’s nothing he can do but hear her out. She has the gun and is in control now.

	“A little while back, I found out who Brian Duncan was.”

	“So did I,” Justing mumbles. 

	“Our long-lost friend Albert. Can you fucking believe that? I mean what are the odds? How did you get to the truth?”

	“Long story.”

	Raven pauses for a second. “And how did I find out? Well, I have a—” She purses her lips and rolls her eyes upward. “Let’s just call it a skill. I realized there was something off with our little Albert, who is now Brian. There was a force within me, driving me toward him.”

	Here we go, Justin thinks to himself, remembering the hocus pocus stuff Raven was into as a child. Her delusional witchery and blind faith in fantasy. Some things never change.

	“At first, after learning his true identity, I was driven by rage. I couldn’t accept the fact that he’d just walked out on me, ignored his childhood oaths, and that he’s now living the white-glove life, never even taking a second to think about where we are and how we were doing. I wanted to confront him, maybe hurt him somehow, I don’t know. I know that sounds a little coo-coo, but it’s the truth.” Raven continues to fill Justin in on her plans to use relics from the past to conjure strong emotions of nostalgia, to allow her to get closer to him and gain his trust. She evades the fact that over the years, her hatred toward men has culminated to a single point, bordering insanity.

	“When I walked into his office, this feeling of suspicion exploded. I mean, I almost hurled. It was just his presence and his smell. I mean, he doesn’t reek, but the familiarity of his scent is disturbing. Something made me sick inside. Sick and scared, but I had to ignore these feelings—or perhaps they were warnings. There was something else about this man that just made my skin crawl. I decided to follow my intuition to get to the bottom of it, which meant I had to stay around a little longer than I had planned. We went out a couple of times, and then, he invited me over to his house.” Raven pauses and studies Justin’s expression. She’s waiting for that judgmental glare a man would give a woman when he finds out about her promiscuity. But there’s nothing but a blank stare.

	“One evening, he took me out for a stroll into the woods, and I must admit, I was scared shitless. He lives up in the hills with no neighbors close by. He took me down this pathway deep into the dark. But he just wanted to show me this sculpture of Chronos, surrounded by his tiny firefly-like drones. It was impressive, but still somewhat strange at the time.”

	“Chronos, the god of time.” Justin chirps in. 

	“I’ll get to that. Anyway, we were standing there, and suddenly, this maniac with a knife appeared out of nowhere. Jumped out of the forest, fully dressed in black.”

	“Who was it?” Justin asks, his eyes widening.

	“Can you just shut up and let me finish?

	She’s still Raven, Justin thinks and lifts his palms in submission.

	Raven shakes her head and continues.

	“This guy was standing there in the dark, and Brian and I both froze for a second. Then Brian grabbed me from behind, flung me backward, and headed straight toward this guy. The guy started moving toward Brian, and just as he raised the knife, Brian pulled something from his pocket, and this guy just crumbled to the ground as if his soul had fled his body. Flat on the gravel, just lying there. His eyes open, not breathing.” She drops her gaze down to the floor. “Like the boys in the boiler room in Mountain View.”

	A black hole opens up in Justin’s stomach, sucking everything inward and making his entire body tense up. The boys in the boiler room, the man in the forest, and now himself. All falling flat down in an instant. Struggling to breathe, slowly dying inside.

	Where is this going?

	“The guy was down. At first, I thought he’d just fainted or had a heart attack or something. But when Brian moved closer to inspect the guy, I saw something in his hand.” She fumbles in her hoody’s pouch and retrieves a small black cylinder that almost looks like an AA battery and moves it closer to Justin, holding it upright between her thumb and index finger. Justin extends his hand slowly toward the object, but then Raven conceals it in her fist and pulls back her arm.

	“Is that… is that what you used on me? When I opened the door?”

	“Yup. Same thing he used on that guy in the forest.”

	“What is it?”

	“I’ll get to that soon. So, Brian is hunched over this passed-out lunatic. He then kicked the knife away and started poking his watch, calling for the guards and instructing them to call 911. I was just standing there, confused, you know? He put this thing back into his pockets and walked over to me. After asking me if I was okay, he told me never to talk about what had just happened. He instructed me to lie to the guards, police, and ambulance crew. I was supposed to tell them that the man had just fainted. The guards arrived shortly after he started waking up, zip-tied the guy, and took him out of there. The EMT guys and coppers showed up later, and Brian did most of the talking. I just nodded.

	“Later that evening, after they left, I persuaded him to tell me what the hell happened in the woods. Apparently,”—she removes the tiny instrument from her hoody’s pouch and inspects it briefly—“this is tech that he developed for the government. High-tech classified shit that belongs to Uncle Sam. But he’s not supposed to have a copy. The government exclusively owns the rights to it, but as it turns out, Brian is not a big fan of our government. Like some conspiracy theorist, he went on a tangent about how corrupt and evil the government is, but I missed most of it because I was trying to put a different puzzle together in my own mind. Something that my intuition was perhaps trying to warn me about all along. And shortly after that, I sent you the first Facebook message.” Raven pauses for a second. “But why didn’t you reply to that message?”

	“The only message I recently received was the one instructing me to come here.”

	Raven frowns. “Just as I thought. I think, somehow, Brian accessed my phone or my messages. Or perhaps your phone. But I don’t know how that’s even possible.”

	Justin swallows. That night his phone was face down on the nightstand when he had the terrible dream of the burning house with the thing from the shadows that appeared and paralyzed him. Paralyzed him like Raven had earlier.

	“Did you stay over that night? At Brian’s?”

	“Yeah, I did.”

	“Are you sure he was with you the whole time? He couldn’t come to LA and back without you knowing, right? Does he have a helicopter?”

	“What? No. He was there the whole night. I pretended to be too traumatized by the events of that evening to sleep with him, but I was with him the whole night.”

	Justin lowers his gaze toward the carpet and shakes his head in silence. Then he realizes something and plucks his head up. “Wait, so he’s not supposed to have that thing,” Justin says and points at the hoody’s pouch where Raven stored it, “So why do you have it? Does he know? Where is he? Where’s Duncan?”

	“Of course, he doesn’t know I have it. But I’ll get to that later. I know this is a lot to take in. I mean, we haven’t talked in forever, and here I am in a shitty hotel in the middle of the night with your gun and classified government tech.”

	“How does it work?”

	“This, my dear old friend,” she says and points down to the pouch, “is the least of our concerns.” She continues to elaborate on Brian’s odd behavior and how she paid extra attention to everything he had said and done.

	“There’s this door next to his garage, and every time he went there, he seemed flustered when he returned. I don’t know, just weird. So, I followed him the next time he went. I kept my distance because, honestly, at first, I thought it might be a murder room.” Raven pauses and slides the remaining glass over the table toward her. She walks to the bathroom and pours herself some water. Justin follows her every move in anticipation for her to continue telling the story, forgetting that the gun is unguarded on the table four feet away from him. Raven pauses in the doorway, takes a sip, and then walks back to the chair.

	“That door is the entry into his basement. I couldn’t see much from my angle on the stairs, but I realized it was like a computer lab or something. From my angle, I could see stacks of server boxes in glass-like cages stretching all the way to the roof. But I mean, he is a tech geek, right? So why wouldn’t he have all kinds of gadgets and tech toys in his basement? But then I saw him in the reflection of one of the glass panels. He had his back toward the server cages and couldn’t see my reflection. I was just about to turn around and go back before he spotted me, but then I saw your face pop up on the computer screen.”

	“My face? Why?” Justin says in exasperation.

	“I think he’s been monitoring you. Well, the both of us.”

	“Why do you say that?”

	“It was something he said the second time we met when we went for coffee by the pier. He asked me about Asheville, but I never told him that’s where I live.”

	“He probably saw it on social media.”

	“Here’s the thing. My romantic past is, shall we say, less than rosy. There are quite a few people I’m trying to dodge. I never disclosed anything about my location on social media. Even my shop—”

	“You have a shop?”

	Raven sighs. “Even my shop. I didn’t put my actual name on the website. I go by a pseudonym.”

	Justin is burning to ask what it is, but he realizes that the next unnecessary interruption might lead to a slap across the face.

	“I realized that he’d stalked me somehow, and he was probably doing the same with you. I don’t know why he would. But like I said, I realized that there is something not right with that man.” Raven pauses and finishes her water. Justin spots the gap and shoots with a question.

	“So, you never found out what was down there?”

	“I did. And this is where the story gets really fucked up. But we need to hurry. I’ll tell you more on the way.”

	“On the way to where?” Justin demands, but Raven is already up and busy stuffing the gun down her black tights below her hoody.

	“We’re running out of time! Let’s go,” she commands over her shoulder.
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	Justin remains seated on the bed, trying to regain his composure. He’s still not convinced that he should trust Raven. She’d been very reluctant to answer some of the questions about Brian. For all Justin knows, they could be working together for some reason. And perhaps she’s leading him to a place where she can easily make Justin disappear without a trace. Still, why would they want to do that? He stares at her with a vacant expression and remains glued to the bed.

	She opens the front door and turns back toward him. “Let’s go!” she whisper-yells, with her hood already on her head.

	“No,” Justin replies and shakes his head. “You can shoot me if you want, but I’m not leaving.”

	“I’m not here to kill you, Justin.” She lifts up her hoody and points toward the revolver handle sticking out from her black tights. “I’m holding on to this for our protection because I saw how you handled yourself with a gun earlier.”

	“I don’t care. I’m not leaving this hotel until I know what’s going on, where you want to go, and why. And where the hell is Brian?”

	Raven slams the door. She drops her head, her black hair dangling over her face, giving her a ghostlike appearance as she trudges back to the chair. She falls on the chair and adjusts her hair.

	“I guess, from here on, I’ll be on my own. Once I tell you what I discovered, you’ll think I’m bat-shit crazy and refuse to come with me anyway.” Raven sighs and leans her head back against the wall. “So, I went back to his house this afternoon. He was charismatic and even made a few jokes, or well, tried to be witty at least. I know that he’s not a big drinker, so I insisted on wine and kept filling his glass.” Raven pauses and leans forward. “Shortly after that, Brian asked me if I could keep a secret.

	“I could see the wine was getting to him. Perhaps, it was just his dick or ego talking. Anyway, Prince Charming said there was something top-secret he was working on and that it would change the world and how we see it. He had been working on this project for a few years in complete secrecy, using contractors to work in silos to complete tiny pieces, never realizing what they were actually doing.

	“Some kind of weapon?”

	“Nope. Have you ever heard of the word metafestation?”

	“You mean manifestation? In that case, yes.”

	“No, metafestation. I guess it’s something he made up. So, our dear friend Albert, the genius tech guru and owner of Slikr, will use his new machine, link it to the metaverse, and allow users to look back in time. The manifestation of the past in the metaverse—metafestation.”

	“But you can already do that, right? I saw adverts about things like walking with the dinosaurs, watching the founding fathers sign the Declaration of Independence, and moon-hopping with Neil—that stuff.”

	“Yeah, that was everywhere! I wanted to check it out, but they didn’t have Salem executions in there. I suppose they need to keep it kid-friendly. But these are all reanimations, not the real footage, like virtual reality movies. But he was talking about being there, like when it happened. I pretended to be ecstatic. I asked him to tell me more, and he did an excellent job of almost putting me to sleep, talking about space-time, quantum mechanics, relativity, and God knows what else. But I thought it was all bullshit. It sounded surreal. Just a drunk guy trying to impress a girl, you know? I pretended to be giddy like a bimbo that just discovered a shoe sale, to the point that I was making myself nauseous. I even asked him if he could show it to me, but then he told me I couldn’t see it because it wasn’t ready yet. It was clear at that point that he was hiding something down there that he didn’t want me to see. And it sure as shit wasn’t a time machine. So, I poisoned him.”

	“You did what?” Justin screams as he realizes that not only does she have his gun, but she has just confessed to murder.

	“Well, kinda. I stumbled upon a little concoction years ago. Quite potent, not so legal either. But hey, if men can get away with spiking drinks, why can’t I? So, I dropped some in his wine when he went to the bathroom. After he finished it, I began flirting with him. When I saw his eyes becoming glassy, I suggested we move the party to his room, and then he passed out before he could get my bra off.”

	“What about his bodyguards and his security guards?”

	“He only gets the bodyguards when he goes out in public. The two security guards on duty at the estate are instructed to stay by the guardhouse at the entrance and do perimeter patrols of the fence only. Brian is really into privacy. I knew that I had at least a couple of hours before my potion started wearing off… if he didn’t die, that is.”

	“My God, Raven,” Justin whispers while shaking his head.

	“Relax. I’m sure he’s fine for now.”

	“And this all happened tonight, like earlier? He’s still sedated right now?”

	“Yes, that’s why I said we don’t have much time.”

	Justin remains quiet.

	She studies Justin’s face for a second and continues. “I went down the basement door and forgot that he has a biometric scanner on the door. I would’ve expected a man of his stature to have better security. Lucky for me, though.”

	“Raven,” Justin says and buries his face in his hands. “Don’t tell me you cut off the man’s thumb.”

	“No. Well, I was thinking about it for a second. But then I remembered this scene from a movie that I thought might work. I found a candle in the downstairs guest bathroom, lit it up, and then put his thumb in the hot candle wax. He slept through it all. After, I removed the hardened wax from his finger, and presto, a thumbprint!”

	“Smart.”

	“Not really. It didn’t work. For a moment there, I did consider cutting off his thumb. I mean, there’s no way I could carry him down the stairs and use his thumb while still attached to his body. But then I realized something else. That scene from the movie was bullshit. Making a mold means you have a negative of the print. You need to cast something into the mold to emulate the print. And that’s what I did. I found quick-setting glue in the garage and poured it on the wax. A couple of minutes later, I dissolved the wax under running hot water, and then I had my print—a hardened glue thumbprint, and it worked.

	“When I entered the basement, I was blown away. It looks like something you’d find at Google or NASA. The sheer size of it alone was mind-blowing. I recognized most of the stuff in there. I mean, I don’t know their functions, but it just looked like ordinary computer stuff. But in the back, there was something vast and alien-looking. A weirdly shaped dome kinda thing. But the first thing I wanted to check was to see what he was doing on that computer where I saw your face earlier. And guess what? He uses a biometric scanner for that computer too. I didn’t even get around to finding out why he had you up on the screen. My eyes caught something else. A presentation on the desktop labeled, Metafestation: Experience history in real life. Justin, I don’t think he was lying. I think, somehow, he managed to build a machine that can view past events as they unfold in history.”

	“Impossible. It’s physically impossible. You can fast-forward time, yes. Time dilation at high speeds. Even satellites are adjusted to make up for the difference in the time they experience versus the time on Earth due to their high velocities. However, there’s no way of going back.”

	“He said viewing, not traveling.”

	“Still. Impossible.”

	“Well, isn’t that what we are doing when we look at stars? Aren’t we viewing their past?”

	“That’s different, and you know it.”

	Raven stares at Justin blankly for a second and then reaches down into her pouch once more. She retrieves her cell phone, taps it a few times and then hands the phone over to Justin without saying anything. Justin’s eyes bulge, and he feels the blood rushing out from his head as he inspects the image on the screen.

	“That’s what I found at the back behind his machine. Does it look familiar?”
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	The size of the city becomes more apparent as the car ascends the hill. An ocean of rubies and diamonds expands as the electric rental powers effortlessly up the winding road leading to the woods.

	Justin peers through the passenger side window, the passing streetlights illuminating his face every so often. But he’s blind to the beauty of the city’s shimmering shawl. Instead, he’s caught up in an infinite loop of horror reels from his past, incepted by the photo on Raven’s cellphone that she’d showed him in the Belvedere Hotel. He hadn’t said much since they left, and neither had Raven. The city’s stars begin to disappear behind black silhouettes of trees as the car continues its ascent deeper into the woods.

	“Are you okay?” Raven asks.

	Justin turns his head toward her briefly, nods, and returns his gaze to the passenger window. There’s nothing more to see through the window except tree trunks, briefly illuminated by the car’s passing headlights.

	“Listen, I need you to pay attention now. We’ll be there soon. The guards know me by now, and they’ll let me back in. But I need you to hide in the trunk until we get to the house. Understood?”

	Justin nods but remains silent. The barely audible VW Compact E continues swerving around the bends. As can be expected from this area at this hour of the night, there are hardly any cars on the road. Although the road is dead quiet, and this popular rental has an autonomous function, Raven has kept her hands on the wheel the entire time. Perhaps she needs the distraction of driving to keep her mind from reeling like Justin’s, or perhaps she’s on the verge of losing all trust in modern technology after learning about Brian’s secrets.

	Raven cranes her neck to get a better view of the road’s shoulder. After spotting what she is looking for, she slows the car and pulls over to a clearing on the side, coming to a crackling halt on the gravel and dirt. Raven pops the trunk while Justin glances through the windshield at the dust billowing in the headlights and disappearing into the darkness.

	The clock on the bright display panel in the middle of the dashboard reads 2:25.

	Without saying a word, Justin exits the car and crawls into the trunk. From his fetal position, he pulls the trunk lid shut, locking himself into complete darkness, and listens to the engine’s electric buzzing growing slightly louder as they accelerate.

	There’s no distraction for Justin’s mind in the dark, and it goes back to what it loves most—asking questions. The photo from Raven’s phone, the night in the basement, the drawing in his sister’s notebook, and the explosion at Evo-X are somehow all connected. Through all his quests to find proof of the supernatural, he might finally be on to something. It must be. Once they reach the house—if they reach the house—then the journey beyond is as dark and dizzying as the trunk he's now hiding in. Justin finally understands Raven’s desperate plea to meet and her impulsive decisions over the last twenty-four hours. He finds himself in the same position now. Blindly pulled toward the unknown in a desperate attempt to seek a resolution.

	The car slows down and makes a sharp turn toward the left, causing Justin to slide toward the right and bump his head against the side of the trunk. The car comes to a halt.

	Silence.

	“Hello… Hello?” Raven’s muffled voice finds its way through the upholstery to the trunk where Justin is tremored by his heartbeat in the suffocating darkness. If the guards were to check the trunk, he has no doubt in his mind that Raven would use the paralyzer. Or worse, his gun. But there’s just complete silence for now.

	Something is wrong.

	The car begins to creep forward but stops a mere second or two later. He hears the car door opening, but still no voices. A few moments pass, and then Justin hears the rattling and grinding of metal juxtaposed with a slight electric humming of a motor close to the car’s trunk. The hollow thud of the car door closing resonates through the trunk, and the VW begins its slow crawl uphill.

	We’re in!

	The car comes to a halt once more, and the trunk pops open just enough to let some light in. Justin’s eyes adjust to the thin line of light entering the slit below the lid while he waits for Raven to give the all-clear. Through the thin horizontal opening, he can see a tree line about fifteen yards away. Raven flips the trunk open, her face plastered with perplexity.

	“I don’t get it,” she says while turning her head from side to side, scanning the surroundings.

	Justin crawls out from the trunk and arches his back. “What?”

	“The guards. The gate was open, and they were asleep. Passed out, I don’t know.”

	“Yeah, that is weird. Are they alive?”

	“Yes, they were breathing. One was snoring too. Something doesn’t feel right.”

	“Should we go back and check it out?”

	“We don’t have time. Let’s see if Brian is still out cold first.”

	“Perhaps it's just a coincidence? Maybe they were drinking on the job or something,” Justin says and turns around to find the illuminated grey building with its vast windows in front of him. “Is this it?”

	“Something doesn’t seem right. Oh… yes, this is his house.” Raven’s face is draped with confusion as she stares back toward the winding driveway.

	“Wait. Did you close the gate?”

	“Yeah. I went to have a look inside the guardhouse, saw both of them in a deep sleep, and closed the gate myself. I don’t know why it was open in the first place.”

	“And Brian? Do you think he’s still sedated?”

	“Should be. Only one way to find out,” Raven says and begins striding toward the front door. Justin follows, his head rotating in all directions to absorb the woods, garden, and the front of the illuminated house before they disappear through the door.

	Raven tiptoes up the stairs with Justin, carefully studying her and emulating her every move. A brief moment of relief is quickly replaced by anger as Justin sees a shirtless Albert lying peacefully asleep in his bed.

	“Still out,” Raven whispers. “Let’s go.”

	But Justin pauses and continues to study his old friend, dead still but breathing. Justin squints as he tries to make out the details of the tattoos on Brian’s body and shoulders. Tendrils of ink tribal patterns, interrupted by occasional cult signs, crawl over his abdomen and chest but disappear just below the curve of his shoulder muscle. Every line, symbol, and image was carefully planned and drawn so that a T-shirt would not reveal the tapestry below—more evidence of the double life of Brian Duncan.

	The photo from Raven’s phone flashes across Justin’s mind, and his hands turn into fists.

	Not now, he reminds himself. I need more answers first.

	Justin notices the antique alarm clock standing under the lamp on Brian’s nightstand. The old white alarm clock with its silver bells on top reminds Justin of Emily’s Miss Piggy alarm clock she had in her room, but where this type of clock used to elicit sweet nostalgia in the past, it’s generating dark hatred and cravings for revenge now.

	“Come,” Raven whispers. Justin turns around and follows her down the stairs. They arrive at the basement door, and Raven starts jumbling around in her hoody’s pouch. She retrieves the homemade fingerprint and points it at Justin while sporting a cheeky little smile.

	“What else do you have in there?” Justin says and points toward her abdominal area.

	Raven doesn’t reply. Instead, she pushes the black coat hanging from the rack to the side to reveal the biometric scanner. She places the fingerprint cast on the scanner, and an electronic lock releases its clutch on the reinforced door.

	The azure light entering the staircase from the bottom illuminates the concrete staircase with a ghostlike blueish hue. “Give me my gun back,” Justin demands.

	Raven pauses and turns around, her stunning eyes taking full advantage of the additional blue tint in the light.

	“No way,” she replies and turns around.

	Justin grabs her by the shoulder and gyrates her toward him.

	“You have that brain-zapper thing, don’t you? I have nothing. Give me back my gun, now!”

	Raven pauses again and then lifts her top to access the revolver’s handle. She hands the gun over to Justin and retrieves the black cylindrical object from the pouch. Justin takes the revolver, glances at it briefly, and then shoves it down the back of his jeans.

	“Thanks. What is that thing?” Justin asks as they continue their descent. “I mean, how does it work?”

	“It is called a nurupter, or neurupter, something like that. Brian said that it sends out electromagnetic waves that disrupt specific neurological signals in the brain. Quite genius if you ask me. It even has intensity settings. I don’t know why they don’t put this on the market for women to defend themselves with.”

	“Because women like you would end up zapping innocent people like me, that’s why.”

	Raven stops at the bottom of the stairs and swings her body to face Justin squarely. Her thin brows are furrowed, and her eyes are wild.

	“I had to do it. You wouldn’t have believed me otherwise. And besides, don’t you think you deserved it?”

	“What the hell did I do?”

	“You walked out on me, Justin! You were my friend, my best friend. The shit we went through in Mountain View.” She swallows. “And you just abandoned me. You threw our relationship in the fucking gutter as if it were nothing, just like Albert did. That’s why you deserved it!” Raven’s bottom lip quivers and her eyes are glazed.

	Justin drops his eyes to the floor. He knew the time would come to apologize for ghosting her, but he had no idea she carried so much resentment toward him. Enough even to compromise whatever mission they are currently on.

	“Look, Raven, you’re right. I’m sorry. There’s a lot we need to talk about still. Nothing I can say justifies my past behavior, and if I could, I would go back in time and change all of that. You’re right. I was wrong. I was wrong for walking out on you, and I was wrong for ignoring you ever since. I really am sorry. But can we talk about this later?”

	Raven’s bowline relaxes, and she drops her gaze down toward the black object in her hand, squeezed so hard that her fingers are hurting now. “Later then,” she mumbles and turns around. “Well, follow me. You ready?”

	Justin nods, and they enter the lab. It is precisely like Justin pictured in his mind when Raven explained it. Rows of glass cabinets hosting stacks of servers with soft blinking lights occupy the left side of the double-volume basement.

	To the right is a row of computer terminals, screens, keyboards, and other flickering tech gadgets unknown to Justin. Everything you would expect to find in the basement of a tech god with too much splash cash. Out in the front, dimly illuminated by lights sunken in the concrete ceiling, is an object, unlike anything Justin had seen before.

	“There. Behind the machine,” Raven whispers and points toward the mammoth machine at the back of the basement.

	The bottom part consists of a smooth, gunmetal spherical cap, about eight yards in diameter and 7 feet high. On top of that, partially sunken into the bottom spherical foundation is a complete sphere about 12 feet in diameter. The color matches the bottom section, but the exterior is not as smooth. Instead, a maze of fine lines, presumably circuits, cover the exterior of the sphere, reminding Justin of a darker, miniature version of a Death Star. The center sphere sinks into another spherical cap attached to the concrete ceiling, identical in size and shape to the one at the bottom. Five curved metallic pillars, equally spaced, surround the strange, curvy structure, looking like shiny fingers stretching out from the concrete floor.

	“What the hell is this?” Justin whispers and stretches his hand out to touch one of the metallic fingers.

	“Don’t touch it,” Raven says and slaps his hand. “Here, behind the machine.”

	Above their heads, at the back of the massive, middle sphere, is a spherical cavity with a seven-foot radius. The cavity’s interior is smooth and coal-black, with no circuits like the exterior. Next to the massive machine is a scaffold-like structure on wheels, with steps leading to a platform that extends beyond the structure itself. Justin presumes that this structure allows Brian access to the central cavity above.

	“There. Look,” Raven says and points toward the back wall of the basement behind the machine.

	Justin freezes as the floodgates of fear and confusion open in his mind.

	The photo on Raven’s phone wasn’t fake. There it is, now in full view, breathing life into his worst nightmare.
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	The tinted blue light from the ceiling gives the concrete wall behind the machine an eerie, cold glow, making the black silhouette appear like an apparition that has materialized through the wall. It’s hanging lifelessly from the wall, deprived of flesh and bone, but its eyes are staring deep into Justin’s soul.

	Justin steps closer cautiously and touches its black skin. It reminds him of the stingray he’d felt at the aquarium at Pine Knoll Shores. He turns his gaze from the skin toward the black oval-shaped eyes in the head. His pointed index finger moves closer to one of the eyes cautiously as if he’s afraid that the thing might leap forward and bite his finger off. But it won’t. It’s dead and harmless. There’s nothing supernatural about it at all.

	“It’s some kind of suit. Or a costume. Why would he have this?” Justin says while dragging his index finger over the hard, black eye. 

	“Don’t you get it? He puts it on when he goes in there,” Raven says and points toward the cavity within the dark sphere. “It was him all along, Justin. He’s managed to conquer and manipulate time. Think about it. Think of the night in the boiler room. Why would a bloodthirsty demon appear out of nowhere and hurt those boys but leave us unharmed? That night of the accident when I shot my father. It was there… outside the window in the rain. It was Brian. He was trying to help. And afterward, the times I saw that fucking thing in the shadows. It was him. It all made sense when I saw this. That’s when I realized why I felt so uneasy around him. It was his scent. My subconscious knew it all along, but it just couldn’t convey the message. I believe my subconscious mind recognized him through his scent, composure, and mannerisms during the times he entered my life, and that’s why it generated such primal, aggressive drives to confront him. It all makes sense to me now.”

	Justin’s eyes remain fixed on the suit while digesting Raven’s words. He could never figure out why the demonic apparition didn’t hurt the three of them. But if it was Brian, why wouldn’t he kill Tommy first? Why allow the T-Rex to live? But then, the complications regarding time travel tighten their grip around Justin’s reasoning.

	He turns to Raven with a scowl. “It can’t be.” Justin’s rational capacity is firing back with everything it has. 

	“Forget what your consciousness is doing now. Try to listen to your gut. Think about all the strange rumors about him, the mysterious shit that’s been going on. The conspiracy theories and all of that. Now let’s pretend that he has a way to manipulate time, wearing that suit, sneaking in, armed with his neurupter thing, and sneaking out again. Can you honestly tell me that it doesn’t add up?”

	Justin stares vacantly at Raven’s glossy eyes for a moment and then buries his face in his hands. “It can’t be. It just can’t be. What about the victims from the past? This thing has been documented throughout history by different cultures from all over the world. For thousands of years. How does that add up? Tell me. Why would Brian go back thousands of years to kill a teenage girl in Turkey, for instance?”

	“I don’t know. I haven’t figured it out yet, and there’s plenty that doesn’t make sense. But at least the occurrences in our lives make sense to me now,” Raven says and studies Justin’s face. The light humming from the computers and the cooling systems takes center stage as Justin remains silent.

	“No. It doesn’t. What about my sister? Her drawings, her explanations. It was that thing over there. But it wasn’t Brian. Why would he… why would he murder my sister and send my life down the shitter? Why would—” Justin stops and clenches his jaw.

	“Predestination,” Raven whispers, and Justin nods slowly. “If all of this is true, then he has the power to change everything. He could alter our past… keep all of us out of Mountain View. Our lives could’ve been different, but they shouldn’t be. The butterfly effect.”

	“I need to know what’s going on. I’m losing my mind here. There must be more to this than just predestination. And if he’s really responsible for killing my sister, which directly led to the deaths of my mother and father, and sending me to fucking Mountain View, then he dies tonight. Come,” Justin says and strides off toward the basement entrance.

	“Where are you going?” Raven trots to catch up with Justin.

	Mid-stride, he turns over his shoulder. “We’re going to wake up our old friend. He has some explaining to do.”

	“Wait!” Raven yells. “Even if we can get him out of his slumber, do you think he’ll just confess to everything? Let’s check out his computer first. Maybe there’s something useful in there.”

	Justin pauses and turns around. “Okay. I guess it’s worth a shot.”

	Raven sits down and unlocks the computer using the fake thumb on the biometrics access pad. She squints while reading all the folder names, but nothing seems useful to her. “It’ll take us hours to go through everything. I mean, look at all of this! It’s mostly just technical stuff.”

	Justin scans through the folders that look as if it was written in another language. Raven is right. It appears like schematics, code files, and technical jargon that is way beyond them.

	“Hang on. Scientists keep records of their experiments, don’t they?”

	Raven turns around and smiles. “Recordings. Videos,” she says and enters a search for video files. The computer obliges and splatters the screen with hundreds of folders containing video files. Raven filters the search, ranks the files in alphabetical order, and then points at a file at the top of the screen. “Chronos.”

	After clicking the icon, the pair stare at the content of the folder, deprived of breathing and the ability to blink.

	Justin slowly shakes his head and points at the video called Turkey 8212 BC 1.

	Raven nods and clicks on the file.
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	The video was shot from a first-person point of view. From the height and angle, it seems like the camera was about eye level. They didn’t see a camera protruding from the suit, which means that the recording device must be situated in the lenses.

	The imagery is black and white, presumably a night vision function of the camera, and it’s now showing a young girl with disheveled black hair lying under some kind of animal pelt on the floor.

	The video stops.

	“What the fuck is this?” Raven says and exits the video player.

	“Try the next one,” Justin says and points at the video named Turkey 8212 BC 2.

	It’s the same scenery, but this time, the camera moves closer to the girl's face. It pans to the right where two adults are snoring on the ground, also under animal pelts. The camera pans back to the girl, who’s now staring at the camera with widened eyes. She gasps, but then her jaw drops, and her face goes limp. Her droopy eyes remain fixed on the camera. A black hand appears on the screen and reaches out to her face. The girl remains motionless and numb as the black finger pushes back a strand of hair from her forehead. The video stops. Raven closes the player, but just before she can click on the next video, Justin grips her shoulder. “My God, Raven. Look at the other folders.”

	Raven runs her fingers over the folders. “Turkey 8212 BC, Egypt 2311 BC, London 1284, Salem 1691, New York—”

	“They are chapters from the Sam Mitchell book I had that night in the basement. Tales of the Night Hag: The History of Sleep Paralysis. But only the first eight. Look at the rest!”

	Justin and Raven both feel the blood rushing from their faces as they see their own names appearing amongst the other files. “Raven and Justin. Mountain View 1998.” Raven’s voice cracks as she clicks on it.

	They can barely make out what is happening on the dark screen, although it’s clear that the camera is indeed moving. Suddenly, more light appears on the screen. It’s a face. A boy with his eyes closed.

	“That’s me,” Justin whispers. “That’s me sleeping in my bed in Mountain View.” And just as he finishes his sentence, the screen shudders and turns black. Again, there’s movement, and another face appears in the twilight of the screen. This time it’s Raven.

	“No,” she whispers as she notices a black hand slowly reaching toward her face. As the fingers brush away strands of blonde hair from the sleeping teenager’s face, her eyes pop open, and she gasps for air. The camera jerks backward, and just as the girl is about to scream, her body fumbles back onto the bed as if it had just been switched off. The camera pans closer, and the video ends with Raven’s droopy eyes staring deep into the camera.

	The video cuts out abruptly.

	Justin’s face has paled to a ghostly white. “He's been stalking us all our lives.” He turns over to Raven and sees a tear running down her cheek. She nods and then exits the file and the folder.

	The confused lines on Raven’s face deepen as she scans the other countless unfamiliar file names, but a few do strike some well-known chords.

	Jim Morrison 1971, President Warren Harding 1923, Sarah Miller (Mother)…

	“Wait. There, look!” Justin says and points toward the Sarah Miller folder. Raven clicks on it and scans the various files. “The last one,” Justin instructs and points at the file named ‘Justice to the unjust.’

	Raven plays the video at 2x speed. A woman is heading over a lawn in the distance and dropping some kind of basket off at the entrance of Mountain View. She runs back to her car and then drives off. The next moment, the camera is recording from the backseat of a car while the same woman is smoking a cigarette in the driver’s seat. Raven readjusts the playing speed to 0.5. In slow motion, they observe the woman’s head falling to the side and her hands dropping from the steering wheel. Raven leans closer to the computer screen.

	“There, look,” she says and points at the rearview mirror. The face of the black demon becomes illuminated by the approaching vehicles lights, and then it disappears. The video stops immediately after that.

	The two remain silent for a moment.

	“He killed his own mother,” Justin says slowly.

	“I think that was just the start. That is where he got his first kick. I mean, look at the rest here. Oh no. Justin—” Raven turns around to face Justin, who is already staring at what she’s referring to.

	Princess Diana 1997, Emily Scott 1991…

	“That’s my sister. Open it,” Justin whispers, but then his peripheral vision detects something on the right.

	“You’re not supposed to be here,” Brian says as he appears at the bottom of the stairs. He’s spooked and shirtless, and the pistol pointing toward them is shaking in his right hand.

	 


Chapter 44

	2029 San Francisco, CA

	 

	Justin raises his open palms to his shoulders, and Raven follows suit while she slowly rises from the chair. With his bewildered eyes locked on Justin, Brian keeps the trembling 9 mm pointed in Justin’s direction with his finger tapping on the trigger. His pale skin seems almost translucent in the light blue hue of the basement.

	“Take it easy, Albert,” Justin says and steps backward. His peripheral vision catches Raven in a similar submissive pose to the right behind him.

	“Brian. My name is Brian now.”

	“Brian, right. What’s going on here, Brian?”

	“You’re in my lab illegally. You’re trespassing, which gives me the right to shoot you. That’s what’s going on,” Brian says and moves his gaze toward Raven. “I’m disappointed, Raven. Why would you do this?”

	“Me? I’m on trial here? You’re the fucking murderer,” Raven screams.

	Justin whips his head over his shoulder and flashes a fast frown at her. Brian is clearly on edge, and Raven’s outburst is not doing the situation any favors.

	“I did what I had to do to protect our existence. I’m no less a murderer than the president, who orders his troops to defend his country from an invasion. There’ll always be collateral damage when the stakes are high.”

	“So, the machine works. You were the demon from the shadows all along,” Justin says with a surprising tone of calmness.

	Brian shakes his head. “This isn’t a movie, Justin. I’m not the villain, and you two aren’t the heroes.” He pauses and steps forward, coming within fifteen yards from Justin. “There’ll be no long confession and no miraculous escape. As far as I could see online, you’re still supposed to be in Los Angeles. None of your acquaintances know where you really are. It makes it easier for me.”

	Justin frowns. “What are you talking about?”

	“I’m sorry it had to end this way, Justin. There are bigger things at play here. Our very existence depends on it. You shouldn’t have come here,” Brian says, lifting the gun higher and closing his left eye.

	Justin feels a sudden surge of pain as Raven’s nails slice over his lower back.

	Raven grabs the revolver tucked in his pants, shoulders Justin’s hip to move him out of the way, and fires two rounds from a squatting position.

	Justin staggers to the side and capitulates into a hunch as the explosions from the gun’s barrel reverberate through the basement. One bullet cracks the wall next to the staircase opening, and the other hits a concrete step behind Brian. Brian fires three shots back and scurries toward the shelter of the labyrinth of server stacks.

	Raven runs toward a passage giving access to the maze of glass-boxed servers, followed by Justin close on her heels. They squat down at the intersection of two rows, stifling their breathing through their noses to keep the noise levels lower than the hypnotic humming of the computers inside the glass enclosures.

	Raven looks over her shoulder and sees another opening five yards away behind them. She shoves the gun flat against Justin's chest and nods toward the opening behind them. He fumbles for the gun and tiptoes backward while she retrieves the neurupter, clutching it firmly in her hand. She adjusts her balance and peers around the corner.

	Both flinch as Brian’s voice breaks the silence. “There’s only one way out of here. I have about fifteen bullets left, and you have four. Do the math.” Brian’s voice seems to come from everywhere. Justin peers around the corner but sees nothing apart from tiny flashing lights behind glass panels. “I don’t want to hurt you, Raven. Come to me with the gun above your head.”

	“And Justin? You gonna kill him just like you killed his sister?”

	“I did what I had to do, Raven. You must believe me. I had no choice.  There’s an honorable motive behind it all.”

	“Like what? Your ego? Or your desire to hurt defenseless girls? You sick fuck!” Raven screams in a crackling voice.

	“Raven,” Justin whispers and places his index finger over his pursed lips. He needs to calm her down and keep her focused on their current situation if they are to survive it. It’s ironic, seeing that Justin usually had to keep Albert calm whenever he was in a squabble with Raven.

	“You don’t know what’s going on, Raven. Come to me. I’ll explain it all. You’re destined to be by my side. You and I can change this world together.”

	“How? By murdering everybody in it? I’ve seen your collection of videos, you know!”

	“You don’t understand, Raven. The bigger picture, Raven, that’s—” Brian abruptly ends his own monologue.

	Raven closes her eyes. His voice seemed to come from a few yards away, but she’s still uncertain about the direction. She reflects on their position and the slim odds of making it out of the basement alive. Her eyes open slowly, and they move over her shoulder toward Justin through strands of disheveled black hair. Justin turns his head toward her, his eyes bulging from his head, the revolver firmly gripped with two hands. Then, Raven detects movement behind Justin’s head. In the blue twilight, the pistol’s barrel appears around the glass corner. Justin freezes as the cold metal pushes against his scalp.

	“I’m sorry, Justin,” Brian whispers. He’s partially obstructed from Raven’s view, but she can see his gun firmly pushed against Justin’s head.

	Justin closes his eyes.

	Raven gasps as the rows of servers behind the two men become out of focus as if a circular translucent sheet of plastic dropped from the ceiling. In a fraction of a second, the air behind them begins to shiver, like a sudden breeze tickling the surface of a tranquil lake, followed by a ripple that expands from the center.

	After the atmosphere sheds the disturbance, Raven observes the shoulder and arm of a pitch-black silhouette behind Brian. Before Brian can swing his gun toward the phantom intruder, Brian’s whole body goes limp and slams into the concrete floor. The thud of his body hitting the concrete and the smack of the gun on the hard surface causes Justin to spin around just in time to see a ripple in the air, contracting to a single point.

	And then it’s gone.

	Brian begins to moan on the floor and turns his head to the side. Justin leaps over his body and grabs the pistol from the floor. He points both guns at Brian, who is starting to regain consciousness.

	Justin turns his head toward Raven, who’s sitting flat on the ground with her back against the glass. “What the hell just happened now?”

	Raven stares back in dismay. Unable to speak, she slowly shakes her head.

	 


Chapter 45

	2029 San Francisco, CA

	 

	The labyrinth of glass and electronics continues its low-frequency hum, interrupted only by groans coming from the floor. Justin is frozen like an action hero on a movie poster: silent, motionless, with two guns pointing toward the floor where Brian is stirring out of his paralysis.

	Raven regains her composure and pushes herself off the floor. Without saying a word, she strides over to Brian, bends down, and points the neurupter at his skull. His body goes limp, and the groans grow silent.

	“What’re you doing?” Justin whispers.

	“I need to think, and I can’t do that while I’m worried about what he might do next. Let’s tie him up. Help me.” Raven pulls Brian’s hands above his head, but Justin steps closer and lays his hand on her shoulder.

	“What just happened, Raven? I saw a ripple. Did it… What happened?”

	“It was there, yes. Right behind you. It appeared from a ripple and disappeared again the same way.”

	“But… Brian is that thing. But Brian was right here. So, who or what was that?”

	“I don’t know. We can figure that out later. It’s gone now—I think. Help me before he wakes up again.”

	Justin slides both guns down his lower back, adjusts his belt to ensure they are secured, and picks up both of Brian’s limp legs.

	“Over there,” Raven says, pointing her eyes toward a gap in the server row leading to the open space. “We’ll tie him up on one of those chairs by the computers.”

	They slide his U-shaped limp body over the concrete floor out from the server maze to the rows of computer terminals and gadgets. Raven guides them to a foldable steel chair, standing next to one of the high-back recliners. “That one will do.”

	“Shit,” Justin whispers and points his eyes at the computer terminal they were using before Brian showed up. Two monitors are shattered, and a hole is now clearly visible in the mini server stack adjacent to the two screens.

	Justin drops Brian’s legs and sidles over to help Raven raise Brian by the shoulders until he’s seated on the chair. Raven scans the room and sees a coil of black plastic-coated wiring lying on the top next to one of the keyboards. Just as they finish securing Brian’s hands and feet, he begins to stir. A driblet of drool dangles from his jawline and then lands on one of the tribal tattoos on his chest.

	“Don’t worry. I’m sure we can access those files from one of the other terminals. But we have something better than videos now,” she says, pointing at the incapacitated shirtless man in the chair.

	Raven rolls one of the high recliner chairs closer to Brian and falls back into it. “Give me his gun,” she says and extends her hand palm up toward Justin.

	Justin takes out the pistol and hands it to her. “Do you know how to use one of these?” He rolls another chair closer.

	Raven turns around and points the gun in the direction of the staircase. A loud bang escapes the gun, followed by a crack in the concrete wall next to the opening of the stairs.

	“Jesus, Raven,” Justin says while straightening himself out from his reflex hunch.

	“Yup. Like riding a bike,” she says and returns her aim toward Brian, who is squinting and groaning once more. “Seems like our boy is waking up again.”

	Justin and Raven, both pointing their guns at Brian, wait in anticipation for him to regain his full consciousness. Brian begins blinking and finally stabilizes his swaying head.

	“What happened?” Brian whispers.

	“I was hoping you could tell us. Who was that? The other thing back there.”

	“I… I don’t know,” Brian says and licks his lips. He opens his eyes and glances over the two guns pointing toward him.

	“There’s no way out. You’re tied up, and we have both guns and the neuro-whatever,” Justin says.

	“So what? You’re gonna kill me? Is that it? And then what?” Brian grunts and shakes his head.

	Justin clears his throat and adjusts himself in his chair. “How’s your headache, Brian? It stings a little afterward, doesn’t it? Brilliant invention, by the way. Not so much fun when you’re on the receiving end, right?”

	Brian remains motionless and silent, with his eyes fixed on the floor.

	“We want to know exactly what’s going on down here. Like you said, nobody knows I’m here. Your guards are sleeping, and even if they wake up, they know better than to disturb the mighty Brian, right? So, we can sit here for hours, paralyze you to the point of suffocation, resuscitate you, and do it all over again. Or you can just tell us what we want to hear.” Justin leans over and rests the gun on his knee. He studies Brian’s face, but Brian’s eyes remain glued to the concrete floor. “Raven, if you will?”

	Raven retrieves the small black cylindrical object from her pouch and points it at Brian.

	“No, don’t. Raven! Stop. Okay, okay—”

	“Who or what was that thing that appeared behind the servers?” Justin says and points his gun at the glass boxes.

	“I don’t know.”

	“Raven? Go ahead.”

	“I don’t know! I swear I don’t!” Brian screams while arching his body and jerking his head back.

	Justin stares at Raven with a frown, and with a shake of his head, she pulls back her arm.

	“Are there more machines like that?” Justin asks while pointing the gun at the otherworldly spherical monstrosity at the back of the basement.

	“No. There’s only one.”

	“Then it can do what Raven says. You can go back in time with that thing. How does it work? I want to—” Justin is interrupted by Brian’s giggling. “What’s so funny?”

	“Do you really think that I’ll tell you how it works? And even if I did, do you think you’d understand any of it? It would be like explaining calculus to a cockroach.”

	“Then explain it to me as if I were a cockroach. If not, well…” Justin notices Brian’s hands fidgeting behind the chair. “You’re wasting your time.”

	Brian stops wriggling his hands, realizing that they had enough time to tie the knot properly, and there doesn’t seem to be any room to wriggle loose. He sighs and nods slowly. Justin pivots his head and bounces his eyes toward Raven and back toward Brian, who seems frozen.

	“And? We’re all ears.”

	“You need to understand that I never planned for this.” Brian shakes his head once more and continues. “My role in all of this… It’s predestined. We all have different roles and influences in life, but some have more important roles to fulfill. Some people will never realize that—they just go about living their lives. Humans are cursed with consciousness and an insatiable thirst for discovery, but we don’t have the capacity to truly understand…”

	Justin lifts his gun and taps it on top of Brian’s head. “Listen, Brian. We’re not here for a philosophy lecture. Get to the point.”

	Brian slowly turns his head toward Justin and glares at him with unblinking eyes. “I’m getting to it,” he hisses through gritted teeth and locks his eyes on the concrete floor again. “Today the world is flat, and your religion attests to this. Tomorrow it’s round, and your beliefs are flipped upside down. Today we’re the center of the universe, and tomorrow we find out we’re on the big merry-go-round, circling a massive ball of fire. After I made the theoretical discovery of what we are capable of, I decided to shelter those lucky people that can accept the world for what they believe it is from the truth. To allow them to continue living their lives in, shall we say, blissful ignorance. That’s why, although this invention was meant to revolutionize the metaverse and how we perceive the world, after discovering its capabilities, I refrained from doing so.

	“My invention proved that time and space, as we perceived it, is an illusion. Or what you would perceive an illusion to be. I didn’t come up with the concept, by the way. I just proved it. Gerard’t Hooft was the first one to theorize the holographic principle.”

	“You’re losing me,” Raven says.

	“Imagine a holographic projection,” Brian says and pauses.

	Justin’s mind takes him back to Los Angeles, and he vividly recalls the Coca-Cola bottle spinning in the air above the subway station.

	“Now, you see the images floating in the air, but they must come from somewhere. Information flows from a certain point and is distributed to become what you see. Now, what if we could retrace those images back down to their source? Black holes are like smudges on the lens of the projector. Well, that’s not true at all, but it will make more sense that way to you. We can’t see beyond them, but that doesn’t mean that the information behind them doesn’t exist.

	“My goal was simply to go closer to the source and inspect the light beyond the smudge.” Brian bobs his head, trying to indicate the parentheses that his tied-up hands can’t. “Or what I like to call time viewing. In my wildest dreams, I would never have imagined that time manipulation was possible.”

	“So, if you managed to master time, how come you didn’t see us coming?” Justin asks.

	“Even with my breakthroughs, I’m still only beginning to understand the concept of time. What I know now could change tomorrow. Time is like going with a canoe and a lantern through a cave. You see what’s happening right now around you, but in the dark stretches of the cave behind you, those details become lost in the ether. If you want to, you can turn your canoe around and go back to explore those areas again, but it’s impossible for you to jump forward. And to come back to the hologram, you can’t see the next image of it as the information has not left the source yet.”

	Justin frowns and interrupts Brian’s confusing confession. “Well, what about Einstein’s proven theory of space-time and speed and all that? I mean, that’s a fact, and you talked our ears off about it as a kid. What did you say again? If you fly at the speed of light for three years, then five years would’ve passed on Earth.”

	“Yes. That’s like you leaving the room and coming back to see the new images on the hologram. The old ones are gone. But, as I said, it is impossible to view future events that have not occurred yet. Well, maybe for now. Who knows? But my discovery led to viewing past occurrences. I wanted to create a little peephole in space-time where humanity could use the metaverse to experience past events as they unfolded. The truth of our history, the good and the bad. It was by mere accident that I discovered that objects could interact with information closer to the source and return to their normal state in the present without altering the current reality. That’s if they don’t interfere. But I realized humanity is not ready for this information or the capabilities of my machine. At first, I contemplated destroying my work, but then I made another discovery.

	“I learned that I had a role in fulfilling that which would safeguard our reality. My destiny, as a time guardian, is to oversee historical events unfold as they were destined to become. Predestination, if you will. If not, then it would change the holographic perception, so to speak, of current existence. In other words, my job is to guard the fabric of our time, our reality. It wasn’t something I chose but rather was chosen for. I believe it’s only a matter of time before other scientists stumble upon the same discovery, but it’s my duty to prevent their inventions from seeing the light of day. Humanity just isn’t ready for this kind of power.”

	“Evo-X…” Justin whispers. “It was you. You caused that explosion in Los Angeles. Evo-X. That was you. I saw the file on your computer too. And James Edgar? I read about him in the news and then saw the video file just now. That was you too.”

	“You have no idea the type of fire Evo-X was playing with. Them and our government… tech that could cause the deaths of thousands, maybe even millions.”

	“And Edgar?” Justin asks, struggling hard now to contain the geyser of rage within.

	“James Edgar was an addict and on the precipice of death. It was only a matter of time before he overdosed. His death was a neglectable pixel in the picture of the greater good.”

	“You’re playing God now, is that it? Why don’t you go back and kill Hitler or prevent 9/11, for instance?” Raven asks.

	“It’s not that easy. Imagine a whip. If I take the tip of the whip, let’s say two inches from the tip, and I flick it one inch up and down. The tip would only move up and down by one inch. If I move my hand all the way back to the handle and flick it with the same effort, the tip will fly many feet through the air. So is the disturbance of time. If I go back and change something an hour ago, the disturbance to our current reality is almost undetectable. Disturbances in our reality happen all the time, mostly by natural causes. In fact, we experience those fluctuations as déjà vu. But the farther you go back in time, the more severe the effect is on our current reality. A drastic change like killing Hitler would shatter the space-time in between, creating an abrupt end to our reality. The risks are therefore too significant.”

	“But these are just theories. You don’t really know. I mean, you said yourself that you don’t understand it all,” Raven says. Since Brian began revealing his omniscient role in the existence of the world, Raven’s old faithful issues rose to the surface again. Just another man drowning in his own delusion of power.

	“I don’t believe it’s worth the risk,” Brian replies tersely.

	Justin lifts his head, stares at Brian for a brief moment, and steps into Brian’s full view.

	“Not worth the risk? But it was worth it to go back and kill those boys! And all the other shit we saw on your computer. You went back and tortured many of those people for the hell of it. And how about my sister? You tortured and killed my sister and destroyed my life! You sick fuck!” Justin screams and bashes Brian on the nose.

	Brian’s head bounces back while the chair screeches as it inches to the rear. Justin follows up with a swing from the left, sinking his knuckles in the soft skin below Brian’s jawbone. Brian’s head bobs to the right. Justin stands back, his whole upper body moving up and down as he catches his breath. A fine line of blood runs out of Brian’s nose and over his lips.

	“I had no choice. It was predestination. Those things had already happened by the time I invented the machine, and I had to go back and complete those roles, as horrible as they were. If I chose not to go back and do it, it would’ve created a massive disturbance in the past, and the error in this equation would shatter the timeline. I realized this the moment I received the suit. A private contractor, who was under the impression that it was military armor, designed that suit. He didn’t know anything about my real project. When he handed me the suit, I recognized its design looked exactly the same as the demon that evening in the boiler room when we were kids. Instantly, I realized what had happened and what I was supposed to do. I didn’t choose this role. It chose me.

	“It was always my destiny to do the things I did. If I chose to ignore my calling, it would disrupt the flow of time and separate our existence from reality. Everything would just stop being. I had no joy doing the things I did.”

	“You had no joy in hurting those boys?” Justin asks.

	Brian spits a glob of blood to the floor and raises his cold eyes under his furrowed brows up toward Justin. “Killing those boys? Those poor innocent boys? Don’t you remember what they did to us, to all the other kids? I hated the other roles I had to fulfill to complete the puzzle, but I took great joy from ridding the world of those monsters.”

	“I don’t get it. Why did you kill Joe and Connor but not Tommy?”

	“Again, it was something that I had to do because that is what predestination does. But I understand why it must be that way. Tommy had to suffer more. A swift death was undeserving.”

	“Hold on,” Justin interrupts. “I went to see Tommy, and the nurse told me that Tommy sometimes screams your name at night. Do you still go back and torture him in his room? While he’s in that state?”

	“An eternity of torture is not sufficient punishment for him.”

	“So you are God now, right? Handing out blessings and punishments as you see fit?” Raven asks with tears in her eyes.

	“I never wanted it to be this way. I’m only doing what is required to keep our existence from collapsing. I must confess, the Tommy part is a treat, a reward for my hard work.”

	Raven pauses and then shakes her head, trying to regain focus. “Again, you said it yourself. You don’t know all there is to know about time and reality. For all we know, if you never went back, perhaps our memories would just have been instantly replaced by the lives we would’ve had without your intervention. Perhaps we just experience a little déjà vu like you said, and everything continues like it was supposed to be. A life without Mountain View.”

	Brian remains quiet for a second. “The stakes are too high to gamble with a theory like that. Also, you don’t know the truth about Mountain View, if only…”

	“It’s not about protecting the world, Brian. Your narcissism made you blind, hungry for control, and starving for power. You enjoyed the feeling of power, didn’t you? The feeling of playing God. That’s what drove you.” Raven’s voice is crackling as her emotions run riot. She’d been listening attentively, but deep inside, she was still hoping that there was some higher power at play. Perhaps Brian would confess to opening a gateway to some demonic world that infiltrated our time, our space. But it was just him. A disturbed, lonely boy with a powerful toy.

	“It’s not like that. I have a duty. This is my destiny. And whether you like it or not, both of you played a role in helping me fulfill it.”

	“What? What the hell are you talking about? We didn’t know what sick shit you were secretly up to,” Raven yells back at him.

	“No, but you’re the messengers of predestination. Think about it. You gave me the roadmap to filling the gaps, Justin. The book from the basement, Tales of the Night Hag, that was my point of departure. I knew where to start with my journey of filling the holes throughout time. Also, if you didn’t tell me about the events that transpired in your lives, I wouldn’t have known that I should go there. You sent me where I needed to go.”

	“You fucking monster!” Raven yells and leaps up from her seat. “And what about the other people on your video recordings? Nobody ever reported anything about a moving shadow when Princess Diana died. What the fuck were you doing there then?”

	Brian turns his gaze to Justin and back toward Raven. The corner of his bloody mouth begins to curl upward. “Nobody ever said there wasn’t a moving shadow in the car either.”

	Silence accompanies the low humming and wheezing of the servers and cooling fans once more.

	Justin closes his eyes for a second and shakes his head slowly. He opens his eyes and stares emotionlessly at Brian. “So not everything is about protecting our timeline. It’s also sadistic joy, isn’t it? I knew from the minute you started talking that this is about more than predestination.”

	Brian opens his mouth and then closes it again. “It was about predestination.” His face twists into a sour expression as he spits his next words out. “But I got plenty of pleasure too, just like I will when I get out of here and watch you… ugh…” Brian’s whole body goes limp again after Raven stuns him with the neurupter. She paces away from Justin and Brian toward the gigantic ominous machine.

	Justin calls after her, but she ignores him and keeps walking. Justin leaps from the chair, sprints after her, and seizes her by the elbow midstride. “Raven! Where are you going?”

	She spins around, tears running from her face. “He ruined our lives… and their lives,” she screams and points at the busted computer. “And who knows how many more lives that we don’t even know about.” She breaks down crying, her body shuddering uncontrollably.

	Justin embraces her, clasping his hand gently over the back of her head while her tears soak his shoulder. “Albert is no longer with us. And this Brian guy must die tonight,” Justin says, looking over Raven’s shoulder at Brian, stirring and moaning in his chair.

	 


Chapter 46

	San Francisco, CA

	 

	“Do you think he’s—” Justin pauses and tilts his head to inspect Brian’s face. “He’s taking longer to recover than before.” Justin leans forward from his chair and pokes Brian on his tattooed shoulder, causing him to groan while his eyelids begin to flutter like someone in a REM dream state.

	Raven shrugs. “I think it depends on the settings and how long you activate the neurupter for someone to die of asphyxiation, like his victims. But I think repetitive short bursts of the neurupter over the long term isn’t gentle to the brain either.”

	Justin gives Brian’s shoulder another shove, hard this time, causing his heavy head to swing like a pendulum. As his head comes to rest in the center, a spaghetti string of drool stretches from his lower lip and drops on the dried blood splatter on his chest. The red dots on Brian’s tattooed chest remind Justin of the black and white city map in his office with its red location marker pins.

	Justin’s concern about Brian’s condition grows with every passing minute. His extended unconsciousness granted them enough time to discuss what they should do next, but they still needed more information from him to execute their plan.

	Brian must be permanently neutralized, but therein lies the challenge. Alerting the authorities is out of the question. First, Justin has intruded into the billionaire’s home, and he and Raven were both complicit in drugging him and torturing him, which would definitely mean jail time for both.

	But more importantly, informing the authorities would expose Brian’s dangerous technology, and it could end up in the wrong hands. If what Brian was saying were true, then the bizarre machine, quietly lurking in the back of the lab, could be the most powerful weapon ever constructed. It’s an easy decision—both Brian and his tech must disappear.

	But they need more information from Brian to execute their plan, and if he remains in a vegetative state, the one plan they have will fail before getting the opportunity to execute it.

	“Brian! Wake up!” Justin yells while patting him with the back of his hand on the cheek repetitively.

	Brian forces his heavy eyelids open, his white eyeballs barely visible through the tiny slits. “Wake up! You’re not done yet.”

	“Don't… don’t do it again. You’ll kill me,” Brian mumbles through his semi-sedated lips.

	“If you put all the cards on the table, we can negotiate your release. If not, well, I have a funny feeling that you know all too well what happens if we continue zapping you.”

	“What do you want to know? I told you everything—”

	“We want to know how you operate that machine.”

	Brian coughs, his face contorting in pain. “Forget it. You want to go back and reset the past. But you can’t. You will destroy everything. Just go ahead and kill me now because there’s no way in hell I’ll ever tell you how to use it.”

	Justin studies Brian’s face with care and detects a look of concern in his eyes. Nervousness, perhaps. It could be caused by the realization that another zap is around the corner, or maybe, something else.

	“Is it hooked up to Slikr?”

	“No. I changed the whole program when I discovered its power and possibilities. Even just the viewing part would raise too many questions. So, I altered the entire system for traveling purposes only… for me and nobody else.”

	“Wait, if you’re the only one that knows how to operate the machine and it’s not connected, then who or what was the shadow that took you down?”

	“I told you, I don’t know what happened back there.”

	“Is there another suit?”

	Brian shakes his head slowly. “There’s only one suit, and yes, the operator needs it. It prevents one from getting crushed, and the suit’s light absorption qualities allow for minimal field disturbance as you transcend. The headpiece is also filled with neurosensory equipment for navigation purposes. Initially, when I was experimenting with non-human subjects, I used the container you probably saw back there. It does exactly the same as the suit, but without the navigation capabilities.”

	Justin squints as he reflects on the shocking moment when he saw the suit hanging from the wall earlier. He remembers the peculiar black sarcophagus on the floor but thought nothing of it. That means that there’s a way to travel with a companion after all. A tick in one of the dependency boxes of their plan.

	But why would Brian reveal all of this information to them if he’s against them using the machine in the first place? And then Justin realizes what Brian is doing.

	He’s bragging.

	Although he probably won’t tell them how to operate this revolutionary piece of tech, he still wants them to admire him for his divine creation. He was doing the same earlier when he was elevating himself and his role as ‘guarding of predestination.' Just a sad, discarded boy seeking validation while trying to justify the evil that’s devouring him from within.

	“So, I don’t know who or what that was back there, and I’m not going to tell you how to operate the machine. There’s no way I’ll risk unraveling our current existence by allowing you to go back,” Brian says and looks up at Raven, who is growing a smirk.

	“Social simplicity in a complex community,” Raven says and giggles.

	Both men remain quiet and stare at her as if they’re waiting for her to finish a sentence.

	“Isn’t that Slikr’s slogan? Justin, we got what we needed,” Raven says, sporting the type of smile he has not seen on her since Mountain View. “Goodbye, Brian.” Raven takes out the neurupter, points it at Brian, and watches him collapse forward in his chair.

	“Raven! Stop! What’re you doing?” Justin screams as he leaps from his chair.

	Raven pushes her hair back and stands up. “I figured it all out. Come with me. I’ll show you,” she says and swaggers in the direction of the machine while fidgeting in her pouch.

	Justin follows. “Wait. Where are you going?”

	“Brian’s big thing is taking complex concepts and turning them into easy-to-use solutions for everyone. It’s his way of showing off how smart he is, you know? I’m willing to bet everything that he applied the same principles to this machine. Also, an image of you popped into my mind when I came to this realization. You helped to solve it.”

	“Me?” Justin asks as they stop and stare at the black suit on the wall.

	“Yes, you. Remember when I showed you this suit, and you touched the eye? Well, seeing that Brian loves his biometrics so much, I guarantee that is how you activate the system. A thumb in the eye. Put it on,” she says, removing the suit from its hook.

	“It can’t be that simple,” Justin says as he receives the heavy black suit with both hands. “Wait? Why are you handing it to me?”

	“Because if the guards show up for whatever reason while I’m gone, and they find you here, it’s game over. At least I can buy us some time if they wake up and show up at the front door.”

	Justin frowns while staring down at the suit. “I have no idea what to do? This is crazy.”

	“It’s not. He even explained it to us, well, if you tried to read between the lines. If I’m correct, the neurosensory should receive signals from your brain and translate them to usable information, which is then projected on the inside of those lenses. Put it on.”

	Justin inspects the strange material and the oval-like eyes before turning the suit over to find the unzipped slit in the back. The hood is attached to the suit, and for now, Justin only sticks his head into the hood while the rest of the suit dangles in front of him like a giant dead black octopus. He adjusts it over his head to get a clearer view through the black lenses, which are more transparent than he had expected. Raven retrieves the homemade glue-thumb and moves it closer to Justin’s left eye.

	“Ready?” she says, and without waiting for his reply, she shoves the rubbery object against the lens.

	A green light appears in the top corner but dims to darkness.

	“And? Did it work?”

	Justin rolls his eyes to scan the interior and detect if another light appeared anywhere in the dark hood but finds none.

	“No, there was a green… wow!” Justin screams as the lenses fill up with green codes, flashing and moving laterally at incredible speed. The coding disappears, and in the top right corner, two words appear.

	“Wait, wait. It says ‘activate’ and ‘abort.’ What should I do?” Justin looks at the words while Raven has her face two inches from the lenses, trying to see from the outside what Justin is talking about.

	“Okay, I think it’ll work the same way as his Slikr’s MVIG goggles. In your mind, sub-vocally say the word ‘abort’ while looking at the word.”

	Justin does as instructed, and both words disappear. A red dot appears where the green light was earlier and then, just like its predecessor, also fades to black. Justin rips the suit off his head and looks at Raven with childlike wonder.

	“It worked! You were right!”

	“I knew it! Social simplicity in a complex community. I think navigating it would work the same way. I believe the activate button will start this monster,” she says and points at the mammoth piece of machinery adjacent to them. “And then you’ll receive new prompts. You’ll just have to concentrate on the destination and time, and it will take you there, or close to it at least.”

	“At least? What do you mean? What happens if I end up inside a wall? Or in the middle of the highway?”

	“I believe it’s like driving an autonomous car. Brian would’ve foreseen this, otherwise, he never would’ve gone in himself. The AI running this thing will have fail-safes to prevent that from happening,” Raven says with the utmost confidence. She has been right so far about everything. Perhaps she wasn’t delusional when she spoke about her intuition. Or maybe she’s much more intelligent than he’d ever given her credit for.

	“I think we should do it… finish this as we planned. If anything goes wrong… well, at least Brian will be there with you to get you both out. And if you can handle this by yourself, well then, leave him there and come back so we can destroy this thing,” she says as Justin’s countenance suddenly changes.

	His eyes widen, and his lips part. “Raven. I know now who was back there among the servers. The other shadow thing that knocked out Brian when he was about to shoot me.”

	 


Chapter 47

	San Francisco, CA

	 

	The black suit cascades down from Justin’s forearms like a thick river of tar oozing over a cliff face. Justin’s eyes are firmly fixed on the shark skin texture and its impossible shade of black.

	“That was me, back there behind the servers. It was a future version of me.”

	Raven’s eyes light up. “It makes sense,” she whispers. “It's… predestination. I can’t believe this.”

	Brian nods and then turns his gaze up at Raven. “It’s the only explanation. But there’s more to it. The guards at the gate—”

	“Of course! That was also you, but the neurupter wouldn’t have done the job for so long. That means that you would’ve drugged them with the same potion I used on Brian.”

	“Exactly. If Brian woke up from his slumber, that means the guards would be waking up soon too. We need to move.”

	“You’re right. Suit up. I’m going to fetch the vial from upstairs. Be right back.” Raven begins jogging toward the staircase, pistol swinging in her one hand.

	Justin holds up the suit and studies it carefully. He has read about the new carbon nanotube material vests the US Army was deploying. And something about the hydrogen bonds stiffening upon impact and dissipating the energy of bullets at a much higher efficiency than Kevlar ever could. But he remembers the pictures he saw, and that material didn’t look exactly like the material this time-suit is made of. 

	The seams of this one-piece suit, apart from the small zipper slit at the back, are almost impossible to trace due to the extraordinary darkness of the advanced light-absorbing material. It reminds Justin of a wetsuit, but one with attached boots and gloves. Or one of those idiotic one-piece, faceless morph suits that overenthusiastic fans would wear to football games.

	Justin manages to submerge his whole body into the suit, leaving the back open and the headpiece dangling from the front. The material is thicker than he’d expected, giving his body a more muscular appearance. Perhaps it was designed this way so that scrawny Brian could feel more godlike while he performed his holy work.

	Justin steps forward to inspect the black coffin-shaped box on the floor. Flanges encircle the box across its width, like the hoops on a barrel. On the side, two metal latches have been installed to keep the lid secured. Justin flips the latches and opens the lid. The interior is covered with a soft aluminum foil-type material, and spacious enough to fit a human body—the perfect carriage to whisk Brian back to his final destination.

	The information they elicited from Brian filled many gaps in their plan, including if two people could use the machine at the same time. Justin had figured out a way to dispose of Brian without causing a disturbance. They had no other option in their current reality. Calling the authorities wouldn’t work. Killing Brian would be too complicated, and changing the past would be too risky for the present. But Justin remembered something from his childhood. Something he saw just before his sister was murdered by Brian.

	It’s a perfect place in the past where Justin can dispose of Brian. A place perhaps destined for him, and maybe that was predestination all along. But there’s something else Justin needs to do. Something he can’t tell Raven about. Another place in time where he needs to go to bring about change. Although the stakes are incredibly high, it must be done.

	“Got it,” Raven yells from across the basement at the entrance to the staircase. On her way toward the back, she pauses to inspect Brian, who is still limp in his chair. She grabs him by the chin and leans over to inspect his face. “Still alive. Come and help me move him.”

	Justin hastens over to Raven, who begins untying Brian while still holding the neurupter in her hand. Brian seems worse than before. He’s now making guttural sounds while a mixture of saliva and blood is oozing from the side of his mouth. After untying his hands at the back, his upper body slouches forward, causing Raven to reach out and stilt his shoulders to prevent him from toppling over onto the concrete. Justin squats down next to Raven and eases his shoulder into Brian’s abdomen. Raven unties his feet, and Justin heaves himself up on his legs and adjusts Brian’s body into the fireman’s carrying position.

	“You think you can pull the casket up the stairs?” Justin says, referring to the metal structure that serves as a gangway to the cavity in the middle sphere of the machine.

	“I’ll try,” she says and sprints toward the black box behind the machine. While inching forward with Brian on his shoulders, Justin hears the box grinding against the concrete floor. Raven appears from behind the machine, pushing the black casket toward the bottom of the stairs of the scaffold-like structure. “It’s not as heavy as I thought it would be,” she yells. “Must be some state-of-the-art fancy-schmancy material.”

	Justin lowers Brian to the floor. It seems that he won’t be recovering soon, which allows Justin the freedom to give Raven a hand carrying the box up the stairs and positioning it into the machine.

	The casket, considering its size, is light and easy to maneuver, allowing them to ascend the metal staircase with minimal effort. After placing the box down in the cavity of the middle sphere of the machine, Justin puts his hands on his hips and turns his head to inspect the cavity wall's smooth interior while Raven inspects Justin’s new bulky black body.

	“You got your gun in there, too?” she asks.

	Justin grins. “No, I took it out and left it by my shoes down—” But Justin is unable to complete his sentence as a loud groan emerges from Brian below, slithering on the floor, next to the metal staircase, three yards away from Justin’s shoes and gun.

	 


Chapter 48

	San Francisco, CA

	 

	Their footsteps clatter and clang down the metal treads, sounding like a washing machine tumbling down the staircase and causing echoes through the basement.

	Brian groans again at the bottom of the stairs on the concrete floor and rolls over on his stomach while Justin and Raven are dashing down the stairs.

	“Get him!” Raven yells from behind Justin as they reach the bottom of the stairs. Brian struggles to get on his hands and knees but collapses flat on the floor again.

	“Don’t paralyze him. He’s not going anywhere,” Justin screams between short breaths. “Let’s get him up there.”

	Raven grabs his feet and Justin his arms. They slide him up the stairs, his naked back bouncing off the edge of each metallic tread. Once in the casket, inside the spherical cavity, Brian groans once more before they lower the casket’s lid and secure the latches.

	“Are you ready?” Raven asks with raised eyebrows.

	“I don’t have a choice, do I?”

	Raven puts her hands on Justin’s shoulders. “You’ll need to clear your mind. Focus really hard on where you want to go. Don’t get distracted. But if you do, if something goes wrong, wake Brian up and get back here. I’ll be waiting here with both guns. If that son-of-a-bitch returns without you, I’ll put two bullets through his face,” Raven says and feigns a smile, attempting to relieve Justin of the tension that she detects from his expression.

	Justin lunges forward and clutches his arms around Raven. “I’m sorry, Raven. I should’ve put more effort into uniting the three of us long ago. Maybe all of this could’ve been avoided.” Justin lets go of Raven and steps back. Her eyes begin to glitter as they tear up.

	“Justin,” she whispers and lowers her gaze to the floor. “We never had a choice. This is how it was supposed to happen.” She looks up and hands him the small vial of translucent liquid and the neurupter. “Now go do what you were destined to do, and let’s end this.”

	Justin clutches both small items and slides them down the gap between his black tee and the suit where the headpiece is dangling onto his chest. Without saying a word, he slips on the headpiece and turns around for Raven to zip it up. She rotates him toward her again and lifts his arm up by the wrist.

	“Here’s the key. Good luck,” Raven says with a cracking voice. She stuffs the thumbprint cast in his hand and walks onto the gangway leading to the metal staircase. As soon as she clears the stairs, Justin pushes the fingerprint cast against the eye lens and waits for the prompts to appear.

	Raven stops about ten yards away from the machine. She looks back at Justin, who’s standing dead still in the cavity of the middle sphere.

	A low-frequency hum begins to emanate from the massive alien structure, but it sounds as if it’s coming deep from within the Earth’s crust. The steel gangway on top of the staircase begins to extract, and a door that Raven didn’t see from within the cavity slides shut, sealing Brian and Justin inside. The tall vertical metal fingers surrounding the machine start orbiting the structure of stacked spheres. As the speed of the fingers increases, a high-pitched din burrows into Raven’s ears, making them itch deep within.

	The fingers rotate around the spheres at such high velocities that they become blurry. Raven puts her hand up to her face to block the wind they are expelling. Papers on the desk behind her take to the air like white doves, petrified of the oncoming storm. The low-pitched humming grows stronger in volume, the high-frequency din increases, and the overwhelming sound of the fingers slicing the air now sounds like a military helicopter on the verge of taking off.

	A haunting wail of strained metal, like the hull of a sinking ship bending as it succumbs to the uneven pressure distribution, fills the basement, causing Raven to clasp her ears and close her eyes. She stumbles backward, away from Brian’s monstrosity that seems to be a second away from disintegrating. New howling metal noises join the cacophony, and then a huge crack, like invisible lightning piercing the sky, causes Raven to flinch and scream.

	Another huge crack echoes through the room, and then the chaos begins to calm down. Raven opens her eyes, lowers her hands from her ears, and notices that the fingers are decreasing in speed, becoming visible to her eyes once more.

	“Justin!” Raven screams, pulls out her pistol, and runs toward the machine. She clutches the pistol with both hands and aims toward the middle sphere, tilting her head slightly to the side to listen for a reply from within.

	But there is none.

	 


Chapter 49

	Justin gasps as the chamber door slides shut, rendering the inside of the sphere’s cavity in total darkness. One single sentence is visible on the inside of the suit’s lenses.

	Select Destination.

	He exhales and closes his eyes.

	Clear your mind, Justin. Think of the place. Think, goddamnit.

	The dull sounds that began resonating through the spherical structure from outside a few seconds ago are growing stronger. Through the mixture of whooshing and humming, he detects a desperate beeping sound close to his ear, causing him to open his eyes.

	Select Destination NOW, the display reads.

	Shit.

	Justin closes his eyes once more and tries to imagine Brian’s guardhouse, but instead, his mind drifts off and conjures images from the lucid dream he had in Los Angeles. The burning hallway, the lazy white curtain swaying in the evening breeze, and the shadow figure in the corner. The imagery is violently interrupted by a head-splitting bang resonating throughout his entire body, followed by immense pressure as if his whole body had just been submerged in mercury.

	The pressure dissipates as fast as it appears, and for a split second, Justin experiences zero gravity, followed instantly by tremendous pressure from all sides. Pressure so high that he finds it impossible to breathe, pressing against his eardrums like a blunt steel finger trying to puncture his brain. The pressure releases him once more, and he falls to the floor.

	Justin gulps for air as he pushes himself onto all fours. He opens his eyes and realizes that he’s not in total darkness anymore. A moan resonates through the room, but it’s not coming from the black casket beside him. He snaps his head back and looks up as another groan emerges. It is coming from the bed in front of him. Justin pushes himself slowly off the floor. The room is dark, but dim light from the street invades the room through the window, illuminating the white curtains while the sneaky breeze tickles them, making them appear like restless specters. His eyes dart from the curtains toward the person sleeping in the bed.

	It’s him. It’s past-Justin.

	Justin lifts and rotates his suit-covered palms, a desperate attempt to confirm that he is indeed here in person and not stuck in a dream like the other Justin on the bed. Relief washes over him as he realizes that he has made the journey back in one piece, but it’s soon replaced by frustration as he looks up at his former self, sleeping restlessly in the bed. 

	This wasn’t supposed to be his first destination. He wanted to go to the guardhouse first and drug the security officers.

	At least Raven was right. Although this is the wrong location, at least he didn’t manifest inside the concrete floor or in the middle of the highway. Instead, he appeared in the safe, dark corner of his room.

	He remains motionless in the corner while his mind processes the overwhelming amount of information. Just a couple of hours ago, his biggest fear was that Brian was stalking them for some unknown reason, and now he’s plagued by challenges reserved for sci-fi movies. Navigating through time and positioning the parts of predestination in place by using the most dangerous machine ever invented so that their reality as they know it remains intact.

	Then there’s the question of what to do after returning to their current reality. How will they destroy the machine and escape from the premises without being detected? And then, there’s also the more profound question about saving his sister. The idea he’s been toying with, which he didn’t reveal to his partner in crime, Raven.

	Past-Justin tosses around in bed, moaning every so often. The dream is getting closer to the end. Time to leave. Past-Justin only saw the shadow figure in his dream and not in reality. Waking up and seeing the future-Justin with a coffin in the room could cause a ripple that might disturb the future outcome. Justin adjusts his focus from himself in the bed to the augmented display caused by the suit.

	Return. Select new destination.

	He closes his eyes and begins to focus on accepting the selected new destination prompt, but then his eyes pop open as realization dawns upon him. Predestination.

	The phone. Face down.

	It was him all along. He was there in the room that night. It wasn’t just a dream. Justin tiptoes to the nightstand and carefully flips the phone over, but then he sees a message notification. He unlocks the phone and studies the message. It was the first message from Raven that he hadn’t received in the past.

	I need to speak with you. Contact me asap.

	This message was no longer visible on his phone when he woke up after the nightmare. After cornering an unsuspecting Brian, it doesn’t seem plausible that Brian somehow infiltrated Justin’s phone to delete the message. Also, why would Brian delete this mild message and not the more detailed, urgent message Raven sent later?

	It was me.

	Just like turning over the phone, this was another event in the sequence that Justin was responsible for. This specific message would not have created the urgency required for Justin to make those impulsive decisions that led to the events that transpired tonight. If he’d read the message, it probably would’ve ended in a back-and-forth conversation whereby he finally would’ve concluded that Raven was on crack and ended up blocking her. It all happened the way it should’ve happened. He deletes the message and places the phone face down on the nightstand.

	Justin tiptoes back to the dark corner and comes to another conclusion. Somehow, past-Justin subconsciously acknowledged the presence in the room, which set the dream sequence in motion. He glares at himself in the bed one last time, shakes his head, and closes his eyes. But his eyes flick open once more as a bump followed by a groan resonates from the black casket next to him.

	Brian is waking up. Even though the latches are still intact, Justin squats down and puts his flattened palm on the lid as if to make sure Brian wouldn’t rise from the box like a reanimated corpse and wake up past-Justin in the process.

	Change of plan.

	He needs to leave fast but not to the forest behind Brian’s guardhouse in San Francisco.

	Select Destination.

	Justin’s eyes remain closed while the suit begins fighting the pressure exerted on his body. There’s no humming, high-frequency din, or whooshing this time, only an extended low-frequency beep in his left ear as his eardrum succumbs to the pressure. Justin doesn’t flinch. His mind remains fixed on the destination and time. His thoughts try to wander off to Raven, scared and alone in the back of the basement with the awe-inspiring machine, but he whips his thoughts back to order quickly, back to the destination. The pressure intensifies and releases. Weightlessness. Pressure. A groan and two bumps from the casket.

	Justin opens his eyes as the suit’s pressure subsides, replaced now by a sudden chill. The few brown leaves on the naked trees, illuminated by the sickle moon, flutter in the howling wind. Their dead companions on the forest floor rustle, scatter and regroup at the trunks of their parents like scared children running away from the evil that lurks in this cold, dark forest. The scent of moss, mud, and decaying forest matter penetrates the suit and fills Justin’s nostrils. A loud, muffled scream and knocks emanate from the black casket next to him, beckoning Justin’s attention back from wandering through the ominous forest. Justin bends down, flips the latches, and opens the lid.

	Brian’s eyelids flutter open. “What… what have you done?” he whispers with effort while scanning his surroundings.

	“You’ve got work to do, Brian. It’s your turn to put another puzzle piece of time where it belongs. Here, let me help,” Justin says and pulls Brian’s arm until he sits up straight in his black sarcophagus.

	Brian wraps his arms around his naked torso, trying to shield himself from the glacial gale. He turns his head from side to side. The arrogant expression he was sporting in the basement is gone now. Instead, fear and confusion drape his face, along with dried blood on his chin and upper lip.

	“I wish it could’ve been different, Brian. I wish you were still Albert. My friend, Albert, from Mountain View. But that Albert died a long time ago. This Brian that invaded his body is nothing but a sadistic, cold-blooded murderer lusting for power and control, destined to destroy more lives as he goes along.” Justin pauses and studies Brian for a moment.

	Brian wraps his arms tighter over his tattoos, and his teeth clatter as the freezing, whistling wind continues its onslaught from the dark.

	“I think I understand now what you meant by the role of predestination. I had to go through it myself, although I didn’t plan on doing so. Perhaps you could be forgiven for some of your crimes in the past. But it’ll never end there, will it? Evo-X is a great example of how you continue to turn the tides of time in your favor. You’ll continue to play God, and your hunger for power will never be satiated. You know, I can’t let go of the thought of what our lives would have been like if you never even existed. If you were never born.”

	Brian’s trembling head turns slowly toward Justin in his black suit, towering beside him. For the first time since landing in the cold, haunting forest, their eyes meet. A teardrop rolls down Brian’s cheek and pearls on his jawline before his quivering jaw breaks the tension, sending the drop down into the darkness of the casket below.

	“And although nothing would make me happier than erasing you from time, I’m starting to believe that you might’ve been right about the whiplash effect of time. Perhaps I can’t fix the past, but I know how to protect the future from you without causing an adverse effect. Predestination. Ironic, isn’t it? This is your last stop, Brian.” Justin pauses and shakes his head. “You know, it killed me to say goodbye to Albert, but I’m fucking ecstatic to say farewell to Brian the murderer.”

	Justin jolts down and seizes Brian under his armpits. He heaves backward, causing Brian to slide out of the box and fall into the mud. Brian’s body is still limp, but he is able to turn himself onto his side and capitulate into a fetal position.

	Brian starts to sob uncontrollably. “Don’t do this, Justin. I’m not supposed to be here. I’m not supposed to stay here. This is not my destiny. You’ll destroy everything. Help me. Let’s go back and figure out a better way. We were good at figuring things out, remember? You and I… and Raven. We can make this work again.”

	Justin feels a lump growing in his throat. The sweet feeling of vengeance and vindication subsides for a second, making room for pity and empathy. He wishes that it could have been different. He wishes that this was all just one long terrible nightmare.

	“Justin, I…”

	Justin looks back down at Brian’s quivering body. Something feels different. Brian’s hazel-grey eyes have softened. The crazed look in them has dissipated.

	Brian swallows. “There is more to this… You don’t understand. Mountain View, it wasn’t what you thought it was…” A tear rolls down his cheek. “I just wanted to see who my mother was and why she would leave an innocent baby on the doorstep where monsters live.” He sniffs and starts to shudder as he tries to contain the tears. “You need to get me back, Justin. I can fix it all, just give me another chance.”

	Justin moves his gaze away from the sobbing body in the mud to straighten out his mind. He scans the dark forest and the eerie wooden fingers, reaching for the sky like millions of talons trying to rip the darkness open. Behind him, below the rustling of leaves and wind howling through trusses and trunks, he detects new notes of the night. He turns toward the direction of the dull, hollow, clopping sounds and sees flickering yellow lights in the distance, disappearing and reappearing as they bounce up and down behind the trees in the distance.

	Horses. It worked! The right place. The right time.

	A wave of adrenalin surges through Justin’s body, replacing the sadness and pity that ruled him seconds earlier. Justin bends over, slams the casket’s lid shut, and locks it. He pulls it about ten yards away from where Brian is shivering in the mud and then glances over his shoulder at the yellow flickering lights, gradually growing in brightness. Time to go.

	“Goodbye, Brian,” Justin says and steps away from the clearing into the underbrush between the trunks, melting away into the shadows of the night.

	Brian lifts his trembling, muddied hand toward Justin, but Justin closes his eyes and clears his mind. He pictures the green letters, Select Destination, and then replaces them with imagery of his next location. The distant galloping grows nearer, and the moist thuds of hooves sinking into mud and decomposing leaves become increasingly pronounced as the weight on Justin's body escalates. 

	“Tell Raven I’m sorry,” is the last thing Justin hears before he’s swallowed up in the pressure.

	 


Chapter 50

	The silence and pressure dissipate, giving way to the fresh scent of pine and the rising sound of crickets, frogs, and a lonely owl hooting in the distance.

	Justin opens his eyes only to discover a brick wall two inches from his face. No black casket is by his side this time—his theory had worked. The distance between himself and the casket was sufficient to exclude it from the time bubble that transferred Justin to his next destination.

	Justin drops his focus down from the wall toward his feet. His legs disappear into the undergrowth of the forest, and the shadows from the tall, lush firs surrounding him, prevent the little bit of light the night has to offer from falling on the ground below. In the shadows of the forest, his light-absorbing suit renders him nearly invisible. Apart from the forest creatures serenading the night, silence reigns supreme.

	The tranquility gets disturbed as muffled voices permeate the brick wall directly in front of his face. Justin leans closer to the wall to hear what the guards are saying on the inside, but their words remain indecipherable. He retreats his head from the wall, but his feet remain firmly fixed in one position. Moving them might disturb the forest floor, which could give away his presence.

	With the utmost care, Justin reaches toward the back of the suit and slides the zipper down, one tooth at a time, until there’s enough space to allow a hand to enter. He lifts his elbow and sticks his hand into the gap behind his neck, and forces it down to the front to where the bottle and neurupter are squashed against his chest. The deltoid muscles in his shoulder complain to his brain about the strenuous position they are forced into, but he ignores their pleas and retrieves the items without making any detectable noises.

	He exchanges the items to the other hand and carefully zips up the suit again. It’s imperative that he seals the suit again so that he’s ready to leap back in time if things go south. Who knows what the pressure could do to his vertebrae if they’re exposed to whatever occupies this back passage of space and time.

	The corner of the guardhouse’s back wall is on the left, about two yards away from him. The other corner of the rectangular brick structure is further away to the right and difficult to reach because of the lush undergrowth and tendrils trying to reclaim their territory. There are no windows at the back of the building. Although Justin hadn’t seen the guardhouse as he’d been hiding in the trunk at the time they entered, he’d had to imagine Brian’s house and the path leading down through the forest. His imagination conjured a guardhouse and forest behind it, and miraculously, the AI system somehow identified what Justin was looking for, placing him in the best possible position for his next mission.

	Now that Justin is contemplating his next move, he realizes that appearing in this location might have been the easier part of his operation. He’d remembered the time on the dashboard clock before he left for the trunk, and tried to retrace the time back to just before Raven had left for the Belvedere.

	But the big question now is, how should he proceed to get the potion in their coffee or whatever they were consuming during the night? Justin presumes that Raven’s sleepy juice would be flavorless and blend in with whatever he mixed it with. That’s why Brian hadn’t detected it in his wine when they were out on the deck.

	With two guards in the guardhouse at this very moment, it seems impossible to sneak the potion into whatever beverages they’re having. Paralyzing them both with Brian’s gadget at the same time would be too risky. Not only could they still have their eyes open during paralysis, but also, this strange phenomenon could send them into a state of panic afterward, forcing them to call for help. On the other hand, if they both fall asleep thanks to Raven’s potion, they might just believe that it happened due to fatigue and boredom.

	Waiting seems to be the only viable option for now. An opportunity will present itself sometime soon. That, or he needs to make another plan to get both out of the guardhouse at the same time, long enough that he can sneak in and doctor their drinks.

	Bright white light flashes from the left, and the distant humming of an electric engine grows louder. A car is coming down the hill from the house’s direction. Just around the corner, five feet from where Justin is hiding in the shadows, he hears the loud voice of one of the guards outside the guardhouse.

	“I don’t think it’s him, man. I think it’s his hot piece of ass,” the voice bellows from outside the building. The lights stop flashing as they appear around the bend, unobstructed now by the passing trees. The corner of the guardhouse obscures the light from reaching Justin at the back of the building.

	“It’s her. Quick, come out. I bet you we can get a real good look at her rack when she lowers the window,” the guard says to his colleague inside the building.

	Justin feels a rush of excitement passing through his body. He doesn’t quite believe his luck, but he accepts the turn of events with glee. Both guards are now leaving the guardhouse unattended soon after his arrival. Uncanny.

	“Yeah, you’re right. It's her.”

	Justin focuses on their footsteps moving further away, probably to get to the middle of the road to wave her down and then peek down through the window at her cleavage as the one suggested. Little did they know that Raven was leaving with her black hoodie that night.

	As the car comes to a halt in front of the building, Justin leans forward and peers around the corner. From his angle, he can only see the guards walking through the red glare from the car’s backlights. After they disappear from his view, he slips around the corner and in through the door. He can hear their voices in the distance while they’re flirting with Raven, but he’s not paying attention to what they’re saying.

	The guardhouse is a tight-fitting structure fitted with a long table, two swivel chairs, and monitors fitted to the back wall. Justin studies the CCTV footage displayed in quadrants on each screen-mounted monitor. They display live footage of the gate and different parts of the perimeter fence but none of the house itself. Brian valued his privacy too much, and the guards were probably just there to stave off annoying guests, reporters, or fans. Two monitors are perched on the table in front of the open windows. One of the monitors is displaying a social media video on pause, and the other screen is paused on a card game. No wonder the angry anti-Christ slayer that attacked Raven and Brian could access the property undetected.

	Between the two monitors are two mugs, a red thermos, and half a sixty-something-ounce plastic bottle of water. Justin looks at the glass vial in his hand, remembering now that Raven never told him what the correct dosage should be. He shrugs and stretches out toward the receptacles while remaining on his knees to avoid being seen through the open window. The red thermos receives half of what was left in the tiny vial, and then he empties the rest of the potion into the bottle of water. While placing the bottle back in its position, he notices the footsteps of the guards approaching.

	Justin remains low and sneaks toward the door, but then he realizes how close the guards are as they start conversing again. 

	It’s too late to exit the building now.

	“What a waste! Can’t believe she’d go and hide those puppies from the world,” one guard says while the other agrees with a giggle.

	Justin closes his eyes and selects the next destination while making sure his fist has swallowed the neurupter entirely to protect it during the journey.

	The footsteps get closer and closer, and finally, Justin feels the pressure on the suit increasing. But before he dissolves in time again, Justin hears one guard exclaim from outside the building, “What the hell is that?”

	 


Chapter 51

	The familiar server city in the basement comes into focus. Brian is standing right in front of Justin with his gun pointing against past-Justin's head. The neurupter in Justin’s hand still seems intact. He lifts it toward Brian's head and activates it. Brian’s body turns weak as if his skeletal structure had instantly turned to mash. He collapses on the floor, gun smacking the concrete and sliding a safe distance away from him.

	Justin lowers the neurupter, closes his eyes, and selects the next destination. This was the easiest task and, according to their plan, the last stop before returning to their present. But this might be his last chance of ever using the time-manipulating machine, and there’s still one more stop Justin must make to undo Brian’s unforgiving evil.

	A relentless feeling of guilt had crashed over Justin during their interrogation of Brian in the basement.

	… you are the messengers of predestination. Think about it. If you didn’t tell me about the events that took place, I would never have known where to go to fill the gaps …

	It made sense somehow. If he’d never told young Albert, with his eidetic memory about his sister and how she’d died, as well as the description of the demon in her room, Brian would never have known to return there to ‘fill the gaps’ as he’d so nonchalantly explained it. If Justin didn’t reveal the gory details of how she was tortured for so many nights by the phantom in her room, Brian would not have gone back, repeatedly, turning her last few days on Earth into a living nightmare. Through Justin’s own journey back in time, he did learn the power of predestination and the risks involved in changing the past, but some risks are worth taking.

	Emily did not deserve to become a casualty of Brian’s science and psychosis.

	Justin feels the pressure increase as he swerves into the fast lane across time once more. He zooms in on his young sister, alone in her dark bedroom, wide-eyed, confused, and petrified. It’s only now that he genuinely realizes what she must have gone through. The fear, the pain caused by the neurupter, and confusion about what was going on in her young life at that time. Although she had a dark sense of humor, she had a good heart and a natural tendency to light up the room whenever she walked in. A talent that Justin had only appreciated later in his life.

	In his early life, he thought she was annoying and would have preferred to have a brother, but he still loved her like a brother should love his sister. She didn’t deserve to die like that, and the cataclysmic domino effect on their family and Justin’s life going forward could not be justified in any way or form.

	A memory of her showing him the drawing in her notebook of the ‘quiet man from the shadow,’ interrupts the vision he’d locked on of her in her bedroom at night. His mind flicks to the day, shortly before her death, when they were waiting under the tree for their mother to pick them up in front of Howard Elementary.

	Justin realizes the ramifications his thoughts might have on the operational efficiency of the machine and forces his mind to concentrate on Emily’s dark room once more.

	Weightlessness. Immense pressure. Justin opens his eyes.

	He’s in Emily’s room, but something is different about his landing. To the left, in the gloom beside him, the air is acting like fluid. A ripple shrinks to the center of the undulating atmosphere and then disappears. Justin immediately recognizes the atmospheric anomaly, but it’s the first time he notices his own interference in the fabric of time upon his entry. But that couldn’t be. Why would this only happen now?

	Except if it was caused by another intruder, like when back in Brian’s lab it turned out to be Justin rescuing himself. Justin’s attention is diverted to a tiny whimper coming from the bed where his sister is lying, clutching her pink Trolls comforter up to her nose, her eyes wild and fixed on Justin. And then it dawns upon him.

	I saw you in my room too, you know? Last night. It was you, but it wasn’t you. It was like a different you, I don’t know. It was weird. But the quiet man went away when you showed up.

	His sister’s haunting words from the day under the tree are so vivid in his mind as if she’s whispering them in his ear at this very moment.

	That was Brian.

	It was possible that Brian also saw the rippling effect caused by Justin’s entry. There would’ve been no way for him to grasp at that point in time what could cause the atmospheric disturbance next to him, except for perhaps a defective disruption caused by his own doing. Maybe it spooked him and forced him to jump back to the safety of his own basement lab to reassess and adjust his invention or perhaps somewhere else to go and murder another innocent victim.

	Emily remains frozen in her bed, peeking over her comforter. Justin feels his innards shredding loose from his body and crashing down into a bottomless pit. His bottom lip begins quivering like the last lonely leaf about to surrender to the autumn breeze.

	“Emily, it’s me,” Justin whispers and reaches behind him to undo the zip. He pulls off the headpiece and steps closer to the bed. Emily flinches and lets out a tiny whimper, muffled by the comforter pulled up to her nose tip. A tear escapes the corner of Justin’s eye.

	In this moment, where fear and sadness battle for dominance, a memory invades his mind. A peaceful time when they were both sitting at their mother’s feet during Easter. His mother was the religious one in the family, and she’d used every opportunity she could to bring her children closer to God. On this day, one of his earliest memories of his mother’s teachings about Easter, while eagerly awaiting her to finish her lecture so that they could devour Easter eggs and chocolate bunnies, she told them about the sacrifice Jesus had to make.

	Unlike now, Justin was very devoted to the Bible and loved Jesus with all his heart. But at that moment, his empathy leaned more toward God than Jesus. He couldn’t imagine why someone that loved his son would let him die to save humanity. An omniscient being that had the power to create the universe still allowed his son to be brutally tortured and murdered for the sake of the greater good. Justin had lost faith as the years passed, and he surrendered all hope of some deity looking after the well-being of humans. But at this very moment, he finally grasps why the Christian God did what he had to do. A sacrifice for the greater good, which now resonates stronger than ever before. By saving Emily, he could cause a ripple in time that might become so significant that the lives of billions could be at stake. He thought he could, but now it’s clear that it’s a risk he just can’t take. The past is something that should be left as is— something to move away from, and not something that should be fixed.

	“Everything is going to be alright. Don’t be scared… Emily.” Justin stops as his crackling voice deceives his feigned bravery. He tries to smile, but his heavy lower lip struggles to comply. His body is magnetically drawn to her, yearning to squash up against hers, to have her annoying hair on his face one last time. He wants his love to transcend through her, dissolving the fear that’s attacking every cell in her young body at this moment. But instead, Justin steps back, pulls over the headpiece, zips the back slit up, and closes his eyes.

	“I will always love you,” he whispers just before the pressure increases around him. He feels his core convulsing and his throat closing, battling to fight the monsoon of tears to follow. The agony within overpowers the pain caused by the pressure from outside, and as the journey brings him to the familiar point where gravity fears to tread, Justin breaks down, crying uncontrollably, like he hadn’t done for decades. Through the pain, he tries to keep the guidance system on track with his mind, thinking of one word.

	Home.

	But at this point in time, Justin doesn’t know where or what home is anymore.

	 


Chapter 52

	Humming, grinding, and the whining of a gigantic motor powering down burst through the silence of the time passage and consume the pitch-black void where Justin is now down on all fours. His whole face is soaked in the tears that were squashed by the suit against his skin.

	He leans back, unzips the suit at the back, and rips off the headpiece, allowing it to dangle down onto his chest. Justin remains flat on his knees in the pitch-dark void and wipes the tears off his face with his palms, the rough exterior of the high-tech suit scratching gently like fine sandpaper.

	“Justin!”

	He hears the familiar voice fighting through the subsiding noise and steel of the sphere. The door whooshes open, allowing the light blue hue from the lab to invade the darkness. He lifts his palm to shade his eyes, buying them time to adjust to the brightness outside the void.

	“Justin? Are you okay?” Raven screams from the basement floor below.

	The machine’s noise is now reduced to such a level that he can hear her feet clambering up the metallic staircase. Justin rises up just as Raven becomes visible over the platform leading to the stairs. Justin steps out of the sphere’s cavity, and Raven leaps into his arms.

	“Don’t worry. We’ll figure out another way,” she says.

	Justin pushes her back and scowls. “What do you mean?”

	“The machine… it didn’t work. But we’ll figure it out. Where’s Brian?” she asks and cranes her neck.

	Justin takes a brief moment to let her words settle in. They’re not making sense, but at least the confusion her words are casting is overpowering the agony that consumed him after saying goodbye to his sister. He did everything by the book, all according to plan. He didn’t unturn any stone he shouldn’t have. He’d to make the biggest sacrifice of his life to prevent changing the current timeline, but had he managed to screw something up unknowingly anyway?

	“What do you mean? I left him where I said I would. Did something change?” Justin says with a scowl.

	“No, nothing did. You never left.”

	“What?” Justin pauses, his eyes falling to the ground.

	What is happening?

	“The doors closed, the machine started spinning, and then there was a huge bang like something broke, and then another bang, and then the machine started slowing down. And here you are. Where is he? Is he awake?” Raven says and tilts her head to the side to peek over Justin’s shoulder into the black void. But the black box she is looking for can’t be seen in the cavity of the sphere anymore. “Where’s the box?”

	“Raven, I did everything we talked about… and more. Did anything else change?” And then Justin remembers something Brian had mentioned during his confusing rant about time travel.

	Disturbances in our reality happen all the time, mostly of natural causes. We experience those fluctuations as déjà vu.

	“Did you experience déjà vu?”

	“What?”

	“Déjà vu? Did you feel it?”

	“Justin, there was no time to feel anything. You didn’t leave. Only a few seconds passed since…” Raven pauses and begins to smile. “I get it now.” A smirk forms on her slightly damp face. The stress and stairs have taken their toll on her, causing her to sweat despite the climate-controlled air that keeps the basement at a constant, crisp temperature. She lowers her gaze and shakes her head slowly, a sign that her impeccable intuition, or superior IQ, has done its job again.

	“It returned you to the same spot in time from where you left. Or split seconds thereafter, rather. So, you could’ve done all those things and returned within a second.”

	Justin nods. “And that’s exactly what I did. And it seems I didn’t screw anything up this time.”

	Raven’s face is draped with childlike fascination. “I got a ton of questions, but we should probably get out of here fast.”

	“Yeah, about that. What’s the next step? This is as far as we’d planned. I didn’t really bother looking past this point because, honestly, I didn’t think our plan would work. So, what now?”

	Raven smiles and gives him a playful punch in the chest.

	“I got it all figured out. What do you know about hydrogen?”

	 


Chapter 53

	Taking it off is far less strenuous than putting it on. The suit slips off Justin’s jeans and black long-sleeved tee with ease, but it fights back right at the end, causing him to hop around on one leg while trying to remove the last bit from his other leg.

	“Hurry up, will you?”

	“I’m going as fast as I can,” Justin grunts back. After escaping from the suit, he dumps it on the floor and bends down to put on his shoes. “So, what’s the story with the hydrogen?”

	“When I came down here to snoop around, I sneaked a peak through that door over there,” she says and points toward the corner where the six-foot high drywall ends about a yard away from the concrete back wall of the basement. “Behind, there are tons of hydrogen cylinders. At first, I had no idea why he would have that down here, but then I thought—”

	“It’s used to cool down this machine and perhaps server city back there. But it’s supposed to be stored outside at a safe distance based on its leak potential.” Justin observes Raven’s left brow ascending. “Just something I know from work. Maybe he took the risk because he was too paranoid that somebody would ask questions if they saw the installation outside.”

	“Well, then, you are very well aware of the dangers of storing vast amounts of hydrogen inside and where I’m heading with this. All we need is a detonator,” Raven says with a shrug.

	Justin mulls the idea over in his mind. He’s not too keen on the idea of playing with a hydrogen explosion, but given their lack of time to contemplate alternatives for destroying Brian’s work, this might be the best solution. He reflects on a site he’d inspected outside of Los Angeles that suffered the same fate. Three people lost their lives, and many were injured. But the likelihood of human suffering is minute in this case, given the location and the fact that Raven and himself would be far away when the basement blows up. “I was thinking of smashing some of the glass cabinets and flooding the place with hydrogen. Eventually, the servers would overheat and set off the explosion.”

	Justin shakes his head. “It’s too risky. We would have no control over the timing. And perhaps they’re fitted with fail-safes which will cut the power to prevent them from burning up. We need something else for a trigger.”

	“How about we put candles by the exit to the stairs? By the time the hydrogen reaches the stairs, this whole place would be packed with enough hydrogen to cause quite a bit of damage.”

	“Yeah, but look at the size of this place, and it is double volume. I don’t know if the concentration of hydrogen in the air over there could be sufficient to cause a chain reaction,” Justin says and points in the direction of the stairs.

	“Shit. We’re running out of time, Justin. The sun will be coming up soon, and the guards, well—”

	Justin’s eyes light up, and he grabs Raven’s shoulder mid-sentence. “I got it! Have you seen matches around the house somewhere?”

	“Yes, but I don’t get it,” Raven says while furrowing her thin black brows. “How could matches do a better job than candles?

	“There’s no time. Go upstairs and gather your stuff. Make sure you don’t leave anything behind. Then, bring me Brian’s alarm clock, the antique one standing on his nightstand, you know? And don’t forget the matches. I’m going to inspect the hydrogen cache,” Justin says.

	***

	Raven returns, holding her black leather duffel bag in one hand and the white antique alarm clock in the other hand. Justin strides closer to her, sporting a sneaky smirk like a little boy who just discovered where Mom hid the cookie jar. “You got everything?” he yells from six yards away.

	“Yup. But you’ve got some explaining to do. And do it fast,” she says and drops the bag on the floor. She hands him the clock and retrieves the matches from her pouch.

	Justin looks down at the pouch and shakes his head. “That pouch of yours is like a magician’s hat.”

	Raven rolls her eyes. “Now, tell me your ingenious plan.”

	Justin leads her to the tables and explains that he saw superglue lying next to the coil of black wire they used to tie up Brian earlier and how the image of Brian’s clock was burned into his memory as it reminded him so much of his sister’s Miss Piggy alarm clock.

	Justin carefully tears off the striker strip of the matchbox and glues it to the left bell on top of the clock. He removes one of the matches out of the box, breaks it in half, and glues it to the hammer between the two bells. Within seconds, the glue dries, and he pokes both the match and the strike paper to test the glue’s strength.

	“You’re a genius,” she says.

	Justin picks up the clock and turns the alarm hand to a fraction before the minute hand and places it down.

	“Not so fast. Let’s see if it works first,” Justin says and stares at the clock in anticipation. A smile appears on his face as he realizes the irony of his plan.

	An antique primitive time device will lead to the demise of the most advanced time-centered technology the planet has ever seen—a true David versus Goliath story. Every tick that goes by feels like minutes, but then, the minute hand swallows the alarm hand, which brings the bell to life. The shrill ringing echoes through the basement, stinging their ears that were dozing off to the slow humming of the servers behind them. The match sparks to life but dies instantly and splinters in two as it continues its rapid back-and-forth journey between the two bells. A tiny wisp of smoke rises from the hammer and dissolves in the crisp climate-controlled air.

	“Goddamnit,” Raven whispers.

	“Nope. That’s all we need—a microscopic, timed spark. It’ll work,” he says as he picks up the clock to kill the annoying ringing. Now he removes two matches from the box, glues them together, and then fastens them to the hammer in the same fashion as before. “I’m going to set it up and release the hydrogen. I will give us ten minutes to get the hell out of there. Have a look around and make sure we didn’t leave anything behind.”

	Justin strides to the back of the basement, alarm clock swinging in one hand, while Raven circles the laboratory in nonsensical patterns, scanning the floor and tabletops for anything that might incriminate them. They have no idea how much damage the explosion will cause and what will be destroyed or left intact. Will it bring down the house, or will it simply engulf the concrete chamber in flames for a second and then die out as the flames run out of delicious hydrogen and oxygen to feed on?

	She swallows hard, realizing she’ll have to go to the police herself within the next few days. There were too many witnesses who saw her with the famous billionaire recently, and if she were to go into hiding, she would become suspect number one in a heartbeat. But that is something to worry about later. First, she needs to rid the basement of all obvious evidence of her ever being down here.

	“Let’s go, let’s go, let’s go!” Justin screams as he runs past the abominable machine with its ominous metal fingers. Raven dashes toward the exit, scooping up her duffle bag mid-stride. Just as she lifts the bag, the cylindrical neurupter slides from her hoody’s pouch, lands on the floor, and rolls toward the glass server cages. Raven drops the bag and jolts in the direction of the rolling neurupter, but it continues its trajectory and disappears into the darkness of a narrow gap between two glass towers.

	“Shit! No, no, no,” Raven screams as she falls to her knees next to the glass tower with its tiny, dispersed flickering lights. She flattens herself on her stomach and sticks her hand in the gap, her disheveled hair spreading over her face and the floor.

	“Leave it, Raven!” Justin yells and pulls the back of her hoody between her shoulder blades like a dog trying to lift its pup by the loose skin of the neck.

	“We can’t!”

	“The government knows this tech exists. It doesn’t matter if they find it!”

	“We might need it for the guards. What if they’re already awake? I’m not going to kill another person tonight,” Raven yells back, while her hand is patting the concrete floor in the dark between the servers. Between the humming of the servers, Justin can detect the faint whistling of pressurized hydrogen escaping into the atmosphere.

	“Let it go, Raven!”

	“Also—”

	“What?”

	“My fingerprints are on it!”

	“Shit.”

	Hydrogen is a colorless, odorless gas, but Justin is convinced that it’s already all around them, filling up the basement faster than they anticipated and snuggling up to every electrical socket, switch, and server around them.

	“Raven, we have to go now!” Justin pleads.

	“Got it! Let’s go!” Raven yells as she leaps to her feet from all fours. They sprint up the stairs, skipping every second tread until they’re outside in the hallway, where Justin pauses and retrieves the rubber fingerprint from his jeans pocket. Through rapid breaths, he squashes the thumbprint against the biometric scanner, and the door to the basement slides shut.

	They rush out toward the front door, and Justin slips on the white ceramic tile floor as they make the corner but regains his balance in time and continues to dash toward the open front door. All the lights on the exterior of the car flash twice as they approach. It’s the interior sensors recognizing its owner’s proximity and welcoming their approach with two winks. Justin scuttles around the front of the car toward the passenger side while Raven slams the driver-side door shut. As soon as Justin slams the door, Raven tramples the accelerator. The car swerves around the tight bends, guarded by sky-tickling firs on both sides whose trunks briefly greet them as the headlights dash past.

	Justin jerks around to glance at the house one last time, but it’s already been engulfed by the countless silhouettes of trunks, trusses, and undergrowth. Raven slows down during the final bend before the straight that leads to the gate and the guardhouse. There’s no movement, only a faint grey glow from the guardhouse’s interior caused by the numerous screens within the small face brick structure. Both Justin and Raven remain quiet as they decelerate and come to a slow halt in front of the guardhouse. Still, no movement.

	“Go check up on them and open the gate if they’re still out,” Raven commands.

	“What if they’re awake? I’m not supposed to be here, remember? Also, you have the zapper on you in case they stir.”

	“Damn. You’re right. Okay, slide through to the backseat and stay low. I’ll check what’s going on,” Raven says and exits the car. She approaches with caution, her eyes fixed on the open windows overlooking the driveway, but there’s no movement. The door to the guardhouse on the side of the building is open, probably to allow the fresh pine-scented night breeze to dilute the smell of fast food and farts.

	Raven leans in and breathes out a heavy sigh. One guard is lying on the desk, using his folded arms as pillows, and the other is leaning back in his chair, mouth open and snoring gently. Raven presses the same button she had before to open the gate and jogs back to the car, but two yards away from the vehicle, she freezes dead in her tracks. She closes her eyes, shakes her head, and then moves her stare toward the CCTV cameras perched on the poles beside the electric gate.

	“Justin,” she says and knocks on the back window. “The damn cameras. We need to delete the recordings.”

	She swings open the back door, and he clambers from the car. They make their way back to the building, where the guards are still comatose.

	“Please tell me you know how these things work?”

	Justin nods. During his post-loss investigations, he has seen many guards operate different systems that revealed recorded footage of incidents he needed to complete his reports. But none of them ever showed Justin how to delete records before. Why would they? “We’ll figure it out,” he says, “but we’ll have to do it fast.”

	Justin moves the keyboard and mouse away from the guard sleeping on the table. The poisoned bottle of water, standing between two empty coffee mugs, is almost empty. Justin minimizes the window displaying music videos of skimpily dressed models in exotic locations. He scans the desktop for folders or apps that could relate to the CCTV footage.

	“Nothing here,” he whispers while the guard farthest away from him stirs but then continues snoring again.

	“Check the start menu,” Raven replies and points to the bottom-left of the computer screen. Justin opens the menu and scrolls through the different applications and programs. 

	A dull bang next to them sends a surge of adrenalin through their bodies, and their heads snap to the right where the sound originated. The security guard is no longer in his chair. Instead, he’s lying face down on the floor.

	Raven and Justin remain fixed like granite statues. Raven lowers her hand slowly and inserts it into her pouch to retrieve the neuruptor. Justin pushes his hand down on hers inside the pouch and, with the other hand, extends his index finger against his lips while shaking his head slowly. Raven returns her gaze from Justin toward the guard on the floor, who is beginning to purr once more.

	“How much did you give them?” she whispers.

	“All of it,” he replies at an almost inaudible level and returns to searching through the computer options. “Sentinel! Got it,” he says and opens the program.

	“Hurry up, please.”

	“Shut up and let me focus,” he whispers back through gritted teeth. Raven arches her back and lifts her left brow while staring at him. “Okay, seven days back… delete. Yes, confirm. Okay, done. Let’s get out of here.” He maximizes the window containing the flirtatious big-breasted women swaying to electronic music where azure waters lap up powder-white sands.

	They tiptoe out of the building, but this time, Justin is the one with another shocking realization. He grabs Raven's shoulder, causing both to come to an abrupt stop.

	“What about back-ups? Surely, they won’t store everything in one location here, on those old-school computers.”

	Raven drops her head back and covers her face with her palms. This blinds her to the sudden orange glow expanding rapidly beyond the treetops. Justin is unable to say anything about the sudden burst of light before a deafening, deep bang rock both off their feet, smacking them hard against the pavement as leaves and twigs shower them from the trembling trees above.

	The ringing in their ears blocks out all the ambient noises from the forest, including the rustling of the leaves, shaken by the shockwave of the blinding explosion. In the distance, behind the triangular black peaks of the trees, a massive orange fireball rises into the sky, turning darker as it ascends into the night sky that now has a faint orange tint.

	“Are you okay?” Justin mumbles as the wind returns to his lungs.

	“I think so,” Raven says, pushing herself into a seated position, unaware of the needles and tiny twigs clinging to her. The rising fireball is finally engulfed by night, but a bright orange glow beyond the shadows of the trees still radiates the sky.

	“That was not ten minutes, Justin,” she says as she pushes herself up and makes her way to the car.

	“No, that wasn’t. Something else must have ignited it. Also, that was much bigger than I ever anticipated,” Justin says as he gets into the car.

	“No shit,” Raven says as he slams the door. “But before you get too comfy, go close the gate and meet me outside.” The gate had completely evaded Justin’s thoughts following the most cataclysmic explosion he’d ever witnessed. It would make sense to close it as an open gate upon arrival would immediately arouse suspicion, indicating that third-party foul play might have led to the explosion and disappearance of the Slikr founder.

	When the authorities finally dismantle the gate to gain entry, they will find the guards and assume they were knocked out by an explosion so significant it was probably observed by everybody within the bay area. And then, when the response units finally get the opportunity to interrogate the guards, they will discover a dead end. As far as the guards are concerned, the last one on the premises was Brian after they saw Raven leave earlier that evening.

	As Justin escapes through the closing gate, he notices the nose of the car aimed in the opposite direction from which they had arrived. After slamming the door, Raven turns into the main road and continues up the hill away from the city.

	“Where are you going?” Justin asks and looks over his shoulder into the darkness.

	“The cops and fire brigade will be coming from the city. We would be the only car passing them, and that might look suspicious. That’s why we are taking a long way home, the scenic route, you know?” 

	Justin feigns a smile, but inside, he’s preparing himself to be pulled over by flashing blue lights any second now. If not now, then soon, because somewhere in cyberspace, tell-tale CCTV footage eagerly awaits to reveal the special guests that had provided the fireworks show at Brian Duncan’s house.

	 


Chapter 54

	Justin Scott 1991, Simpsonville, SC

	 

	Justin swings his head toward the clock radio on his wonky wooden nightstands and starts blaring out a very familiar piano intro.

	Oh, yes! The Robin Hood song, the seven-year-old boy thinks to himself as Brian Adams starts commanding listeners to look into his eyes. Justin notices the time on the clock: 7:48 displayed in bright red squared numbers. He diverts his attention back to the open book in his lap called Supernatural Beings by A.D Simons.

	His tiny finger slides over the strange drawing in the book. A frightened, shirtless man with many strange symbols on his exposed torso lies on the forest floor between the dead, crumpled leaves. The sickle moon is dominating the dark blue sky and peeping through leafless branches. Surrounding the scared man on the forest floor are armored men with swords on horses, some carrying torches. One of the horsemen has a rope in his hand, and at the end of the rope, is a noose.

	A rap on Justin’s open door pulls him out of the dark forest and back to his room.

	“May I come in, Justin?” his dad says while leaning in from the hallway, still dressed in his office attire. 

	“Sure, Dad,” Justin says and turns down the volume on his clock radio.

	“I’ve heard that one before,” his dad says and points at the clock radio. “It’s nice. Better than the other junk they play on the radio these days. Boy, let me tell you. Sometimes I just want to take the car stereo and throw it out the window.”

	Justin giggles and notices his dad inspecting the front cover of his book.

	“Supernatural Beings,” his dad reads out loud.

	Justin sees his dad’s curiosity as a signal to share the exciting content of his new book. “Yes, Dad. It’s super cool. Like this man here, in Istria, Croatia in 1672.” Justin turns the book to show the illustration to his dad. “He just appeared out of nowhere. He was speaking in a funny language, and then the soldiers realized he was a dangerous warlock or vampire or something.”

	“And then? What happened to the man? Or shall I say, the warlock?”

	“They caught him. They wanted to protect the village, so they hung him from a tree and burned him alive before he could curse the village,” Justin says, his eyes wide and sparkly.

	His dad doesn’t reply and just raises one eyebrow. “And what was his name? This man, this warlock.”

	“That’s the weird part, Dad. Nobody knew his name. Nobody ever saw him before, and after that, nobody ever came looking for him. Weird, right? But also, he might not have been a warlock after all. They say here that the man had dried blood on his face and chest, and there was a coffin next to him. Now some people are saying that he might have been a vampire.”

	His dad frowns and shakes his head. “Very strange indeed.”


Epilogue

	Raven: Any updates?

	Justin: Nope. You?

	Raven: Quiet so far. No news is good news, right?

	Justin: Guess so…

	Justin studies the screen, eagerly awaiting another message from her, but the screen remains static. He lays the phone down next to him on the couch. His wall-mounted television is now displaying scenes of the rubble of a flattened structure between a burned forest and felled trees. The scene switches to a reporter interviewing a police officer in front of a very familiar guardhouse.

	Justin breathes out a sigh. His body can’t possibly produce any more adrenalin surges because that’s all it’s been doing for the last four days.

	After returning to the Belvedere Hotel in the early hours of Sunday morning following the explosion, Justin collected his belongings and went straight to the airport, although his flight was only due to depart five hours later. He didn’t sleep on the airplane, and he hasn’t been sleeping much since, either. He’d barely made it out of bed on Monday and was in no condition to go to work, but he still forced himself to do so to keep up appearances.

	On Sunday, Raven waited until the news first appeared online regarding the explosion at the billionaire's residence before she called the police and then went to the station herself. Knowing Raven, it must have been an academy-worthy performance. She’s still in San Francisco, calling the police every other hour to keep appearances up of her shock and emotional agony. Either they’re buying her story, or they’re busy building a water-tight case against her because Raven has not heard back from them since. Also, the guards testified to her leaving the premises long before the explosion,  and thanks to the sleeping potion, they didn’t recall her ever coming back.

	Justin picks up the remote and changes the channel. He’s looking for anything else that could distract him from his constant worrying, but he realizes that the odds of that happening are slim. He turns his gaze toward the open glass sliding door leading out to the narrow balcony overlooking the other multilevel apartment buildings across the street. The sun announced the golden hour a little while ago, and the few patches of lost grey clouds are now adorned with pink curved lines on their western-facing edges. Below, electronic, and gas-guzzling cars are idling past, honking every so often as the day's frustration boils over in the drivers keen to escape the dissipating peak hour.

	A pigeon lands on the white railing of the balcony and twitches its head while scanning the tiles on the patio for a snack. For a second, Justin finds distraction as he studies the lumps, possibly tumors, on the city bird’s left foot. The bird flutters from the railing, pecks at something on the balcony floor, then disappears into the fiery sky. The pecking pigeon reminds Justin that he hasn’t eaten anything today, and although he’s not hungry at this moment, he should still find some form of sustenance.

	Still dressed in his office attire—grey pants, and white dress shirt—Justin pats his pockets to confirm the location of his wallet, but his pat-down gets interrupted by loud rapping from his front door.

	“Open up, Mr. Scott. It’s the FBI. We know you’re in there.” The muffled, loud voice on the other side sends a numbness through Justin’s body that pushes him to the edge of fainting. Despite anticipating this moment and meticulously preparing for it during the past few days, the current occurrence is so overpowering that it constricts his breathing.

	“Open up. Don’t make us use force.”

	Game over.

	Justin closes his eyes for a second, takes a deep breath, turns around, and runs through the upcoming scenario.

	The reading of rights, the cuffing, the end.

	He turns the lock and the knob and opens the door but is caught by surprise. He’d expected a dozen men, some in tactical gear, others in suits, all pointing guns at him. But instead, he’s now looking at two men, identically dressed in black suits and open-collar white shirts. Instead of guns, the taller one in his mid-forties with gelled-back black hair has a brown A4 envelope in his right hand and nothing in the other. The younger one, with neatly combed, dry brown hair, has nothing in his hands.

	Something is wrong.

	“We need to speak. May we come in?” says the taller one, who looks more like a mafia hitman than a federal agent.

	Justin bounces his eyes off the two expressionless faces. “May I see some identification?”

	The taller one smiles and turns his head to his partner, who nods slowly.

	“Sure,” says the tall one while fidgeting with his hand inside the envelope. He retrieves a stack of A4 prints and hands them face-down to Justin. Justin turns them over and feels his throat closing. The first one is a black-and-white photo of him taken from an elevated position. Justin is seen walking toward the guardhouse behind Raven, with the car behind them and its number plate clearly visible in the high-resolution photo. The next one is a photo, much brighter than the one before, of the two of them lying on the ground next to the car outside the guardhouse. Justin lowers the photos and turns his gaze toward the tall, black-haired man.

	“Happy? May we come in now?”

	Justin remains quiet and steps aside, allowing the men to enter his apartment. He closes the door and trudges behind them toward the living area where the mute television is now displaying an ad for female hygiene products.

	“You’re not FBI, are you?” Justin says.

	The taller one turns to the quiet one and puts up an awkward smile. “See? I told you he’s smart.”

	“Who are you?”

	“I’m Agent Keller, and the dashing young man over here is Agent Reed. We’re not from the FBI.”

	“So, CIA then?” A memory pops into Justin’s mind. In the hospital, Jonas LeBron mentioned that the FBI interviewed him after the Evo-X explosion, which sounded odd. Could it also have been these two men?

	Agent Keller feigns a smile. “Not quite. Let’s just say that we’re babysitters for Uncle Sam’s. I want to start off by saying thank you.”

	Justin frowns. “For what?”

	“For taking care of Duncan, of course. We’ve been studying him for a while and were strategizing how to eliminate this threat. But as you know, it’s quite tricky when the threat has the ability to change the outcome of everything.”

	They knew.

	“When you arrived in San Francisco, we thought the three Mountain View buddies were all in it together. But now we know that wasn’t the case. Where is he? Duncan. Is he still under the rubble, or where is the body?”

	Justin turns his gaze toward the balcony and the darkening sky. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

	“Fine. They’ll probably find him soon… if he’s in the rubble. If not, well then, even better. You did a good job, though, blowing that place to hell. I doubt that they’ll find anything incriminating in that mess. We already took care of the CCTV cloud backups for you. It's gone. Well, not completely. I mean, we still have it, but the police will never find it, at least.”

	Justin realizes that these men are not here to arrest him. If they were, then he would’ve been cuffed already. Whoever they are working for is looking for something else.

	“Our colleagues are debriefing Raven Mills now at this very moment. They’ll also instruct her on what she has to do to stay under the radar going forward. We’re going to throw a few bones in other directions for the police and FBI to go and sniff out.”

	“What do you want from us?”

	“Well, it's easy. The one hand washes the other, right? For the next couple of weeks, you’ll do exactly as we say. You’ll follow every instruction to the tee without questioning them, and we’ll do everything on our side to take the heat off you. Once all of this is done and the dust has settled, you’ll go about your days as you did before. You know, just continue being a tax-paying, McDonald’s-eating, law-abiding American. We will, of course, keep the CCTV evidence, and we’ll keep it hidden for now. In exchange, we’ll call you when we need your assistance. We might be able to use you and your goth girlfriend in the future. The two of you seem… quite resourceful.”

	“What if we don’t comply?”

	“You’re smart. You can figure it out.” The taller agent says and nods at his colleague. Both begin striding toward the front door, but two yards away, the tall one pauses and turns around to face Justin, dumbstruck and frozen in one spot. “We’ll be in touch soon.”

	 


Afterword

	Thank you for reading my debut novel The Undulating Shadows.  I do hope you enjoyed reading it as much as I enjoyed writing it.

	Please be so kind as to leave a review on Amazon.
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