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Opening

It was quiet, too quiet; even the sporadic wind rustling the leaves was just too quiet. All the noises behind me were muted, and my attention was fixed solely on the stagnant road before me. I knew something was coming. Something bad was about to happen, and I was powerless to stop it.

I couldn’t believe my eyes! What they were trying to make me think I was seeing was just impossible. A blurry image materialized from out of the darkness and made its way down my front porch. Gliding in air, its feet never touched the ground. The street lights flickered and dimmed, and each one, in turn, exploded in brilliant sparks as the figure went by. I was scared but too curious to run. As it came closer, there was something familiar, a sense of connection that I just couldn’t explain.

It was close, nearly face to face, and now I knew what it was. I knew who it was!

Her face was still covered in a veil with only her long dark hair visible. Her arms were still twisted and tied behind her back. She was still drenched and leaving wet foot prints trailing behind her. She looked exactly the same, except that now there was a staunch odor of melted flesh and smoldering ashes invading the air around her.

I wanted to reach out and touch her, if only to prove she was there and reassure myself that I wasn’t crazy and hadn’t completely lost my mind yet. I was shaking so badly that I didn’t know if I could grasp the veil strong enough to pull it down, and I wondered if I should really even try. It didn’t matter. Before I could reach out for her, I was spun around so abruptly that I became dizzy. It all disappeared. Everything was gone: the house, the trees, the streets, and even the mysterious woman were gone without a trace.

I was left staring into those same cold dead eyes that had visited me so many times in my dreams. I waited for her sharp tongue to cut into my flesh with accusations of broken promises and her condemnation that my spirit is forever damned, but they never came. Instead, her words were calm and almost soothing as she spoke without movement.

She said, “For centuries, I have suffered alone. My hatred gives me life beyond death. My death, which fuels my rage, was unwarranted. I searched for a soul that was similar to mine, believing it to be nonexistent. Then, from the darkness, I heard your anguish, tasted your tears, and felt your heart break. Your sorrow, so sweet, captivated me. It was a temptation even I could not resist. So, I searched you out, across the big empty Heavens, traveling through space and time to find you. We are kindred spirits brought together by death, our souls bound by sorrow, and where only one once dwelled… two hearts shall beat the same.”

With that she gently laid her hand on my chest, closed her eyes, and after a few moments, she spoke again.

“I place my mark upon your soul! It’s a mark that can neither be seen nor washed away. You may not remember today or tomorrow, but someday you will come to understand its full ramifications, and on that day, I will return for you. For now, you need your rest.” Then she whispered softly, “sleep, sleep… sleeeep!” 





Chapter One

A New Focus

It had been months since the light disappeared from my life. Darkness had yielded to love and, yet, I was still as empty as when Willow had first visited me. The dreams were a mixture of warning and Hell! They told what happens when you give in to sorrow and let your fears rule your life. Though the veil of doom had been lifted from my eyes, I still felt her connection.

My scars served as a constant reminder of the impact loss carries with it and the devastation that is left in its wake. I had surrendered to my pain! I hadn’t been able to see past their memories, and I had allowed myself to lose sight-- to lose my grasp on reality. The wounds were healing now, though I still felt the mark pulsing from time to time. My chest was mangled with jagged lines etched permanently from my collar bone to my navel. I feared that I may have lost more that night than I realized.

Blood was replenishing itself like an eternal spring, and the tissue was regenerating, yet the aftermath was a grotesquely littered terrain left branded on my chest. Bones had healed and regained full strength, but through it all, I was still not whole. There was an emptiness inside of me. I couldn’t explain the complete lack of interest I had in just breathing or the total lack of motivation I felt. She had tapped into more than just my soul; my very will to exist was in limbo!

I believed part of me had never returned once the connection had been broken, and that she had carried it off with her to whatever Hell she was banished to. In any case, I was missing vital and necessary emotions that drove normal men to be ambitious and productive. Will those feelings ever come back and make me whole again?

I remembered that night. It haunted me with every breath. The way I had been trapped against the tree and couldn’t move. I had been helpless. Tears filled my eyes and flowed freely as I recalled my flesh being stripped and torn down my chest, and how cold and numb my toes had grown from drowning in blood draining from fresh wounds. The nightmare always began and ended with her cold dead eyes staring at me! I was ashamed that I had given in to her so easily. I hadn’t put up much of a fight, and I had even offered her my heart.

Since then, I was alone, my life was meaningless, and I had no purpose. Not that I really wanted one. The sun was bright but paled miserably in comparison with my daughter’s glow. She had sacrificed herself for me. Without hesitating, she had saved me from the clutches of certain death. I can’t remember if I had even wanted to be saved or rescued. Did I call out to her? Or did she just know I needed her as she always has? I wasn’t sure if I was worth what she gave up for me. With that one brief touch, her warmth had filled me. She had passed her essence to me in order to protect me.

Each time the wind blew and stirred the curtains from their resting place, I felt her icy caress cuddled up to me, and the tiny hairs stood at attention as the goose bumps formed. I was jumpy and easily startled; she had left her imprint deep within me. I looked for her in every cloud that billowed in the sky and in the dust devils that winded down the road. I wasn’t positive whether I was keeping a close watch out for her from a fear that she might return, or from a desire that she would come back. I knew she was gone. I had witnessed my angel’s pure love dissolve her hatred into a nothingness, which had vanished within the silence of the shadows, but she had always been able to find a way back to me. Would this time be different?

Willow had said that our souls were bound together for all eternity, and I could never escape her reach. She had been intelligent enough to track me down in a new place where I’d had no connections or previous ties. I hoped she was gone for good, but the worry that she might return was constantly in my mind, trying to poke its nose out any chance it got. The thing that really bothered me, though, was… how the hell had she been able to visit me when I’d been awake? She’d made first contact only through my dreams, but there at the end I hadn’t been sleeping, and what we did damn sure hadn’t been a dream.

My time since then was spent dissecting the events of the past with no concern for the here and now. My face was looking more like an abandoned property. The grass and weeds were now a thriving jungle, and my clothes resembled thrift store rejects. My once well-kept head of hair had become the poster child for the homeless. I sat there in my chair revisiting all the sins and regrets from my recent past, stewing over decisions better left unmade, and condemning my own actions. I felt comfortable in my solitude, and I was at peace with my loneliness. But, does it have to be this way? Can I repair the damage I’ve caused, or is it my fate to be pining away over things that I can no more control than change? 

No! I am my own master; I control my life. I write my story, and it’s not over yet! Not by a long shot! As I was sitting there spitting fumes and chewing on the bad taste left in my mouth from always giving up so easily, I heard a faint murmur cascading in my ears. It was my daughter, and she was telling me something-- an old message she had once delivered.

“You must live, Daddy. You must live for Momma, you must live for me, and most importantly, you must live for yourself. I understand your reasons for being here, but you are still not living.”

Through my sobbing at seeing her beautiful face again I said, “But, baby, how am I supposed to live? I couldn’t do it alone; I needed help. I poisoned myself with alcohol and grief because I didn’t know how to deal with things on my own.”

“Daddy, you did right. That was just the start of getting better, but these drugs they’re feeding you now are as bad as the alcohol you enjoyed so much. Those drugs, coursing through your system and numbing your entire body, are blocking your ability to feel. They are filling your mind, rendering it useless and incapable of even holding a thought.”

“What am I supposed to do then?” I say as I wipe my eyes dry, “How do I get better?”

“That’s why I am here; your angel is gonna take care of you, and you won’t need their pills or shots anymore.” She sighed and asked, “Are you ready?”

I hadn’t had time to answer or even attempt a sound. She had wrapped her arms around my neck and held me close. She had squeezed as hard as her tiny arms would allow, and I had felt her warmth radiating from her face. Her innocence, her light, had been passed to me through her gentle embrace.

She had whispered, “This is to force back your tears and bring your smile back to your face.”

That’s what she had always told me when I was feeling sad, and, without fail, I would immediately smile and feel better. 

Her very essence had been moving into my body and causing widespread panic with the poisons as they backed up, looking to escape contact with her perfect light. They had poured out through every orifice, draining onto the floor and quickly evaporating from sight. I had been able to sense my strength returning, and I had known my body was being healed. I hadn’t felt that good in a long time.

As the remaining toxins evacuated my system, I had looked at my little girl, my beautiful daughter, her Daddy’s Angel, and the dam had broken. Tears had over flown and rushed to my chin. I’d seen her smile as she had begun to speak.

“Daddy, you must live! You must live for Momma, you must live for me, and, most importantly, you must live for yourself! Now hear me well, Daddy. I don’t have the time to say this again. Your body has been restored, your mind is clear, and you are able to trust yourself again. There’s a secret to the mark, and you…”

“Baby, what mark? I don’t know what you’re talking about. What secret?”

“There is no time for questions! Don’t interrupt, and just listen. My time is short. This will all make sense later. You must uncover the secret of the mark to clear your soul. I know you are confused, and your memories have been blocked, so the answers you need are hidden from your understanding, but you will understand. One day you will see everything crystal clear. The mystery will be solved, and all will be revealed in due time. I love you and will always be my daddy’s angel, but I have done everything I’m allowed to do at this point. My time grows near as I’ve used the last bit of my light to return to you and provide guidance. My light is about to dim, and only time will know if it will ever be seen again. Remember… discover the secret of the mark! 

You must live, Daddy! Live for Momma, live for me, but most importantly, you must live for yourself! Find the meaning behind the mark!” 

***

Those words rang out through the night as I am roused from my memories, and as I rubbed the sleep from my eyes, the words still echoed in my ears. I felt like I was in an epic battle between good and evil with my soul as the grand prize, but I wasn’t altogether sure what role I actually played in it. Was I just some pawn being pulled and pushed and used as bait in some mystical game of chess where the pieces didn’t matter and there could only be one winner? The more I thought about it, the more the answer became blotted out by doubt and confusion. This cycle had to end! 

My head felt like a ton of bricks had been dropped on it, and I could barely keep my eyes open. If only sleep didn’t also bring the dreams. If I could rest peacefully for even one night, my mind would be so much clearer and my thoughts focused. But, sleep… what was sleep? I had forgotten what it meant lately. Other than little cat naps that lasted a few minutes, my eyes never closed for fear that she might enter my dreams. I so desperately needed sleep! I was losing my concept of living because of the extreme fatigue. I had become a ghost trapped by my own delusions and afraid to face the world.

I remembered how this house had become a circus side show with objects flying through the air and slamming into the walls before crashing to the floor. The doors and windows had come to life, opening and closing by themselves. How the book, which I had hoped would help give me answers, had just ignited in my hands. All I had been able to read was a binding spell, and how it was impossible to break the connection once it was made. Willow hadn’t wanted me finding anything out, but why? There was nothing in those dusty old antiques that could have shed light on my situation. Or was there, and I just hadn’t looked thoroughly enough? Maybe I should pick my research back up and see where it might lead. 

As I realized what direction I needed to head, I heard again those familiar words, carried in by the wind.

“Remember, Daddy, discover the secret of the mark! You must live, Daddy! Live for Momma, live for me, and, most importantly, you must live for yourself! Find the secret to the mark and free your soul!”

As the last of her words resonated, my head drooped and my eyes closed… lost in incontestable repose. 





Chapter Two

Town History

I awoke to the sweet sounds of birds chirping and the sun’s bright rays blasting through the bedroom window. I was different. Somehow, I had a brand-new outlook and knew exactly what I needed to do. My purpose was transparent. I had to find out anything and everything I could about this town and the people in it. Maybe in doing so, I would happen along some useful information on how to release myself from this mark. 

I also realized that that meant I would have to kiss the librarian’s ass, so that she would allow me access to the sections of books that were deemed off limits to my kind-- the “big city busy bodies” as she had once called me. But how could I turn her to my cause and win her over? I knew nothing of her past, so why would she be willing to help me? I had to try. All she could do would be to tell me “no” or kick me out of her mausoleum. So, after breakfast, my first order of business would be to sweet talk the old bitch and charm her out of the faded denim skirt she always wore.

I had been here several months now, nearly an entire year, but these people still acted like I was an outsider. Only one had spoken more than a few words since I arrived, but his paranoia had gotten the best of him after only a couple conversations, and he had become just as rude as the rest of them. Mr. Harte had warned me about the librarian, saying that she was particular about her books. Maybe he’d talk to me about that. I didn’t know; he had been none too friendly during my last stop, and I had almost thought that he wanted to fight. That would’ve been a sight for sure. I could just imagine it: The fat little bastard trying to whip up on me… he couldn’t have breathed enough for one punch let alone chase me down the aisles. That thought made me laugh, but I had to clear it from my head before entering his store.

I stole a quick look through the glass out front before twisting the handle on the door. Of course, he was nowhere to be seen. That squeaky old door announced my entrance, and the bell rang out like a tornado siren. Immediately I heard him.

“What can I do ya for today?”

Thinking back to his attitude the last time I had stood in front of him, timidly I said, “Mr. Harte, how are you today?”

Instantly the cheer left his voice, and the unwelcoming tone resumed, “Oh… it’s you! Back for more silly asinine questions, are ya?”

“Well, yes sir. I’m not trying to piss you off or anything, but I’ve been here almost a year now, and I’m not planning on going anywhere. Why won’t people speak to me?”

“Mister, you could be here forever and, most likely you will, but you’re not one of us and never will be.”

“But… why? I haven’t done anything to anybody here for them to turn their backs on me!”

“Your presence alone upsets the delicate balance we’ve all shed blood to acquire. You… well, you tip the scales! Through our trials, we’ve learned to live in harmony within this community. You were never welcome here. Can’t you see? This place is not for you, but I believe you may be more than a temporary fixture.”

“Wow! That makes absolutely no sense whatsoever. You mind translating that to English now? That sounds like the opening to some science fiction novel… harmony and balance and shedding blood for the community. Well, I am here now, and I’m not leaving, so you and the others may as well just get used to the idea!”

He was shifting side to side and eying me down. I could tell he was trying to come up with the right words but wasn’t sure exactly if I’d enjoy what he was about to say.

“Mister, if that’s how you want it!” he began; briskly rubbing the bright reddish-brown beard smeared across his entire face and said, “What exactly are ya wanting to know?”

I was completely surprised by his answer, and I lost my train of thought for a moment or two.

“Well, spit it out… you’ve made a spectacle of yourself already, so don’t forget yourself now!”

“I want to have full access to every book in the library. There’s something not quite kosher about this town, and I aim to find out what it is. Strange things have happened to me since arriving here-- things I don’t care to go into detail about right now. I believe some answers can be found in those dilapidated relics the librarian calls books.”

“Her name is Gertrude.”

“What?”

“Mister, if you really want to have a look at those books, you better learn the woman’s name. Her name is Gertrude.”

“That’s a start, I guess. Is there anything else I should know that might get me on her good side… if there is one?”

He stood there in deep thought for a minute, looking down at his boots and then straight up into the sky before turning back to me.

Through his failed attempts to restrain his laughter he said, “Mister, good luck with that endeavor, but that lady has no good side. At least, I’ve never seen one in all my years in this place.”

“Is that right?” I said quizzically, “And just how long have you been here?”

“Long enough,” he snickered. “That’s a question for some other time, maybe!” 

I walked out, not sure what to make of that little exchange. The first couple of times we had spoken, he had been nice enough, but the minute I had asked questions about the town or the people in it, his jaws had locked tighter than Fort Knox, and he had refused to accept my business if I didn’t drop the subject altogether. He had never been that candid before and, frankly, it made me nervous wondering what had changed in him. I noticed that he was still intently watching me as I headed down the road to the library, so I gave a halfhearted wave as he vanished into the store.

As for the others I met, well saw, on the street, they still side stepped and nearly raced across the road to avoid crossing my path. So, I guessed, while some things had changed, some had stayed the same. I could have done without the incriminating looks they were shooting my way, and not a single hello was offered before I reached the library.

Gertrude was just unlocking the door as I walked up. Her hands were full, and she was having trouble fitting the key in the door. I saw an opportunity to help and maybe earn a little leeway with my questions and research.

“Ma’am, can I help you with that?” I was trying to be as polite as possible. “Looks like you could use a hand.”

Her nose crinkled up, and her bottom lip developed a noticeable tick as she spoke, “Sir, I’ll thank you to mind your own business! If I needed your help I would’ve asked for it, but you big city boys always pry your way into people’s affairs, always have to stick your nose where it doesn’t belong. So, I’ll thank you to keep that in mind the next time the urge to meddle strikes you!”

There was something definitely off with this lady. All I had done was offer to help, and she’d gone off like I’d tried to steal her purse. This was going to be harder than I thought. I followed her inside and figured I might as well press my luck as far as I could, since being nice was getting me nothing but attitude. As she pushed her glasses back up on her nose, she wouldn’t take her eyes off me. Geeze, lady, it’s not like I’m gonna stuff these ratty old books down my pants and run off, so just let up with the evil eyes already! But I kept that thought to myself and wandered down an aisle titled historical documents.

She wasn’t much of a librarian to let the books and shelves fall into this kind of disarray. I bet they hadn’t seen a dust rag or polish in all the years they’d resided here. I was halfway down, and nothing had jumped out to grab my attention or spark even the least bit of interest. I was moving steadily, keeping one hand free to swipe the names clear and the other to cover my nose from being assaulted by dust bunnies that would cause me to sound off like a fog horn. Lord knows Gertrude didn’t need an excuse to chastise me. 

There was no order or system; the books were just thrown on shelves in no certain way. You could either take a chance of upsetting Gertrude’s peace, and get asked to leave as a result, or perform an in-depth grid search of every shelf until you found the buried treasure you were looking for. Then, there was always the chance that you could go through all the effort and not end up finding what you needed. 

She was an odd-looking woman; she stood over six feet tall, was paper thin, and was a bit hunched over. Her voice was low and raspy, maybe from all the years she spent whispering and shushing people.

“Sir, the books on that corner shelf there, they’re not for the public. They’re extremely old and in bad condition.”

“Oh alright, I’ll leave those alone then.”

She waved her hand dismissively, “Thank you.”

“Is there anything else I should know about before I unintentionally wander off into uncharted territory? I’d hate to break some unwritten library laws.”

I was trying to be funny, hoping she’d crack a smile, but she wasn’t buying it at all.

“No, sir, just the books on the corner shelf are off limits. Everything else is available!”

“Ok, well again, I’ll steer clear of that shelf.”

“It’s ok, just my job to point those things out, you know? You’re not the only one I’ve had to warn about those old books.”

“Really, who else tried to look at them?”

Noticeably disturbed at this point, she sneered, “Just an eccentric old man whose loneliness drove him mad many years ago. You won’t know him, as he never comes to town. His name is Adder Lewis. But he also was warned and then banned from the library, so you don’t want to follow his lead.”

I think she was trying to put my mind at ease and let me know I hadn’t crossed any lines yet, but her shrewd matter- of-fact tone did little to help her cause. She was nice enough to show me to more books I had asked about, and she quickly reminded me of the strict checkout policy before hurrying back to her desk. She just sat there peeking over the rim of her glasses, intently scanning the room for any other would-be rules violators. I didn’t know why though, because I was the only other person in the library.

I was starting to think that I wasn’t going to find anything of use in these outdated books, because every page was filled with antiquated information that had become obsolete in Ben Franklin’s era. I had almost let my frustration get the best of me when, finally, there was something…maybe.  Let me see here! Alright! This is what I was looking for. ‘Town’s History – a Pilgrim’s Plight’, I thought to myself what a strange name for a book. I carried it over to a small table and carefully blew the cover off to see if it had more to share, but it didn’t. I looked at the table of contents and tried to get a feel for the story held within the pages, but nothing was coming to the forefront. So, I decided to just start reading and see where it took me.

I learned that the town was founded by a group of religious refugees. They had been run out of every town they’d tried to settle in. Apparently, their beliefs had sort of been on the extreme side, and people just hadn’t been able to accept or tolerate their culture, so they’d vigorously persuaded them to keep on moving. They hadn’t been allowed to buy or trade for supplies. That’s weird. Every merchant welcomes new business. What could these people have done to be shunned in that manner? Their beliefs hadn’t been recognized or accepted as a mainstream religion. 

They had traveled thousands of miles across desolate and unforgiving lands, searching for a place to settle and call their home, a place where they could openly practice their religion and share their beliefs freely. I guessed that when they had finally come to this spot, it had either been meant to be, or they had just been too damn exhausted to continue. They’d pitched their stakes and set up a tent city for a while. Everyone had pitched in to help build homes for all the residents. Their leader had proclaimed that “…the area was ordained by the almighty,” and he had compared their hardships to those of Moses. These people must’ve been anal about their record keeping for there to be that kind of detail. I mean, knowing the leader’s exact thoughts and what he had said in his christening speech…that was freaking awesome! As I turned the next page, intent on finding out more about these people, dust shot up from the pages, filling the air and my nostrils. I put up a good fight to stop the sneeze before it escaped, but found myself unable to hold it in, and a silence-breaking bullhorn noise erupted from my nose. I was barely able to cover my face when I heard the glasses sliding down her nose and then being lifted over her head.

“Excuse me! Sir, excuse me! Would you mind terribly not expelling your mucus on my precious documents? They can’t be replaced. Unlike the big city institutions where they have the funds and staff to take care of issues like this, we don’t.”

“Yes, ma’am, I’m sorry… the dust just… just… aachoo! Sorry again, but the dust got to me.”

My eyes were watering, and my nose was burning. I knew there was another sneeze just antagonizing me into pissing Gertrude off, but as much as I tried, I couldn’t hold it in any longer.

Looking thoroughly agitated, she slammed her glasses on her desk and said, “Sir, I’ve had about all the distractions I can handle out of you. It’s time you exit the library.”

“I’m sure all the other patrons would understand.” My disgust was beaming through my sarcastic smile. “I apologize for all the dust covered relics that litter the shelves unattended year after year. If you were any kind of a true librarian, Gertrude, I wouldn’t have had a sneezing fit, but since you can’t seem to wrench your ass from your chair and do your duty, I’ll just check this book out and finish it at home.”

She was about to lose her composure. The veins bulging in her forehead spoke volumes about her feelings toward my offensive behavior.

“No, you may certainly not! That book will not leave this building, or I’ll inform the sheriff of your actions! Now, there’s the door. You know what to do!”

Furious, I stormed out the door and raced down the dirt road back to town. The people scattered in all directions, and I saw Mr. Harte standing in the doorway and pointing his finger as if to say, well I told you so. His belly was roaring with laughter, and both of his chins chattered against each other with each guttural explosion. I just flipped him the bird and kept walking, which only made him chuckle even louder. I didn’t pay him any attention as I speed-walked past.

He screamed out, “Told ya she’s a real peculiar lady.” His stomach continued rolling until he almost lost his breath and had to sit down to recover. I just kept marching home.

At home, I sat there thinking about how completely messed up these people were and tried to understand why they acted the way they did, but nothing made sense anymore. It was almost like they wanted to keep me confused and disoriented. My first reaction to this place had been how beautiful and peaceful it seemed, the way I had felt drawn here like I was already part of this place. Is it possible that some other forces brought me here? But, what would the reason be for it?

Suddenly, there was a knock on the door, a soft gentle tap, almost like the visitor didn’t even want me to hear it. I was surprised, because no one had visited me in the entire time I had been here, so I didn’t know what to expect. 

“Hey, come on in. It’s open,” I said uneasily, not knowing who it could be.

The door slowly swung open to reveal a short fat man who had to turn sideways to maneuver through the doorway; I saw Mr. Harte standing there.

Gasping for air like he had just run a marathon, he said “Well, you’ve done it now, mister.”

“Really… what did I do?”

“Mister, ya done went and stirred the pot! Now we’re having a town meeting to see how to get you out of here.”

Confusion swirling around in my head, I said, “What do you mean, get me out of here? What have I done? Y’all are so messed up. First, no one speaks to me, and then you try to run me out of town for nothing at all.”

He had a weird uncertain look, and his eyes were bouncing around as he said, “Mister, I told ya to just let it be, but ya wouldn’t listen!”

“Ok, so what’s the big deal? Why are all these people, who never bothered to get to know me or even speak to me, in such an uproar?”

He started pacing back and forth, studying my body language, and then he revealed his hidden agenda.

“Look, I told ya some things were better left alone. If ya keep looking for answers, people around here will never accept ya, but, against my better judgment… I’m sorta at odds with myself over this.” He opened an old leather pouch he had slung over his shoulder and threw a book on the end table. “Now I don’t know exactly what ya may be after, but here’s this book. It may help. Don’t ask me any foolish questions, ‘cause ya won’t get the answer ya think ya will!”

He could tell I was out of my head trying to figure out what he was doing, but he said nothing more. 

“Mr. Harte, I sure appreciate this, but how did you get this book from that old Cerberus lady at the library?”

He just grinned and turned his head.

“Mister, I have my ways. These are my people… my flock, if you will, and I have influence over certain things.”

I was about to say thanks again, but he suddenly turned and twisted through the door and just waddled off without another word.

Thumbing through the pages of the book he brought, something grabbed my attention. It was an account of some kind of outbreak -- a disease that had ravaged the settlers before they had even set up their tents. It had nearly wiped them out. It didn’t say if it was smallpox, cholera, or what, but it had raced through the people, infecting everyone from infants to the elderly. In a matter of several months, half the people had died. The survivors had just carried on and continued building their new town.

Another time: ninety percent of the town had burned to the ground. There was no word on whether it had been an accident or an act of Mother Nature, but it had gone up in flames. Every building had ignited simultaneously. Yet, after the embers had died down and the flames had been extinguished, they’d waded through the ashes and soot and devastation to rebuild again. If it had been me, I would’ve probably said just screw it… it isn’t meant to be for us to live here. But… not these stubborn ass people, no, they’d been determined that this was their home and they had been drawn here for a higher purpose. So, they had been willing to face whatever came their way. I had to give them respect for that.

The book talked mostly about all the hardships the settlers had faced and overcome, but I didn’t see why Mr. Harte had been so deceptive about me having to see this book. Confusing wasn’t the right word; nothing suspicious or weird had jumped out at me. Hell, there had been nothing really significant yet. It just didn’t make sense! 

Suddenly, I saw a page full of little notes written on the side of the script. It talked of the leader, and how his power and control of the people, whom he called his flock, had had somewhat of a dictator dynamic. The people had blindly followed him like entranced sheep follow their shepherd. His control had been uncontestable. He’d acted as judge, jury, and executioner, and his word had been final. Wow! This man had been something else for sure. The notes also contained a description: He was short and obese, with a thick reddish-brown beard covering his entire face. Wait… what is it about that description that seems familiar? I know, I just know, there’s something here that I should remember, but why can’t I remember?

Unfortunately, there was no more meaningful or useful information in the book. My search for the history of this town had ended before it really got started. Feeling completely unsatisfied, I slammed it shut and slid it across the end table in disgust. My mind was still fumbling over what little information I had found, and I couldn’t help but feel that there was still a lot missing, and something strange was at work with these religious freaks. There was still time unaccounted for, and it left me wondering what else they may have faced. I mean, after fires that had crippled the town while it was still in its infancy and diseases that had leveled the population and nearly wiped them out, they’d still persevered. They’d been hell bent on making this place their home, and they had been strong enough to withstand everything sent their way. The town was here; that was a testament to the heart and soul of the first settlers. It was a tribute to their sheer willpower to survive and carry on.

I had to give it to them; they’d struggled and fought, endured many hardships. Yet through it all, they’d never lost sight of who they were or of the life they’d wanted to make for themselves. Their religious beliefs were now welcome and openly shared in their own Mecca. 

They’d never given up and wanted to quit or die. They’d never tried a silly ass plan to end their lives or needed rehab to straighten out their completely messed up way of thinking. They’d faced their fears, battled through them, and had come out victorious on the other side to enjoy their new-found tranquility. If nothing else, these people had been survivors, and they had known how to endure life’s pitfalls. 





Chapter Three

Storm’s a Coming

I would’ve laughed if not for the pains shooting through my ass. The shameful look I was wearing took precedence over everything else. I couldn’t believe how clumsy I was, tripping over my own feet and falling on the coffee table and then smashing it to pieces with my bottom-heavy butt. Standing there pulling splinters out of my ass, I thought, Well, maybe it’s time to visit Mr. Harte again. Maybe he’ll have a replacement, and I can ask about the book and exactly what it was supposed to show me.

***

The bell ringing masked the creaking of the door as I pushed it open. Before I even got one foot in the door, I heard his voice ring out from a hiding place somewhere amidst the jungle of aisles and furniture. 

“Well, come on in. What can I do for ya today?”

“Well, Mr. Harte, I…”

“It’s Will. None of this Mr. crap!” 

“Ok, well…Will, I sorta need another coffee table? I seem to have smashed the other one to smithereens. I said a few words as I buried it in the back yard.”

Scratching his head as he emerged right in front of me, he said, “How in the world did ya manage that?”

With a guilty half smile I said, “Ohh… lost my balance, tripped over these two left feet, and ended up crashing through the table before hitting the floor.”

His right eyebrow furled a little as he said, “Well that beats it all! Had ya been hitting the sauce?”

“No sir! I don’t drink at all.”

“Is that so? So ya just can’t walk and committed a coffee table homicide huh?” He was smiling now, and I could tell that he wanted to pull my chain a little more, but he didn’t. “Well, hope ya came out with no permanent damage.”

Gently rubbing my butt, I laughed and said, “Only to my pride, nothing that won’t heal.”

He couldn’t restrain his chuckle any longer, and his belly cascaded as he roared out loud. After a few minutes, he regained his composure enough to speak.

“I wasn’t meaning to pry into your personal affairs. What a man does in his home…well, that’s his own business. Unless, of course, he needs help pulling splinters from his nether regions.”

Again, he exploded into laughter, his belly nearly bouncing off the floor.

I couldn’t help but laugh along with him. As we stood there trying to see through the tears now flooding our eyes, and attempting to catch our breath, a sudden wind stirred up. It was fairly strong, too. It blew the door open so fast the bell didn’t have a chance to sound off. The wind was cold, and immediately forced goose bumps to appear.

Will was visibly shaken by this, and I didn’t know what to make of his reaction.

He said, “I need to sit for a minute.”

“Ok, well, there’s a couple chairs right here. Let’s take a seat for a while.”

He was nervous and fidgety and looked a little scared. Sitting there uneasy in his chair, arms intertwined, shifting from side to side, he crossed his legs-- first one and then the other. I was dumbfounded. I didn’t understand why that wind had sent him into such hysterics and had caused his sudden and severe mood change. Surely that little breeze hadn’t been enough to induce such a noticeable reaction, had it?

“Will, are you alright?” I asked.

“Mister, the storms are a comin’! They get bad around these parts. Everyone either gets prepared or… or they just leave!”

There was no expression on his face as those words escaped his mouth. I didn’t know what to say, let alone what to do. He was obviously upset and not able to continue our conversation. I guess my questions about the book would have to wait for another time.

I said, “Will, what storms? Why do people pack up and leave town over winds and rain? Besides, I’m pretty much on high ground. How bad can it be?”

That hit a nerve, and his eyes lit up like roman candles as flashes of anger shot across his face. He vigorously began to rub the reddish-brown beard shielding his face, and his pupils, dilated and fixed on mine, was locked straight into my face. He stared me down for a minute before he spoke.

He snapped, “Don’t be foolish! Take some advice from an old man who has been around quite a bit longer than you, and may have learned a few things in his many years of experience. Trust me, the storm’s a comin’, and you’d be wise to prepare for it, or follow the rats off the sinking ship right the Hell out of town!”

I didn’t have a clue what he was talking about. His advice made no sense.

I asked, “Will, since you’re being so free with riddles, how do you suggest I get prepared for these infamous storms, because I’m not leaving!”

I thought he would suggest something along the lines of supplies: food, water, blankets, and candles, that sort of stuff-- the normal and necessary items. But that’s not the response I got. He simply looked me over, still rubbing his long whiskers.

“Leave! Before the storms get here. Leave!”

This reaction wasn’t what I had expected, and it even pissed me off a bit. My face heated up like a furnace, turning red as the blood starting to boil beneath the skin. Instead of making a scene by sprinting out the door and slamming it behind me – which I really wanted to do just for the satisfaction I’d get from it – I turned and spit out,

“Thanks for nothing! All those years of experience and that’s all you have to say! I may as well have asked the damn clock on the wall for advice. Thanks anyway for your so-called wisdom, for what good it’ll do me.”

“It’s on the way. You’ll see and wish ya would’ve listened to this old fool! Mister, the storm’s a comin’ as sure as you’re there about to twist the knob plum off my door. It’s coming!”

With that, he wobbled off through the store, muttering under his breath, and disappeared. 

I was more lost and confused than ever now, and I was upset that I hadn’t been able to ask him questions about the book. The storm wasn’t even here, and already it was running interference on my research. I didn’t have any answers and probably couldn’t make heads or tails of them if I did. The hoard of useless information now cluttering my mind was clogging any chance of making sense of this shit or finding a sensible explanation for it all. My mind was blank! Knowing there was no reason for it, I decided to just drop it and head home. Lord knows I wouldn’t want to get caught up in these world-famous storms that struck fear in the hearts of these ignorant people. Storms, my ass!

Why in the world did these guys believe such nonsense? They acted like the storms were of apocalyptic proportions, destroying everything in their path, but somehow the town and the people were still there. I saw no signs of previous damage. Wow. How simple minded could people be?

I guess everyone was right; it was storm season. Though I wouldn’t classify the events of the past couple nights as storms. I’d been soaked more by bug guts splattering on the windshield than what these weak storms had mustered up so far.

The first few showers had barely covered the ground and had left no trace. Honestly, they were quite a letdown after all the suspense built up by the people in town. I was beginning to think they’d made me the butt of some lame joke. You know, scare the new guy. Tell him stories of powerful and mysterious weather just hoping he’ll pack up and run away. Real funny! But I refused to play along!

Once again, as with every other night this week, right around dusk, the clouds rolled in to hide the sun’s retreat. Darkness was ushered in by the skies rumbling, anxious for its turn on watch. Nothing new, a few less than spectacular sparks, a mild stirring in the air, and thunder. I’d been moved more by a fat man’s belly aching for food. Not expecting any surprises or unknown excitement from tonight’s episode, I plopped down on the couch, threw my legs up, and grabbed the crossword that had outsmarted my solving abilities all week. 

I hadn’t made any progress on the puzzle when a chill blew across the hardwood floors, intent on turning my toes into popsicles. With the goose bumps racing to break the land speed record from one end of my body to the other, I hopped up to ease the thermostat over a little more. Maybe just a little! Through the window, I noticed that trees were starting to sway and dance in the wind’s orchestration. The poor bushes were trying to hold on for dear life to their positions by the road, but were already surrendering as they were brought to their knees. The dust seemed to be back building like a fire searching for oxygen before it unleashed its destructive force. I knew this might be what they were all so scared of.

Suddenly I heard something! It was low and muffled, too faint to make out. It sounded almost like a kitten calling for its mother, but I hadn’t seen one since I’d been here. What could it be? I rushed to the door and looked outside. A gust of air nearly ripped it from my grasp, and I struggled to keep a hold of the handle. I looked around, but there was nothing. No cat or animal of any kind, just the wind whirling about in chaotic disarray, traipsing in and out of the branches. I convinced myself that that was all it was! It took every ounce of my strength to maneuver the door back into place and securely shut.

I managed to file these events under the category of “weird, but not supernatural. My mind was aching from the grueling stress inflicted by the devious crossword puzzle, so I decided to grab a snack before attempting to thwart its diabolical plan of world domination by means of one migraine at a time. I loaded my plate with all the junk food all-stars, chips and dip, half a sub, a Pepsi, and for desert, at Little Debbie’s urging, a Swiss roll. Now that was a meal! I could hear “Skip to My Lou” playing in my head as I meandered back to my spot. Now, I was ready to relax and chow down and regain the energy to assault the brain teaser from Hell.

Just as I set my plate and drink down to plump up my pillows so that I could sit back to eat, another icy breeze invaded my personal space and sent shivers up my spine. The curtains began to blow, and there… there it was again, that sound! I heard a low fragile whining lingering in through the cracks. Some creature was crying in the night. I jumped to my feet and rushed to find my flashlight, and then I hurried back to the door, hoping I wasn’t too late again to miss whatever was making the noises. Nearly jerking the hinges out of the wall as I slammed the door open; I shined the light feverishly into the darkness, trying to spot something…anything besides the wind. Yet again, I saw nothing! No signs of anything but an average storm already beginning to lose its strength and slumber off. 

Resigned to believing I just wasn’t used to the moans and groans an old house made, I returned to my cozy couch. Finishing my snack, I turned back to my headache. Now, what is an eight-letter word for “no longer in use?”

***

This pattern occurred every night for the next several days. First, at dusk, the storms blew in. Then the winds picked up. Next, I would begin hearing the soft sounds of a seemingly frightened animal outside my door. I always leapt to my feet and rushed to the door, pleading with the wind to just ease up enough to allow me a chance to find the poor thing, but it never cooperated with me, and I never found a single trace of anything on the porch or even in the front yard the next morning.

These were in no way “super storms”, but they were damn sure annoying enough to aggravate the piss out of me. I set my mind to go into town and ask if anyone else had ever experienced the events from the previous nights like I had. Though I really didn’t expect any more cooperation from those people, and I doubted they’d answer my first question. But I had to try. All they could do was ignore me, like every other time they saw me coming! 





Chapter Four

Adder Lewis

My first stop was at Mr. Harte’s. He had always been ready to talk-- well, most of the time anyway. At least, he was more so than anyone else.

His voice filled the air, “What can I do ya for?”

“Will, come out; come out, wherever you are!” I said, trying to make him smile before I hit him with twenty questions about the storms.

“Oh, it’s you,” he smirked. “What, did ya break another table?”

“No, no I didn’t. Just wanted to talk is all.”

“Well, I have nothing to say! Never should have opened my darn fool mouth in the first place!”

I could see that his jovial disposition was gone, and he was no longer willing to talk about anything other than furniture. And he wasn’t too happy to be doing that right now either.

I said, “Since you’ve joined the ranks of those being hateful to me, do you know of anyone else who may not have their head crammed up their superstitious ass, and would be willing to talk to me?”

He looked at me with his eyes clinched halfway shut and his lips puckered like a scared little kid waiting for his first kiss and said, “Mister, there’s not one single solitary soul in this town who is daft enough to ever talk to ya! Your foolishness will bring a vengeance down upon us unlike any recorded in the town’s history! You’re not one of us, and you never will be. So, with that in mind, you need to leave!”

My patience with the ignorance of these backwoods, hillbilly, and inbred simpletons was wearing off extremely fast as I yelled, “What the Hell does that mean?”

He pointed out the door and demanded, “I’ll thank ya to exit my store immediately!” This time he didn’t walk off and disappear. No, he just stood there staring at me and waiting for me to leave. “Go on, get, before I call the sheriff and have ya removed from the premises permanently!”

Completely disgusted and at a loss to understand the behavior of these people, I said, “Yeah, sure, whatever you say! This whole fucking town is certifiable!”

I left the door wide open as I quickly made my way to the street.

My temper was raging as I marched down the center of town. I was so engrossed in the conversation I was carrying on with myself that I didn’t even notice the person lurking in the shadows behind me. Stealthily, he was trying to get my attention without drawing any to himself. 

Shaking clear of the fire still inhabiting my eyes, I yelled, “What the Hell do you want?”

I couldn’t tell who it was. They wouldn’t break the barrier of shadows long enough for me to make out their face. I only saw a dark silhouette and a covered arm motioning to me. Really not feeling up to any games, I stormed over, grabbed him by the collar, and demanded an answer.

“If you have something to say, just say it already!”

He never spoke, but being this close, I knew that it was James from the drugstore, the kid who had all but ignored me when we had first met. He nervously reached into his pocket and pulled out a crumpled-up piece of paper. Then he twisted it into my hand. As my attention was taken from him to the note, he jerked loose and ran off into the labyrinth of alleys hidden in darkness. I tried to chase after him, but it was no use. His young legs outpaced mine, and my lungs failed me after only a short sprint. Besides, I was sure that he knew the town better than I ever would, and there was no way I could’ve ever caught him.

My attention turned back to the paper. I wondered what could be on it, and why he went through all the shadow games. Nothing about this place was normal, and these people sure as Hell fit right in. Curiosity getting the best of me, I stopped at the first working street lamp and retrieved the note from my back pocket. I was anxious to know what was on it-- what secret it revealed, but I was still uneasy with what it might actually be. After all, this kid didn’t seem to be playing with a full deck.

As the fading light uncovered the chicken scratch, I was both surprised and disappointed. There was no message, no secret, nothing to warrant James’ shadowy ninja-like motives. There was nothing of significance except a name and an address:

Adder Lewis - 1432 Possum Slick Rd.

A mile northeast of town, then right ¼ mile, can’t miss it.

Why in the world would he go through so much trouble to hand me this worthless note? I decided that there was nothing I could do about it tonight, so I continued on my way home.

***

Rubbing my eyes in an effort to erase the remnants of a sleepless night, the events from last night started to filter in and play back in my mind. Instantly, I was gripped with rage. I just couldn’t believe how foolhardy they were acting. All of this over a few rain clouds, and now I was being shunned! 

Staggering on legs not fully awake, I stumbled into the bathroom. Chasing James around a dusty rain-drenched town and getting overheated the way I did had worked up a sweat, and the rank odor was permeating throughout the entire house, making my eyes burn and leaving me in desperate need of a shower. The stubble that graced my face and chin could use a little attention as well. Hopefully, the shower would be revitalizing enough that I’d have the energy to look for more answers. Some fresh clothes, maybe a splash or two of some smell-good stuff, and I would be all set. 

Sitting on the couch, lazily putting my socks and boots on, I suddenly remembered the note young James, the night-time assassin, had handed me. Hobbling with one boot still off, I fished my pants out of the hamper to look at the note again. I thought, a quick bite to eat, and I’ll have to pay this Adder Lewis a visit.

I really shouldn’t have been surprised that James’ sense of direction was as extensive as his vocabulary, but I could’ve done without the three hours of being lost down deserted roads out in the boondocks. I swear I passed the same grove of trees five times already! His “mile” northeast became four and his “quarter mile” was more like one. His right and left had me trapped in an almost inescapable maze most of the morning. Despite all the wrong turns and bad directions, I finally found Possum Slick Rd., and just followed it to fourteen thirty-two, which was no easy task. Hardly any mailboxes were marked, and, if they were, it’d been years since the numbers had been replaced. Houses were separated by blocks, or, in some cases, miles. One would say six hundred and something, and the next would be four hundred. Yet somehow, and no thanks to James, I found the right place.

I grew up watching all the horror movies that take place in isolated, time forgotten, shithole, infested towns like these, so, needless to say, I was ready to piss my pants walking up to the front door. I could barely keep my hand headed toward the door; it was gyrating so badly back and forth. It would’ve made one Hell of a paint mixer though. Anxiety and fear filled my head as I wondered if I’d be greeted by “Leather Face” or some other cannibalistic monster not seen or heard of before. Not heard of, that is, until my stupid ass came knocking on its door.

As the commotion of things falling and being dragged resonated from inside, and the groans and deep heavy breathing could be heard nearing the door, I sensed my bravery was about to abandon me and leave me stranded alone on this porch to become some creature’s main course tonight. 

My fears were eased as an old man appeared. He was average in every aspect. The only thing that stood out was how blue and amazing his eyes were, so bright and full of life. The rest of his body failed in comparison. Time was a cruel mistress, and age had ravaged his mobility. His body was withered, and he needed a cane to balance on as he took steps. Speaking took all his energy. 

He looked me up and down, trying to figure out who I was by the clothes I wore. This took a while since his movements were slow and accompanied by many joints popping and cracking. His movements seemed to be well thought out. Finally, the uncomfortable silence was broken. 

He said, “Son, are you lost?”

“No sir,” I said. “I’m just trying to track down someone.  Not sure if I’m even in the right place.”

“Well, if you keep it to yourself, I can’t help you.”

I was still thrown off by his appearance, thinking that surely this man couldn’t be “Leather Face”, could he?

I shook my head and said, “Oh, I’m sorry, keep what to myself?”

“Son, I can’t tell you if you’re at the right place unless you say who you’re looking for.” His eyes sparkled, and a smile passed his chapped lips as he said, “Let’s have it. Who is the lucky person being sought after by you?”

With a quizzical look smeared across my face, I said, “His name is Adder Lewis, but I have to confess that I don’t know him.”

“You found him,” he said. “So, what brings you to the sticks?” He began a series of baby steps, making a trip to the table. “Come on. Sit down, and spill the beans!”

He tried to push a chair in my direction, but its stubbornness to remain in place overpowered his abilities. I walked over, pulled out the chair, and sat. I started explaining everything: how the townspeople acted strangely and so set in their ways, how only a few would speak, about the warning or threat to leave town before the storm arrives, and finally about what happened last night with Mr. Harte and James.

He sat there looking at me for the longest time. It was clear that he still didn’t know exactly what to think of me or what I really wanted. He suddenly became determined to jump to his feet. He completed the move after a couple of minutes. He gave me a quick glance and turned toward the door.

He said, “Think we need a drink. Seems you’re in a talking mood, and I’ll need something to wet my lips if you expect me to join the conversation. You want anything?”

“Yes sir, that’d be good. I’ll take just whatever you have-- tea, water, or soda.”

I sat there waiting for him to return and wondered if he could even handle two drinks. I didn’t think this old man could answer my questions or clear up any confusion I had, but he was all I had right now, and I was not willing to give up yet. It was nice having someone who wanted to talk to me though. I’d gotten used to the unfriendly people in town turning their backs to me and avoiding eye contact, so this was a welcomed change of pace.

A snail could’ve lapped him, as fast as his unsteady legs were carrying him. 

He handed me a half-full glass of tea and said, “Well, it was full when I started. You know, age has a way of putting you in your place. Just when you think you have it all figured out and things are well in hand…you don’t. Your strength is the first thing that lets you down. Then major tremors work their way through your body, top to bottom and back again.” He smiled as he said, “I used to like my Martinis stirred, but now I have to settle for shaken.”

Though I tried to keep it in, my laughter blurted out, and I quickly apologized, “I’m sorry, I know I shouldn’t laugh at that, but even you have to admit, that Martini line was pretty funny.”

He winked at me. “It’s alright. That’s my go-to line when the tension gets too thick. Besides, if you can’t have a good chuckle at your own expense, who can you laugh at? It’s sad enough when you age and start to lose your senses, but if you lose your humor, everything else is soon to follow. Losing your sense of humor is almost as bad as not being able to perform in bed anymore! Yes sir, that’s the only fate worse than dying-- no sense of humor.”

His eyes lit up, and he was nearly stretched out flat on the table and out of breath as his laughter had over powered him. I said, “I’d have to agree with you on that.”

“Well, Son, what is it you want to know?”

“Mr. Lewis, this town is crazy! I was told I would never be accepted and should just leave. Then they talk about these storms like there’s some supernatural force driving them, like they’re being fed by a dark force. What is up with all this… this craziness?”

He sat there a while, and I could tell he was forming a strategy on how to approach the subject.

He said, “Okay, Son, here it is in a nutshell! About the town and its inhabitants: yes, they are a bit strange, but you have to understand something. Long ago they came together in this place and almost immediately chose to lock themselves away from the outside world, a world that had turned them away at every stop, a world that had all but slammed every single door in their faces. They felt that building their own community, giving support to each other, looking after their own kind, and defending their way of life and religious beliefs from any outside interference was the only option they had. Who could blame them after the blind persecutions they faced throughout the country?

But, as luck would have it, when they closed themselves off from the cultures and societies they believed had wronged them so unjustly, those very same cultures and societies merely forgot they ever existed.”

“Mr. Lewis, I’ve read the town history. I just don’t understand how it’s still relevant today.”

“Now I’m not making excuses for them, but it’s hard to see their peculiarities and break through the barriers and walls when you don’t know why those walls and barriers were built in the first place.

These people were born and raised with these values. They were set in their ways, bound to be skeptical of anything pertaining to the outside world, and I can’t foresee that ever changing. But, like every story, there are always two sides to it.”

I said, “That’s all fine, and while I may not understand it, I do accept it. As I said, I’ve done some research, and I know the difficult circumstances they faced. I respect them for not running off or giving up and for being so stubborn to stick it out no matter what was thrown at them, but it still falls short in explaining their odd behavior hundreds of years later! Surely that mistrust was bred out long ago.”

He just shook his head, wiped his brow, and said, “There is no explanation, and you will probably never fully understand. Hell, I’ve been here my whole life and still can’t figure out some of their eccentricities.”

I tried to debate further, but his chin was bouncing off his chest, and sounds began bellowing out from somewhere deep in his gut. I stood up, wanting to leave quietly so that I didn’t disturb his nap, but my chair screeched across the loose planks and jarred his eyes wide open.

“I’m sorry,” I squeaked, “didn’t mean to wake you. I was just trying to sneak out.”

“Don’t worry; it’s ok. I’m an old man and not always in charge of how my body wants to act. Think I will mosey on in to bed though.” 

His cane was tap dancing as he tried to steady himself.

I asked, “Mr. Lewis, would it be alright if I stopped by another time?”

“Son, anytime you want! The porch is always open. I don’t get many visitors these days, and it sure is nice just to have someone to sit and shoot the shit with. You know, they say you can talk to yourself, but don’t start answering yourself, or you’ve done went too far. Well, I crossed that line a long, long time ago.”

His laughter could be heard ringing through the house as he went inside. I turned, walked down the steps, and began the arduous trip back home. With each step, I was hoping I wouldn’t get as lost on the way back as I had getting here. I finally had something to smile about and left with a sense that I had, at last, found a friend, maybe someone who could help fill in a few of the blanks surrounding this town and its people. 





Chapter Five

Adder Explains

Lying down that night was an uphill battle. The more ground I thought I was making, the more elusive sleep became. I was thrilled at having met Adder and couldn’t wait to talk to him again. I felt like a kid on Christmas Eve, trying to force my eyes to stay shut and begging my mind to close up shop, all in the hope of waking up in the morning to rip through the presents stacked under the tree. Only my gift was a simple conversation with an old man who couldn’t stay conscious.

The first hint of light gleamed through the window by my bed, and a Jack-in-the-Box couldn’t have sprung up quicker. I headed to the bathroom for a shower. The water barely had time to reach my toes before I twisted the knob again. I threw on some clothes, grabbed a couple of Little Debbie cakes, and rushed out the door.

The drive, though only a few minutes, seemed like hours. I couldn’t believe how excited I was. I wondered if he’d be up. Surely, he was. Old folks were supposed to be up at the butt crack of dawn, weren’t they? It didn’t matter; I was almost there now. Just one more curve and then his driveway. I must have looked like a herd of stallions racing by as I pulled in, and the dust raised up like thunder clouds.

He motioned with a little nod, but the clanging of metal slapping together almost drowned out his words.

He said, “Been expecting you! Don’t get around too early, do you? You must be one of those night owls, huh?” He was teasing me as a playful grin spread across his face.

I snapped back, “Careful Father Time. Don’t smile too much. It might put a permanent crack in your boyish good looks. Besides, some of us don’t take power naps through…” I drew my head towards my chest and started to snore “… out the day.”

We both laughed, and as I reached the table, we shook hands.

Pointing at the full glasses of tea already poured and waiting, he said, “See, I thought ahead today. I may need an extra few winks during the day, but, Son, the burden of carrying around all these manly good looks would knock an average man on his ass.”

“Yes, sir, all that machismo must be a heavy, heavy burden. I’d say unbearable even.”

“Would you mind scooting my glass over to me? I’ve already spent the majority of my morning just getting them here and don’t care much for a sweet tea shower.” He pulled a long straw from his pocket and said, “Gotta be ready for any situation. Now, enough with the pleasantries! What’s on your mind this beautiful morning?”

I snagged a few quick sips and took a deep breath. “Well, I was hoping you might tell me why everyone is so uptight about these storms. From what I’ve seen, they’re nothing special-- just your common run of the mill showers.”

“Son, you just don’t understand! You don’t get it at all! Around these parts, people have every reason to fret over the weather. Now whether or not they’re something supernatural, I don’t know, but they’re certainly nothing to thumb your nose at either.”

“Look, it was what… maybe ten days of less-than-impressive sprinkles? I give it to ya, that wind played Hell with the juvenile bushes in my yard, but still, it was nothing to cause these psychotic episodes. I’ve seen less emotion at a Pentecostal revival than these people at the mere mention of a storm.”

“Son, let me try to explain it to you! The town is on edge because they know these storms. Being an outsider, you don’t! They know these things, because they’ve lived with them; it’s a way of life for them. They also understand that there’s a cycle to them. This is something you haven’t witnessed yet.”

“Mr. Lewis, it’s still not making sense!”

“Again, let me explain!” He was looking really aggravated that I kept interrupting him. “Pour me a little more, would you? My mouth is sure getting parched from all this gum flapping!”

I filled his cup and watched as the super-sized straw had nearly pinned him to the wall. His extreme age had almost submitted to the sheer size of the straw but his dry lips finally won the battle as they caught it like a fly on flypaper. 

He continued, “These storms aren’t what you’re used to. They have cycles– three, in fact. Each one is a little stronger and more devastating than the last. This is the way they go: the first cycle comes in sort of quiet, nothing special to speak of, as you so eloquently put it. There’s cold air mixed with a brisk wind. Then rain scatters conservatively. Then there are flashes in the sky, followed by domesticated thunder.

The first cycle, which you took part in last week, is the mildest of the cycles. It lasts anywhere from seven to ten days and causes very little damage, if any at all. For the most part, it’s more inconvenient than anything else. Then it clears out almost like it never was here. Though everything seems fine and dandy for a couple weeks, this is more of a resting period. It’s just taking a breather to build more strength and more destructive power.”

Unable to hide the smart-ass side digging at the coffin to be unburied I asked, “Wow, so it’s like a kitten before the lion, huh?”

“Exactly,” he said, ignoring my contempt altogether. “Now, as I said, there are a couple weeks of calm. Then the second phase moves in.”

I said, “Wait, with the first one, it was just a sudden change in the wind’s temperature that announced its arrival. What happens for the second one?”

“Ok, well, I’m getting to it! That’s the trouble with kids today-- no patience! Its entrance is signaled by sudden downpours, even when there are no clouds around in the sky for miles. You may not have been won over by the first round or its lack of rain, but this next system will make a believer out of you. It’ll be floods of biblical proportions.”

“Should I hunt down Noah and try to get a seat aboard the Ark?”

He continued talking like I had never said anything. “The wind gains power during this time. The thunder and lightning act up a bit more, but not so much that you would really notice.”

“So, mostly, it’s a lot of rain. Rain of Biblical proportions, huh? Sorry, but your story sounds a tad bit watered-down to me!”

I couldn’t tell if he actually believed in this nonsense, but he sure acted like it. Was he as foolish as everyone else? Why are these people so panicked by thunder storms? There was frustration growing and filling every crevice in his wrinkle covered face, but he continued undaunted.

“I know it’s hard to believe, but it really happens. You may not wanna listen now, but believe you me, my words will come back to chew a plug out of your ass if you don’t. Now, where… oh, yes, I remember! This phase rages on for weeks. And just suddenly disappears. As quick as it shows up, and then it’s just gone! There’s about a month of peace and quiet, but it’s far from over. It’s lying in wait, just biding its time, dormant, until it’s ready to unleash an unbiased vengeance.”

I cut him off, “See, now you make it sound like it has a soul and a consciousness, that it’s able to think… to… to pick and choose its targets, like it’s a living entity.”

His eyes were glaring hot coals as he said, “Son, now you’re starting to see the truth. I don’t know about a soul or living entity, but you can’t argue with facts. You know as well as I do how it sometimes feels like a tornado has the ability to strike this house or the next, but leaves one completely untouched. Is it alive? Is it thinking for itself? I don’t know. I just don’t know!”

“Mr. Lewis,” I said, “I know what you mean. You said there were three cycles, though, right?”

“Yes! The third one is a violent eruption of everything: wind, rain, lightning, and thunder. The only way to describe it is… is, Hell! For about six weeks… Hell!”

I guess he could tell I was holding back, that I really wanted to ask something else and pry deeper into the happenings associated with the storms, because he ordered, “Well, spit it out already! Nothing would ever get done if questions weren’t asked!”

“It’s nothing really,” I shrugged. “Just, I was wondering if anyone had ever… well, uhh…” 

“Say it!” he demanded.

“Well, if anyone has ever had strange things happen to them during one of these storms?”

He said, “Son, what would make you ask something like that?”

I grabbed the pitcher for another refill. I was nervous, trying to stall for time because of how everyone else had reacted when asked about the storms, and Mr. Lewis didn’t seem like he could handle much excitement. 

“What is it? What’s got you by the nads and won’t let you speak?” 

I said, “Mostly because I don’t even know if I believe it myself. Strange noises carried by the wind. Animal sounds, crying and whining, on my porch. But when I checked, nothing was there. I can still hear those pathetic moans tossed about in gusts of air. Yet nothing was ever there!”

He said, “You better give me another swallow or two of that tea. I can see you’re further into the story than any of us imagined.”

“I even made it a point to check around the property every morning, but there were no signs or evidence of any animals. I tried to write it off as only being the wind-- coincidences being fed by my overactive imagination-- but I haven’t been able to shake the feeling that it was real. So… has anyone ever experienced anything unusual in one of these storms?”

“Son, you remember when you said the people were crazy for panicking at the mere mention of the storms?”

Nodding my head, I said, “Yes, sir. I do.”

If he was a younger man, he would’ve been dancing a jig, as jittery as his old bones had become.

“Listen, it’s not exactly the storms they’re all so scared of, but what the storms usher in along beside them. That’s where the soul joins the story!”

I didn’t know where he was going with his answer, but it was clear that I had struck a nerve. I started pacing the porch, hoping it would give him time to simmer down and regain his senses before going over the edge of insanity right along with the rest of the loonies in this place. 

Staring off into the desolate fields, I said, “Well, have they?”

Tired of waiting for an answer and thinking he had pulled a Mr. Harte on me now, I spun around, ready to confront him for an answer, but the poor old guy had fallen victim to another midday nap and was once again snoring heartily in his chair. I wanted to be mad, but I couldn’t find it in my heart to be upset with him. Age cripples us in many ways.

I knew I’d have another chance to purge him of the answers I sought, so I scooted his glass away from the edge of the table, laid the straw down, and cautiously moved away. I remembered from my first visit how the loose boards had signaled my escape. Not knowing how many times Adder could tempt fate by being startled awake, I hopped over the railing.

I was almost to the car when I heard his voice again.

“Son, to answer your question, yes… several people have heard unexplainable noises in the night.”

“People like James?”

“Well, I don’t know this James, but people hear things all the time. It’s best not to dwell on the unknown so much. Nothing positive will come from it. Remember, in like a kitten and out like a lion!” 

I smiled trying to play it off, “I guess you’re right. Old houses and the wind and not being used to this place yet makes for mysterious happenings. It’s all.…”

There was no reason to continue. His hibernating bear imitation had silenced my words. Shaking my head, I just turned and headed home. 





Chapter Six

Old Wives’ Tales

I was tossing and turning in bed from the pounding in my head. I buried my head under pillows, hoping they would muffle the symphony blasting between my ears long enough to count a few more sheep. I finally realized that it wasn’t only in my head. No, the noise was coming from the knocking at my door, and I wasn’t dreaming. 

I yelled out, “Ok, I’m coming!”

The only visitor I’d had was Mr. Harte, so I was definitely not expecting this. Trying to recover from my sleepless coma, I staggered to the front door. As it opened, it revealed Adder standing there. I invited him in.

Wiping his feet, he said, “Well, aren’t you gonna let your other guest come in, or are you just gonna make the Sheriff stay outside? That’s not very neighborly!”

He was smiling, but he knew I was still somewhere lost between dreams and consciousness. I hadn’t even noticed the sheriff, as the fog hadn’t abandoned my eyes yet.

I said, “Oh, absolutely! Sorry, Sheriff, please come in. Can I get you something to drink?” 

The Sheriff was a rugged looking man. His skin was like leather, dried out and tough. Light brown hair covered a massive skull. His arms were the size of fence posts. I knew, from the way he carried himself, he was one man you never wanted to find yourself on the wrong side of.

The Sheriff answered, “Some coffee would be good; this old bird doesn’t know the meaning of sleeping in.”

I said, “It won’t take but a minute and, how about you, Adder?”

Adder asked, “You got one of them soda pops?”

The Sheriff looked at him and said, “Adder, a man your age should stick to healthy drinks. Too much sugar might throw that ancient ticker of yours into cardiac arrest.”

Adder wasn’t fazed. “Only thing could stop my heart is if some pretty young thing sat on my lap and rubbed my leg!”

“Alright boys, let’s keep it clean. I’m not awake enough to follow along.”

We all chuckled a little, and I handed them their drinks. I wasn’t quite able to think clearly just yet, but I still couldn’t help but wonder what had brought these two out here so early.

“Well, I have to admit I wasn’t expecting anyone, so what has you beating my door down?”

Adder chuckled and said, “If I beat your door down, you may wanna have it looked at. Anyway, I needed to make my monthly trip for supplies. Since it’s the Sheriff’s job to serve and protect, I enlisted his services.”

The Sheriff shook his head as he looked around at my kitchen, “Yeah, like I have time to haul you around. Do you realize how much time it actually takes to hitch up the horse and buggy to taxi your crotchety rear end around? I swear I’m driving Miss Daisy. Where’s my hat and suit, Massa…I’sa sorry for not lookin presentable. Sorry, Massa, sorry… please don’t whips me…I’sa do better next time!”

He was dancing around and flailing his arms and ducking like he was being swung at. This was all so strange. The Sheriff hadn’t said more than two words to me since I had been here, and, like everyone else, he seemed to go out of his way to avoid me, but now he was sitting in my kitchen talking like we were lifelong friends. I just didn’t know what to make of it!

“I don’t mean to be rude, but you two still haven’t said why you’re here. And, I really doubt it’s to shoot the shit.”

The Sheriff looked over at Adder and then back at me. “Well, it took some convincing on Adder’s part, but he finally talked me into this little ambush.”

“Sheriff, forgive my bluntness, but you haven’t exactly tried to be a friend before. Hell, I don’t remember you ever showing any interest at all! So, what do you want to speak to me about?”

Adder, frowning a little as he started to speak, “See, son, you’re always too curious. You never give a person a chance to speak. After our last conversation about strange sounds and weird things happening in the storms, well, I thought the Sheriff here might be able to set your mind at ease before you have an embolism or something. At least he may be able to answer some questions for you.”

I said, “I see! So, Sheriff, what’s up? You gonna tell me why the people go out of their way to make me feel so unwelcome? Why they believe there’s something unnatural hidden within these storms?”

Without missing a beat, he began to explain. “I’ll try. You see, these people, not unlike people from every part of the world, grew up with local legends. At this point, they’re no more than old wives’ tales. Just stories passed down from one generation to the next and so on. There may be a little truth to them. Well, when the stories originated there was. Things happen. Some are natural and easy to explain, but other things aren’t disregarded without some effort. Over the years-- and we’re talking many lifetimes-- the stories seem to almost take on a life of their own. They no longer resemble the events that gave birth to their existence in the first place.”

“So, what you’re saying is these storms are only a rumor?” I still wasn’t buying into the Sheriff’s explanation, and it was boldly written on my face.

Adder interjected, “Come on, just let him talk, Son!”

“Alright, Sheriff, please continue.”

The Sheriff said, “I suppose you could blame the parents. In order to make kids mind, do their chores, and go to bed without a fuss, we created these stories to do the babysitting and disciplining for us. You know, more or less old wives’ tales, local legends, and myths used to keep children in line.”

Adder said, “Like kids looking in the bathroom mirror late at night and saying, ‘Bloody Mary’ three times. Nothing’s really gonna jump out and grab ‘em, but it’s the fear of the unknown, of what might happen, that keeps them walking the straight and narrow.”

“Ok, yeah, I see. It’s like ghost stories around a camp fire. Telling of prank calls coming from inside the house where you’ve locked yourself in. But, you see, there’s a big difference between those stories and what you’re describing.” Disgust painted across my face, I said, “Here there’s no reception. No cell towers or, Hell, I haven’t seen a single phone at all!”

The Sheriff nodded as he went on, “Exactly! Except when you’re as cut off from the outside world as this town is, everything is amplified a hundred times. Trouble is, sometimes children are too simple in their ways to accept them for what they really are-- just stories. Their minds, hungry for knowledge, soak these tales up, and in trying to make sense of it, they invent an entire background, complete with a history to go along with it. Their overactive imaginations build a fantasy world where the stories come to life and take on human characteristics just so they can understand it. Well, to make a long story short, some kids just never find the strength to come to terms with the stories being made up. They cling to them when things don’t make sense; they hold on to them for so long that, well, the stories become their reality. They’re the only truth they believe, and they love to share their versions with anyone willing to listen.”

“Sheriff, that’s a nice story, but that’s all it is! If what you’re saying is true, then the whole damn town has been brainwashed and now believes the storms are filled with a dark vengeance and usher in death!”

Adder considered this for a second and then said, “I wouldn’t go as far as to say the whole town. But, yes a few, maybe.”

The Sheriff seemed frustrated as he looked at Adder and said, “Well, I tried Adder! I told you he wouldn’t buy this lame excuse. I have to be going now.” He broke out in his little song and dance again, “Massa, we should be on our way.”

Adder rolled his eyes and said, “Help me up, or we ain’t going anywhere.”

“Wait! Sheriff, why did you say I wouldn’t buy it?” I asked, perplexed.

He replied curtly, “That’ll have to wait for another time.” He ducked out the door and peeked at the sky. “There’s not much time now.”

Watching Adder creep his way to the Sheriff’s car, I said, “Well, y’all take it easy and come back sometime.”

They both grinned and waved, and when Adder was safely loaded up, the Sheriff said, “You’d be smart to stock up on some supplies. The second round’s about to bulrush us.”

I stood there for a few moments staring down the road and watching as the dust trailed away from the car and disappeared. I turned to go back in as I thought about their visit. The Sheriff’s story, while entertaining, didn’t do much to settle my concerns. In fact, I was more confused now. Why did he say that I wouldn’t buy it? Why would they drive out here to explain away this nonsense they all believed so unwaveringly? They could’ve come up with something better than ghost stories and old wives’ tales! Though, I did think it would be wise to take his advice on getting supplies. Even if these storms didn’t amount to anything, I was getting low on Pepsi and snacks. 





Chapter Seven

Pieces Come Together

The little grocery store never had much. The shelves were mostly bare; there was some bread, bottled water, packaged meat, and a few other items. I searched the aisles for my precious Pepsi and ‘have to have’ junk foods, all the necessities of life, hoping my luck would change and they’d have everything on my list.

Of course, I felt like the elephant in the room with all the eyes boring holes in my back. This was common: the stares, the low murmurs, and even the pointing, but I guess Mr. Harte was right. I would always be an outsider here. I was discouraged by that thought and quickly finished my shopping. One more stop, the drugstore.

I walked in and up to the counter. There was no need to spend more time here than I had to. The Tylenol was under the counter, and that’s all I wanted.

“James, can I get some more Tylenol, please?”

My jaw hit the floor as James, the kid who never spoke to me and ignored me every chance he got-- except in the alley with that note-- actually spoke!

“Yes, sir, you sure do go through a lot of these,” he said with a smile. 

I just stood there. I couldn’t talk. This was a first. He smiled again, looking playful and innocent. James was a meek and scrawny kid. I say kid but he had to have been at least sixteen or seventeen years old. He was average at best. He didn’t like to make eye contact and that gave the impression of being intimidated by his elders. 

“So… did ya find Adder?”

“Yes, I did! You didn’t make it easy, though. Your directions were off by quite a bit.”

I couldn’t figure this town out! The ones who had talked when I first arrived now wouldn’t speak at all, and those who had once avoided me at all costs seemed to want to talk now. Strange!

“So why didn’t you just tell me his name and address? I could’ve done without the shadow stalking, and it almost got you punched in the face.”

“Yes, sir, I’m sure glad you didn’t. I didn’t want ‘ouch’ to be our first words.”

“Then why,” I asked, “are you talking to me now after all this time, after playing deaf and dumb for so long?”

“Look, man…” He said. 

He suddenly became distraught and kept looking over his shoulder at the curtains. I also noticed that he was steadily wearing a rut in floor. Whatever he thought might be walking through the doorway had him visibly shaken.

He continued, “There are too many ears around. It’s hard to speak to anyone, but I wanted you to know about the storms. That’s why I sent you to Adder. You have to be prepared, or they’ll…well, there’s a life to them! There’s something about them. They’re not normal, not natural! I know it sounds completely crazy, but you have to listen to me, please! No one else will be straight with you. The storms…there’s a power behind them. They search out those who are weak and lost, and they’re never heard from again.”

After all the months I had been there and all the times he had pretended that I wasn’t standing right in front of him, this…this is what he had to say? Crazy wasn’t a strong enough description for this bullshit! Had the entire town lost their minds? 

Feeling agitated, I said, “Wow! Really! Living storms… not natural… people disappearing? Think you’ve spent a few hours too many in that freezer, and now your mind needs to thaw.”

“Damn it! You have to believe me! Please, just give me a few minutes to explain! You’ll see, I promise!”

“Fine, ok. Make me a believer!”

I guess he could see the doubt and anger raging in my eyes, because he started off by saying something that stopped me in my tracks.

“We all know your story. Your wife and daughter, all the evil you put yourself through and even the presence that pillaged your dreams. We know! They’re scared, even if they don’t completely understand why, because you’re the Alpha and Omega. It starts and ends with you. That’s why no one welcomed you! This town has a dark secret. We’re not allowed to talk of it. The elder believes we will become targets again if we ever give it…give her…a reason. Most can’t remember why they’re afraid. Their memories, while not erased, have been blocked somehow. As I was saying, these storms aren’t natural; they have an energy all their own. A life, if you will.”

He took a long deep breath. I was sure it was because he knew that he was revealing things regarded as taboo.

“It all started when the town was first founded. The leader was a preacher, believed to be the spokesman of God. His orders were blindly followed and carried out without question by all of his flock. But he wasn’t of God. He wasn’t even a spiritual man. His loyalties were purely based on selfish desires and becoming a living deity worshipped by his people. The atrocities he perpetrated on the very people he swore to protect and lead were inhumane.”

I couldn’t believe the complete transformation in this kid I once thought to be mentally challenged. He was now talking so eloquently with a level of education I never would’ve known he possessed.

James continued, “He violated everyone’s trust, man, woman, and child alike… they all were willing victims to his cruelty.”

I smirked, “Man, look, every town deals with a leader who abuses his power and takes liberties he claims comes with his title, but… and I ask this genuinely, what the Hell does that have to do with these storms?”

His nervous laps sped up. He was moving rapidly from the cash register to the empty display rack and he was sweating profusely. His body language was screaming “Shut up and listen!”, and the claw marks scratched in the counter told of his hurried nature.

He said, “Listen, if something should happen, I’ll find you. Just give me a chance to explain. That’s all I ask.”

“Well, you haven’t convinced me of anything yet, so I guess I can listen a while longer, but I doubt you’ll change my mind.”

“I promise it will all come together, and you will understand. There’s…”

“No you don’t! James!” an older man who had appeared from out of nowhere interrupted. “James, you know better!” Mr. Allen said disapprovingly. “You’ve been warned, and now I’m forced to let you go! Get your things and go home; you’re no longer needed here!”

James just slunk away like a dog hiding his tail between his legs in shame and vanished without a word.

“Mr. Allen, was that really necessary?” I asked incredulously.

He stood statue-like, dug firmly in his place as he turned his head toward me and said, “He’s been warned! He knew better, and yet he did it anyway!”

“Did what?” I demanded. “All he did was talk to me. No law against that, is there?”

“Now, I would think, with you being a grown man, you would have better things to do with your time and energy than get a boy fired from his job! Your mission is complete, sir, so you can go home now!”

This caught me by surprise. Poor James, after ignoring me all those months, finally he gets up the nerve to say something and he loses his job because of it. What was Mr. Allen’s issue? Wow, I couldn’t believe this!

I said, “Look, I wasn’t trying to get him fired. I…” 

“But you did!” 

“Mr. Allen, I just asked about the storms. That’s it. Nothing serious enough to get him fired. You should rethink your reaction, because you’re making this out to be more than it is.”

“But still, it was more than he was qualified to speak of.”

“Is that right?” I asked, “If he wasn’t qualified, would you care to answer a few questions then?”

“Unlike some…” he sneered, “I don’t fall prey to a kid’s overactive imagination, an imagination that makes him prone to flights of fancy!”

“It seemed like more than that to me. James believed what he was saying, and since it got under your skin, would you care to elaborate on his flight of fancy?”

He said, “Mister, that’s all it is-- a story! There’s nothing to elaborate on. Don’t become a fool in a kid’s fantasy world.” He rolled his eyes. “Look, things happen! Sad things happen sometimes with no explanation. You just have to be the bigger person, the smarter person, and decide for your own self if it’s make believe. If I was you, I wouldn’t go putting too much faith in the mad ramblings of a kid! I will be notifying Mr. Harte of your meddling and incessant intrusions. Be sure of that!” 

With that, the curtains fanned as he disappeared through them, leaving me to wonder what the Hell just went on.

I snatched my bags up and headed for the door. I regretted it every time I came into this God forsaken town; these people were forgotten by the world for a damn good reason. No wonder they were run out of every place from one coast to the other! 

Lost in my thoughts and not paying much attention, I started feeling little pebbles hitting my feet. I turned to look, but there was no one there. Still more stones. As they pelted my pants leg, they were getting bigger and coming faster. With no clue where they were raining down from, I just stopped and waited, hoping that the culprit would reveal who they were before too long. 

Suddenly, the streetlight I was standing under shattered, and sparks showered down around me! Shaking my body and brushing embers from my clothes, I noticed that James was walking towards me.

“What the hell is going on, James?”

He just kept walking like I had said nothing, almost like I wasn’t standing there at all. When he was close enough for me to grab, I jerked him around until we were staring into each other’s faces.

“James…James, snap out of it!”

He just stood there with a blank, colorless expression and looked as if he wasn’t even conscious. I steadily shook him, trying to arouse some small measure of awareness and just waited for him to wake up.

“Wha…what are you doing?” James asked as he tried to focus on my face. “Why are we in the street? Why are the lights off? Ho…wait, how did I even get here?”

“James, you were following me just like you did before, and this time you were throwing rocks at me and playing your little games. When you started toward me, the light burst, and you… well, you were like this.”

James looked confused and lost, but as he scratched his head, he said, “I don’t know why I was following you or why I was throwing rocks, but I know what I have to tell you.”

“Well don’t leave me waiting. The suspense is killing me, man.”

“Here it is.” He was wearing a ‘matter of fact,’ or ‘sit down, and brace yourself look’ as he started to speak. “I know you probably think I’m just some half-brained kid living in some fantasy world, but I know more than I let on. The people in this town have no clue as to the real situation we’ve been doomed to live in!”

I tried to speak, but he quickly held his hand up, as if to say, just let me finish before you blow me off as crazy, so I swallowed my words and let him continue.

“I told you that the whole town knew your story before you even showed up, but I didn’t get a chance to say how we knew it. The danger of these storms gets so exaggerated. In reality, yes, they can get bad, but they’re not the true danger. People don’t talk about it, because they’ve blocked it from their minds or, at least, she’s hidden it from them. Yes, I mean Katherine! She has control over everything you see around you. This place is a mirage. We are just her puppets and are only allowed to react how she wants us to. All the people go about their daily mundane tasks as if they’re accomplishing something great, but every day they wake up and do the same shit they did just the day before, and they’re oblivious to that fact. They have hidden for so long from the truth of our reality that they no longer care about how we all ended up here in the first place.” 

“James, what the hell are you talking about? How do you know about Katherine? That monster only lives in my nightmares.”

He bit his lip a little as he grumbled, “Just shut up and listen! You are a wild card, because you’re not fully a part of this existence yet, and that’s why everyone hates you. That’s why no one wants to do a damn thing to help you. Can’t you see? She is the storms! They announce her arrival. She’s convinced everyone that it’s just weather, but it’s her! She comes every year around the same time, and once she gets here, she picks and chooses her victims at will. These people just continue to chalk it up as coincidence, but it’s her! Their selective ignorance is shameful, but they’ve lived this way for centuries.”

“Wait! You said she picks and chooses her victims. What exactly does she pick them for?”

His impatience was glaring at me through bloodshot eyes and flushed cheeks as he looked me up and down before he started again.

“Fine, you should already know, though! She feeds off our energy! It’s how she’s lived so long and why she’s so powerful! Now, I have to go. I’m only allowed to be out so late.”

“What do you mean? You have a curfew or something?”

He wiped the sweat from his forehead and said, “No, not exactly…but yes. We all sort of have a curfew. We’re only allowed to do the same things from one day to the next, and never can we veer from those guidelines, unless of course, we’re going to the town meeting. By the way, you had better get ready for it. Some folks aren’t very pleased you’re here.”

This kid infuriated me! First, he hadn’t said a thing, and at this point, I was certain that he had completely lost his ever-loving mind! Should I believe him?

The winds quickened, and a dense fog moved in, obscuring everything from sight. When it rolled out, James was gone, and I was alone. The night air had grown heavy, and a sudden despair now overwhelmed me. 





Chapter Eight

Round Two

I was restless all night, and sleep was hiding from me. I felt almost like a prisoner laying there in my bed, being held down by my thoughts. The answers to my endless stream of questions only seemed to bring more confusion. This town is a mirage. That’s what James had said. It made no sense. She hides in the storms. What did it mean?

Suddenly, from somewhere outside, I heard that low muffled sound again. The moaning and whining that had driven me nuts during the first phase of the storms had returned, and this time it was stronger and more persistent. It must be close!

Wrestling to get my pants on as I hobbled out of the door, I looked up to see the winds raging and the clouds cascading across the sky. I was frantically scanning the yard for this pitiful animal lost in the night when rain began to pour down, hindering my senses. The creepy sound usually subsided when I came outside, but now it was louder. The sad little cries, breaking through the noise of thunder and limbs waving vigorously to the heavens, were now calling to me. 

I could only make out the weeping willow tree, whose every branch had turned straight up so that they were pointing directly at the moon. As I made my way to it, the sounds became clearer, and I knew that, this time, whatever had been playing hide and seek for so long was now ready to be found. But would I be ready for what was revealed?

There, sitting on the bench beside the tree, was the vision of a beautiful woman. She was dressed in a plain handmade dress, and her eyes were filled with tears. My heart immediately went out to her, but she didn’t seem to notice that I was there. I tried to talk to her, but my words went unheard. She never moved. Her face was hidden by her palms as she peered out through interwoven fingers. Her gaze was fixed ominously on the little spring that seemed uninterested in the storm brewing above it. 

I kept trying to get her attention. I just wanted to help. She never looked up or gave any signs that she knew I was there. Suddenly, she lunged to her feet and darted toward the spring. I reached out for her arm, but my hand moved right through it like it wasn’t even there. The air distorted around her for a brief second, colors mixing unnaturally with the rain, wind, and fog now besieging us and instantly reformed in her perfect image. The horrible wailing that was streaming from her mouth surged within my ears and ricocheted in my head. The sound just kept increasing, and the intensity was numbing. But it was also so piercing that it drowned out the storm now throwing a major tantrum.

The more I attempted to impede her progress, the more she ignored my presence. She was standing in the water with both feet covered up to her ankles. The gentle ripples, blissfully unaware of the torrential downfall assaulting the ground around it, were caressing her legs, trying to entice her to wade out further. I was screaming, but the winds muted the words before they left my mouth. I grabbed for her dress, hoping that I could persuade her to stop, but her movements persisted, and my hand just aimlessly floated through the air. She was there…wasn’t she? I could see her! No matter what I did, she never acknowledged me in any way. She was focused only on the spring. 

Her motion was never interrupted by my useless attempts. She just continued to walk slowly into the water. She was up to her waist now, and she started to lower her body down. As the water reached her throat, she turned, and I swear she looked at me as she said…

“You can’t save me!”

As the spring swallowed her up, and the last remaining air bubbles floated to the surface and popped, the storm eased up, and all was quiet and calm. I turned to face the house, but instantly I was lying in bed with only the sound of my erratic breathing resonating within the stale air of the room.

I was trying to figure it out. Could this really be happening, or was it just more stress brought about from the insane people living in this town? I went to the door and looked out at the tree and the spring, hoping it would clear something up, but nothing was there. Is this what James meant by ‘She hides in the storm?’

The spring was nearly overflowing its banks, and there were no signs that anyone was ever there. But those words still lingered in my ears: “You can’t save me!” Was she talking to me, or was she just playing out the last scene captured in her memory? If she wasn’t talking to me, then who was she talking to?

***

The same events happened every night for two weeks. As the intensity of the storms picked up, so did the wailing and moaning. She never showed any signs that she knew I was there watching her, and I was never able to keep her from sinking beneath the cold waters of the spring. Yet every time, right before her head disappeared, she always said those same words: “You can’t save me!”

Last night, I even stood in a different place and watched as the bubbles burst, but it still seemed like she looked straight into my eyes as she spoke that damning statement and accepted her final fate. She must have known I was there. She knew where to look and always spoke to me, but why couldn’t I stop her? She was looking at me, but it was more like she was looking through me to something or someone else. Nothing made sense, and yet every night it happened over and over again without fail. Each time she stared into my eyes as she said, “You can’t save me!” Was she talking to me?

James had said that she chose her victim during these storms. Is that what she’s doing? Am I to be her next target? Why has she chosen me? If only I could remember! I know my daughter had demanded that I find the secret to the mark, but when the memories are hidden from you, it’s hard to trust anything. If she had picked me, why was she taking her time to make her intentions known? Why doesn’t she just do it already? Why must she play these games? Adder had told me that the second round of storms would last for about a month, and if that was so, then they should be winding down pretty soon. There should only be another day or two remaining before they ended.

The winds picked up, the driving rain pounded against the roof of my small cabin, and the thunder and lightning serenaded the ominous night sky. I ran outside, because I knew she’d be there soon. I just sat on the bench beside the weeping willow tree and waited. 

She entered the water, and, like every time before, she looked at me as it surrounded her neck. I knew what she was going to say, but it felt like a new message every time I heard it.

“You can’t save me!”

Knowing it wouldn’t make a difference, I said, “So why do this every night if I can’t save you?”

I was almost laughing, and I was sure that she’d just vanish beneath the waters again, but this time her face remained on the surface, and she just stared at me.

“You can’t save me! You couldn’t save your family! You won’t be able to save yourself!”

My heart was nearly pounding out of my chest as I fell over backwards and hid behind the bench. I peered out with my chin glued to the wet concrete and hoped she had already sunk. I knew she was talking to me now!

Her dead blank eyes were still staring at me as the bubbles began to appear. 

“Why now? Why would you speak to me now?”

“You can’t save me!”

“Why do you think I want to save you? I mean, you just appear out of the storm and think you know me. Why would I ever save you?”

She was a broken record as she repeated, “You can’t save me!”

I sprang to my feet and ripped my shirt open. “This… this is your handiwork! This is what trying to help you gets me! Why in the ever-loving Hell would I ever want to save you?”

I started to say something, but the bubbles started to pop, and her head lowered, hiding underneath the rippling waters of the spring, and she was gone.

Instantly, I was back in my bed with the air so thick and stiffening that it nearly choked me. I just laid there thinking of the things she had said. It must’ve been hours before I moved.

***

I hadn’t noticed my eyes closing, but I knew I was no longer in my bed. I had returned to the road down from my old house. Leaves swirling, skies billowing, and lightning flashing across the sky, she was standing over me, and her counterpart was lurking in the shadows. That sick nauseous feeling returned as the memories slapped me in the face. The demented look that was sparkling in her eyes told me that she was enjoying the game. Her glare never wavered. I was raised off the ground and promptly dropped on my ass at her feet.

She smirked and said, “You may not remember today or tomorrow, but one day you will. One day, all will be revealed!”

“I do remember!” I shouted. “I know everything you have put me through! My mind is clear on the brutality you have shown me, and that’s all I need to know!”

She looked unimpressed by my words as she proclaimed, “You know nothing! You remember only what I allow you to remember! You are not ready for the truth of your memories!”

I tried to speak, but she disappeared, and once again I was lying flat on my back in bed.

Are Willow and the woman at the spring the same? How are they connected? Why is she playing this game and why am I a part of it? Why do I miss her? These feelings I have can’t be real. Who in their right mind would ever miss a creature like her? This constant aching and yearning is driving me mad. Hate her! Love her! Want her! Need her! I would strangle the life out of her if it relieved this pain and broke the connection she had over me.

I wondered if, when the storms arrived tonight, the woman at the spring would go into more details, or at least say something more. I was getting excited, and the waiting was nearly painful, but nothing happened. No winds, no rain, no thunder, no lightning. Nothing! Round two had come to an end, and while I barely noticed the intense power driving it, the strange energy that had been trapped within it was hard to forget. 

I rolled over and closed my eyes. I knew sleep would elude me for another night, but my unfulfilled expectations had left me feeling empty inside, and now my pillow was once again soaked from tears that I didn’t fully understand.

I was confused as to why I felt so lost now after seeing her. Why did she have that effect on me?  My chest was hurting, and there was an ache beginning to pulse with every heartbeat. The storms had just stopped, and I already missed her. Even the small interaction we’d had left me wanting more. 

I could feel an intense stinging over my heart. The more the blood surged in and out, the more it burned. The memories, though still foggy, were starting to come back. As I fell asleep, I knew the connection had been reestablished, and I could only imagine the trials that awaited me now.

When will she return? Will she keep pretending to not notice me, or will she announce her intentions? Either way, I needed more answers, answers that could only be given by those who thought of me as an outsider and hated me for reasons I couldn’t understand. It was time to demand that my questions be answered no matter how I made it happen. 





Chapter Nine

People Watching

I woke early, anxious to get started. I was gonna put James’ wild theory to the test. He had said that people were unaware of their existence and went about their lives blissfully ignorant. I was going to watch and take notes and see just what happened from day to day with these people.

I set up shop in the little alley next to Mr. Harte’s. I was determined to see just what everyone did each day. There were only four days until the big town meeting they had threatened me with, and I wanted some kind of leverage when I walked through the door. 

First up were the mindless wanderings of the few people who were slowly strolling the street. At the same time every morning, they just appeared, fully dressed, from out of nowhere. They walked the path on the same side of the road and never veered from it. They knew I was watching, but paid me no mind. A couple of times a day, they would return and walk the same path again, walking the same direction and only nodding at others from a distance. It seemed as if they were either heading to church or going home after church. They were always dressed in their best clothes complete with bonnets and ribbons and carrying little wicker baskets.

I found it strange. They never once entered any of the shops along the path they walked but only kept walking, as if they were cattle being herded into a trailer. Nothing drew their attention from their destination, and they would instantly vanish once they reached the end of the path. Like clockwork, every day at the same time they would come back and replay the events of the previous day. While I found this curious, I had dedicated all my focus and energy into just studying their actions or else these miraculous happenings may’ve proven more than my delicate sensibilities could’ve handled. I knew this, while strange in its own right, wasn’t the ammunition I needed to change any of their minds.

Mr. Allen was the easiest to spy on. He was always talking loudly to himself as he arrived at the drug store, even though he was always alone. I don’t know how his customers could stand his grumpy ass; he treated everyone like they were inferior to him. He didn’t leave the store until late in the day, but I never saw him anywhere else.

Although she wasn’t my favorite person, I only spotted Gertrude when she unlocked the library and when she left. Now, I knew exactly where she’d be once she sat at her desk, but I had really thought I’d see her somewhere other than the library. Like a deep fog, she just appeared in the morning, and when dusk came, she was gone. As soon as she locked the door and reached the bottom step…nothing. She wasn’t there anymore.

Mr. Harte must’ve really loved his furniture, because he was surrounded by it from morning until night. Once in a while, I’d see him on the front porch sweeping the dust into the wind, but he never stepped one foot away from the store. His fat sloppy carcass probably couldn’t handle walking too far anyway, but it was strange that he, or anyone else for that matter, never once strayed from their everyday routines. It was the same, day in and day out.

James was the only piece of the puzzle that didn’t really fit. That boy seemed to have free range. I saw him at every store and shop, running the back roads and alleys, and even talking to everyone he came across. He was the only one who seemed to have this privilege. He was able to do his own thing, unlike the others. He could come and go whenever he wanted, but he never attempted to step across the lines separating town from country, and once night fell, he could only be seen in the shadows of the alleys lurking in the darkness alone. At the same time each night, precisely nine thirty, he would simply evaporate into the shadows, not to be seen until the next morning.

I was confused as to why I never saw the Sheriff anywhere in town. I understood that his position required him to patrol the entire area, but I believed he should’ve at least made an appearance in town. Yet I never saw him at his office, near any buildings, or even on any of the streets.

All of this was extremely weird. I could find no reasonable explanation for it, but it still wasn’t enough to throw in their faces to jar any common sense into their one-track minds. I needed to find James and see if I could get anymore answers from him. If not, all this people-watching would’ve been for nothing.

Finding James was easy. I knew where he’d be, because it was getting close to sundown. 

“James, hey wait! James, I need to talk to you.”

“Well, here I am. Talk away.” His childlike charm was shining through as he smiled and walked toward me. “So, what’s up?”

I said, “I gave your explanation of the townspeople some thought and decided I’d do some investigating of my own. I started watching people, you know, their comings and goings every day. You were right. They just do the same things from day to day. There’s no deviation at all. They act like mindless zombies on a never-ending quest for brains.”

He was laughing and gave me a ‘what the hell are you talking about’ look. He stood there watching me, looking confused, and it took a few moments before he spoke again.

“So how can I help you?”

“James, I need answers! Nothing I witnessed was enough to cause any discord at the town meeting. Nothing I saw would be enough to change anyone’s mind about trying to make me leave.”

“So, you’re wanting some blackmail ammunition, are ya?”

“I need something to help my cause!”

His eyes narrowed, and his fist clenched tightly until his knuckles turned white. He was trying to fight back the urge to tell me something, but knew he couldn’t let me keep walking around in the dark. 

“Mister, you won’t find what you’re looking for by watching the strange ass people in this town. You’ll just end up more frustrated than you ever were. The only way you’ll get your answers is by confronting them at the town meeting. That’s where their minds are clear and not controlled by Willow. That’s the only time they’ll talk to you, but you may like them better the way they are now.”

“So, you’re saying I should wait for the meeting and then make my stand?”

“I’m saying that that’s the only time they’ll talk to you. I don’t know if you’ll get the answers you want or need, but you’ll definitely get answers.”

I was pacing back and forth on the dirt road, letting what he had said sink in and trying to understand it all. I turned to talk again, but I guess the time had gotten away from me. Apparently, James’ curfew had come and passed, and he was nowhere in sight.

As dejected as I felt by not gaining any creditable and useful information against these backwoods inbred cretins, I also had a newfound energy geared toward turning their little one-sided town meeting into my own version of hell-fire and brimstone. I couldn’t wait until they came calling to drag me away for what they thought would be a tar and feather episode in their circus freak show. 





Chapter Ten

Return of the Sheriff

The echoing of someone pounding on the door rudely broke the peaceful silence of my sleep.

“Just a second!” I screamed. “Let me get my clothes on!”

From the raspy sounding snickering outside, I knew it was the Sheriff. Why would he be back?

“Hurry up, City Boy, we need to talk!”

“City boy… What’s this about?” I muttered.

The Sheriff wasted no time pushing through me to get inside. The heavy breathing and sweat rolling down his cheeks was proof enough that he wasn’t on a social visit.

He glared up at me, and said, “You just couldn’t leave well enough alone, could ya? Had to keep pressing your luck with these people who have no qualms about turning you in! You were warned!”

“Sheriff, what the Hell are you talking about?”

He jumped to his feet, and in an instant, he had me in an arm bar with my face pressed against the wall.

“I told you to leave it be!”

“Sheriff, you’re hurting me. Stop! What has gotten into you?”

“You thought you weren’t noticed the other day, but you were. No one wants you here! I’ve tried to be polite; I’ve tried to appease the elder and to gently persuade you to let things be. But, you’re an outsider, and I should’ve just went with my gut feeling the first time it was brought to my attention. Yet I tried to give you the benefit of the doubt. Look where that got me. Look where it got you!”

“You’re not making any sense. Let me go, and we can talk about it.”

Twisting my arm even more, he said, “There’s no time left for talking!”

“Sheriff, at least tell me what I’ve done wrong. I have that right still, don’t I?”

“You know, yes you do! So here it is in a nutshell. You have always been an outsider here. Me and Adder tried to help you along, but you refused our advice. I tried to ignore your complete disrespect for the people of this town and their beliefs, but I can no longer do that. Did you really think we would let you get away with spying on the good and decent people of this town? Did you really believe your actions wouldn’t have any backlash?”

“So now, you’ve joined the ranks of these other religious fanatics?” I sneered as I gritted my teeth, “Sheriff, I would gladly leave this God forsaken town and forget all you sorry sons-of-bitches, but I’m not really in control of that, am I?”

The Sheriff, loosening his grip, twirled me around and threw me head first onto the couch. Like a tiger, he pounced on me, his knee securely placed on my throat. I could see that he enjoyed doling out punishment, as it was clearly written in the arrogant smile now plastered on his face.

“Boy, none of that matters now! The judgment has been passed down to me, and now you have no defense. Now it’s an ass whoopin’ you have in store, and I do so love my job at this point. You see, I’m an elected official; I have to do what the people demand. Right now, they demand blood--your blood!”

“Sheriff, there has to be another way. You know I haven’t done anything wrong. I’ve done nothing to warrant this type of drastic punishment. I demand a trial! I deserve that at least.”

As I was coughing and gently rubbing my throat, trying to ease the pain caused by his knee, he just held me there silently, slightly rocking back and forth. I knew he was contemplating the validity of my demand and weighing it against his desire for brutal force in enforcing the town’s will. After a few short moments, he stared down at me and shrugged his shoulders.

“Boy, you may be right. Well, you would be right if you were still in the big city. The city filled with sin and sinners and people who only care about lawlessness. But we, the people of this town, we have our own laws and rules. And those laws and rules, once broken, are dealt with swiftly!”

I tried to bargain, to plead for mercy, even though I knew I had done nothing wrong. The Sheriff just resumed his beating. First, his stone-like fists landed firmly on my jaw, knocking my head backwards. Then he punched lower and pounded deeply into my abdomen, causing me to buckle and drop to the floor. 

He said sternly, “Boy, we can do this the easy way or the hard way. Right now I would prefer the hard way, but that’s solely up to you!”

I tried to stand, but my legs were weak and unsteady. My eyes were rolling around inside my skull and unable to remain in place. The lights were dimming, and losing consciousness was bound to happen at any second. The Sheriff never retreated from his assault and continued beating me to a bloody pulp. As soon as I hit the floor, he started kicking me with all he had in the ribs and then lifted me to my knees. 

The last thing I remembered was him grabbing a handful of my hair and dragging me toward the door. Blood trickling from my eyes, ears, and mouth, I gasped my last conscious breath of air. He threw me into the back of his car and sped off to town.

***

It was like a celebrity had come to visit. All the people were lined up trying to peek in the windows at the criminal knocked out in the backseat. The screaming and cheering were happening like when a national hero returns home to his adoring public. Only this time, I was no hero, and these people certainly didn’t adore me. They were happy to see the outsider severely beaten and unconscious. I was no threat now that I was in the controlling hands of their Sheriff. 

He forced his way through the crowd and grabbed the door handle. 

He turned to the crowd and said, “You wanted this, and I made it happen. Now, let justice proceed, and don’t hamper my ability to fulfill my duties. Please, stand back. This man only has a dark damp jail cell to look forward to, so let me get him to it.”

The people roared out in excitement, showing their approval for the Sheriff’s staunch success in clobbering the outsider. They were all satisfied that I could bring no further danger their way and returned to their normal activities.

The Sheriff jerked me out of the car by my collar and dragged me, lifeless, to the dungeon that awaited me. Tossing me easily onto the cold, wet, dirt floor, he shook his head.

“It didn’t have to be like this. If you would’ve only given it a little more time for the people to get used to you being here, then we wouldn’t be at this point.”

I wanted to scream and yell, but I was barely able to manage a low-grade grunt. He brought a small pan of water and a towel and set them by the bars on the door.

“Better get yourself cleaned up some. Dirt and fresh wounds don’t make a good mixture.” He was laughing, “God, I love my job!”

I was still lying in a crumpled-up mess, a blubbering sack of broken bones and tenderized flesh, as I gave in to the blackness now overtaking my eyes.

I just wanted to stay lost in the nothingness of the chaotic, yet, peaceful dreams I was having. Somehow, I knew it wouldn’t last for long. 

Suddenly, I felt little rocks landing softly by my cheeks. I managed to pull myself up to the military style cot, which was the only piece of furniture in the room, and I sat there trying to pull myself together. Again, rocks started bouncing off my head. I turned as quickly as I could and saw James standing there.

He was holding a finger up to his lips and blowing softly, hoping I would understand to be quiet.

“Mister, you’ve done it now. No! Don’t try to move or talk. Just listen, ok?”

I nodded in acceptance and immediately fell hopelessly onto the cot.

“Look, you pissed these people off spying on them. They didn’t like it one bit. But you have to understand, they are more scared of you than anything else. They don’t know why they have these feelings of hate toward you. They only know that every time a new outsider appears, someone else from the community disappears. You being here means one of them has to die!”

I gathered up enough energy to say, “How?”

“Mister, listen to me! There’s a delicate balance in this town, and you’ve pushed that balance to its full capacity. Something has to give. The way the town sees it, you’re the piece out of place, and they’re willing to do whatever they have to in order to keep you from finding your place in the puzzle.”

“James, I hate this town and the people in it! If it’s the last thing I do, they will all pay! I don’t want to be here anymore than they want me here, but this is no way to treat someone!”

“I agree, but you’re never gonna make them see that. Here’s what I wanted to tell you. I don’t have much time before dark, and, well, you know what happens then. So, just listen, ok?

Again, I nodded, letting him know that I understood.

“You think you’re hurt now! You believe that that blood soaking all your clothes is real. It’s not! This is not happening! Well, it is, but… at the same time, it isn’t. They can’t kill you. There’s only one person allowed to take a life in this town, and that’s Willow. The Sheriff, Mr. Harte, Mr. Allen… no one can do anything-- not even the elder. They don’t know this. They believe they’re still in control of their lives and their actions, but they’re not. Willow is! They’re all just puppets dangling on a string, fully under her control, under her power! You can still follow through with your plans at the town meeting. You just have to demand your right to judgment by the elder. They can’t refuse your request. My time’s almost up. I have to go, but remember, they aren’t in control.”

I was lying there, trying to take in all that he had just said and hoping that any of it would start to make sense, but consciousness betrayed me to the pain flowing throughout my body. I lost my will to stay awake.

***

The next day was a nightmare. I was woken up by a boot to my skull, reopening wounds that hadn’t even begun to heal yet, only to hear sadistic laughing as my tormentor walked away. I wasn’t sure if I was really awake or just dreaming the abuse, but the constant pool of blood I was drowning in made it feel all too real.

Then James’ words entered my ears: It’s real, but it isn’t. They can’t kill you. I didn’t know what he meant. Everything was a blur. Even when the Sheriff was gone, I still felt the heel of his boots scraping down my jaw. I couldn’t be positive if the puddle I was lying in was from the sticky blood pouring on the ground or from the mixture of dirt and salty tears I had been crying.

Suddenly, I was lifted up and set down on the cot. A voice boomed and, between the veins pulsing and the bruises still gradually forming on my mangled body, I couldn’t tell who it was.

“How does it feel?”

My lips never parted, but the words still flew out, “How does what feel?”

“Being at the mercy of pathetic creatures, creatures who let their fears lead them?”

Peering out through the one eye that wasn’t yet swollen shut, I said, “Who are you?”

“Don’t you recognize me, Lover? I thought our connection was stronger than that.”

“You bitch! What, you nearly killing me wasn’t enough? Now, you have this hired goon doing your dirty work for you?”

“Lover, I’m just proving a point. You need to live the trials I experienced before you’re ready to give me your heart. You do remember giving me your heart, don’t you?”

Every word I spoke painted her face a thick crimson as I screamed, “I have many regrets in my life, and ever allowing you near my soul is the biggest!”

“Hahaha… You’re so cute when you’re mad.”

“You haven’t seen me mad yet! I swear, before this is over, you will all pay!”

“Oh, lover, please don’t make promises that you sadly can’t keep.”

“You are an abomination of life! You…”

Dismissively, she waved her hand, and I was immediately slammed against the stone walls.

“Shut up! I’ve had enough of this redundant conversation. This is what I came here to say. So, Lover, listen well! My trials are now your trials, and if you prevail, I will give you another chance to grovel at my feet for all eternity. But you must survive the trials first: being falsely accused of crimes you didn’t commit, not being able to defend yourself against the overwhelming crowd begging for your death, being held prisoner in a pitiful cell, and suffering all the injustices your captors decide to perpetrate against you, physically, mentally, and sexually. The final stages are what I enjoy the most, being this town’s sexual pet, consent is not necessary…”

Gagging on the constant flow of blood oozing down my throat, I said, “Like the liberties you took with me?”

That seemed to settle her rant, and she suddenly stopped, appearing to be thinking fondly of the nights we spent together. She leaned, longingly, against the wall.

Through a sweet smile, she asked, “We were good together, weren’t we?”

“I had no choice!”

Pushing herself off the wall and gliding to the cot, she said, “I want it again.”

“No… never!”

“But, Lover, you act as if you have a say in the matter.”

I tried to run away, but the weakened state my body was in left me flopping on the floor like a fish out of water.

She was hovering over me. Licking her lips and panting like a bitch in heat, she blew me a kiss, and I was instantly lying on my back.

“I think one more time will get us through.”

I could see the desire and need reflecting in her gorgeous eyes, and my will to resist disappeared. I was, once again, lost in the ecstasy of our bodies entangled and the pleasures held within.

“Lover… it’s not exactly noon, but what do ya say… we enjoy a quickie?” 

Lips glistening with anticipation, she mounted me. She smiled wickedly, and my clothes disintegrated.

“Such a greeting!” she laughed. “You’ve been waiting for me, haven’t you?”

Raising her hands in the air and displaying the long razor-sharp nails at the ends of them, she methodically lowered them to her waist. She plunged them deep within her inner thighs and raked them forward.

Laughing deviously, she moaned, “My blood will mix with yours! Our bodily fluids will combine! The time is now, Lover!”

With that, she easily slid herself down over my shaft that now stood tall and anxiously waiting, like a weather-beaten stump. 

Her panting increased as our bodies’ rhythms perfectly synched. Her light moaning turned into a boisterous cackling as she rode my length up and down. The intense pleasure overrode my pain; I gave in to the moment and placed a white-knuckled grip on her waist. Nearing satisfaction, our eyes locked, and the memory of every wrong she had ever perpetrated on me vanished.

My thoughts lapsed, and I began thinking of what she must’ve been like before she became what she was now. With how absolutely perfect her figure was, she could’ve been a supermodel with her firm perky breasts and skin so luscious and young. She couldn’t have been older than her mid-twenties. God, she was beautiful! And in another life, I could see myself really falling for her.

My moment of escape was abruptly broken up by a few quick shudders emanating deep from within her. We both reached a complete state of gratification, and she gently collapsed on my chest. She remained there for a minute.

Suddenly, in a flash, she was back to her feet! She stared down at me, and I wasn’t sure if she wanted more or if she was ready to end her game.

A puzzled look of dismay crossed her face, and she said, “That was fun.”

The darkness resumed its hold, and her eyes reflected the evil held within them.

She smirked, “Now, where was I? Oh, yes, I remember. Town’s sex pet…no consent…all the atrocities that you still have yet to sample. You shall endure such sweet agonies as having your flesh stripped from your body and the purification tests of water, blood, and fire. Such divine pleasures they were. All the while, your family and friends will watch this happen, but won’t lift a finger to help. Oh, I’m sorry, you have no friends, and, well, your family is dead. So, your suffering is only for my pleasure! It’s a pleasure I will savor until I’m reborn once again from your ashes. So, for now, Lover, you should rest. I’ll return to check on you later. A word of advice; don’t piss off the Sheriff. He does really enjoy his job.”

I tried to answer her, but it was too late. She had disappeared, leaving only the odor of mildew, embers, and sex wafting in the air. Her presence lingered long after she had vanished, and the mark demanded to be noticed as it glowed and throbbed to the rhythm of my heart. 





Chapter Eleven

Another Dream

The tiny hole in the wall didn’t allow much light in, so I never really knew if it was day or night. The Sheriff, who was never shy about making his presence known, kept asking if I needed another country thumping. It was merely for his own amusement, as he didn’t stick around long enough for me to answer. Every now and then, he would enter the cell just to show his fist doubled up and wave it in the air or maybe throw his boot up on the cot to see me flinch a little. It was getting really old. The constant taunting and mind games had made me a nervous wreck. I was becoming someone who cowered away from a confrontation with the lone mouse vying for the last crumb of dried out cornbread.

I was lying there thinking about how my decision-making process needed some major overhauling. The events of the last year or so were proof enough. It was time for a change. Right about now, when all my muscles were seizing, and my blood was draining faster than my body could produce it, I was second guessing the decision to ever go to rehab. Even if I wasn’t lucky enough to drink myself out of my misery, I could’ve at least been blissfully drunk and unaware as to the stark reality I now dwelled in.

Suddenly, strange frigid air began to intertwine with the stale odor circulating my new home, and my breaths started freezing soon after escaping my lips. There was an eerie cloud forming in the corners that slowly congregated to the center of the room. It all combined into a dark, dense vision of a woman.

“You are in danger!”

“Thanks for the news flash, lady, but I already figured that out!” I yelled almost hysterically.

The cloud settled, and there was a solid figure staring at me now. I could tell that this was the same woman who I had watched drown herself every night in the spring near my cabin.

“This place will eat your soul! Leave now before it’s too late!”

“In case you don’t know it, they sorta have me incarcerated. But why do you say this place will eat my soul?”

“You are the Alpha and Omega! It all begins and ends with you! Leave now!”

“Stop with the fucking riddles already, Confucius! Just give it to me straight.”

She was hovering in place, looking indifferent to my plea for honesty.

“You are not ready for the answers you seek! This is not the right time. Remember, timing is everything!”

“Yeah, I was just reminded of timing. So, you’re not gonna help me, then? This little one-sided discussion is for nothing? Either talk to me, and tell me the truth, or leave me the Hell alone!”

Her attention was drawn to the office in the front of the building, but it was as if she was looking into the past, and tears roamed freely down the side of her face.

Again, my heart was instantly crying for her. Wanting to hold her and to tell her that everything would be ok, I tried to walk over to her so I could look into her eyes. I kept walking and just went right through her like she wasn’t there. 

“Why is there such a connection between us? I’m stuck with that demon bitch, Willow, but why do I feel so close to you?”

Her head rotated around while her body stayed in place. She was wearing the saddest expression I had ever seen, and immediately my heart broke. Her emotions shouldn’t have had this complete of an effect on me, but I couldn’t look away or stop the tears continuously bailing from my eyes.

Her voice was low and crackling as she mustered up the courage to say, “We are the same! There is only one. Some say Katherine, some say Willow, and some say pure evil. In the end, we are the same, because we are both the one and only soul collector. We’re just at different times in the natural maturation of the same entity. We are the same!”

“Wait! You are the same…just from different times in the life of Katherine-- or is it Weeping Willow?”

Her expression relaxed some, and she moved closer to me.

“Take my hand! You are not ready, but you must see this!”

I stammered, “See what?”

She said, “Take my hand. Your answers are waiting on the other side.”

“What if I don’t want to go? What if I just want to find the answers on my own?”

“You are funny.” She gave a little half smile. “You know you don’t have a choice!”

Knowing she was right, I walked over and timidly tried to take her hand. Once again, it just passed through hers, and she laughed. Then she grabbed my hand, and instantly we were transported to another time, to another place. Though I was disoriented, I knew that I had been here before.

It was this town, except… it wasn’t the same. The streets were full, and I heard laughter and saw children playing. It looked peaceful, almost normal. Then I noticed something: Mr. Blackmon standing by the furniture store waving to people as they walked by. He seemed happy. But why did I recognize him? Over there was Mr. Allen with a group all around him, and they were listening intently to every word he was saying. He wasn’t as irritating as he had been during my encounters with him. No way! Gertrude was even smiling. What the Hell? This couldn’t be the same place, and it damn sure couldn’t be the same stick up the ass people I had come to know and hate. 

“So, you know where you are, then?”

“I know where it looks like I am, but, this isn’t that place. No way in Hell!”

“No, it’s the same place and the same people. This is before the darkness infiltrated the minds of the leaders, and the sickness led to massive panic.”

“This place no longer exists. It’s been gone too long to even be considered the same community. These people don’t deserve anyone’s sympathy, and they damn sure aren’t getting any from me!”

She looked disappointed as she jerked me along beside her a little further down the street.

“Tell me, what do you see now?”

“I don’t know what you want me to say. Yes, it looks like a better place, and the people look happy, but none of that matters now.”

“You have to look beyond what these poor simple-minded fools have become and try to understand where they came from, or you’ll never be able to forgive them or yourself.”

“Look lady! These people will never get my forgiveness, because I have none to give them! This place that Hell forgot needs to be obliterated from the face of the Earth!”

“You are still as blind and ignorant as you ever were! Maybe you should’ve been allowed to finish the job by diving into a bottle and drowning. Maybe… maybe, you aren’t worthy of the task that lies before you!”

“You won’t hurt my feelings by insulting me, but what task are you talking about?”

“Just watch! You’ve seen the good and innocence of the town and its people before the sickness took over. Now, witness the aftermath!”

She tilted her head back and closed her eyes. We were transported at the speed of light down the narrow street. Everything was a blur but I still recognized each building as we traveled by them. When we reached the end of the street and things returned to a normal speed, I looked around.

The compassion in her voice singing out as she asked, “What do you see now?” 

The change was undeniable. It looked like there had been nonstop rioting for weeks; the little shops, which had once looked so quaint and charming, now laid in ruins. Nearly all the windows were shattered and the doors busted down. There was no longer any merchandise covering the shelves and racks. Now there was only filth and tattered remnants of what used to fill the stores. There seemed to have been nonstop rioting for weeks, but these people hadn’t seemed like the types to burn and loot or bring harm to each other. Sure, they hated outsiders, but if you were one of their own, you were family.

The smiles and laughter had disappeared. Now only hate remained. They were arguing and fighting amongst each other like they were mortal enemies. One wrong look and the fists were flying in every direction. There were public hangings right in the center of town, and a huge bonfire built so they could continue their bloodlust long into the night. But only women were being attacked and injured and hanged. The children’s tears and cries of confusion were filling the air as they ran and hid. This was definitely not the same place we just left.

“What happened here?”

Her sadness was amplified by the honesty of the pain and suffering of the people as she spoke. “This is what happens when fear and hatred rule over common decency. These people were hopelessly lost in the clutches of an evil they had never known before, and, being ill equipped to handle it, violence took over. The anger and all the bad emotions that they had been so successful at ignoring all the years prior became the normal reactions. No one even noticed what they were doing. Not until the time came that they could no longer lie to themselves about the extreme decay their souls had fallen into, were they able to stop the madness. They sat down and developed a new set of governing laws that they all swore an oath to uphold.”

“Sounds like quite a little bedtime story.” My disgust in her attempts to make me feel sorry for these people couldn’t be hidden as my sarcasm showed through, “They deserve what they got! They have no forgiveness in them, so why should I forgive them? They’ve had centuries to come to terms with their plight, so they should understand what I’m going through now!”

“You are hopeless! My efforts are wasted on you! Your soul is already black. It’s no wonder she is attracted to you! I have but only one more thing to show you. Maybe this will bring a little clarity to your damaged soul.” 

Once again, her head slides backwards and time speeds up. Suddenly, we were back to the night where the people were gathered and cheering for the woman to be brought out. The door swung open, and there in the shadows of the flickering candlelight, she approached the door. It was happening again! Willow was being sacrificed one more time. I knew I couldn’t stop it, and there was no reason to even try, but the urge to interfere never left me alone. 

This time, as they paraded her in front of the crowd, just before they tied her to the center post, she looked at me and smiled. She was beautiful! There was no way to hide how sweet and innocent she looked at that moment. My heart plummeted. I only wanted to save her, to whisk her away from this place and keep her from the fate that she so happily accepted. My emotions were displayed openly for the world to see as she smiled again and blew me a kiss. I looked around, and the woman from the spring was no longer beside me. I could still hear her words slowly resonating in my ears.

“Sometimes people do not know what they are doing. We must forgive them in order to find peace for ourselves. In order for our very souls to be free, we must accept the fate we have been given and learn to not fight against our own destiny. Remember the good times before the sickness came, and remember not the aftermath, which we are all forever a prisoner to.”

As the torches were tossed purposefully on the bonfire, the people cheered, and the noise was lifted to the Heavens, along with the flames. Her head was covered, and she was gagged and securely tied to her death bed, but I swear I saw her disappear before the flames fully engulfed her. As the winds picked up in an unholy attempt to fan the fire into a rage, the wind whispered to me.

“You can’t save me!”

***

A swift kick raking down along my ear rustled me from my near coma. As I winced from the new and old pains rummaging through my entire body, I saw the Sheriff standing over me.

“Did you have a good sleep, Boy?”

I was still not smart enough to hide my stupidity; gritting my teeth, I said, “More now that you’re here, beautiful!”

This seemed to catch him off guard, because he just staggered back to his office and sat down. Just before my body demanded that I rest, I heard the Sheriff shuffling around in his chair. He was digging in the drawers of his desk, searching for something.

“Did you lose your self-respect, Sheriff? Well, Hell, you’re not gonna find it in there.”

“Quiet or you’ll get another lesson in discipline!”

He kept looking in his desk, but every once in a while he would look up, and with a puzzled look smeared on his face, he would rub the half-grown whiskers on his chin.

“You know, you’re a lucky man. The gathering is tonight, so you get a brief reprieve from school today. No more lessons. Doesn’t that make you happy, Boy!” 

In my best attempt at a smart-ass tone, I said, “Besides, you don’t want the local celebrity showing up unable to take further abuse from the good and decent Samaritans of this town, do you?”

He smirked and yelled, “Shut up before I forget my manners and stomp the living Hell out of you anyway! Now, you better rest up; you have a big night tonight!”

Finally, my eyes closed and rest visited me! 





Chapter Twelve

Cinderella and the Ball

I had just started a deep snoring exercise when the Sheriff began vigorously shaking the cot. He threw a little package on my chest and sneered.

“There’s some warm water in the pan and clean rags to clean up with. I also took the liberty of ransacking your place and found some fresh clothes for you, although I believe the blood-stained clothes you’re wearing make you seem less of a threat.”

He was laughing uncontrollably as he waddled back to his office.

I did my best to clean the wounds and dress them, but the blood was still steadily seeping through the bandages. The clothes, the Sheriff had picked out, were actually pretty nice. After getting dressed-- a painstakingly difficult task-- I looked around quickly to see if I could find anything to use as a weapon. These people had been intent on running me out of town since the beginning, but now I was beginning to think that they would only be satisfied with blood.

I heard the Sheriff’s raspy voice calling out, “You almost done in there?”

“Yeah, why don’t you try pulling pants on over broken and torn flesh? It’s not as easy as you might think.”

“Oh, the poor little city boy! See… kick the snot out of someone, and they begin to understand how things work here. Get back on the cot, so I can bring some food in!”

The Sheriff walks arrogantly into the cell and drops a wooden bowl in the floor. Some oatmeal looking mess sloshes over the side and drips unceremoniously to the ground.

“Food! You call this food? I’ve seen animals fed better than this.”

With eyes bloodshot and bulging, much like the veins in his forehead, he said, “You’re lower than an animal. You don’t deserve to be treated any better.”

Changing the subject a bit, I said, “So, I’m getting my day in court, huh?”

He shrugged, “Well, it wasn’t my decision, but yeah, you get to say your peace. Don’t think it’s gonna change the outcome, but, hey, give it your best shot.”

“That’s some real forward thinking, Sheriff. You’re a man of progress, aren’t ya?”

“I am…” he snickered, “I’m a man of the people. I’m a man built on justice, enforcing the laws I’ve sworn to uphold.”

“Then you can be extremely proud of how you’ve handled me, can’t you?”

“Shut the Hell up before I change my mind on letting you appear at your own excommunication party, hahaha.” 

He turned and walked out the door of the jail and leaned on a post. I had the perfect comeback lined up, but I noticed a shadow lurking by the window. I slowly moved closer to try to see who was outside.

I whispered, “Who’s there?”

“Shhh…” was the only reply I heard.

“Who is this? Why are you here?”

“Look, keep quiet and listen!”

It was James, and he was unusually fidgety. He couldn’t stand still. I was afraid that the dust cloud his pacing was causing would bring unwanted attention, but this being James, I knew that telling him to calm down would be useless.

His odd behavior was even more off-putting than it had ever been. He kept staring off into the darkness like he was waiting for someone to show up or for some signal that something was about to happen. He never stopped moving and was constantly pulling at his hair. His actions made me nervous, but I was too worried about what he was looking at to say anything. Finally, he just stopped. 

“Mister, you have to forget about confronting them tonight! Just go in there and beg! Beg for forgiveness! Beg for understanding! Use the loss of your family as an excuse for your contempt of their ways! You must not get them riled up! They’re gonna listen to you and even nod their heads, like they know what you’re talking about, but none of it matters. You are going to die tonight! You will die if you don’t beg and plead for forgiveness! Just promise me you’ll leave the rest alone for now-- only for now! Please! Please, promise me!”

“James, I have to def…”

It was no use; he disappeared into the shadows he loved so much. I was left to wonder why he had suddenly changed his mind on confronting the whack jobs in this town. He must have had a reason, and the boy had been the only one trying to help me since I came here. So maybe I should listen to him this one time.

My concentration on this new aggravating turn of events was broken by the Sheriff steadily kicking the bars on the cell.

“Well, are you ready, boy?”

“Do I have a choice?”

“Come on, let’s go,” he sneered. “No choice, no other choice, no other options. Your time is now!”

Trying to make him smile, or at least laugh, I said, “Cinderella is going to the ball without a dress, and I didn’t even get my hair done. Hope people won’t gossip too much.”

He showed no reaction at all as he looked at me and said, “Am I gonna have any trouble from you? If not, then I may even leave the shackles off for the ride to the courthouse.”

“No trouble from me, Sheriff; I’m a changed man. I’ve seen the light, and it shone brightly on the errors of my ways. With a little assistance from the heels of your boots, I’m ready to join the flock and be a productive member of the community. I understand now: resistance is futile!”

It was all I could do to mask the mockingly deceitful grin that was now gracing my blood-stained teeth. I could feel my lips nearly splitting as the crimson hued substance trickled down my jaw, but the pain had become my confidant, and all my secrets were whispered into the night. The Sheriff had been too preoccupied with rehearsing for his grand entrance at the gala tonight to notice that the fork was missing from my dinner plate. I now had a plan! I had a way of maybe taking control, if the opportunity arose.

The car ride was uneventful, except that there were apparently minivan size potholes that lived on the roads between the jail and the courthouse. Though I did notice a small pile of wood being stacked in the center of town, and that vision stayed with me as we entered the courthouse. It was standing room only. 





Chapter Thirteen

Not as Planned

I looked around as we walked the narrow aisles and saw that every single member of the community was there to witness this spectacle. But, strangely, the people on the back row didn’t seem to fit in. Their skin was a pale grayish color, and their lips and fingertips were a deep purple. They sat there unfazed by what was playing out around them, just staring aimlessly into space. Gertrude was watching over them. Although her demeanor had always seemed the same to me, now she looked like a defeated mother hen gathering her baby chicks around her while the fox circled the coop. There was a weird glow vibrating from their chests, and somehow, I felt drawn to them.

Up front by the podium, I saw Mr. Harte and Mr. Allen huddled together, no doubt going over their victory speech. They never looked up or acknowledged my arrival. Not a single eye was fixed in place in all the faces of the people. Their gaze held captive by the outsider now being led down the rows to a certain doom. I glanced to the podium again, and… wait… that was Adder! What was he doing here? Why was he joining the little fat bastard in his group? 

No one said a word as the Sheriff led me to the witness stand and pointed for me to sit. The people were still gossiping joyously as Mr. Harte took his place behind the podium.

He held up his arms, then lowered and raised them quickly in a repetitive motion, trying to quiet the crowd.

“My flock, we are once again gathered here in this sacred place to determine the fate of an outsider. An outsider, who, regardless of the help given to him, has constantly spit on our way of life! He was warned numerous times, and yet each time, he ignored the generous advice offered by the good and decent members of this community! Now, we know his situation, but I recommend that we don’t let our emotions take charge of our faculties, so that we can render a fair and just judgment against this man.”

The crowd exploded into a raucous cheer. The murmurs subsided after a few minutes, and Mr. Harte was allowed to continue.

“My people, we have been here before. Unfortunately, too many times have we been here. Sadly, we find ourselves in need of salvation. This man has, at every turn, ignored our standards. He has brought dissention to our fellow members, especially to one of us, who is young and unable to distinguish true intentions. James is not to be blamed for this man’s continuous disrespect, but hopefully, we can turn him back to the way without the Sheriff’s discipline. Now I turn my attention back to the real matter at hand. This man is a danger to our way of life. His questioning of our laws brings confusion and discord to our town. His constant disobedience must be dealt with promptly! His very existence is a threat to our lives, and that needs to be considered in any decision we make here tonight. What say you, my flock?”

The mob quietly assembled, speaking to those close to them. It took only a few minutes for them to answer in unison.

“We the people say, punish the outsider to the fullest extent our laws allow!”

Mr. Harte, with his head bowed, said, “The people have spoken! Is there anyone here among us who will speak up for this man? Is anyone willing to take responsibility for his future actions? Speak now, or forever hold your peace!”

Adder, with the assistance of the Sheriff and Mr. Allen, stood up and motioned to the people.

“You all know who I am. You know my credentials and my love of this community. I am the last of the original elders, and my opinion is equal to the law itself. I’m not here to plead for this man’s life. I’m not even here to ask you to give him another chance. What I am here to do is give a full account of the distractions this man has caused. The Sheriff and I took it upon ourselves to try and help this outsider become a member of our town. We tried to lead him to understand the true beauty in our way of life, but alas, we failed. I’m an old man, and my age has hindered my persuasion abilities tremendously, so I feel I must take partial blame for his shortcomings.”

I couldn’t believe my ears. This man, the only one I considered a friend, now has become my greatest enemy. What did I do to deserve his betrayal? He seemed so sincere in trying to help me understand only to use that understanding to now persecute me. He was the only one who acted like he had any common sense in this entire town but, now I see, he’s just as tainted as the others.

The entire building erupted as everyone yelled that Adder was not to blame and held no fault in the outsider’s predicament.

Adder continued, “Please, let me finish! We all know his story and how he came to be with us, but his story didn’t begin when he showed up here. He has brought an old evil back to our doorstep, and now we must face her again. This sickness will not go away easily. I say we proceed immediately with his execution.”

I couldn’t sit there any longer and let these freaks decide my fate. I lunged to my feet and rushed the podium. Mr. Harte was caught still praying-- if that was what he really was doing-- as I grabbed him by his double chins and swung him around. I jammed the broken fork handle into his jugular. He felt the strength in my grip, clutching the fork to his neck, but I only wanted him scared and worried about how far I’d really go. I never planned on hurting him… but, I would if left no alternative.

“You people are fucking crazy! You have no right to judge me! I’ve seen the atrocities that you perpetrated on each other. I know your sins! If you think I’m just gonna sit here calmly, patiently waiting to let you murder me, then you’re even more insane than I thought.”

Somehow sensing the Sheriff’s approach, I made eye contact with him. He knew my intent was self-preservation and that I wouldn’t hesitate to end Mr. Harte’s existence.

I was feeling the exhilaration of being in control as I bellowed, “Oh no, Sheriff, stay where you are! I will gut this fat little bastard and let his insides cover the floor of your sacred house if you take another step towards me! There will be no backwoods justice doled out here tonight. I will not be your next sacrificial lamb in a misbegotten ritual where you believe my death will save you. I am not your enemy! I am not the evil that’s been plaguing your lives for all these centuries. You are all mindless zombies wandering around a purgatory that you created for yourselves. My death will not lighten your sentence in Hell. My blood won’t cleanse your tainted souls!”

I was fired up and ready to let loose with both barrels when, suddenly, everyone was frozen in place. I could see the sweat dripping off brows and cheeks, but it was being suspended in the air. Then I noticed a musky, almost woodsy aroma being carried in by the wind. At once, all the stained-glass windows burst in a brilliant exhibition, and the door sprung wide open and flew off its hinges, landing between the pews halfway up the aisles. The people, still completely unaware of what was happening, couldn’t react. They only sat there, unable to move. 

Leaves swirled and floated into the building, covering everything in sight. They glided across the floor and headed straight to the front of the building. All light was blotted out for several minutes. As the leaves neared the podium, I thought I could see an image trapped within them, and it stopped every so often, staring directly into the faces of some of the people, before promptly moving forward again. I knew Willow was about to make her presence known, but would it be to my benefit or not? 

The leaves arrived beside Mr. Harte, and instantly Willow was there. She looked over at him and gently kissed his furry cheek. Scanning the room, taking her time to reacquaint herself with the people who had once called her “friend”, Willow began to cry. Her pain was sent out in each tear as the wailing began. Her shrill moaning had a profound effect on everyone trapped in place and stuck in their seats. They all began showing signs of life, and their fear took hold.

Willow smirked, “So, have my dinner guests missed me?”

Silence befell the once boisterous crowd, and Mr. Harte tried to run to the aisle. 

Willow’s voice boomed out, “Where do you think you’re going? Did I say you could move? Now that I have your undivided attention, who decided that any of you could decide life or death? Who among you has that right! No one! Only I do. Only I can choose what happens here. You pathetic imbeciles, did you really believe I wouldn’t know what you were trying to do? This man is my personal trophy, and none of you will interfere with my glorious victory. Is that understood? Or should I give a demonstration of my power, so you all remember my vengeance?”

Mr. Harte, ignoring Willow’s command, once again took his chances and tried to run. 

“I was hoping there’d be a volunteer. It looks like your illustrious leader just raised his hand. Come to me, Mr. Harte!”

She held out her hand and waited for him to take it. Mr. Harte was overcome with fear. Knowing he had just sealed his own fate, he stood there trembling and slowly twisting his head from side to side. 

Willow’s anger filled the room. Everyone was lifted to the rafters. Their eyes rolled to the back of their heads, and their gasping and choking intensified under her tight grip. Only Mr. Harte and I were free. Her stare was blazing, and the flames in her eyes, like torches, were glaring directly at Mr. Harte. She wiggled her pinky, and he was lifted from the ground. He moved weightlessly through the air until he was right in front of her. Her pinky stilled, and he was dropped at her feet. He immediately started begging for forgiveness, but his pleas fell on deaf ears.

“You are supposed to be the leader! It’s no wonder these people are so lost and unruly. You leave much to be desired, Mr. Harte. I’m disappointed in you, so you will serve as my example to your flock.”

She cut her eyes over to the people still held captive on the ceiling and clenched her fist. They all returned safely to their seats.

She cleared her throat and said, “Now, get comfortable! The show is about to start. I promise, you won’t want to miss this. Wait, you have no choice…hahaha!” She pointed at Mr. Harte, and he hopped up and stood before her.

She said, “Remember that little slave dance the Sheriff did for Adder? Do it for me now! Bear in mind, this could save your worthless life and allow you to continue your pathetic existence! So, make it good, fat man!”

He immediately began his song and dance. I could see exhaustion taking him by surprise as he fell, completely spent of energy.

She scowled at him, “Is that all your life is worth? Only a few measly minutes of effort… is that all you have in you?”

He nodded and collapsed on the floor. Her face was engulfed in disgust, and she slung him to the side.

There was a slight commotion in the crowd. The people couldn’t help but laugh and mock Mr. Harte. She leaned down and taunted him more.

“See how your people, your flock, turn on you at the least sign of adversity! You are a failure! You don’t deserve your existence, so I want it back!”

She motioned to the people, and at the same time, as if part of a solitary unit, they all stood and started singing ‘Amazing Grace.’ They were swaying back and forth, humming the words and acting like they were at a summer revival trying to save souls and lead lost sheep to the shepherd.

“Are you ready to go into the great beyond? Are you prepared to enter the inescapable darkness? Are you ready to return to the nothingness from whence you came? Are you ready to be the final example for your beloved flock? It’s ironic really. In a humbling kind of way, you were led astray by your own hands long ago, and your judgment is just now catching up to you!”

Mr. Harte’s tears did little to protect him or save him from the horrific end he was about to meet. Willow began a ritual: her arms swayed in a delicate pattern near her heart, and each hand in turn moved from her chest to his. This continued for several minutes. Mr. Harte seemed to be lulled into a passive state as her ritual kept repeating over and over again. As his eyes closed, his head slowly and gently relaxed until it was lying peacefully on his chest. Willow then let out an ear-piercing scream. It was enough to cause everyone to cover their ears and automatically fall to their knees.

She scanned the room and chanted, “You must bear witness to this spectacle! This is for all of your benefit.”

Mr. Harte, weary and feeling his boldness abandon him, begged again, “Please, forgive me! If you can’t, haven’t my years of faithful service earned me your mercy? Haven’t I proven to be a loyal servant? If you’re going to do it, then please, do it quick!”

Everyone instantly looked up, watching Willow’s every move. She pretended that Mr. Harte had never spoken a word. Her movements started again. Her head was nearly rotating in a complete circle, contorting in ways not humanly possible, and her voice seemed to project from each wall and surface in the room. As she recited ancient lyrics, the chests of everyone in attendance began to glow. The vibrations were so strong and fierce that the splinters of glass were dancing on the floor.

Suddenly, the chanting stopped, her arms fell motionless by her sides, and she stepped closer to his face. The room fell to silence; not a single breath could be heard. Terror had stricken the people, and not even a pulse could be felt. She raised her right arm high above her head, and her eyes became empty as the sickness made its appearance. The people were overcome with dire feelings of dread and guilt and began to pray. This only pleased Willow, and as her breathing rapidly stopped, the room became a captive audience.

Without warning, she made a fist, clenching it and slowly releasing it, then, once again clenching it, and…WHAM! Her hand ripped through Mr. Harte’s chest and revealed his still beating heart. Every beat sent blood spurting into the crowd. Pulling her arm back through the cavity now gashed open in his chest; Willow held his heart high in the air, proudly showing the people her new trophy. Mr. Harte slowly touched the chasm that had just been trenched through his chest, and as his mind finally understood the situation, he collapsed in a lifeless mound of flesh.

Her tactics were convincing enough, but her next move drove her point home. The still beating heart, slowly losing its purpose, began to wither in her grasp. Holding it above her head, she swayed under the sticky drops of red raining down on her head and covering her face. The people, already used to her methods, never flinched at the awesome power displayed by Willow.

“You all should pay heed to Mr. Harte’s grand folly. Do not let his mistakes also become your judgment. Mr. Harte paid the ultimate price for his dissention. His lust for power, even after these centuries past, brought the sickness to us, and this same fate awaits all who submit to his doctrine. As far as this outsider is concerned: he is mine! If anyone harms one hair on his beautiful head, my vengeance will be swift, and, oh yes, your suffering will delight me to no end. Do I need to repeat myself, or have you all received the message? I would love for Mr. Harte to have a companion on his final journey. Hahaha!”

Willow gracefully danced like a ballerina as she made her way back to the door. She turned sharply and stared indignantly at the people still frozen by fear.

“Mark my words, if he bleeds, if he so much as receives a splinter, one of you will leave this place. For each drop of blood that falls from his precious veins, one of you will surrender your existence, and I won’t be as merciful as I was with Mr. Harte!”

Her exit was sudden and as flawless as her entrance. 





Chapter Fourteen

Memories

Willow was gone. After a few disoriented moments, the people regained their senses. They just continued the meeting like nothing had happened. I stood there in disbelief; I had witnessed Willow’s unbiased wrath, but no one else seemed to care. 

How could they be so indifferent to Mr. Harte’s demise? He was a member of their community, and yet they pretended as though he had never existed. After spending lifetimes together, he was just gone! I knelt over the spot where he had fallen, but there was no evidence that his last breath had ever been expelled there. The floor revealed no signs that his blood was spilled and drained lazily onto it. 

I grabbed Adder’s arm, “Did you see her?”

His brow furled as he pulled away, “See who?”

“You know…” I waved my arms in the air, “the darkness…the evil…the sickness that is Willow!”

He was noticeably agitated by my response. He lowered his voice, “Son, you know these people have it in for you. Why would you give them another excuse to run you out of town?”

“Damn it, Adder! She was here! She touched every person in this place. She murdered Mr. Harte!”

“You finally did it, didn’t ya? You went and lost your mind! Who is this Willow that you claim killed someone, and this Mr. Harte…who is that?”

I stepped back and looked at him quizzically. His body language said that he believed what he was saying. But how was that possible? I turned and studied the faces of everyone who still remained in their seats, and they all appeared blissfully ignorant of the events that had taken place.

Adder laid his hand on my shoulder, and his genuine look of concern felt real as he asked, “Son, are ya ok? You’re not looking so well!”

“Adder, you really don’t remember anything? I mean, you told everyone that you were the original elder, and that I should be executed immediately. How can you just forget that?”

“Son, I never said such a thing as that!” Maybe you should go home and get some rest. I suggest if you have any of the good stuff hidden somewhere that you break it out. You really don’t look too good, Son.”

I pushed my way to the back row where Gertrude was still sitting with her ghastly group of minions and screamed, “Gertrude, you…you must’ve seen her! She stared straight into your eyes as she came down the aisles!”

She gave me a ‘matter of fact’ look, “Mister, your stories may have been a big deal in the big city, but here in our community, they make you look crazy.”

“Crazy! I look crazy? Wha…wait. Explain these freakishly discolored things sitting beside you, then!” 

“Mister…” Her expression grew cold, “here, in the civilized world, we don’t make fun of the sick! We treat them with a little common decency, and I hope you’ll give them that same courtesy!”

Confusion was eating at my reasoning skills and clogging my thoughts, “But, but… how ca-” I cut myself off when I noticed someone.

Mr. Allen tried sneaking past me in the hopes I didn’t confront him, but it was hard to miss such a drama queen when the entire room was held in captive silence.

“Mr. Allen, please say you know what I’m talking about!” 

His eyes told me ‘go to Hell’ as he spoke, “Even if I did, you really don’t believe I would utter one word in support of your wild exaggerations, do you!” A moment after he ran out, he stuck his bony neck back inside the doorway and said, “You don’t belong here, but for some reason, as much as I want to see you strung up in the center of town, after hearing your sorrowful pleas of agony resonating through the serene countryside and witnessing justice at its finest, I’m compelled to just leave it alone. Strange… why would I feel that way?”

I screamed, “Because Willow is your master, and she controls all of you!”

I was about to come unglued and just explode on these silly ass people, but somehow, from the corner of my eye, I saw James waving from outside. So, I gave in and surrendered to the insanity as I walked discouraged from the courthouse.

“Mister, hurry up! Come with me! I can’t talk with them watching.”

“James, I’m not in any mood for games. If you have something to say, just come out with it already.”

He grabbed my hand and was tugging with all his might.

“Please, come with me! I can’t do this around them. Please, mister!”

So, I followed him into the dark mysterious alleys where he truly seemed to feel more at home, where I knew that he was comfortable being himself without all the prying eyes and ears interfering with his honesty.

He weaved his way in and out of the alleys as if he was hunting the exit to a labyrinth. After he reached his destination, he turned, looking completely horrified.

“Mister, please, I beg of you, do not attempt to figure out what happened tonight. These people aren’t lying to you when they say they don’t know what you’re talking about. It may have been only minutes before, but Willow blocked their memories. She won’t allow them to remember! If you pressure them for answers, if you continue to push them to remember, you will only lead them to their ends. Willow will exact her revenge the very second she feels they have a clue as to what took place.”

“James, how am I supposed to forget it or pretend it didn’t happen? Why would she leave my memory intact but no one else’s?” 

The longer we stood there, the more fidgety he became. He knelt and wiped his hand on the ground, bringing up a handful of dust.

“Listen well, because I won’t repeat myself, and I’ll never talk of this again! We are all food for the soul! She needs us, but she won’t allow that to get in the way of the pleasure she derives from our energy. I told you before that none of this is real. Well, this town and the people in it, a long time ago, became overwhelmed with what they call the sickness. In reality, it was only fear and ignorance that led to our problems. You see, the threat of witches had crippled even the most religious and educated of the community. We were once a peace-loving community that only dreamed of being able to live how we wanted and to worship how we wanted. We were driven away by society, because our ways were strange to them and, therefore, deemed unacceptable. When we found this land, we made it our own. Even though we were closed off from the rest of the world, its prejudices soon caught up to us.”

“James, you’re losing me here! Either make your point or leave me alone!”

“I’m trying! Shut up! Anyway, the threat of these Satan-loving women infiltrated our community. Hysteria soon followed, as mistrust became the normal reaction. Who knows if there were any real witches? But belief is a wicked thing when misguided.”

“This is where things go awry. Adder wasn’t able to find an acceptable solution, so Mr. Harte was appointed as his successor. Now Mr. Harte had his own way of doing things. He had no patience for trivial issues; no, he never believed in such superstitions as witches, but his people did, and they implored him to restore peace to their hearts by any means necessary. As deeply religious people normally do, we resorted to a blanket policy of violence. They wanted to find salvation from the plight they were caught up in, and Mr. Harte had the answer. Yes, his methods were extreme, but they proved to be highly effective in silencing the masses. He decreed that all persons accused, suspected, or even thought to have ever been in contact with someone, who was known to be a witch, would be put through trials to either absolve their souls or forever damn them. The people were, at first, less than happy about his tactics, but they soon came around. They even began to enjoy the spectacle, and it quickly became a town gathering type of event.”

I was pacing back and forth, cracking my knuckles and trying to decide if I was gonna keep listening to this lame ass story. 

“James!” I yelled. “What the Hell are you trying to say?”

His eyes were twitching nonstop, and, as a result of a nervous tick, he’d already pulled a bald spot over his right ear. When he put both hands on my shoulders and forcefully shook me, I wasn’t prepared for the strength in his grasp, and I found myself unable to pull away.

“Mister, we did unspeakable things to innocent women. Willow…Katherine…was one of them! She was no witch! At least, she wasn’t before that final night. We made her what she became! 

“James, I already know this! I’ve seen the love this community holds for its people first hand. She’s taken me to that night and forced me to watch as the flesh melted from her body. The whole time, she never cried out for forgiveness or begged for mercy. When given a chance to repent and admit her sins, she merely cursed the town and everyone in it. I know this!”

“You think you know the story, but her death was centuries ago. Our deaths were centuries ago! How are we still here?”

“James, I can’t answer that.”

“Yes, you can! Your daughter demanded that you find the secret behind the mark. Well, here it is.”

Shocked to hear him say those words, I threw my hand up in his face, “How the Hell do you know what my daughter told me! What else do you know?”

“Mister, I know it all! I’m sacrificing myself by telling you what I know, but I believe you’re the one to end her reign of terror. She’s satisfied her vengeance many times over, but her appetite for serving agony is insatiable. She can’t stop now! We are all food for the soul! You are the key. If she can convert you, she will have fulfilled her end of the bargain she made with the darkness. You are the last of the bloodline that escaped the day of her death. With you still alive, there’s a chance she can be stopped. The mark she branded you with only serves as a tracking device. It connects you to her. It can’t be erased or washed away, but your soul can be cleared and saved.”

My rage was filling the air, and I could no longer contain it. I made a quick leg sweep, and James found himself laid flat out on the ground. He was staring into my eyes, which had grown as cold and vengeful as Willow’s, and I was sitting on his waist with one hand firmly around his neck, continuously applying pressure. I paid no attention to the gagging or the drool that he was spitting at me. I just held him there, intent on getting the full story.

“Ok, so I’m the last, right? Then why does she need you people?”

“Yes, you are the last, and she needs us, because…” His knuckles were turning white as he tried feverishly to ease my grip on his throat, but his attempts were to no avail. “…we are all food for the soul.”

“Wait! Are you saying that the souls of the people in this town have kept her alive for centuries?”

Intrigued by what his answer might be, I eased my grip so I could hear him clearly.

“Now you’re getting it. Remember what I said about the storms? How when they end, someone will have unmistakably gone missing without a trace? How everyone in town always believed the storms chose a certain victim? That’s how Willow covered her tracks. It’s how the childish fairytales of supernatural powers hidden within the storms began. She’s able to block memories, so her exploits were forgotten as soon as they happened. We are the food for her soul! As long as we are here, trapped in this make-believe existence, she’ll always have a power source.”

“James, do you hear yourself talking? Do you know how completely insane you sound? She feeds on your souls! Does she need a bib?”

My bullshit meter was hitting max capacity, and I was ready to let it boil over.

“Mister…” James squeaked. “Please, you have to believe me. Hey, wait, I know! I can prove it.”

I stood up, threw my hands in the air, and shrugged my shoulders. “Well, I’ve ridden this crazy train through every stop so far, so I may as well see where the ride ends! How can you prove it, James?”

A big shit-eating grin pierced his lips, “You know those odd-looking people sitting by Gertrude at the town meeting debacle?”

“It’s an image forever burned in my retinas, James. Who could forget those freaks?”

“They aren’t freaks! They’re newbies, or I guess I should say, they’re the next in line for Willow’s main course. She doesn’t just finish them off quick like she did Mr. Harte. Sometimes she gets off by playing with her food and dragging out their deaths. She wants them to suffer and feel her pain. She wants to see the betrayal reflecting in their eyes as she siphons the last bit of energy from their soul. That’s why you only saw them at the meeting.”

“That actually makes a little sense. If what you’re saying is true, how in the world am I gonna stop her?”

“I’m afraid that’s where you’re on your own, Mister!”

“Oh great, tease me with a way out, only to slam the door in my face as I’m turning the knob. How do you know all this?”

“Mister, my freedom and privileges end with knowledge and answers. I can’t do more than talk. Actions are out of my realm of possibilities. She won’t allow me to help other than that.”

“Well, don’t stop now! Give me everything you got that might help me stop her.”

“I’m sorry. I’ve told you everything I know. Katherine’s betrayal, Willow’s birth, the town’s purgatory, and how you’re mixed up in this miserable mess. There’s nothing more to tell.”

“James, why are you helping me? Why have you tried to help me all along? What do you mean my ancestors escaped? How? Why are you helping me when you know what she’ll do to you? What’s in it for you?”

He bowed his head, closed his eyes, and simply whispered, “Peace!”

With that, he stepped into the shadows, and the darkness consumed him. I slid my hands in my pockets and lazily headed home. 





Chapter Fifteen

Calm in the Storm

I woke up to a pounding head, and my chest felt like it had just been cracked open for heart surgery. Even after a decent night’s sleep, I was still exhausted. Maybe I had reached my breaking point on stress, or maybe I just couldn’t process all the bullshit. Regardless, there was no room in my head for any more information. Maybe I wasn’t supposed to find the answers-- at least, not in the few short minutes I’d had last night. 

I was given answers, yet nothing has been solved. Food for the soul, what did that even mean? Newbies? I didn’t care for Mr. Harte, but no one deserved a death that horrifying. Finally, James had opened up, but had he actually said anything of use? 

I traveled aimlessly from one room to the next all day. My mind was constantly rethinking everything, but I could find no explanation for it. Had I discovered the truth to the mark, or was I being brainwashed? James could be working with her. He did have special privileges that no one else had. Why would Willow allow his constant interference and not end him like she had Mr. Harte? Was that what was going on? Was Willow using him as a distraction to keep me off balance and confused? I was always second guessing myself and everything around me. 

As night gently made its descent, I found myself walking out onto the porch. I was gazing into the sky, searching for something but not knowing what I was looking for. My eyes were dissecting the entire yard in a grid pattern. Just then, the weeping willow came to life as the winds made its limbs dance in the breeze. 

The spring, performing an intricate ballet as ripples formed and gently floated towards the shore, parted in the middle. The woman appeared, and as she neared the bank, she smiled at me.

“You can’t save me!”

“I know, I know!”

“You can’t…”

Tired of being fed the same lines, I screamed, “Yeah, I can’t save you or anyone else! I know!”

She sashayed through the air like she was one with it. When she came to stand right in front of me, I saw that her lips looked moist, and I noticed that she was puckering. She came closer to my face. Her eyes slowly and peacefully closed, and our lips touched. They were so tender and soft; I didn’t want it to end! Once again, I wanted her! I needed her! I must have her again!

I started remembering the nights we had spent together, and suddenly all was forgiven. But, had it been her? Was this the same Willow? I was filled again with those old emotions of desire and lust. My concerns abandoned me as my actions no longer seemed my own. I reached out and tried to pull her closer.

She disappeared through me and laughed, “I’m not that Willow! I’m governed by compassion and sympathy. My mind doesn’t conceive of sexual exploitation or of human needs. I am not that Willow!”

She began twirling around and laughing diabolically. 

She smirked as she pointed around and said, “I bet you didn’t even notice the third and final stage of the storms raging all around you!”

Suddenly, my stare was broken by the winds surging. The force was nearly bending the weeping willow tree in half. Its limbs, all touching the same part of the ground, were crackling like they were about to split. The sky, blustering noisily, was sending sparks and flares booming from one star to the next. The rain was being driven recklessly into the ground before ricocheting up and away, felt like tiny daggers piercing my flesh.

She stood there, reveling greatly in my reaction.

“You can’t save me! You couldn’t save your family! You won’t save yourself! These words aren’t meant to condemn, but merely to enlighten.” 

“So, you’re not that Willow, huh? You seem to have the same penchant for the dramatic. Your ways may be different, but you both have the same ends in mind.”

“Not true…” she said. “My ends are justified by my means. We may be the same entity, but we are very different beings!”

“Yet, if I kill one, I kill both! That’s my only priority.” 

“You really don’t listen, do you? Everyone here has warned you and tried to make you see that you have no power, but you still believe that you control your own destiny. If I didn’t allow it, you couldn’t control your own breathing!”

She gazed up at the night sky and began chanting. Looking at me longingly, she motioned for me to take her hand.

“Lover, do you realize where you are”

Nodding my head, I said, “Of course, I’m standing under the willow tree.”

Mockingly, she squealed, “Look again!”

My feet felt the cool icy waters of the spring, and inch by inch, my clothes become soaked and heavy. I had to spit water out of my mouth in order to speak. 

“What… how? When did I walk into the water? How’d I get here?”

“Your lust guided you and blinded you to reality at the same time. You were blinded by your desires, and I bet if I asked for it, you would even offer me your heart again.”

I barked in defiance, “At least give me one question! Answer one question for me, and then you can do what you want with me.”

“One question! You want only one answer from me; is that what you’re begging me for?”

“Yes,” I said. “One answer is all I want.”

Her chin rested thoughtfully on her palm as she said, “What do you have? What question will I answer? Make it a good one, because you only get one!”

“You said that you’re not that Willow, right? So why would Willow… would she… you… why would either of you allow these people to live if vengeance was your main goal? You say you are the compassionate and sympathetic one, yet she agreed to let them live, even if it’s a nonexistent life with no hope of a true future. Why?”

“Lover, as long as Willow lives, then I also live. As long as I live, then Willow will live. As long as these sheep live, then we both live. The answer is in the blood. As long as the blood remains stable, then we both live. Does that answer your question?”

“How do I fit in the picture?”

Her mood shifted drastically, and the ambience became less inviting. Her eyes became a deep dark black color, and a tar-like substance began to seep from them.

Her mouth remained motionless as her words flew through the air, “One question! You said one question and one answer! You’re starting to bore me now, so this little game must end!”

She waved her hand, and instantly the night prepared for another victim. The water felt like frozen shards of glass as it slid down my throat. I was choking and fighting for a waterless breath of air. I could sense my energy being drained by each ripple that gently caressed my body. I was losing the will to endure, losing my grasp on life itself. 

“Oh, Lover, would you like some assistance? Never mind! No need to answer! Hahaha!”

The current of the spring was rocking me to sleep. My eyes no longer considered staying open, and they closed.

I woke up, back in my bed, still feeling the cold waters choking me and hearing her spiteful laugh. My clothes were drenched, and it was nearly impossible not to fall off the bed as I pulled the garments over my frozen body. My body, which still felt the indulgent need to experience Willow’s treasures again, couldn’t have responded in a helpful manner after being as it was still partially paralyzed from the icy waters of the spring.

Night after night, this same scenario played out. Without fail, I tasted the icy cold spring waters and didn’t care about the storm around me. I enjoyed seeing her in that form-- the compassionate one. Man, that sounded so messed up just thinking about it. My mind returned to that sensual kiss she had bestowed on me. Nothing had ever felt as natural or as right, but no matter how hard I tried, I couldn’t force myself to exit that memory. I found myself despising waking up in my bed, because I knew that it meant it would be several hours before her lips touched mine again. I wouldn’t allow myself to think about how I’d react once the storms ended and she left. There was no way of knowing if I would see her again.

***

The storms may have subsided, but my need for her continued on. The ground was no longer soaked by rain, but now my pillow had replaced the ground, and my tears imitated the rain. My soul be damned! I wanted her! 





Chapter Sixteen

James

I tried to erase the impact of her soft sweet lips on mine, but it was no use. My mind had slipped back into the murky trap that Willow had laid out all those months ago. She was cunning and knew exactly how to tempt me. I thought I was strong enough to resist, but I easily fell for her again.

I can’t do this! She can’t control my thoughts or my actions. I must do as my angel said and find the secret to the mark. As long as I was focused on Willow and the pleasures our bodies shared, I would never continue on this journey. I would become the next victim. Willow would have won without much effort, and I would have let my family down once again. That would not happen!

I had to find James and get the answers I needed by any means necessary. Even if he didn’t want to, he would come clean about it all. He would give me the ammunition I needed to defend myself! If I had to become the monster that had been hunting me, I would gladly accept that role.

***

James, as usual, was easy to find. It was around noon, so he was busy annoying people at the drugstore. The looks thrown my way as I marched down the road only served to bolster my resolve. The people still continued the same routines and couldn’t be bothered for more than sneers and evil eyes. I just shot back a ‘go to Hell’ stare and continued to James.

“There you are! You sniveling little cesspool! We have to talk!”

“Look, you…we can’t do this here. We can’t do this now!”

I was spitting nails as I grabbed his collar. I yanked his chin to the counter, “James, now!”

“I can’t tell you nothing here.”

The customers were too shocked to move and just stood there, staring in disbelief. I knew that they couldn’t do anything, because it wasn’t allowed in their daily routines. Hearing all the commotion, Mr. Allen hurried from his secret spot in the back of the store. Immediately, his jaw hit the floor! He didn’t know whether to run for help or try to interfere.

I released my hold on James and turned to Mr. Allen. 

“What? You gonna play the hero now and save James from the outsider!”

Still in shock, Mr. Allen said, “What are you doing?”

James, scooting closer and closer to the doorway said, “I told you I couldn’t talk here.”

Mr. Allen stammered, “James, you won’t talk anywhere! You know better than anyone the swift punishment that awaits anyone who aids the outsider.”

“So, Mr. Allen, then you will answer my questions.”

“Haha! You won’t get anything from me.”

Exhausted by his incessant complaining, I turned and faced Mr. Allen. 

I sneered, “You have no idea how far you people have pushed me!”

Looking none too surprised and not willing to back off his high horse, he said, “City Boy finally lost his marbles, huh?”

“You just don’t know how many marbles I’ve lost, Mr. Allen!”

I rushed him, and he cowered like a whimpering animal. My sympathy all used up, I rapidly swung my foot up and caught him squarely in his withered berry bag. He fell, gasping for air, and his face turned a beautiful shade of deep blue. With Mr. Allen no longer a worry for the time being, I turned my attention back to the kid at the center of this mess.

James, steadily inching away, tried to run, but my anger was faster than his legs. He was stuck in that confined space behind the counter, and I easily pounced on him. As I felt my fingers digging into the soft meaty flesh of his throat, there was a sudden pain in my skull, and things went black. 

***

There was a haze smearing my vision. As my eyes tried to focus, I saw the familiar dungeon that I had called “Hell” only a few days ago. The Sheriff and Mr. Allen were sitting in the other room, but this time I wasn’t shackled. The door to the cell wasn’t even locked, and there was nothing physically keeping me from walking away.

The Sheriff hopped to his feet, “You gonna settle down now?”

I shot Mr. Allen the dirtiest look I could manage as I approached the desk.

“Sheriff, you know I’m really getting tired of bleeding in your jail!”

The Sheriff looked smug. “Well, now, I think we can all agree that Mr. Allen just acted out of pure instinct. Poor James may be on the slower side of intelligence, but he doesn’t deserve to be manhandled. Mr. Allen did what any concerned citizen would’ve done in that situation, fearing for poor James as he was.”

I lunged for Mr. Allen, and before anyone could react, I was bouncing his head off the wooden boards on the floor. My anger in control, even with the Sheriff and James trying to pull me away, his head still cracked the boards into splinters. Seeing this, I released Mr. Allen and rolled over by the desk.

“Boy, now I’m going to have to protect Mr. Allen.” His grin spread from ear to ear. “Now, you’ve given me all the reasons I need to take more than a little blood from your hide.”

“Sheriff, fuck off! You know as well as I do that you can’t harm me! Willow won’t allow it! Mr. Allen should be praying that I finish what I started before she comes to make him pay for not obeying her command.”

“What are you talking about? More big city lies!”

“Then go ahead, Sheriff! If I’m so full of shit, do your worst! Go ahead and kill me! But first, are you sure Willow isn’t watching and listening?”

I could tell he still wanted his pound of flesh, but he cautiously made his way to Mr. Allen. Eyes affixed on mine, he reached down and grabbed Mr. Allen’s wrist. A quick look of relief crossed his face as he picked him up and carried him to the hard metal cot.

“Boy, you’re lucky he’s still alive! But you’re still gonna have to pay for this.”

“Sheriff, being in this town is punishment in and of itself. Whatever your simple little brain is concocting, you may as well forget it, because Willow has vowed certain and immediate death for anyone who harms even a single hair on my head.”

He leapt to his feet and rushed over to me. Clutching my belt and the back of my collar, he picked me up above his shoulders and hauled me to the door. His rage manifested in frustration as he tossed me nearly all the way across the narrow street.

“I want so much to beat you to a bloody pulp! I want to see your brains splattered in the dirt right here in front of my office. I want to hear you crying like a little bitch when you realize you’re in over your head. But as much as I’d love seeing your tears, I can’t bring myself to follow through with it.”

“You know why, Sheriff?” I smirked. “Because Willow won’t let you do it. What I did to Mr. Allen is nothing compared to what she did to Mr. Harte for defying her power and control. Hahaha, you’re a big pussy and can’t admit you fear what you don’t believe even exists!”

The Sheriff just turned and went inside the jail to check on Mr. Allen, slamming the door behind him in disgust. I picked myself up and saw James quickly heading towards the alley. I wouldn’t let him escape to his playground-- not this time!

“James! Don’t make me chase you! I won’t hurt you if you give me the answers I want.”

His stride slowed, and he appeared to become less nervous. He looked back at me, and his smile returned.

“Look, I told you that I can’t talk in front of the others. It doesn’t matter if you beat me like you did him or not. I’m not allowed to talk unless we’re alone.”

“So, start talking!”

“Ok, here it is: the secret behind the mark… it has everything to do with the bloodline. There’s a beginning and an end. We all know why we’re being punished. Even if we can’t remember, we know why. We know your story. We know why you’re here. The reason no one wants you here is because the story begins and ends with you. You’re the reason we’re all here and the only way we can die. Maybe this is not a true existence and we should’ve died many years ago, but when this is all you have, all you know, you don’t want to lose it. You are the Alpha and Omega! It begins and ends with you and even if they don’t know why they hate you, they feel down deep in their souls what you are. They know who you are. They know what’s about to happen, and they will do everything they can to ensure that you don’t get the opportunity to fulfill the prophecy.”

“James, you’re like a broken record, kid. Tell me something I don’t already know. Tell me why I’m the one!”

The once bright sunshiny day suddenly turned into night. The air violently gusted from one side of the alley to the other and swirled upward before reversing direction and shooting directly into the ground. Dust flew around us and filled my eyes.

“James!” I was frantically thrashing my arms in hopes of finding him, but it was no use. I screamed, “James! James, where are you?” 

His voice was muffled. It sounded like he was being gagged. I could hear his pitiful moans and whimpers, and I struggled to make my way to him.

“What’s going on here?” I asked when I reached him.

I covered the top of his head with my jacket as he spat dust and dirt from his mouth.

He cried, “It’s a sign! She’s not happy with me.”

“Will she come for you like she did Mr. Harte?”

“No! She won’t do that, but this is her way of letting me know that I’m telling you too much. You’re not ready to know everything yet. Or, at least, she’s not ready for you to know.”

“I’m not ready? James, I need to know! I’m not just gonna sit back and let her have her way with my life. She will not gain my soul! I have to stop her, and you’re my best chance!”

“Ok, look, all you need to know is this. We are all food for her soul!”

“James, damn it, no more games! Be straight with me!”

“I can only say what I’ve already said. The secret behind the mark: we are all food for her soul!”

This kid was certainly getting on my nerves but, maybe… just maybe, it made sense. The people in town always did the same things. Every day it was the same thing. They never changed direction or altered course in any way. Maybe James, poor simple-minded James, could only tell me certain tidbits of information as Willow deemed necessary. He kept saying the same phrases over and over just as the people had walked the same path day after day.

I was about to jerk my shirt away and let the dust tear him apart, but he vanished. It wasn’t night yet, so why had he disappeared? He had said that Willow didn’t want me to know yet, but also that he had already told me what I needed to know. Why did that kid have to play his damn games? 





Chapter Seventeen

First Taste of Blood

James was now missing; there hadn’t been any sign of him for days. I knew that Willow’s hands were to blame for his absence, and as much as I wanted to feel sorry for him, I couldn’t bring myself to admit it. The people in this town had long ago overstayed their welcome. Their borrowed time had now come due! 

I knew the only way that I would discover the answers was if I challenged Willow. I just hoped that I could ignore the primal attraction that surged through my veins whenever she was around. But how could I get her attention? How could I make her face me?

I had to become the monster I had been running from. I had to match her vengeance with my own. I knew that she needed to feel threatened in some way, or she would never appear. I spread my wife’s favorite afghan on the floor beside the bed and then stripped all my clothes off. I sat there naked, cross legged on the floor, and prayed.

I wasn’t praying for my soul anymore! No, I was asking for the strength to carry out my plan. I was calling out to whatever god would listen, for the strength to do what I must. I asked that my memory would not haunt me during my trials, and that a little mercy would be shown to the lost souls condemned by Willow. Though their salvation was not my main concern, I knew that this was the last time that my compassion and I would meet.

After finding my center of madness through meditation, I came face to face with the hate I now relied on. I was calm, collected, and focused. I knew what must be done! I had found a new intimacy with the monster hidden in the darkest regions of my heart, and it felt incredible, but also eerily comfortable. 

***

I set out on my way into town. My plan was about to be set in motion, and these last few minutes of sanity were fleeting, as rage now filled my thoughts. This town wouldn’t know what hit it!

I didn’t try to hide. Hell, these people wouldn’t have known the difference, anyway! I walked up to the first people I saw; they were inconsequential. Their only purpose was walking the street. 

I yelled, “Remember me?”

Neither the man nor the woman turned their head to acknowledge me. I ran my hand down my leg and into my back pocket. They just kept walking. I reached out and grabbed the woman by her bonnet and yanked backwards. Her feet flew up, and as her heels shot past her chin, I swung the machete with all my might. She didn’t have a chance to even scream, but I saw the blade shining in her eyes.

Damn! That felt good! A warm fuzzy feeling crawled up my spine and settled behind my ears. I was enjoying this! Now my attention turned to the man walking with her. He had been so shocked that he hadn’t tried to run. Even now, he was stuck motionless, not able to utter a single word. I could sense the energy building in my shoulders and moving down to my forearms. My grip on the crimson covered Alabama toothpick was tightening. 

“You’re one helluva man! You just stood there and watched as I made two pieces of your woman. Guess she was worthless in the sack, huh? Tell me why I should show you any mercy!”

His mouth parted, and his lips tried to form a word, but before any sound escaped, my blade pierced his skull, splitting it in half. I watched eagerly as it slowly began to separate and slide haphazardly to the dirty street it had walked for so many centuries.

As his body followed suit, I felt power-- a power I’d never known before. It was addicting, and I loved it! I wanted more and more…and MORE! I loved this feeling. Holding someone’s life in my hands, picking who would live and die…it was intoxicating! Now I just needed to figure out how to make Willow come stop me.

There were two less dinner buffets Willow had to dine on, and yet she didn’t seem to care. She didn’t show up! So, I focused on the next target. I was determined to follow through with my plan. One way or the other, Willow would eventually have to interfere. Wouldn’t she? I mean, I was thinning out her herd of cattle, and that put a severe damper on her lifespan.

You would expect everyone to run away, hysterically screaming and throwing their arms in the air, trying to draw attention to the machete wielding madman slicing and dicing his way through town. At least you’d think they’d be trying to warn the others, but, no, they just carried on like it was nothing.

Nobodies… they were nobodies! I knew what I needed to do now. What time was it? Yes! I saw the ancient bitch now! She was unlocking the doors just like every day before. If Willow had no affection for the regular people of the town, maybe the death of someone who held a little higher stature might get her attention. Killing the person who guarded her Newbies might cause her to take notice.

I wasn’t hiding or being quiet as I tromped my way up behind her.

I yelled, “Gertrude!”

As she turned, the sharp edge of steel met her neck. Her glasses stayed firmly on her face as her head fell heavily to the porch. It was like a bowling ball rolling down, hitting each step before resting on the ground. Her eyes were still frozen open, and the same strict glare was looking up at me. Blood was steadily squirting from the distinct hole left in her neck as I walked by and shoved the relic out of my way. With no time to react, the lifeless body gingerly fell to its knees and ended up lying by its freshly severed head. 

“Willow! Willow, come to me! I’ll slash your entire menu into oblivion! Willow! You bitch, come to me!”

I stood there, as the blood dripped down my face, screaming for her to show up, but she never did. I must’ve been there for hours, and yet, she never came. 

Feeling defeated by her noncompliance to appear, I dropped the machete. I collapsed on the library steps and began to cry. When no more tears would leave my eyes, I stood to begin my way home. I looked down as I reached the bottom step and watched as Gertrude’s body and head just seemed to evaporate into nothingness. I ran down the street to my first victims, and the same thing happened as I reached them. They both disappeared. 

As I continued walking, I heard, “You thought they meant something to me! Hahaha! You are still pathetic! I must say, though, I’m impressed with your rage.”

“I’ll show you impressed, you bitch! Stop hiding from me and show your face!”

The wind picked up and nearly forced me to the other side of the road.

“Why? Tell me why I should do as you demand!”

“Because I’m the Alpha and Omega; it begins and ends with me!”

“James has no clue what he speaks of. He means well, but then, you know what they say about good intentions!”

“What did you do to him? What happened to James?”

Again, the wind drove me to the other side of the road.

“Hahaha! You believe you are my equal! That I somehow have to answer to you! Silly man, I answer to no one!”

Trying to provoke her to react, I said, “Why hide from what you’re not afraid of? If you have nothing to fear, why draw this out any longer?”

“Lover, how quickly you forget. Everything has a time and a place, and, well, it’s just not time for you to know yet!”

I feverishly swung the machete around in the air, yelling and screaming like a banshee. I heard her laughing. The sound was maddening. Burrowing deep within my ears and clawing its way to my brain, her voice penetrated every piece of my being. I dropped to the ground, covering my ears and felt blood seep from my eyes. 

“See, Lover, you’re not ready! You should hone your skills a while longer. The student is definitely not ready to challenge the master.”

Wallowing in the intense pain coursing through my body, I suddenly levitated to my feet and sent a glaring leer of indignation her way.

My lips never moved as I said, “This student has no master!”

She was visibly shaken by this turn of events. The utter look of confusion was etched on her withered face.

She moaned, “No, this can’t be!”

I sneered, “You smug bitch! You allowed me to murder innocent people! You didn’t think there’d be any repercussions from that? There is something you weren’t aware of: the power is in the blood, but the blood can’t discern between darkness and light.” 

Finally, I had shut the evil bitch up! She didn’t know whether to dissipate into the safety of her shadows, or to stay and try to figure out how this could’ve happened. I was floating there, laughing and mocking her inability to act. I knew this wouldn’t last long. I knew she would figure it out. Yet I couldn’t escape how much I enjoyed the small amount of power I now held over her.

Suddenly, the air swirled and night fell. There was a slight mist falling from the sky, and nature itself seemed to release a huge sigh. Willow was gone again, but now she was nervous. I had confused her. I knew it was more than she had believed I would be able to figure out by this point. I guess she never counted on James giving full disclosure, but…damn, I could still feel the exhilaration of power flowing through my veins! She knew, and I now knew that I could fight back! 





Chapter Eighteen

Willow Unhinged

I awoke more refreshed than ever. I felt like a new man. I had matched wits with the all-powerful, all-evil, and all-knowing Willow, and she was afraid. She had tasted a sample of my rage, and it scared her! She was afraid of me! She hadn’t bargained for ‘The Mark’ to betray her, and now she had to rethink her strategy. While I knew this feeling of power wouldn’t last much longer, I couldn’t help but relish the moment.

Days passed. I sat there on my couch waiting for Willow to respond. Anxiety eating me up, I wondered if I’d made a mistake. I mean, James had said that it wasn’t time for the answers, and even though I had been grateful for his help, he had warned me not to confront the people. He had been right about everything so far, but I couldn’t just let Willow play out her little game.

Anxiety soon became fear, and that fear led to paranoia. I was pacing the floors, constantly stepping out onto the porch, and almost longing for her to appear. I wanted this to end, however that end had to happen. I needed it to be over once and for all. I guess in the back of my mind, I knew… I just knew… that I had to make this end!

Days turned into weeks, and there was still no sign of Willow. Should I take a chance and venture back into town? Or, should I just wait? Why don’t the people know what’s going on around them? Where is James? Where do the bodies go when they vanish? Am I losing my mind? There were too many questions, and I had answers to none of them. 

There was never silence in my head. It was always full of questions and of things I couldn’t begin to understand. The voices wouldn’t leave me alone! I swear, I heard them all whispering at times, and at other times there was so much commotion that I couldn’t think straight. There was a constant pain wreaking havoc on my soul… could it be the remnants of good being purged from my system? Had I lost my humanity when I decided to take those lives in town? Had the mark actually begun to shine brighter when I entered the darkness of her level? When I gave in to the rage and stood up to her, had I given her what she wanted? I fear… that was an end I would have to face before this all came to an end.

I was lying there in bed, squirming around and trying to get comfortable, when a thick, heavy, and musky fog filled the room. I knew it was her, but I was paralyzed. My body screamed to move, but I couldn’t react. Only my eyes remained active. As an icy breeze gently kissed my cheek, I wondered which form of Willow was visiting.

“Lover…oh, Lover! Did you miss me?”

The more I tried to answer, the more tightly clenched my jaws became.

“Did you really think your transgressions would go unpunished? Did you really believe I hadn’t seen this before you ever contemplated your actions?”

I struggled to move, but to no avail. I somehow flopped off the bed.

“Oh, Lover, don’t harm your sweet little self. That’s my job. Hahaha! Let me help you!”

She glided through the air and hovered directly above me. With a flick of her wrist, I was able to talk.

“I knew you’d be here. I scared you before, and you didn’t have an answer.”

As she wiggled her finger, I was thrown across the room. Crashing into the wall and falling like a sack of potatoes hurled to the floor, my thoughts returned to our first encounter. How she always wanted me to change places with her and how she needed me to take blame in their deaths. “Lover, there’s no need to think of them. They can’t help you. That little bitch of yours is long gone! It’s only you and me now.”

“I don’t need any help for you! I have the power now!”

She smirked, “You have the power? Then why are you the one flying across the room? Why am I the one in charge? If you have the power, then why are you still at my mercy?”

Her eyes methodically blinked, and we were instantly on the porch.

“Remember how this porch once served as one of your epic failures, when you were attempting to find answers that you weren’t ready for yet?” 

“You say failure; I say learning experience.”

“You must enjoy your lessons. I think it’s time for another one, don’t you?”

“You bitch! I can handle whatever you throw at me!”

“We’ll see,” she snickered. “It’s time!”

She had me by the throat, and was slinging me from one post to the other. I heard bones cracking and popping each time my body landed. Her desire to make me suffer was remarkable. She released me, and I fell helplessly to the floor. As I lay there, I hoped she’d had enough fun and would stop. But I soon realized that her delight was just beginning. 

I was hurled through the railing onto the ground. I knew that blood was leaking from every orifice and piece of ripped flesh in my battered body. Mockingly, she stood over me.

“Not feeling the power now, are you, Lover?”

I couldn’t respond, and that only amplified her laughter.

“I said no one from town could harm you, but I am the town! I am your god! You will bow down to me!”

“Never…” I managed to moan. “I will never give in to you!”

“Oh, but, Lover, this time I’m not asking! This time I’m just helping myself!”

Indignantly, I yelled, “Then get it over with, you demon bitch!”

“When I am ready! Everything has a time and a place. Now I’m just going to enjoy watching you writhe in agony, trying to be strong and denying your heart’s desire to cry out to me, and I’m going to watch as your life force abandons you. Your soul is mine! I placed upon you my mark, and we are connected forever. You can never be rid of me unless I deem it so!”

My ribs were caving in under her constant stomping. I could feel the fractures as they formed and spread and then transformed into full blown breaks. I was gagging on the metallic taste that was filling my mouth and running into my lungs.

She tenderly kissed my lips and said, “That’s it, Lover, rely on their memories. Draw on the strength your families’ memories still retain. When you feel strong enough, just nod, and I’ll release you to defend yourself…unless, you just want to quit now!”

I couldn’t be sure if my head was actually moving or not, but all my concentration was focused on shaking it ‘no’. The pleasure she received from torturing me was replenishing her strength. The more she kicked, the more the mark on my chest weakly flickered. The connection was strongest when she held power over me. 

I laid there trying to bolster up my strength and regain some semblance of life. All the while, in the back of my mind, I was praying that my daughter would hear my silent pleas and come to my rescue once again. I knew that her light had been used up when she saved me before, but if evil could regain strength, then why couldn’t good? Why couldn’t my daughter?

Willow, noticing my recent resurgence in attitude, doled out a shoulder block, and I was sent head first into the tree. I nearly lost consciousness, but she wasn’t ready for that to happen. After I’d had a few rapid face to face meetings with the thick trunk of the weeping willow, she tossed me toward the water. 

I flew head over heels, landing at the water’s edge. No chance to breathe, Willow was on top of me, forcing my head into the dirt and clay bank. My ears were filled with her sadistic laughing as I sensed the cool liquid nearing my face.

“Trial number… oh, Hell, it doesn’t matter! You will experience all my tears! You will know firsthand my betrayal! You will taste my love!”

Her words soaked the inside of my head as the cold spring entered my mouth. Little frozen glass-like shards were piercing the tender and sensitive meat inside the walls of my throat as I coughed and tried to spit the water out. I was too weak to fight, too weak to even try. 

“How does it taste, my love?” she whispered softly. “Still think you have the power? The power’s in the blood, and, well, right now the blood is abandoning you. You are as pathetic as you ever were! Only this time, Daddy’s Little Angel can’t help you! No one can help you!”

She dragged me further into the deepest part of the spring. Her laughter filled the night air and was carried throughout the countryside.

“You can’t save me! You couldn’t save your family! You won’t save yourself! Your only choice, your only way out, is giving in to the pain. Allow the pain to guide you, and release your spirit to me. Are you ready to play nice, my love?”

My head was freely bobbing up and down with the ripples cascading clear to the banks on each side of the spring. Willow plunged it deeper and deeper in the water. I could feel my life floating away from me, and as I sank beneath the waters that were now murky from my head being used as a plunger, I knew she was no longer playing her game. She had suddenly become serious about my agony. Then I remembered James’ words. He had said that I was the beginning and the end. The power was in the blood. He had said that nothing here was real: “it is, but it isn’t.” That weird kid had been leading me in the right direction the whole time, and I just never saw it. He was now serving as my saving grace, though his soul was already damned. He had always been helping me. He had been leading me to the proper path. He had known that I wasn’t quite ready, but he hadn’t been allowed to come clean. 

All I remember was my head sinking below the surface of the water. I could feel the cool daggers sticking inside my mouth, causing a burning sensation with each new forced gulp. I knew Willow never stopped her demented cackling, but somehow I ended up back in my bed. 

I was deathly afraid that these events would happen each night until Willow grew tired of playing with her food. What more could she have in store for me? 





Chapter Nineteen

Soul Food and Heartburn

They had said that she disappeared when the storms rolled away. If they were right, I should have plenty of time to figure out my next move. So far, James had been dead-on with everything he told me. I needed to find him. I needed to know if he was alright. I owed him that much!

James had tried to help me, and look where it had gotten him! Willow snatched him up, and his simple ways vanished into the night. Was she merely preventing him from disclosing secrets she didn’t want revealed, or was she feeding on him? Or could that simple-minded buffoon be the source of her power?

The storms had slumbered off to rest before exacting its final round of violence on this incapacitated town. Weeks had passed and Willow had remained absent. Was she really gone? The mark hadn’t whined; there had been no chatter resonating from my chest, and the low-grade glow had subsided. She must be gone! I would feel her if she were close, wouldn’t I?

The madness I had tapped into had grown mute. The intense satisfaction delivered with each blow of the machete had already lost its luster. The power, stolen from their blood, now drained from my body and left me exhausted. I felt like an addict needing a fix, but my drug was death. Yet I knew that if Willow was to be defeated, I must gouge that needle clear to my bone marrow and suck that delicious energy dry.

Power was addictive! If I was to plan another assault, a head-on attack, then I would need its influence. It had allowed me to hide within it and become a monster. I needed to feel that power again, but I had to pick the right moment. The source of evil it provided had its limits. The energy I gained from hacking three people into pieces had only lasted a small amount of time. How could I make it last longer, to make it stay charged long enough to face Willow? These were the missing parts of my plan, the parts I had to clear up, or I’d just end up right back in her dark clutches, being forcibly bent to her will. 

***

I had to find James!

***

The voices talked to me. I heard them constantly calling from the darkness. They never gave me peace! Sometimes they asked “Why?” Sometimes they condemned me for my behavior. Sometimes they whispered her name, and sometimes I swear I heard her respond lovingly to their cries for mercy. But how could she know what they said? They were in my soul now. They’re mine! She can’t take them from me! I won’t let her!

I found myself arguing with imaginary objects and giving them humanlike attributes. The doors opened and closed by their own bidding, the windows allowed air to move at their own whim, and the lights flickered as I entered or left a room. The sickness, though still weak and held at bay, was knocking on my soul and begging for an invitation to enter. Would I be strong enough to resist?

***

I must find James!

***

The remaining glimmer of clarity that was driving me to look for James was fading quickly. This was my last hope! James! I needed to find James. That little son-of-a-bitch had been the key to this from the very beginning! He knew the answers. I knew that I must find him. I must find the answers. He would tell me what I needed to know. I would savor the sweet taste of power once again!

The town was quiet. It was so quiet. I could hear the dust whimper as the stagnant breeze brushed alongside it. It was uncommonly serene tonight. No one was walking the streets. The shops were all boarded up. No street lights were on. An eerie chill filled the town as I proceeded through its middle. Where were the people? Why were the shops closed already? It was dark out, so the lights should be on. Why weren’t they on?

Steadily scanning the town for any sign of life, I felt eyes watching me. I turned slowly, peering down every direction trying to catch whoever was spying on me. The shadows wouldn’t give up their secret. I walked further down, and I noticed a brief shimmer in a window. Maybe it was a candle! The power was on. What was the reason for the blackout? 

Suddenly I heard a voice. It was a familiar voice. 

“Mister! Hey, Mister! It’s me! It’s James.”

“Back to playing in the shadows, I see. James, what happened when Willow took you?”

“There’s no time to worry about that now. Listen, they’re gunning for your hide tonight. They didn’t like what you did. Now they demand your blood in return! I can’t talk any sense into them anymore.”

“You really think I care what these people think? Boy, you think I wouldn’t snap your neck if it stopped her from living?”

“Mister, I don’t matter now! Nothing matters now! There’s no time! You must leave now!”

“James, I’m done running and hiding from Willow and from these fucking mind-fucked vegetables of hers. I will not run!”

His cheeks were soaked by the never-ending stream of tears that were saturating them thoroughly, and I could see that his heart was torn between doing what Willow demanded and doing what he knew I needed to stop her. He was nervous and fidgeting and his knees wouldn’t stop clanking together. He crumbled down to the ground. 

“Mister, I tried for years to accept my fate. I tried to rationalize everything that was happening to me and to the people of this town. I watched as she waded through here, reveling in the world she had created. I know we deserve our punishment. Hell, you deserve yours as well, though you may not know why yet.”

“James, that’s what I need to know!”

He shot me a stern look and blustered, “Then shut up and let me say what I need to say before she makes me stop! The people in this town-- every single damn one of us-- betrayed her. First, when we accused her of being a witch, and again, when we stood idly by while she was tortured and brutally murdered as punishment.” 

Overcome by the memory of the gruesome atrocities he had taken part in, James fell to his knees. He seemed to be trying to pray, but he knew that his words wouldn’t be carried by the wind. He took a moment to compose himself and began again.

“Willow endured the last of the trials performed in this town. She was my sister. I stood by and watched as they whipped her and abused her and amused themselves with her suffering. I was too scared to say a word. I was too weak to stop it. I was a coward! That’s why she gives me a little more leeway than the others.”

“Wait… she’s your… Willow is your sister?”

“Yes! That’s the only reason she shows any favor towards me at all. But I turned my back on her and allowed her to die alone. To punish me, she’s allowing me to be her last victim. The others in this town showed her no mercy. They even taunted her and cheered Mr. Harte and his henchmen on. She has no love for them! She wants to make them suffer as she did. She wants them to know her pain. She wants them to feel her anguish. She wants them to become intimate with their own betrayals. So, she slowly feeds on them. The brilliance of her creation is that no one can remember anything that happens from one day to the next, from one night to the next, or from one storm season to the next. She just keeps feeding on them like a vampire until their soul is drained, and when she’s finished, they simply cease to exist.”

“James, you still haven’t told me how I’m mixed up in this nightmare. What do I have to do with any of it? I didn’t know anything about this until she searched me out. She said my sorrow tempted her. That doesn’t give me any clue as to how I’m the Alpha and Omega or how to stop her.”

“You just don’t listen! I’ve told you everything you need to know. Think about what all that I’ve said. The knowledge is present; all you have to do is find it. The mark is the key. One way or another, you must cleanse your soul of her mark!”

My mood changed from anger to frustration, to confusion, and back to anger as I listened to him talk. James was her brother? No wonder he did the things he did. I saw now how he was connected and why she hated this town with a passion, but it still didn’t explain my role in it.

“James, I’m trying to keep an open mind, but I don’t give a damn about this town. As much as I want to help you, I just don’t see an escape for you. What is my part in this?”

James had begun dancing slowly away from me. He was now looking frightened and his childish demeanor was failing. He was nervously staring into the night and gazing longingly at the church. 

I snatched his collar firmly and said, “James, I don’t wanna hurt you, but you will answer my questions!”

His eyes bore a worn-out embrace as he timidly started to speak, “Mister, what’s your name? Go on, let’s hear it! What’s your name?”

Rage ensued, and fire shot from my tongue, “Wha… wait, I can’t… why? Why can’t I remember my name? What the Hell is going on, James?”

He smirked, “Ok, how about your wife? What was her name?”

“Did she block my memory too?”

“Nope!” he snickered, “She doesn’t have need to use that control device on you, at least, not yet. So, let’s try one more. How about your daughter? What is the name of Daddy’s Angel? Surely, with all the love you have for her, all the times she saved you from the evil standing before your face, and all the times you called on her to come save your life…surely you can tell me her name!”

“No! This isn’t happening! My angel… and that bitch! She stole my life from me!”

James was enjoying this moment. He was getting some sick pleasure from my misery. As I stood there with my heart ripped open for the world to see, not knowing what was real anymore, my tears washed down my face. I realized that what I had thought was happening all along had been a game the entire time.

James, still smiling and pleased with my reaction, said, “If it helps, Foster, I know where everyone is.”

Spitting salty tears from my lips, I said, “Foster? Who is Foster?” 

“Doesn’t matter now.” He grinned. “But soon you’ll come face to face with him. Now, you don’t have much time. They’re all assembled in the church, trying to decide what course of action to take against you.”

“James, don’t these silly ass people know they can’t harm me? Willow put me under her protection, remember?”

“They no longer concern themselves with her threats. They’ve decided that it’s better to get rid of the source of their pain, and take their chances on Willow’s retribution than it is to idly stand by and watch as you destroy the only life they’ve come to know and love.”

“So, they’re all just gathered there waiting? What are they waiting on?”

He shot me a look of amazement as he said, “You’ve been in one of their meetings before, and you should know that they must wait until everyone in the community is present. That’s why I need to be on my way before they suspect something is up.”

He was making sense, so I released my grip on his collar.

I said, “James, you just make sure no one leaves the building before I show up, alright?”

“Anything you say, Foster.”

That name burned me up inside for reasons I couldn’t explain, but I didn’t have the chance to question him about it any further because the darkness, in the blink of an eye, transported him to the church.

I stood there in the shadows, as I’d seen James do so many nights, and I watched as people shuffled in the door of the church. One by one, they entered and took their seats. I knew they were plotting my bonfire, but on this night, the match would be in the other hand.

Patiently waiting and watching, my excitement grew with each passing minute. I couldn’t help but feel somewhat happy that I was finally doing something to take my fate in my own hands. Now if only my conscience would let me follow through.

Just the thought of what I was about to do caused my blood to boil in anticipation. I could feel the power beginning to surge in my fist as I raised it high above my head. The heat simmering in the pit of my stomach was now turning to a hate-filled head of steam, and I couldn’t wait to feast my eyes on the ashes.

James quickly poked his head out the door and motioned to me, letting me know that they were all present now. That boy was about as subtle as jock itch. My time was now! The moment had arrived! Willow had met her match-- literally!

I could see the church looming ever so large through the darkness. The candles were burning, flickering like a séance in progress, and dancing to the rhythm of the lonely breathing taking place within the cold walls of their sanctuary. I dwelled in the shadows as I made my approach. Sneaking around to each window, I made sure they were all latched with no possible way of coming loose. One step at a time, I walked the perimeter of the uninviting tomb that lay before me. 

I knew what they were planning. I knew they were about to revolt against Willow’s doctrine, but they had no clue what was in store for them. Their primitive minds couldn’t imagine the horrors they would face on this night, and the thought just made me tingle all over.

Around three quarters of the perimeter I went, slowly securing any escape routes I found. Their worship center that had once provided a peace of mind and solidarity would now become a mass grave.

Arrogantly, I strutted up to the door. I saw the Sheriff and Adder and all the people of this godforsaken town sitting contently, waiting for the Elder to speak. As Adder hobbled up to the podium and fumbled around with his cane, waving it in the air like it was a gavel, I jumped inside the door and made my presence known. The people were startled, and as they pushed their eyes back into the sockets, I started to whistle.

I said, “Glad to see all my neighbors in one place.” The delight was shining in my eyes as I put my finger to my mouth and said, “Shhh… no need to be impolite and talk over each other.”

Adder’s tremors still weren’t under control after shaking his cane, but he was trying his best to calm the crowd.

I spoke up, “Y’all need to settle down before your Elder keels over on you. Hahaha! It’s my turn to talk. Don’t worry; I don’t have much to say, so this won’t take up a lot of your precious time. Oh, speaking of time, you really don’t have any left. So, I’d say my goodbyes if I were y’all.”

The crowd was in an uproar, but didn’t know what to do. I laughingly looked them over and said, “Ok, here’s what needs to happen. Everyone in the back half of the church, form a single line and walk to the front. Don’t stop walking until you’re slow dancing with your friend’s ass cheeks. Go on! Do it!”

They complied without much urging on my part. I knew they didn’t have the will to fight. As the last ones pushed their way closer around the podium by Adder, I said a small prayer for them, knowing damn well it was past the point it could ever help. 

Adder wet his withered lips and said, “Well, now what, son? You got us bunched up like sheep waiting to be sheared, what’s next?”

I gave him a sly little wink and said, “I tried to be nice. I tried to be good. I tried. But you people only understand violence and hatred and rage. So now that’s all I have left.”

I dug around in my pocket, searching for the lucky Zippo my daughter had given me the Christmas before the accident. I stepped back, careful to keep an eye on the Sheriff, since I was quite certain that he was the only one dense enough to try something. I fumbled around on the outside of the door, trying to find the make-shift torch I had stashed before entering. Once it was securely in my grasp, I held it up for the congregation to see.

Sneering through gritted teeth, I yelled, “You all remember what these are used for! You created this monster! You gave birth to the evil before you! Now I take a stand-- a stand against the parents of the darkness and the procreators of the sickness! Your atrocities end here and now! With the same spark that ignited this nightmare, I cleanse your souls by fire!”

My words were meant more for Willow than these people, but they needed to hear them as well. I believed she would show up to intervene-- to try and stop me-- but she didn’t.

The pleas for forgiveness were ringing out like a once meaningful hymn. 

“I have no mercy for you! There is no forgiveness here! The flock shall perish in a glorious sacrifice! Bet you wish now that you had been a little more kind to the outsider, huh? Why don’t you sing your favorite hymn? You know the one. You sang it, proudly and gloriously, the night you condemned an innocent woman to death!”

I touched the flame of the Zippo to the kerosene soaked torch, and in the brilliant sparks, I witnessed the fear and shame plastered on their faces. 

With the delicious taste of power now devouring my compassion, I stated, “The hatred and fear you once used to justify your violent cold-blooded desires for death will be the last morsels of humanity that you choke on as the smoke engulfs you! You mocked and taunted Katherine as she was tied to a post and set on fire. Now you experience her death!”

Gently touching the torch to the curtains and dried out carpets easily brought their heat and fire to life. The blaze was seeking fuel and searching for energy. I watched as it seemed to hunt for its food, as it stared at its sacrifice, and the flames were pleased by my offering. I stepped outside, and as I picked up the solid oak beam, I scanned the room and their faces for any remorse, but none was to be found. I gingerly laid the beam across the locks and backed away.

This whole time I was fully expecting Willow to make a grand entrance and softly extinguish the fire, but she never came. As I walked backwards down the sidewalk and out into the middle of the street, the screams became almost deafening. I could hear flesh sizzling under the heat, and the odor of melted hair carried in the wind.

I knew I should feel some sympathy for them, but my soul was consumed by the sickness. Power had corrupted my compassion, and mercy was no longer acceptable. So, while I knew that this was wrong, I also delighted in the screams, and their suffering was a succulent entrée. 

I calmly stood there, listening and watching until only silence remained. At last, these poor souls were set free, and Willow had lost her power source. 

As I looked up into the sky, hoping to see a rainbow, I swear I saw her face flickering within the grayish black stacks of smoke billowing up to the heavens. I thought there would be anger lingering in her eyes, or at least a small amount of contempt, but I only saw a sparkle. She seemed happy by my actions. Losing her sheep, her stored up souls, didn’t seem to bother her in the least.

I turned and began the journey back to my cabin, satisfied that I had ended her reign of terror. I hoped that I would never see her again. I questioned how long their blood would feed my vengeance. Would their food for my soul inevitably end up just giving me eternal heartburn? 

The End

Weeping Willow book 3 HOMECOMING will be the third and final chapter in the series. All answers will be given and the mystery solved. 
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