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Dedication 

    To my Mother. Thanks for listening and not drowning me as a child.

    Special Thanks

    To Josh, Mike, and Gregg for feeding me.

    Special Note

    While I have taken every effort to write this book in grammatically correct English, if you find an error, please let me know at scott@scottvankirk.com so I can fix it for others. I welcome all comments and suggestions. You can visit me at my web-page to see what else I am up to at Http://www.scottvankirk.com

    Disclaimer

    No person, place, or thing you know, or think you know, is depicted in this book so you can't sue me.
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When Endings Are Beginnings 

    I contemplated my bloody shirt and the difference an hour and a foot could make.

    An hour transformed the vital fluid that sustained me into a sticky red cleaning problem. A foot to the left and I would have been the cleaning problem—for the people who loved me the most.

    An hour was also all it took for my elation from surviving my fight with Erik and kicking his butt to turn into morose introspection. In that same hour, the bullet hole in my arm transformed into a neat round scar. Super-healing was nifty as long as the first shot wasn’t fatal or the damage to the brain irreversible. 

    Two more fried bologna and cheese sandwiches topped up my stomach, but not my mood.

    What do I do now, Spring? I asked my live-in tenant mentally.

    She replied the same way. As I have said, This One, hunt him down and kill him before he has the chance to come at you again.

    No, you know I wasn’t talking about him. He’s just a bully, everyone knows they’re cowards. We don’t need to worry about him anymore.

    You will bet your life on this idea? Spring’s skepticism doused my brain in dripping scorn. She wasn’t what you would call an easy going, live-and-let-live sort of gal. In fact, she wasn’t a gal at all. She was a dryad and she came down firmly in the red of tooth and claw camp. If Jen and Gregg hadn’t cut down her oak tree, I have no doubt she would have finished me off.

    And though it turns out that being loved to death isn’t as fun as it sounds, I would have let her do it.

    Life is survival and reproduction.

    If that’s the case, why would I have saved you? 

    I’d asked her before, and the question still troubled her. I don’t know. 

    It hadn’t quite sunk in by then, but the simple truth was that I was an idiot and had equated mind-blowing sex with love. I loved Spring. After I’d invited her in, it had been disconcerting to learn that her love for me was more akin to my love for fried bologna and cheese sandwiches, but somehow that hadn’t changed my feelings.

    You are my sun. My root. My rain. I will protect you. Now relax as I help your body heal. 

    The bullet wound in my arm had already closed up. Now she was working on the muscle. I was too tired to stay amazed. Besides, I had other things to worry about.

    I’d fixed my dad from the worst of the damage, but Jen was still lost in her insanity. I was convinced I was responsible for that, and that I somehow could find a solution to her problems. If I couldn’t, I didn’t know how I could live with myself.

    I gave in to a wave of heaviness. I put my head down on the table and allowed the beat of the heart, my magic stick, to buoy me up. Its power supported Spring and offset the drag of my thoughts. I drifted away. 

    My dreams, pulsing to the world-encompassing beat of the heart, swirled past my eyes. Ancient visions of giant animals fighting the monstrous Wendigota competed with the shaman’s dire warnings and Gregg’s threats. 

    – “Wendigota’s black heart is the source of his power... a beacon whose shine draws many dark spirits”

    – “Burn it or bury it in concrete and toss it into the ocean or something!”

    – “There are darker powers than Wendigota who roam the world, and its heart cannot be allowed to fall into their hands.”

    – “If you don’t get rid of it, I will!”

    I flew awake when the door to the garage opened still clutching the focus of my dreams: my stick—”The Heart of Wendigota.” I’d recovered it from the monstrous skeleton lying at the bottom of a burial mound created to contain it a thousand years ago. Though its rhythmic beat pulsed through my body, it didn’t look like a heart, nor did it look like an honest-to-god magic artifact. More than anything, it resembled a twisted, gnarled and pitch-black piece of driftwood. It was shaped like a kinky, three-inch long spearhead—pointy on one end, flat-ish and wider on the other. 

    When I heard my mom enter, I jumped up and made an effort to seem awake. “Hi, Mom! Did you kick some insurance scum booty?”

    “No, I got pulled out of my meeting early.”

    The pain in her voice set off my inner alarms. “Is it Dad? Did something happen to him?”

    She nodded. “He’s not doing so well.”

    “But he looked so good when we left yesterday!” 

    “I know, but since then, he’s been going downhill.”

    “Shit! …uh, sorry, Mom, but darn it, I thought I had fixed him!”

    She squeezed her eyes shut and rubbed her face. When she brought her hands down, she said, “I am too old and tired for this.”

    My heart broke for her. Here I was, sleeping, while she struggled to maintain some semblance of normalcy in life. I’d made the right decision not to tell her about Erik’s itchy trigger finger. “So, what’s happening with Dad? Did he drop into a coma again?”

    “No, he’s still awake, but he’s weak and getting weaker. He can barely sit up in bed anymore.”

    “Do the doctors know what’s going on?”

    “No, but they did say he hasn’t eaten anything since yesterday and can’t sleep. He’s been awake ever since he… you… did... whatever you did yesterday.”

    Stricken, I wracked my brain for some way to help while my mom sat beside me with haunted eyes. She wasn’t seeing anything within the room, just whatever unpleasant images her thoughts presented. After sitting in silence for a long few seconds, she and I spoke at the same time.

    “Mom, Maybe I…”

    “Finn, do you think…?”

    We both stopped. I nodded for her to continue.

    “Do you think you can do it without hurting or killing yourself?” The worry that creased her brow shattered my heart all over again.

    “I don’t know. I think so: I did it before.” 

    Mom grabbed her purse and keys. “Okay, let’s get going.”

    As I followed her out, Spring stirred from her silence. This One, I would urge you to let the Earth take back your parent. It seems something inside him broke, and you cannot fix him. It is impractical for you to keep giving him your strength, and it puts you at a disadvantage if you are attacked again.

    Not an option, Spring. I’ll do this every day for the next fifty years if I have to. 

    


Send More Nurses …

    We stepped out of the hospital elevator onto my dad's floor, and were greeted by a woman's scream.

    I broke into a run, and within a few steps, I could tell the screaming came from my dad’s room. I could only make out “Let go!” It was followed by a hollow whack! I didn’t have much time to process any of this as I raced into the room.

    Another sight burned itself in to my memory to stay with me forever. My dad was sitting up in bed, dressed in a bunny print nightie. His hands were wrapped around a nurse’s upper arm, and he had his face buried in it. The nurse had a clipboard in her free hand and whaled on my dad with it, screaming for him to let go. Whack! Whack!

    I ran in farther and gaped with growing horror as my dad growled and shook his head like a hyena working on a corpse. Blood dripped all around his mouth and on his hands. Red splatters colored the nurse’s white uniform and the bed sheets. 

    My dad was eating the nurse.

    “Dad!”

    “Jack!” gasped my mom. 

    “Stop it!” I cried.

    Whack went the clipboard. This time the nurse had gotten some power behind her blow and the clipboard broke over Dad’s head, stunning him enough for the nurse to retrieve her mangled arm and fall away from him.

    Dad shook his head to clear it while chewing on something too horrible to contemplate.

    He smiled, and said after a quick swallow, “Finn! It’s great to see you up!” 

    I don’t know what I expected to hear from someone who had just taken a bite out of a nurse, but that certainly wasn’t it.

    “Dad!” I cried. “What are you doing?”

    Behind me, my mom, always quick on her feet, rushed to the hysterical nurse and helped her out the door.

    He stopped and licked his lips. “Finn, that was the most amazing thing I’ve ever felt!”

    Hot magma of horror filled me, erupting in a shrill squeal of, “What, eating the nurse?” 

     “Yes! She tasted so good! I feel so alive!” He examined his hands and started to lick the blood off.

    My stomach churned and I struggled to keep down everything I had eaten. Bologna and cheese are best enjoyed only once.

    Now, I didn’t curse much back then and especially not around adults, but “What the fuck, Dad?” came out of my mouth before I could stop it.

    He froze and lifted his gaze to me. Instead of chastising me for my language, he cocked his head to consider the question. “I don’t know, Son. For the last day, I’ve felt like I was starving. Nothing I ate helped. Then, when Diane was reaching across me to adjust my pillow, I smelled her, and she just smelled so good that I couldn’t stop myself. I just reached up and took a bite.” 

    I gawked at him in horror and incomprehension, my voice emerging in small guttural noises. 

    With half lidded eyes and a low, wistful voice, he said, “She tasted even better than she smelled, Finn! It was amazing…” 

    I struggled for something to say in his pause and failed.

    “I feel great!”

    “Dad, you just took a bite out of a person!”

    He frowned and shook his head. “I know. It’s strange, isn’t it?”

    “Strange?” I croaked out. “Strange? Dad, this is so past strange, I don’t know what to call it.”

    He nodded. “Yes, I can’t believe I never noticed how good people smelled, and that I’ve never tried biting someone before.”

    “No, Dad! That’s not strange, that’s normal. Taking a bite out of somebody is strange! That’s not something people do! People don’t eat other people!”

    “No, of course not!” he said and shook his head again. “That’s just…”

    Somewhere in my dad’s brain, two realities collided. I watched the conflict on his face.

    “Wrong! Dad!” I shouted. “The word you’re looking for is ‘wrong’!”

    “Finn,” my dad drawled. He moved his gaze to his hands. “I think there’s something wrong with me.” He said it unemotionally, as if he were talking about our car.

    “Yes, Dad, there is.”

    His voice dropped as he continued studying his hands. “I think I should be feeling shocked.” 

    I nodded vigorously, happy that we seemed to be making progress.

    After a moment of contemplation, his face brightened, and he looked up at me wide-eyed and hopeful. “Do you think you can bring Diane back in?” 

    Definitely not as much progress as I had hoped. A commotion stirred in the hallway. I wouldn’t have long. I had to do something.

    “Dad, if I touch you, will you promise not to bite me?”

    His face scrunched with indignation. “Of course, Son. I would never bite you! Why would you even think that?”

    I didn’t even go there. Instead, I started to grab for his hands, had second thoughts, and snatched his arm where it came out of the sleeve of the bunny nightie.

    I closed my eyes. Frantically, I dove into his essence once again. It was a trick Spring had shown me right after her oak tree had fallen. The first time I’d done it had been after the battle of the oak to save his life. The second time, I’d done it to pull him out of his coma. This time, it wasn’t just my fires burning there; I felt something else: Essence de Nurse, no doubt. I tapped Spring to help me and started blowing on the fires of his soul once more. His body responded with increased vitality, and I “blew” until Spring stopped me.

    You should go no further, This One. 

    I pulled out, light-headed, as if I had just run a double marathon. Sweat rolled down my forehead and stuck my hair to my scalp, and I gasped for air. I fell back into the closest chair. 

    My dad sat up in bed. “Wow, that was amazing. I feel fantastic!” He saw me and asked, “Finn? What’s wrong? Are you all right?”

    He reached for me and caught sight of his hands. “Oh, my god! What happened to my hands? What happened to me, Finn? Why am I bleeding?”

    I gaped at him, and then rallied my scattered troops. “Dad, don’t you remember? You just took a bite out of your nurse.”

    Confusion snared his brow. “I thought that was just a dream.” He continued to stare at his hands and then took a tentative lick. He started to smile, but instead it turned into an expression of disgust. “Finn, why does this blood taste so good?”

    Because I broke you, I answered silently.

    Spring had nearly killed me when she manifested a body and tried to stop Jen, Gregg, and their chainsaw. When my dad tried to help me, I’d replaced my stolen vitality with his, jumped into the battle, and inadvertently left him to die. Later, I’d come back to help him. I’d kept him alive, but broke something, some vital part of his essence.

    It is appropriate for a parent to give his life so that his offspring  may live. 

    I shook my head helplessly and watched the orderlies burst in and tie him down.

    


Old Doc Anderson had a Farm …

    Later that day in Doctor Anderson’s office, while my mom sat with my dad, the blue needles of the doctor’s gaze pierced me through like a bug on a board. I was trying to talk him out of committing my dad, hoping to have better success than Mom.

    “As I told your mother, your dad has changed, Finn,” he said with his ever-so-reasonable and patient voice. “You know it as well as I do.”

    I didn’t say anything while I squirmed in silence. Spring’s silent agreement didn’t help anything.

    “I’m admitting him to my clinic so I can observe him and give him appropriate care.”

    “You can’t do that!” I blurted in a panic. Without my continued support, Dad would slide back into his coma—unless he could satisfy his needs in another way. I shuddered at the thought.

    Herr Doktor, blond-haired, blue-eyed Aryan that he was, practiced his sympathetic face on me. “Finn, I know you think I’m being cruel, and for some reason, you see me as your enemy. But, believe me, I am not. Right now, your dad is a danger to those around him. If I let him go home with you, and he hurts someone else, the blame would fall to me.”

    “He’s not a danger! He was just confused and dreaming. He said so himself. Look, he hasn’t done anything to anyone else since then.”

    “He’s been restrained, Finn.”

    Oh, right.

    “But he’s just as appalled at what he did as everyone else! He’s really alright! There’s nothing wrong with him!” I lied into the glare of that gaze.

    He shook his head, “Finn, we both know he’s not ‘alright.’ I can see that part of him is appalled at what he did, but inside, where I think even he can’t see, part of him relished the experience.”

    “That’s not true!” My voice cracked. Damn his laser eyes. Anderson was too sharp. That didn’t mean I didn’t agree with his assessment, but it was my dad! 

    Pity lined his face now. “You say he’s okay, but you don’t believe it either, Finn.”

    I just sat there mute, trying not to crumble.

    “Finn, your dad is not well. Something is wrong with him. I can tell, and I know you can, too. Denying it will not make it better.” Hereclined in the chair across from me in his neat little hospital office. “Unless you give me a better reason than you seem able to give, I have no choice but to have him committed to my care for extended observation.”

    Kill him now, and then we can take your father home. 

    Spring, no, we can’t go around killing people! 

    I tried to wrench my attention back to the conversation. “Can I visit him?” 

    “Yes, of course—under supervision. I can’t let him be alone with anyone—not until I’m sure he’s no threat.”

    I glumly lifted my leaden body from the cushioned seat and directed my weighted feet toward the door. It was hard to remember that earlier that day I’d felt so self confident after kicking Eric’s psycho butt. It seemed that whenever I started feeling even the tiniest bit good about myself, something came along and slapped me back into the ditch.

    Of course, I was being a selfish ass-hat. This was about my dad, not me. But still...

    


The Fruit of My Loins 

    Home seemed empty and quiet without my dad. Of course, normally, he left the house all the time and I barely noticed, but now that he wasn’t coming back, he left a larger-than-Dad-sized hole. 

    From the set of her shoulders as she went through the mail, I could tell my mom felt it, too.

    While struggling with loose ends and feeling disconnected, I wrestled with the sliding-glass door leading from our kitchen and stepped out into our backyard. 

    It looked like the aftermath of a war. Our poor oak had been removed, but the smell of blood, all copper, rot, and decay, remained. It smelled like death. Only a few of the posts we had put down for the new deck were still standing. The rest had snapped during the fight I thought of as “The Battle of the Oak.”

    To my right, our oak forest continued expanding. These fast-growing trees were my love children with Spring— she’d used me as human fertilizer. To my left, in the side yard, sat a huge pile of tree bits: a mixture of logs, trunk sections, and branches—all that remained of our mighty tree. Around that sad pile, several small oak saplings were growing.

    Curious, I headed past the shattered stump of our oak out to the pile of branches. It was heartbreaking to see my tree reduced to this. Spring remained quiet and somber. When I reached the pile, I noticed that instead of appearing wilted and brown, most of the leaves of the cut branches were still green. 

    “That’s strange,” I muttered.

    Your light still provides some sustenance for them, observed Spring. 

    Are they still drawing power from me? 

    No, it is merely stored. They will fade and return to earth, in time. 

    I studied the leaves before me. In my new Sight, a gift from Spring, they did emit a faint yellow glow, like a small aura. Then the remaining acorns caught my attention. There were still many clinging to the ends of the branches. Each acorn gave a stronger light than the surrounding leaves. 

    My seeds concentrate your light. It is helpful when growing a new sapling. 

    I turned toward the burgeoning forest behind our house. No kidding!After turning back, I examined the massive sections of the trunk. The pieces with the largest diameter sported patchy brown stains on top of the bark. It came with a scent of putrefaction that was only partially masked by the strong scent of wood sap. I shuddered when I realized the smell came from the remains of my blood, blood the tree had somehow generated inside itself. When I had asked Spring about it earlier, she had answered with a question of her own: Who else’s blood would I use?

    Sometimes thoughts such as these prompted a comment from Spring, but the sight of her once mighty oak had her preoccupied. 

    Her sadness blew my mind like a cold wind over a moor. Such waste. Such loss.

    I reached out to the branches and started to pick acorns.

    I had a tidy little pile when my mother said from behind me, “Finn? What are you doing?” 

    I glanced at her and then continued my work. “I’m not sure, but I think these acorns should be saved. There has been enough waste and loss here.”

    “You don’t think we have enough oak trees growing in the yard already?” she asked with a smile of bitter amusement.

    “No, it’s not that.” I continued to gather them. “I think there might be other uses for them.”

    I plucked one mature acorn out of its little cap and popped it into my mouth. I bit down on the seed with some force. It finally cracked, and the inner meat released a bitter taste into my mouth. I spit out the shell and chewed on the meat of the nut. It started bitter, but ended with a sweet finish. As I swallowed the nut, a glow of satisfaction lit within me. 

    “These are delicious!” A tingling flush spread through my skin. 

    “Aren’t they bitter?”

    “Yes, but they’re sweet, too,” I said. 

    I handed her one and urged her to try it. 

    She shuddered and refused. 

    “I’m sorry, Finn, but after you told me what happened with you and that… thing, and after seeing the tree bleed like that, I don’t think I could eat any of it.” Another shudder wracked her. “No, thank you!”

    I chased the final bits of acorn around my mouth with my tongue thinking about that. Yick. But, they were delicious. I mean, it wasn’t any worse than plants grown on human manure… was it?

    “I guess I can understand that, but I think I’m still going to save them.”

    Spring agreed with me. Those that remain are not viable, but it will be good to see them used by something other than the animals, insects, and molds.

    I agreed. Then I shivered in the heat of the afternoon. Spring, what will…?

    She answered before I could finish. I would assume the creatures who feed on the acorns will have a higher than normal vitality. 

    It was disconcerting even before the answer sank in. Visions of giant flies, rabbits, and squirrels ravaging through the Ohio countryside, with a taste for human flesh, ran through my head.

    Spring was doubtful. I don’t think it would happen that way…

    Somehow, Spring, I’m not reassured. 

    The whole exchange made collecting the remaining magic acorns seem an even better idea.

    Mom fetched a bushel basket for me, and then left me to my task. I spent the next several hours methodically collecting acorns. In short order, I was dripping with sweat from the humid summer heat, but I found the exercise somehow therapeutic, and I kept at it. Sometime in the middle of it all, I stopped to count the growth rings of the trunk.

    I counted the rings twice. The first time I came up with three hundred and twenty-seven and the second I came up with three hundred and seventy-three. The last ring was over an inch thick. The tree had grown that much in about a month—after Spring had started using me as human fertilizer.

    Wow, you must have seen a lot in three hundred and fifty years! 

    Perhaps, she answered tentatively. I don’t remember much from before.

    Oh, right. You told me that.

    I have vague memories of passing seasons, but I only clearly remember things since reawakening from my last winter’s death. One cycle of the moon has completed since This One brought me to full awareness.

    I brought you to full awareness?

    Yes, I have already told This One. This One is my sun. The light you shine upon me has brought me life as no other thing in my memory.

    I don’t understand. If I shine so brightly, why did you only wake up this year? 

    My memory from before is imperfect, but I believe This One has only blazed like the sun since my recent awakening from winter’s death. 

    It was obvious the change coincided with my finding of the stick and maybe the bear totem before that. It also coincided with Spring’s sudden ability to take on physical form and visit me at night. And what a form it was. She was, literally, the girl of my dreams: big breasted, green-eyed, sexy as hell, and she had been insatiable (let your imagination run wild here). She was also the reason I failed my English final.

    Look at what we created! The life we made is glorious. Much more important than learning silly rules for talking. Humans spend too much time talking, not enough time being. 

    I’m not blaming you, Spring. I just wished you’d waited till after my finals.

    This One worries too much. Take action when you can, solve problems when they arrive, and stop worrying.

    Never mind. 

    I picked acorns in silence until my mom called me in an hour later. I plucked a couple more and then headed in with the basket at least half full of acorns. 

    I’ll finish later, I promised both myself and Spring.

    As I approached the back of the house, I spied Gregg next to the stump of the oak, leaning forward on a pair of crutches, gazing at the blood-darkened and shattered trunk. 

    I paused, then hurried forward. We had last spoken in the hospital the day before, and I had told him everything that had happened. His reaction had led me to believe he might never speak to me again. He wanted me to get rid of the heart.

    I dropped the basket about four feet from him. The putrid smell of the old blood around the tree filled my nose. I stood, uncertain and scared. I had no idea what he thought or how he felt about everything, but his face was drawn and grim. His arm and one leg were in casts, his bruised face and swollen eye showed the savagery of his battle with Spring, and he stood stiffly, probably from the chest wrap under his shirt.

    Guilt flooded through me as I saw those wounds again. They were my fault. I couldn’t stand the idea. We had talked in the hospital just a day ago, and Gregg’s last words about my stick ran through my mind again: “If you don’t get rid of it, I will!”

    I reached up and grabbed the heart through my shirt, taking some comfort in its eternal song.

    He is no threat to us. We chased away the other one, the Erik boy, and he was healthy and much stronger. Just take his crutch and beat him over the head with it when he falls over. 

    Real nice, Spring. Please, he’s not our enemy. 

    I licked my lips and shifted my weight from foot-to-foot. I dreaded having to choose between Spring and Gregg. “So, your dad is moving you guys?”

    “Yeah, my dad thinks you hurt Jen.”

    I nodded. On impulse, I met his gaze. “Do you think so, too?”

    He narrowed his eyes. “…No.”

    The knot in my stomach eased the tiniest bit.

    “Where did that crystal come from, Finn?”

    “The dreamstone?” 

    He nodded. 

    I wrenched my eyes away from his. “Well, my dad says it was given to him by an Indian shaman who said it was actually a spirit in material form.”

    “In the vision from your bear whistle, Jeff told you that the stick could free spirits, right?” 

    I bobbed my head. 

    “Do you think that might be what happened? Do you think some spirit was released from the crystal and took over Jen?”

    “I don’t know, Gregg. It sounds so impossible.”

    His eyes narrowed again, and he shouted, “It doesn’t matter if it sounds impossible! It happened, and we have to deal with it.” He blinked and swayed a bit.

    I leapt to his side and put my hand on his good shoulder to steady him. “Gregg, you need to sit down.” I led him over to the cement slab jutting from under our sliding door and helped him sit. I sat down next to him. Even though it was an overcast day, the cement burned through my jean shorts. My body futilely pumped out another pint of sweat. A few days back, this would have been in the shade of my oak.

    “Finn, we have to deal with this. Whatever’s happening to her, we have to help Jen. We have to figure it out.”

    Gregg paused in thought before continuing. “What if we destroy the crystal?”

    “No!” I couldn’t bear the thought of destroying the amethyst that had tied me to my mother and had filled my childhood with dreams of a different world. The inspiration I drew from those dreams formed the core of my role-playing world, Illyria, and that world formed the core of my closest friendships—which included Gregg and his sister Jen.

    “Why not?” Gregg’s eyebrows compressed in anger. “It drove both your mother and Jen insane. Why would you want to keep something like that?”

    The crystal that I called the Dreamstone had always been a part of my life. First the stories came to me as dreams, and now with the Heart, they came to me as visions whenever I held it. I couldn’t bear to lose it. I sidestepped his question.

    “Gregg, it only seems to happen when two people grab it. If I keep it locked up, nothing will happen to anyone else.”

    “What if it’s cast some kind of curse or spell on my sister?” 

    Curses and spells? Were we seriously talking about this?

    Yes you are, offered Spring from wherever it was that she lurked.

    I shook my head in despair. “I don’t know Gregg, I’d destroy it in a minute if I thought it would help, but it just doesn’t feel like that. When Jen and I both grabbed the crystal, it felt like a tornado of power exploded inside of me. It started with the Heart, flowed through me, into the crystal, and then into Jen. It’s like Jen was a power sink or a short circuit, and the power flowing through the crystal took the stories of Illyria and planted them in her mind or something. Now she can’t tell what’s real and what’s Illyria.”

    “You told me the same thing happened to your mother, that she started freaking out and talking about Illyria.”

    I nodded glumly. In my dreams and visions, the world of Illyria was facing a scary, faceless ancient enemy who threatened to bring cataclysmic destruction to the world. It seemed like the fear of that enemy completely overwhelmed my mom and Jen.

    Gregg’s mind was following a different track than mine.

    “But your Dad didn’t have your stick.”

    A familiar despair raised its head in my mind. “Yeah, I haven’t figured that out yet. But, from my dad’s description of what happened, it wasn’t as bad for my mom.”

    “It killed her, Finn.”

    “We don’t know that!” I desperately didn’t want it to be true. “She died in childbirth. That happens all the time. Besides, the crystal doesn’t show any evidence that it contains any power at all. I think it’s just a conduit or a recording or something.”

    Gregg eyed me for a time, then said in a calmer voice, “If that’s true, then what are we going to do?”

    “Maybe we can undo it. Maybe there’s some way to reverse it.”

    “So where’s the manual?” he asked.

    “Maybe the answer is in the crystal itself. If I hold it and the Heart, it pulls me into these visions. Maybe I can control what it shows me.”

    “Okay, let’s do it.”

    “I plan to, but everything is crazy right now. I’ll start as soon as I can.”

     “If you can’t find the time, maybe you should give it to me.”

    I really hated that idea. I searched for a better reason.

    “What happens if it does the same thing to you as it does to Jen? Then what?”

    “Then Jen is no worse off.”

    “Look, Gregg, if we’ve stepped into some fantasy world, we can’t be stupid, we have to be smart and game this.” I was referring to an approach to war and role-playing games where the people played against the letter of the rules, not the intention, and searched for weak links that could be exploited to give a player an unfair advantage. Of course, you had to know the rules first.

    “You’re right, but shit, this sucks,” he said.

    I was nodding my agreement when the sliding door behind us opened up and my mom said, “Gregg, your father just called. He’s looking for you.”

    “Oh shi—sorry, Mrs. M. Did you tell him I was here?”

    “No, I didn’t get the call. He left a message.”

    Greggrelaxed. “That’s good. He’d toss a rod if he knew I was here.”

    “Well, he sounded worried. You should get home.”

    “Yes, Mrs. M.”

    My mom paused as I helped Gregg to his feet and handed him his crutch. “It was good seeing you, Greggory. Our prayers are with you and your sister. You take care of yourself.”

    “I will, thanks.”

    My mom shut the door, and I faced Gregg from a foot away. He seemed so fragile and worn.

    “I got to be going.” He looked down at his feet. “But, I wanted you to know I didn’t just come here to bust your balls… I… I came by to apologize.”

    That caught me by surprise. I had spent so much time hoping for his forgiveness that it never occurred to me that he might apologize to me.

    “What? Why?”

    “You were going through some intense and weird shit, and I never even noticed. You fell into a coma, for crying out loud! Then, I came over here, with my sister, and cut down your tree. That’s not something you do to your friend. I never meant to hurt you. I was just trying to protect Jen. When I saw that tree pick her up and start swallowing her, I just freaked.”

    I ignored the part of me that agreed about his guilt. I was reasonably certain Spring was the source of that. “It’s not your fault!” I insisted. “How could you possibly know what was happening? I never told you! I can’t blame you for what you did.”

    Yes, you can! 

    I ignored Spring. I was on a roll now. “What happened to Jen was some seriously bad stuff, and it happened when she was with me. I should have been able to stop it, somehow. I should have kept her away from that crystal. I should have—”

    He raised his hands to cut me off, holding the crutch in place with his elbow. “Okay, white boy. I give! It’s all your fault, yo evil honky mofo bamma. You planned all this from the start.”

    “I know… hey!”

    He grinned, and the knot in my stomach almost vanished. It was good to see him smiling again. 

    “There’s no use arguing with you when you’ve got your heart set on feeling guilty. Remember how broken up you were about what you had done to the Indians?”

    “Hey, we stole their land…”

    “Sure. The only reason you became my friend is that you felt guilty the other kids had never seen a black guy and treated me like some weird species of bug. Just the fact that you never apologized to me for keeping my great-greats enslaved is a source of major wonder.”

    “Oh, come on! That’s not true! I’m not that bad!”

    “Oh, yes, you are!” He put out his hand. “Come here, bro.”

    I stepped up to him and gave him a gentle hug.

    He pulled back with a grimace, shaking his arms and hands. “Sheesh, homie! What did you do? Fall in a pool of sweat?”

    I matched his smirk. “Just marking my territory.”

    “Now that’s just nasty.”

    I grinned even harder as a weight lifted from my soul. This was the most normal conversation I had had with him since Jen’s collapse.

    Before he left, he asked, “So, what’s with the basket of acorns?”

    I told him.

    He shook his head when I mentioned supercharged squirrels and bunnies. “Holy crap, Finn, get back out there!” He paused and then said, “On second thought, leave a few. A couple of giant man-eating squirrels might just convince my dad that I’m not crazy.”

    We exchanged huge smiles. 

    One look at his condition and I had to add, “You really wobbled all the way over here on a broken leg, with a broken arm and one crutch?”

    The swelling made his smile lopsided, but it was a smile. “Hey, bro, some things have to be said face-to-face.”

    I watched Gregg limp away and thought about what he had said. He was right. We had to understand exactly what had happened and come up with a plan. We’d stumbled into a new world with new rules.

    


Footloose 

    After Gregg left, I headed up to my temporary bedroom to change into some drier clothes. Seeing the haphazard piles of my stuff still lumped into the guestroom (after the tree had fallen through my old room) felt like a metaphor for my life. Nearly everything was still there, but nothing was the same.

    I grabbed a handful of clothes from the floor and found some that passed the sniff test. I put them on and gazed at the mess. It made me tired to think about, so I put off sorting through the chaos, and returned downstairs. I passed by the little home office my parents shared, said “Hi” to my mom, and headed to the family room. 

    I flopped on the couch and turned on the tube. We only had basic cable, so there weren’t many choices. The ‘80s film Valley Girl came up first. It was fluff and required no brain. Perfect for my mood, but, of course, watching a brainless film wasn’t that straightforward anymore.

    This One, why do you laugh when they talk? 

    It’s just funny.

    Why? 

    Well, uh… It just is. 

    … Is Hollywood a tree? 

    No, it’s a city.

    Well, why don’t those kids like Hollywood…? 

    Look, Spring, if you want answers to all these questions, then find them yourself. You are using my brain, after all. 

    She paused and then chirped, I will!

    Watching the rest of the movie was a strange experience, with every scene bringing a flurry of different memories and images to my mind. If the movie had been any less fluffy, I couldn’t have followed it. When it finished, I raided the kitchen and Spring talked. 

    So, I think Julie should have stayed with Tommy. He looks much stronger than Randy. 

    But she didn’t like Tommy. He was a jerk. He didn’t treat her very nicely. 

    Spring considered this. Well, why wasn’t Tommy nice to her? Since Julie was obviously desirable for breeding, wouldn’t he want to do everything he could to impregnate her?

    Spring, life isn’t just about sex and making babies.

     Yes, it is! 

    No, it’s also about food, and I’m hungry. Now shush. 

    I called from the refrigerator, “Hey, Mom, do you want a fried bologna sandwich for dinner?”

    “No, I’m all right, Finn. Sorry I didn’t get anything out for us.” 

    “No problemo, Mamma Mia.”

    I made myself a couple of fried bologna and cheese sandwiches. As usual, food was ambrosia to my newly enhanced hunger. I grabbed a two-pound bag of nacho Doritos, a two liter bottle of Dr. Pepper, and sank back into the couch to watch more meaningless drivel. 

    Next up, an old dancing movie fascinated Spring. I guess the idea of moving around would be kind of special if you had spent your life locked in a tree. After Footloose, we kept going. Sometime during my brain-draining marathon, my mom came in and kissed me goodnight. Long after the food was gone, normal sleepiness caught up with me. 

    Okay, Spring, time for bed.

    But I want to watch more!

    Well, I need to get some sleep. I’m going to be getting up early tomorrow to go visit my dad before he tries to eat someone else.

    Okay, you sleep, I’ll watch.

    Spring, I won’t be able to sleep while I’m watching TV. 

    Sure you will. Nighty night, This One! 

    A wave of sleepiness was the last thing I remembered before being awakened by my mom shouting at me.

    “Finn, What are you doing?”

    I blinked and tried to get my bearings. The music from Footloose pounded away on the television, and I stood in the middle of the family room, tired, sweating, and lost.

    My mom hopped to the couch, grabbed the remote, and hit the mute, leaving a silence which echoed with the memory of the noise. Her face creased in concern. “Are you okay, Finn?”

    I had a tough time putting any coherent thoughts together. “I, uh… yeah, I think so. I was…asleep?”

    She gave me the evil eye. “Sleep-dancing?”

    I shrugged, not knowing what else to say.

    She turned off the television, and through the darkness, I heard the exhaustion in her voice. “Go to bed, Finn.”

    I followed her up the stairs. Spring, what the hell was that?

    I felt her cringe. Sorry.I just got carried away.

    So, you can get up and move around while I’m asleep? 

    Yes, but I’m not terribly good at it, yet. 

    That last bit sounded ominous, but I couldn’t imagine what to say about that. Did you have to put the music on so loud?

    No… but I really like it loud. 

    Her enthusiasm went a long way to calm my annoyance. Well, you can’t put it that loud when people are sleeping.

    Okay. I want to go dancing. Can we go dancing? 

    Not tonight, Spring. 

    A memory of her batting her eyes at me hit me hard, and I felt how badly she wanted to go. Pllllleeeeeeeaaaaasssse?

    No. Hey, when did you ever bat your eyes at me like that? 

    Just now. 

    It was going to take me some time to get used to this brain-on-brain thing. It would be hard to deny her anything if she kept it up.

    She heard that. So, can we go dancing now?

    No.

    Oh, pooh. You’re no fun. 

    Nope, not at four o’clock in the morning. 

    She started radiating mischief. That’s not what I remember.

    I recalled our passionate nights together. I miss you, Spring.

    I know. 

    


Good Friends 

    Back from my morning visit to the hospital, secure in the knowledge that Dad hadn’t snacked on anyone else, I sat at the kitchen table, trying to fight off sleep and depression. They were taking my dad out to the Shady Oaks Mental Hospital that afternoon, and my mom had sent me home so she could be alone with him. 

    Shady Oaks was the same place where they had taken Jen. Now two people I loved were going to be in the clutches of the evil Doctor…Eyeball? Stare? Gaze o’ Doom? Whatever. Anderson. I told Gregg we should try to game our problems, try to understand what was happening, but once again, found myself too tired and too overwhelmed to get any kind of handle on the problem. Spring had slept in all morning after her all-night movie-and-dance marathon, and I had just decided to follow her example when the doorbell rang.

    I pushed myself up. When I opened the door, I faced three people who amply demonstrated the mutability of the human form. One was skinny, over six feet tall with a cloud of curly brown hair. The other two were average size, one a thick pale square with short shocking blond hair, and the other, slender with Mediterranean skin, Roman nose, and straight black locks. They were three of my best friends, Alan, Dave, and Jeff, respectively. All three had smiles on their faces. Alan, towering over the other two, carried a hefty grocery bag, and Dave, the blond, had two large Frankies pizza boxes balanced in his hands.

    Dave pushed his way into the house. “Surprise!”

    I arched my eyebrows and stood aside. “Don’t let me stop you.”

    Dave laughed. “Didn’t plan to.” He led the way back to the kitchen, trailing Alan, Jeff, and the mouthwatering aroma. 

    Jeff looked embarrassed as he walked by and nodded to me. “Hi, Finn.”

    “Hey, Jeff.” 

    I closed the door and padded after them. “What are you guys doing here?”

    Dave plopped the pizza boxes on the table and said, “We’re here to say welcome home, ply you with food and drink—”

    Alan completed the sentence. “—And make you tell us all the sordid details of your story.”

    “You are, huh?”

    Dave beamed. “Yup, we know your secret weakness!”

    I tried to look severe, even though my round face wasn’t built for it. “Do you really think that I would spill my guts for a measly pizza?”

    Jeff unpacked the bag. “And nacho Doritos… Dr. Pepper… and for dessert, mint chocolate chip ice cream.”

    “And not just any pizza…” Dave opened the top box and waved his upturned hand over it as if he were some game show bimbo. “No, Finn, this is a double cheese, double pepperoni, thick-crust pizza from the famous Frankies Pizzeria, filled with gooey, greasy, cheesy goodness. Frankies, the place with the goofy name where discerning people go to pig out.”

    My friends knew me well. When it comes down to it, I am a man of simple pleasures. Dave and I pulled out glasses, ice, and plates while Alan and Jeff settled in at the kitchen table.

    I sat down, and Dave poured me an ice-filled glass of the fizzy amber nectar.

    “Where’s Gregg?” I asked.

    “He’s visiting with his sister. He told us you’d fill us in on everything.”

    My mom was not going to like it if I told these guys what happened, but Gregg was right. We had to get a handle on this and the three pairs of eyes watching me fed three keen and imaginative brains.

    I let a deep breath out through my mouth, then grinned wickedly. “Let me warn you guys. Once I tell you what’s been going on, your world will never be the same. You can never go back to your old carefree life. Once you hear what I have to say, you will start down a path—”

    “Hit him, Alan.” Dave rolled his eyes. 

    “I’m not going to hit him. Hit him, Jeff.”

    “No way. You hit him, Dave.”

    I lifted my hands in surrender and laughed. “Okay, okay. But really, prepare yourself for some weird-ass stuff. I mean really bat-shit crazy. This is stuff that I wouldn’t—” 

    Dave rolled his eyes again. “You’re killing me, Finn.”

    “Calm down, Dave. Okay, remember when I came back from the mound with the bear whistle?”

    Jeff bobbed his head. “Yeah, the one you wore on a string around your neck. What happened to it? I haven’t seen it for a while.”

    “My Uncle Mark borrowed it to let some academic types check it out.”

    “Oh, sure. You wouldn’t even let me touch it,” Alan said.

    “Well, you’ll see why if you let me tell you about it.” 

    Alan, the only one who could eat more pizza than me, shrugged and grabbed a slice, trailing a long string of melty temptation across the table. “My lips are sealed.” He took a big bite with apparent contentment. 

    I sucked back the flood of saliva, then reached for a slice of my own, but Dave slapped my hand away. “No pizza till you spill your guts.”

    I glared at him. “Okay, then you guys can’t have any either, and you have to shut up.” 

    Dave gave the contentedly-munching Alan the old fish-eye. Alan grimaced, but he put the half-finished slice down.

    “Remember how I told you about the ghost I saw on the mound?” I waited for the wave of bobbling heads. “I think the ghost was real. It was the spirit of a warrior buried there to protect the mound and guard the remains of a giant monster they called Wendigota and its black heart.”

    I held up my finger to stop the comments or questions. “That first trip to the mound, I came back with the bear totem the warrior wore. When I got home, the bear woke up a dryad that lived in my oak tree. Her name is Spring, and she started visiting me in my dreams.”

    “I remember you telling us—”

    Dave cut him off. “Shut up, Jeff.” 

    Jeff scowled at Dave, crossed his arms, and slumped in his chair.

    “After that, I got jumped by Erik and his gang. They messed me up good, and when I stumbled home that night, I was half-blind, cut up, and bleeding. It felt like I had broken a couple of ribs, too. For some reason, I climbed up into my tree. After I collapsed, I had a dream, or a vision, of the fight to kill Wendigota, and I woke up mostly healed. Later, I figured out that it was Spring and the bear totem that healed me.”

    Dave bit his lip in his effort not to comment.

    “I didn’t remember that vision till we were at the mound again and we uncovered the spiked skull. When I saw it, I knew it was the skeleton of Wendigota, and I freaked.

    “In my vision, we fought it. And damn, it was scary. You never get a feel for eight feet till you see a monster that tall looming over you. It looked like a cross between a leper, a troll, and a demon. It was hideously strong, covered in spikes and growths, and its skin was gray and ulcerous. You were all there, and you all had animal totems, whistles, that allowed you to call upon those animals for power.” I tapped my fingers on the table.

    “Jeff, you were the shaman leading the fight. Gregg was Cougar, Alan was Rattlesnake, Dave was Eagle, and I was Bear. Dave was ripped in half, Gregg was crushed, Alan’s venom had some effect, but he kept getting smacked away. Between all of us, we were finally able to take it down and rip off its head.” 

    The sensation of its tendons ripping and vertebrae popping as I removed his head with one blow from my paw sent goose bumps along my arms. I could feel the triumphant invincibility that followed the monster’s gory, bouncing head.

    I swallowed down the memory. “After that, Jeff died binding the spirit of the monster into its skull—”

    “I was a shaman huh? That’s pretty—”

    “Shut up, Jeff,” said Dave.

    “You shut up, Dave.”

    “Okay guys, ” I interrupted. “But, yeah, Jeff , you were the shaman. Before the fight, you told me to bury the heart of Wendigota with it. You said it was powerful, but the wrong hands could use it to free Wendigota’s black spirit and that it would attract other spirits. I didn’t really understand what you meant till I held it in my dream.

    “In the end, I ripped out the monster’s heart and held it, still pulsing, in my hand. It was a glistening black, and it sang to me.” I paused and eyed the intent faces of my friends. “I almost kept it. Dropping it and watching it buried was the hardest thing I had ever done. Well, the hardest thing that the warrior giving me the vision ever did.”

    I took a drink of my pop and eyed the pizza before pulling myself back to the story. 

    Jeff eyes twinkled. “Do you think maybe we are all reincarnations of those guys in your vision and we’re destined to fight Wendigota again?”

    “Shut up, Jeff.”

    “You shut up, Dave.”

    I scowled. “What are you two, five-year-old sisters? Never mind. I don’t know about reincarnation or anything, but that day at the dig, I found the heart, and this time I kept it.”

    I pulled the heart out from under my shirt and waved it at them.

    Dave raised an eyebrow. “Uh, Finn, that’s a stick.”

    I raised my eyebrows back. “Really? Gosh, I never would have guessed that. Shut up, Dave. Anyway, the minute I pulled this thing from the skeleton’s ribs, it sang to me again.” 

    I hunched over the heart, and petted it while I crooned in my best Gollum voice, “It’s my precious! I love my precious!” I dropped the act when I realized everyone was gawking at me with concern. “Really, though. At first I wore it on a string around my neck just because it’s hard to put it down.” 

    Jeff said, “At first?”

    “Yeah, now it’s keeping my dad and Spring alive. As you said in my dream, Jeff, it’s very powerful.”

    “What’s wrong with your dad?” asked Alan.

    I waved him off. I so didn’t want to go there. “Nothing, never mind.”

    Dave raised one blond eyebrow. “So you’re telling me that the skeleton we dug up was this monster that took a shaman and four magic fighters to kill, and that stick, which has you enthralled, is its heart, and can free the monster? You expect us to believe this?”

     “Shut up, Dave.” Jeff punched Dave in the arm.

    “Ow!”

    Jeff added to me, “But he does have a point.”

    I grimaced. “Yup, goofy as it sounds, that seems to be about right. I think the spirit at the mound the first night was the bear warrior I saw in the dream. He wanted me to find the heart. That was why I kept digging in that one place for most of the day. I think the guardian spirit was tired and didn’t want to be responsible for it anymore. Especially after we desecrated the mound.”

    I let them think about that, gave into temptation, and grabbed a slice of pizza before Dave could slap my hand away again. I bit into it, and the flavors of the spicy pepperoni, oily cheese, and tangy sauce exploded in my mouth. The crust was thick, crunchy on the bottom and chewy on the top. It was heaven and helped overcome the recurring guilt I felt over keeping the Heart. I took another couple of bites and sadly put the rest of the piece back down. A quick glance around the table showed me the doubt in my friends’ faces. They were trying to decide if I was dangerous—or just crazy.

    “For some reason, the bear totem and the heart don’t get along, and I couldn’t keep them both, so when Mark asked to borrow the bear whistle for some academic types, it worked out. When I came home with the heart, Spring was able to physically leave her tree and visit me at night.”

    Dave’s face took on his familiar shit-eating grin. “This is the naked girl, green hair, big boobs you kept going on about? The one that jumped your bones every night?” 

    “Yep, her.” I pushed the vivid memories away. “But, I don’t want to go there. This stick”- I picked it up and showed them- “interacted with my dreamstone.”

    “Your amethyst?”

    I nodded to Jeff. Everyone here knew about it. They all played in my game at one time or another. “It turns out a shaman gave it to my dad, and he gave it to my mom. When I touch it and the dreamstone at the same time, I get visions of Illyria.” 

    Dave interrupted before I could add that it hadn’t seemed to affect our friend Jim at all. “Illyria. The crystal gives you visions of our gaming world?”

    I told them what happened to Jen.

    “I have no idea what the crystal showed her, but a few days later, she escaped from the hospital and came to cut down my oak tree. Gregg saw her get the chainsaw and followed her. When he got here, the tree was thrashing around, trying to eat Jen. He couldn’t pull her out, so he grabbed the saw and kept cutting.

    “When I came home, Spring was fighting back, and the oak was smacking Gregg around while Spring was sucking Jen into the tree. I jumped in and pulled Jen out, but somehow Spring tapped into me, sucked me dry, hopped out of the tree, and went after Gregg.”

    “Oh, come on,” said Dave. “She’s a vampire, too?” 

    “No, she didn’t drink my blood, you idjit, she just tapped my energy or something. Anyway, she left me helpless on the ground, but when my dad tried to help, I instinctively sucked what I needed from him. It didn’t matter. In the end, the oak fell, and Spring died.” 

    My voice hitched at the memory of her bloody, broken body fading away in my arms. I cleared my throat. “Sort of. At the last minute, she moved in with me. I became her surrogate tree. Everyone else was unconscious. Jen was okay, so I tried to help my dad, but I broke him somehow. Now he can’t live without me juicing him up with power from the stick, which is also keeping Spring alive inside of me.”

    Dave’s eyebrows snapped up. “Wait, go back. You have a sexy, naked, green woman living inside of you now?”

    I scowled at him. “She doesn’t have a body now, but her spirit is living in me.”

    “So, what about all the blood?” Jeff asked.

    “That came from the tree. Somehow Spring used my blood to supercharge the oak.”

    “So she is a vampire...” said Dave.

    “No, she’s not!”

    Alan broke his silence. “How did she manage to get hundreds of gallons of your blood without killing you?”

    “She said she grew it and something about my blood being powerful. Anyway, that’s what happened.” I grabbed another slice.

    There was another moment of silence while my friends exchanged glances, and then Dave nodded and chewed on his lip. “Okay, so what really happened?”

    I sighed. I had to admit, it was a big hunk of Twilight Zone pie to swallow. I sat back, took a bite of pizza, and said around it, “Fine, if you don’t believe me, then you come up with something that explains everything better. What was that thing we dug up? How did I heal so fast after being severely beaten? What beat up Jen and Gregg? What put my dad in a coma and knocked me out? What filled my backyard with gallons of blood?” I gestured toward the glass door leading to the back. “Go on. You can still smell it rotting.”

    Alan and Jeff, who hadn’t seen the damage yet, peered out the sliding glass door at the dark stains that permeated my old oak. 

    Dave opened his mouth to speak, but shut it. Finally, he held up empty hands and said, “I got nothing.” 

    Jeff said, “Huh.” Alan nodded, looking far away.

    I tried, unsuccessfully, to snap my finger. “Oh, wait! There’s more! Erik Parmely has been stalking me ever since he got tossed out of school. Dave, remember, he was there in the parking lot of the school during finals?”

    Dave nodded.

    “Well, he saw the whole mess with the battle of the oak and decided I was a demon-worshiping, virgin-sacrificing, baby-eating witch. Remember the threat letter at the hospital? That was his. After I got home, he jumped me and shot me.”

    Dave slapped his hands on the table. “Oh, come on! You’re just making this shit up!” 

    I pointed at him and said, “Wait right there.” I ran up to my room and pulled Erik’s gun out from where I had stashed it under my winter clothes. I left the bullets and clip behind, making sure the chamber was empty. I bounced back downstairs and tossed it down on the table. “Ha! There, that’s his gun, and this is where he shot me.” I rolled up my sleeve and showed them the fading oval scar where the bullet had pierced my bicep. No one paid attention to my arm. They were too busy cringing.

    Dave snapped his eyes to me in a flash. “Holy crap, Finn! Don’t throw a fracking gun around! It might be loaded.”

    I rolled my eyes. “Relax, I took out the bullets.”

    “I don’t give a crap what you think you did. Don’t do it!”

    “Okay, okay! I won’t throw it around anymore. But look, here’s where Erik hit me.”

    Dave examined my arm. “That’s not a bullet hole! It looks more like a…I don’t know what, but it’s too small and too healed.”

    “It’s a small caliber gun, and Spring heals me quickly with the heart.”

    Jeff picked up the gun and Alan snatched up another slice of pie. 

    “Why didn’t you call the cops? That guy sounds like he’s totally crazy,” Jeff asked.

    My smile dropped. “I’ve been thinking about it, but I don’t have any proof, and I don’t want to put my mom through any more grief. She’s been through enough.”

    Alan swallowed his latest mouthful. “Well, if it’s registered to Erik, then maybe they’ll believe he shot you.”

    I nodded. I guess I didn’t have to tell the cops that Erik’s shot actually hit me. Then I remembered why I didn’t report it in the first place and shook my head. “No, I just don’t want to do that to my mom.”

    Jeff grabbed a piece of pizza for himself. My eyes were glued to it as he brought the second-to-last slice to his mouth.

    “You’re being stupid, Finn,” said Alan. “The guy’s obviously crazy. What’s to stop him from coming after you again?”

    I frowned. “I don’t know. I was just hoping he’d give up. He’s pretty scared of me now.”

    Meanwhile, Dave’s grin had just grown even wider, and his eyes lit up with mischief—usually a bad sign. 

    “So, Finn, what’s it like doing it with a dryad? Do you have to watch out for splinters?” 

    The others laughed. 

    Encouraged, Dave added, “Did she give you a woody?”

    I rolled my eyes in despair. There is a protocol in good-natured ribbing, after all. 

    Spring stirred inside of me as she woke up. She didn’t say anything, though.

    Jeff tapped his chin. “So, a dryad, huh? Hmmm, now that she lives in your head, how does it feel? You said you could hear her. Can you see her or touch her? That would be great, because then you guys could have sex while you were sitting in English class.”

    Alan agreed. “The mind boggles.”

    I was right there with them—that did sound good. I loved reading, but I hated English classes, and I had disliked my English teachers without exception. I prayed that my last one, Ms. Kramer, didn’t flunk me. But, as for brain-sex, alas, I had to say, “Well, unfortunately—really, really unfortunately—it doesn’t quite work that way. I don’t hear her so much as I feel her thinking. At first, it seemed that I was just thinking weird things to myself. Now, it’s clearer to me that it’s her when she has something to say.”

    “So, if she’s thinking and using part of your brain, then what about the functions that part of your brain used to perform? The whole idea that we only use ten percent of our brain is an urban myth. We use it and need it all. I don’t see how you could support two minds with one brain.” Alan, contrary to the evidence of the empty pizza box, was paying attention.

    Dave jumped in. “What he’s asking is: do you feel stupider now, or…?” He waggled his eyebrows. “Is there something… some dangly, noncritical system that’s not currently functioning?”

    Jeff peered thoughtfully at the top of our fridge. “Hmm. If Finn were stupider, would he even know it? I mean, the dumber you are, the less self-aware you are. Maybe he just doesn’t realize that he’s an idiot now.”

    “I don’t think he could be an idiot without us knowing,” said Alan. “That would mean his IQ was less than twenty-five. His hamster would be smarter. No, I think he would have to be at least a moron, because imbeciles tend to use only single-syllable words.”

    I scowled at them. “Gee, thanks, guys.”

    “Depending on how much processing power it takes to be a dryad, he might only be mildly retarded. He used to be pretty clever, after all.”

    Jeff eyebrow’s rose in an ah-hah moment. 

    “Maybe she doesn’t use his brain at all. Maybe she uses magic to think with.”

    Whatever. I was smarter than him when I was a tree. 

    Spring! Don't be mean... 

    At that moment, I was saved by the bell. Specifically, the doorbell. “Maybe that’s Gregg.”

    I ran to open the door and came face-to-face with Detective Hunter.

     

    


Really Good Friends... 

    Detective Victoria Hunter was as beautiful as always. Her Indian heritage showed clearly in her high cheekbones and jet-black hair, now pulled tightly into an elaborate bun. Her crisp uniform tried, but failed, to hide her long, lean body and arresting curves. Get it? Arresting curves? I crack myself up.

    I tried to hide my nervousness behind my smile. I was hyper-aware there was a gun sitting on the kitchen table at the end of the hall behind me.

    “Uh, Detective Hunter... hi.” I hoped she wouldn’t notice my extra nerves, because she always had this effect on me.

    She sported a disturbing lack of a smile. “Hello, Finn, is your mother home?”

    I suddenly remembered that she had good reason to be mad at me because of our last interview. I told her a complete B.S. story about what happened in our backyard, which got so many people hurt and gallons of blood dumped everywhere, and she knew it. When she left, she had been unhappy, but unable to prove anything different.

    I tried to appear innocent. “Uh, no. She’s still at the hospital with my dad.”

    The regret on her face seemed sincere. “Oh, I’m sorry to hear he’s still there.”

    “Yeah, they’re taking him to a mental hospital this afternoon.” 

    Crap! Why did I tell her that?

    Because, you totally babble around healthy hot girls when you should be seducing the pants off of them.

    Spring, please! You are not helping.

    Like chill out, boyfriend. I’m just sayin’.

    Well, don’t. 

    Whatever! An image of a hand flick and a flip of her hair as she turned away popped into my mind. What the hell was going on with her?

    The detective’s concern for my father pinched her face. “What happened to him?” Victoria had known my dad for a long time and was fond of him, though I didn’t know the details.

    I squirmed. I had no idea how much I should tell her. “Well, he’s, uh, out of his coma and they just want to, uh, watch him for a while.”

    She raised one elegant, razor-sharp eyebrow and frowned. “I hope it’s nothing serious.”

    “No, uh, well, I don’t know. Maybe you should talk to my mom about it.”

    “I will.” She paused and examined me for a moment. 

    Oh, god! She knows! 

    Like, how could she know about the gun, Finn? 

    “I wanted to talk to you, too. May I come in?”

    “Uh, sure.” I tried desperately not to look back into the kitchen. I backed away from the door, and she followed me inside. Then, I just stood, gaping nervously at her.

    She gave me a delicate frown. “Are you all right, Finn? You seem distracted.”

    I nodded and squeaked, “Uh, no. I mean, I’m fine.”

    She walked past me and down the hall to the kitchen. “Do you have guests?”

    I scampered after her and almost ran into her as she paused at the entrance to the kitchen. I stopped in horror. Oh, god. She’s looking at the gun. I’m going to jail.

    Hit her in the head while she’s not looking and run away! 

    Victoria eyed the teenagers arrayed in front of her. She had their complete attention. “Hello, gentlemen.”

    I slid past her, noticed the distinct lack of a gun on the table, and just about peed my pants in relief.

    Dave waved his hand at her. “Hi, I’m David!”

    I introduced everyone. After polite, impersonal hellos, she turned to me. “Sorry, Finn, I didn’t mean to interrupt, but I do need to talk to you.”

    I swallowed hard. “Okay, no problem.” 

    When I did nothing but stand shifting and eyeing her nervously, she added, “Alone?”

    “Oh, right! Guys, can you give us some privacy?”

    Dave nodded with the others. “No problemo, Mighty Finn. We’ll just go out back for a while.”

    With perfect timing, the door from the garage opened up, and my mom walked in.

    While the good detective and my mom swapped familiar greetings, I flicked a panicked look to my friends.

    Dave winked and said, “Hey, Finn, maybe we should just head out. We can talk game later.”

     “Uh, okay.” 

    He rounded everyone up. “Come on, guys. Let’s go.” Then, he grabbed the empty pizza box, and with little ceremony, my friends marched out. When Dave passed me, he waggled his nearly invisible blond eyebrows and waved the gun at me from under the box.

    My heart stopped. I had no idea if either woman behind us could see it. All the blood in my body drained to my feet, and I nearly fainted. I glared at him, half in relief, and half in annoyance. What was he, stupid? 

    He smirked, hid the gun, and marched out the door.

    Like, Davey is so totally cool!

    Spring, please stop that. 

    What? 

    You know what! 

    Whatever. 

    After everyone had left and Spring had gone off to sulk, I was back at the kitchen table, sitting across from Detective Hunter while my mother poured her some coffee. Mom talked over her shoulder, sounding more exhausted by the minute. “So what can we do for you, Detective?”

    “Well, Mrs. Morgenstern—”

    “Helen, please.”

    Victoria bobbed her head once. “Okay, Helen. We’ve got another problem. A teacher at the high school reported a gun missing two weeks ago, and then someone called her and told her that they had seen Finn take it.”

    “What? No! I didn’t take it!”

    Hunter rounded on me. “Relax, Finn. I don’t believe you did, but do you know who might have?”

    I was anxious to get the scrutiny off of me. “Erik Parmely.”

    “Did you see him take it?”

    Oops. “Uh, no.”

    She lowered her brows. “So, why do you think Erik might have taken it?”

    I tried not to shuffle my feet and fidget under her stare. “Oh…well, it just… seems like the kind of thing he would do?”

    She answered the question mark I inadvertently put at the end of my statement. “I don’t know, Finn. Is that why you accused him of stealing a gun?”

    I dropped my gaze, trying to look abashed rather than scared. “Yeah, I guess so.” 

    My mom set a cup and saucer in front of the detective and sat down. “Who said Finn was the one that took it?”

    “Ms. Kramer reported the stolen gun and said that her phone informant didn’t give a name.”

    I jolted up in my chair and exclaimed, “Kramer carried a gun?” The image of her carrying that little pistol chilled me. I’m glad I hadn’t pissed her off more than I already did.

    That earned me everyone’s complete attention. Heat rose in my cheeks. “Sorry, but Ms. Kramer was packing heat?”

    Hunter twined her fingers together and leaned forward. “I never said what type of gun, Finn. It could have been a shotgun. Why do you think she carried it around?”

    I gaped at her. Oh, god. Oh, god. Oh, god. She’s going to find the clip  and the bullets in my room, and I’m going to jail. My panic supercharged my brain. “Uh, I don’t know…I just assumed since someone said I took it, it must have been somewhere public?”

    My mom rescued me. “Victoria, can you tell us where and when was the gun taken?”

    “She reported it missing from the high school on Wednesday, May twenty-seventh, at five thirty in the evening.”

    “I can’t believe that law ever passed,” said my mom. She was talking about the law allowing teachers to carry concealed weapons in school, which passed several years ago.

    Hunter grimaced. “It’ll stay that way till some teacher accidentally shoots a student.”

    Shock replaced my relief at losing the detective’s focus. That was during finals. Sheesh! The Battleaxe carried a gun to school? Oh, crap! I already thought she was scary!

    Spring didn’t see the problem. Like, that totally makes sense to me. She’s, like, totally a small woman and some of the high school boys are way bigger and way stronger than her. Like, I’d want a gun, too, ya know?

    Spring, that’s not… 

    Victoria’s voice finally penetrated my brain. “…Finn? Can you tell me your movements on that day?”

    “Uh, yeah, I had a morning final and an afternoon final, and then Dave gave me a ride home. Hey, he can vouch for me!”

    “Is there a break between the finals?”

    “Yeah, but I stayed in the science lab the whole time because Erik…Erik! He was there Wednesday, in the parking lot. Dave can back me up! I knew he took it!”

    My triumph died when I saw Hunter’s quirked eyebrow. 

    “I mean, er, he might have taken it. He wasn’t supposed to be in school at all…” Damn, she’s more intimidating than Kramer (my senior English teacher).

    That is because you think she’s a total hottie and are intimidated by powerful, beautiful women with large breasts who— 

    Spring, please! I needed to work on my tan so my blushing wouldn’t be so obvious.

    “Do you have David’s number?” asked the detective.

    Grateful for something else to do, I looked it up on my speed dial. She called Dave, and from her questions, I could tell he was backing me up. I resolved, then and there, to give Dave a big, wet kiss when I saw him again. Not only did he take the damning gun, he provided my alibi.

    By the time Victoria left, I was a wreck. My mom closed the door and frowned at me.

    “Mom, I’m going to go take a nap.”

    “Finn, what is going on with you? You’ve been skittish and flushed ever since I got home.” She lowered her face and sized me up from under her brows. “Ian Finn Morgenstern, what is going on? What are you hiding?”

    Like, you are so totally busted, boyfriend. God, I hated it when she asked me a direct question it was not in my best interest to answer truthfully. 

    “N-no-nothing, Mom. I’ve just been feeling, like, totally tired since pumping up dad this morning.” After hearing what came out of my mouth, I wanted to bite my tongue off.

    The message concerned Mom more than the delivery. Her eyes widened, and her eyebrows went up. “Oh, Finn, you should have said something! Is this thing you’re doing with your father hurting you? We could have told the detective to come back later.”

    The horror on her face broke my heart. I waved down her concern. “No, Mom. Nothing like that. I’m just tired. I’ll be fine. I just need to go lie down for a while.”

    Her pinched expression didn’t change, but she said, “Well, okay, Finn. I’ll come up and check on you later.”

    “Thanks, Mom.” I turned and trudged up the stairs.

    Dude, like, I can’t believe you totally lied to your mom like that. Like, aren’t you going to hell or something bogus like that?

    Please, Spring. Stop with the valley speak. And you don’t need to  be my guilty conscience. Mine is already big enough to supply us both for the rest of our lives. 

    Okay, but it’s, like, totally hard to stop talking like this, ya know? 

    I nodded as I reached the top of the stairs. “Totally.”

    “What was that, Finn?”

    “Nothing, Mom.”

    I threw myself down on my bed in the spare room trying not to notice the chaos of stuff around me. 

    I thought without enthusiasm about grabbing the dreamstone when the sound of an arrow hitting a target and vibrating followed by a strained “Message for you sir!” notified me of a message on my phone. I pulled it out to check.

    Dave > Hey ask Spring if any of those new oaks in your yard have dryads in them.

    Spring volunteered, I don’t know, never checked.

    Me> Every last one but none of them are interested in you. I already asked. They thought Jeff was pretty cute though.

    Dave> Har Har.

    Me> What can I say? They’re all technically my daughters and they have my good taste. Besides, they can’t date till they are one hundred and eighty years old.

    Dave> Some friend you are. I’d let you sleep with my daughter.

    Me> You’d have to have sex first. I’ll be eighty by then.

    Dave> Come over tonight, you can have your choice of my sisters.

    Me> G’nite Dave.

    Dave> Selfish bastard.

     

    


The Rock Shop 

    The otherwise unfortunate evening turned out to have an upside: Uncle Mark called and told me the artifacts we had taken from the burial mound were generating a lot of traffic at his store. He wanted me to work for him at the shop again. I agreed enthusiastically. Anything beat the Grease Burger where I currently worked, or would be working if I weren’t in and out of the hospital so much. He asked me to come in the next morning.

    “I’d really like to, Uncle Mark, but I have to go see my dad tomorrow. Can I come in Wednesday?”

    “Come in when you can, Finn. I know this whole thing has to be hard on you and I know he values your visits. He told me he didn’t know what he would do if you didn’t stop by and see him. I’m sure this whole Shady Oaks visit will get him rested up and back on his feet in no time.”

    “I really hope so, Uncle Mark.”

    His knowledge of Shady Oaks surprised me but shouldn’t have. He and Dad went way back. As high school and college buds, they did a lot of traveling together in pursuit of the world’s most interesting geological formations. I’m sure they talked a lot. I wondered just how much my dad had told him.

    ***

    With my extended senses, I flowed throughout my father’s body, giving him strength, fanning the flames of life that guttered and threatened to go out. His body should be able to do this itself, but something I did to him during the battle to save Spring destroyed his ability to support his own life force. Or something.

    Okay, Finn, time to stop. 

    I withdrew my awareness from Dad and the now-familiar exhaustion kicked in. My heart beat fast and my muscles quivered and ached. I sat next to him on the hospital bed and panted, trying to catch my breath while sweat dripped down my face. Whatever I did for him sure took the stuffing out of me. Where moments before he had been wan and dull-eyed, he was now sitting straight and alert. The blush of health flowed through his face, and his eyes were keen behind his Harry Potter glasses. Whatever the price, it was worth it. 

    I had banished the ill health, but he still looked at me with sad eyes and a drawn mouth.

    “Dad—”

     “I worry about you, Finn. I worry that whatever you’re doing to me is hurting you.”

    My stomach groaned. I reddened a bit. “It just makes me hungry, Dad. Nothing else. Once I have another breakfast, I’ll be good as new. Besides, it gives me an excuse to eat a half-dozen candy bars.”

    My attempt at levity didn’t impact his sad face. “Finn…”

    “Dad, I’ll be fine. It’s not hurting me, and if I have to do this for you every day for the rest of my life, it’s worth it.”

    He gave me a weak smile. He sat next to me in his street clothes, ready to be released and taken to Shady Oaks. Mom was watching us with concern from one of the visitor chairs in his hospital room.

    “Finn, listen. I know you were planning to stay here all day, but I need some more time alone with your mother. You said Mark wanted your help today. Go spend the day at the shop and get out of this hospital.”

    “But, Dad!”

    “Please, Finn. You can come see me tomorrow, okay?”

    I pouted. His rejection hurt. I wanted to be with him. “Yes, sir.”

    He ruffled my hair and smiled without losing his melancholy. “Thanks. I need to know that life goes on. Go have fun. I know how much you like working there.”

    That made me feel a little better. “Okay, I will.”

    My mother dug in her purse and handed me the keys. “Here, take the car. That boy Erik is out there somewhere. I don’t want you walking anywhere.”

    I wished I could tell her that she didn’t have to worry about it anymore. I got up and hugged my parents. “I’ll be fine, Mom. Don’t worry about me.”

    Her smile was as tired as my dad’s. “You’d better be!”

    I said my goodbyes and headed down to the cafeteria for my second breakfast and a serious sugar infusion.

    ***

    I walked through the shop to find Mark working behind the glass counter and display case at the back of the store.

    “Hey, kiddo! Glad to see you made it in one piece!”

    I grimaced. “My parents called you, didn’t they?”

    “Hey, don’t look so grouchy. Be happy to have someone who loves you so much. Someday, you may wake up and find yourself without anyone backing you. It’s not a good feeling.”

    “You sound like you’re talking from experience.”

    “Yep, but I like traveling light, and I have you and your family to keep me from getting too lonely.” He slapped his book closed. “You came just in time. I’ve got to go out for the day and now I don’t have to close the store.”

    “Don’t worry, Unc, I got you covered.”

    “I know you do, kiddo.” He stepped from around the counter and handed me the keys. “Here you go. Now, if Erik comes in with a gun, do you remember what I taught you?”

    He had been giving me lessons in Krav Maga, the martial arts of the Israeli Army. Another grimace twisted my face. 

    “Yeah, duck and run away.” That hadn’t worked out so well last time. Where did my uncle get his information? How did he know I accused Erik of taking Kramer’s gun?

    “You got it in one. I knew you’d be a quick study.” He reached out a hand to tousle my hair. I don’t know what it was about my hair that everyone felt the need to fluff it up. I ducked and blocked his hand with my forearm.

    Mark shifted and threw a lightning fast punch at my stomach with his other hand. I barely had time to cringe and brace for the impact, but it never landed. His fist had stopped a quarter inch over my solar plexus. 

    “Remember, unless you’re fighting a slot machine, there is always another arm.”

    “Got it.” I weakly returned his cocky grin. 

    “Good.” He headed out without trying to mess with my hair this time. I considered that a minor victory. He didn’t say where he was going, and I didn’t ask. I had learned long before that if my uncle wanted me to know his plans, he would tell me. Asking him rarely-to-never got me a straight answer. 

    It was good being back in the shop. It was a low volume store, so many of the items on the shelves were like old friends. I recognized several new pieces on display from our excavation of the mound. Even though we lost nearly an entire day’s work to the local sheriff at the site of the dig, we still had many fine artifacts from it. As I went through the displays, I lingered over each arrowhead, geode, or crystal and ruminated on its origin and significance. It was only after a while that I realized that Spring’s curiosity had added impetus to my extended browsing.

    Pretty cool stuff, isn’t it, Spring?

    Totally. I mean, yes. Your world is far bigger than mine ever was. 

    It’s your world now, too. 

    I could feel her doubt at that statement and didn’t have an answer for it, so I continued my cleaning. 

    At the center of the front room, in a locked case, was the rattlesnake effigy whistle. I stopped to study it. The artist had constructed the whistle from smooth dark-red pipestone. The simply, but boldly, carved snake effigy coiled on top of the tube and faced the whistle-blower. It made me faintly queasy to think about bringing its fangs that close to my face. 

    There were no customers, so I unlocked the case and took out the priceless artifact. It felt like the first time that I had picked up the bear totem. Warm and vibrant in my hands, it somehow embodied snakiness like nothing I had ever felt before—more so than actual snakes. Its power moved up my arm in a warm, pulsing beat different from, but similar to, my bear whistle. Also like my bear, it clashed with the beat of the heart hanging against my chest. 

    I cringed at the mental cacophony and set the snake back in its display. I wondered when I might get my bear back. Just because I couldn’t wear it on a string when I had my stick didn’t mean I wasn’t anxious to hold it again. 

    A couple of kids coming through the door cut my perusal short. I locked the display case and greeted them. Then, I returned to the counter and kept my eyes on the kids. I didn’t even try to be subtle about it. Everything here was so cool that younger visitors often found their fingers inexplicably sticky.

    After they left, I kept myself busy arranging shelves and undoing the damage wrought on my displays by the odd non-buying customer wandering through the store. The whole time, I tried to ignore the itching in my brain that seemed to emanate from the back stores. I knew the feeling came from the misshapen and malevolent giant’s skull that Mark had brought back from the dig. Wendigota.

    When everything was as organized as it could be, I retreated to the stool behind the counter. While surveying the store from my perch, my phone vibrated.

    Dave> Hey Finn! I’ve got it. U R a superhero! U been granted special powers to fight evil! I claim sidekick!

    Me> Hah, U one funny guy.

    Dave> No seriously!

    I laughed and spent some time texting Dave and my friends, answering questions and speculating with them about what was going on.

    The last text I received was from my mom.

    Mom > Hi, Sweetheart. Your dad is in his new room and doing fine. Will probably be late. I’ll catch a cab. Have some friends over. Be safe and call me if you need anything.

    As I rogered the message, my mood turned melancholy. If Mom was staying late, it meant that Dad wasn’t taking to his new surroundings well. 

    I suddenly didn’t want to be at the store. The interest Mark had told me to expect certainly wasn’t showing itself to me. Mark gave me a lot of autonomy with the store, so I closed up the shop an hour early. 

    I locked up the front, flipped the sign, and headed to the back to make sure everything there was locked up tight. Even if no one had gone through the room all day, Mark insisted it be checked. 

    I hesitated before the door to the back stores. The thought of encountering the skull again set off a dozen alarm bells in my brain. I felt like I was ten years old, afraid to open the basement door.

    Spring, who’d never seen the skull, urged me forward. Go on in, Finn. I want to see it. 

    I still hesitated. 

    Come on, it’s dead already, and if it hasn’t gotten up and eaten anybody yet, it probably isn’t going to. The heart sat five feet away from it for nearly a thousand years. If it were going to free this hypothetical spirit, it would be long gone by now. 

    She had hit each of my fears one-by-one. It was weird to lose an argument without actually having one.

    Spring, how did you go from pidgin English to using words like ‘hypothetical’ so fast?

    I’ve been digging through your brain. I’m learning a lot. Now quit stalling and get in there. 

    I took a deep breath, pushed through the door, and went in. 

    Immediately, my eyes locked onto the misshapen, blackened skull sitting on Mark’s desk. It was every bit as hideous as I remembered. Spikes and growths covered the massive bony face in random patterns. The worst was the one that poked out of its left eye socket. I shuddered when my brain unhelpfully provided me with a memory of the monster towering over me, covered in weeping sores with dried blood and gore flowing from its left eye socket.

    Somehow, the skull was even more horrendous than its appearance would call for. A dark malevolence lurked about it, oozed from it. It projected its cold and hunger right into my brain and rooted my feet to the floor with fear. 

    I took a deep breath, readying myself for what I was about to do. I brought up my second sight—a housewarming gift from Spring when she moved in— and Looked at it.

    Immediately, I wished I hadn’t. A death-black shroud pulsed around the bones. The unholy hunger and dull anger I felt radiating from it inspired panic in my inner caveman. I sprang for the back door while Spring urged me to run faster. I hit the bar on the door, raced through, and let it slam shut. With the door between us, I tried to slow down my thumping heart and shallow breaths. 

    I mentally pinged Spring. Did you see that thing in the skull?

    She shivered in my mind and said, Thatis a bad thing. You should not go near it any more.

    I agreed and checked that the back door was locked and the small back windows were closed before heading around to the front of the store. I’d parked up front so I wouldn’t have to walk by the skull when I came in that morning. 

    “Ah, crap.” Mom’s car sat on two flat tires. When I went to inspect them, I found each of them punctured. The other two had been similarly treated. I cursed and looked around carefully. 

    Sure enough, I caught a glimpse of someone ducking back into an alley, a short way down the little merchant block. I didn’t get a long look at the short, wide form, but my imagination filled in all the details—Erik. 

    Emboldened by my recent conquest and angered by his constant stalking, I ran down to the alley.

    Uh, Finn, what if he has another gun?

    I’m going to make him eat it! 

    Unless he shoots us first, dude. I don’t think this is a good idea, Finn. 

    She had a good point. I stopped at the edge of the alley, knelt down, and poked my head around the corner. I took in a littered alley sporting a distinct lack of two-legged creeps. Why the hell had he fixated his insanity on me?

    “Can I help you find something, young man?”

    I yelped and jumped to my feet. An older man stood behind me, eying me curiously.

    “Uh, no. Thanks, I, uh, already found it.”

    He just nodded, smiled pleasantly, and headed on by.

    I stomped back to the car and glared at the tires on the off chance that they would repair themselves if properly intimidated. It didn’t work. Happily, my mom had a Triple-A membership. One call and they came out and got me towed to the tire shop. Unhappily, the tire shop told me that they couldn’t repair the damage, and I had to buy four new tires with my card. That seriously pissed me off, but there was no other choice. I slumped in one of their uncomfortable chairs in their grimy little waiting room for an hour.

    By the time I’d gotten home, exhaustion had added to my thoroughly foul mood. Not even the left over pizza from Dave and company put a spring in my step. I told my mom what had happened and plopped myself down in front of the tube. I still couldn’t bring myself to pick up the Dreamstone, so once again, I fell asleep watching television. 

    ***

    I ran through dark woods again, fleeing down a poorly marked path. Erik Parmely, bat in hand, chased me through the darkness. I kept running, but I couldn’t get away. While I glanced over my shoulder, my feet hit soft sand, and I fell onto a beach. I scrambled back up and slogged forward, trying to run. The sand dragged at my feet, slowed me down, and tripped me up. 

    Erik, unaffected by the sand, was right on my heels. I fell again and rolled onto my back to see him looming over me, now with a butcher knife in hand. A roaring noise sounded behind me, and his triumphant smile of victory turned to open-mouthed disbelief. A vast black wave began rising from the ocean. It swelled until it blocked the night sky, a portent of oblivion. We both watched, paralyzed, as the wave crested over us. At the last minute, Erik turned to escape it. It terrified me, but somehow, I knew it wasn’t coming for me, so I watched Erik run. 

    He only ran a few feet before he stopped and turned to the wave. His mouth twisted in fear as it dawned on him who the wave had targeted. He held up the butcher knife and screamed at the black wall of water as it crashed down on him with terrifying speed. 

    “Fuck you! Bring it on! I’ll kill you! I’ll kill you!”

    As the wave slammed down on Erick, I could still hear him screaming at the top of his lungs. He thrashed and shrieked as it crushed him into the sand. An ocean of blackness poured over him, and the raging torrent overwhelmed his cries. He somehow got out three last words. 

    “… please, help me!”

    His body absorbed the vast blackness like a thirsty sponge. The last of it disappeared into his body, then he sat up and turned pitch-black eyes to me once more. I yelled in fear of the new hunger I saw there and struggled to move.

    He grabbed my head and squeezed. I screamed again.

    ***

    I woke to my mom bent over me where I lay on the couch. She had one hand on the side of my head and stroked my forehead with her other. 

    “Shhh, Finn. Shhh. It was only a bad dream. You’re safe now.”

    Her words calmed me down, though it took a few seconds for my heart to stop racing. The dream had felt terribly real, but I was so tired that when I dragged myself to my room, I fell back to sleep before even registering where I was. 

    


Break In 

    The next morning, I received a call from Uncle Mark at seven o’clock. He said, “Finn, get down to the shop as soon as you can. I need your help. We had a break-in last night.”

    “What happ—” The line was already dead. The adrenalin rush from the news banished my memory of the dream and the worst of my typical early-morning malaise.

    Downstairs, I found my mom in the kitchen.

    “Mom, someone broke into Uncle Mark’s store. When are we going to the hospital to see dad?”

    She fidgeted uncomfortably a bit before she spoke. “Ah, well, Finn. I’ve been meaning to talk to you about that. Your father isn’t… that is, he would like some alone time today, so we’re going to give him some space. I’m certain he’ll just take a little while to get used to Shady Oaks.”

    “But, Mom! If I don’t go and juice him up, he might fall back into a coma or attack someone again. I’ve got to go see him.”

    Her eyes grew bright with unshed tears, which she tried to blink away. “I know, Finn, but I’m sure by tomorrow, he’ll be more open to company.”

    “But… I…”

    “I know it’s hard, Finn. Right now, I think you should go help your uncle.” My mom crossed her arms, fending off her inner chill. 

    “But, I don’t want to leave you alone, either.” I pulled her into a tight hug. After some resistance, she hugged me back.

    “Oh, sweetie, I’ll be fine. I think you should go. It will give you something to do to get your mind off of everything.”

    When I pulled back, I peered into her face. Her eyes were red, and her cheeks were wet. 

    “I can’t leave you like this,” I said.

    She sniffed and gave me a weak smile. “Finn, you should go. I’m going to get some chores done, do some cleaning, and maybe go get some more groceries. Someone around here has been eating enough for three linebackers.”

    I searched her eyes and could tell she wanted some time alone. Sometimes you have to recognize when you can’t do anything for someone you love.

    I caught her eyes with mine. “Well, okay, I’ll go, but you have to call me the minute you need a hand with something, or you just want me to be here.”

    She brushed her fingers over my cheek, and her smile grew lopsided. “Thank you, Finn. I love you so much.” She squeezed me tight.

    With my head over her shoulder, the familiar scent of the berry shampoo she used surrounded me. I whispered past the lump in my throat, “I love you, too, Mom.” I pulled away. “Promise you’ll call me?”

    She nodded and dropped her hand. “I will, sweetheart, I will.” She handed me a set of keys. “Here, take your father’s car.”

    “Mom, I’m going to take my bike. I really need to burn off some steam.”

    “But…” She stopped and took a deep breath. “Okay, but you have to call me when you get there and promise me that you’ll be home before it starts to get dark. I’m still worried about Erik and that gun.”

    “Okay, Mom. I’ll be careful.”

    ***

    Once on my bike, I went all-out and enjoyed the push. That had never happened to me before. Usually any exercise was pure torture, but now, the feel of my muscles pushing through each stroke, the pumping of my heart, and the wind blowing past my ears was exhilarating. I got to the store in record time feeling flushed, but not even a bit nauseous. 

    The sight of the police cruiser parked in front of the shop and the shattered picture window banished all other thoughts. Angry, anxious, and appalled, I went inside to find Mark talking with a police officer I didn’t recognize. 

    Mark nodded at me to wait when I came in, so I made a sweep of the shop, mentally tallying all the missing rocks and native artifacts. Whoever our burglar was, he’d had a fine old time smashing displays and windows and knocking over counters. The more I saw the damage, the angrier I got. It had to be Parmely, and I vowed that he was in for a world of hurt.

    My heart skipped a beat when I saw the empty, shattered display case that had held the snake whistle. I couldn’t allow him to keep that priceless, irreplaceable, and possibly magical piece. That idiot would probably just break it or throw it away. 

    Concern for the skull flashed through me. What might he do with such a thing? Nervously, I opened the door to the back storeroom while the cops continued to work in the front room. The damage continued there. The shelves, which had held so many precious things, had been pushed over, one into the other like dominoes, their shattered contents strewn across the floor. Many irreplaceable treasures lay broken on the stained concrete. This was sacrilege, but one fact dominated everything else: the skull wasn’t on the desk.

    A mantle of heavy, helpless dread covered me and rooted me to the spot while my heart beat quickly against my ribs with heavy force. The skull was gone and with it, the oily black presence that it held.

    I uprooted my toes and inched toward the desk and nearly breathed a sigh of relief. The skull lay on the floor in front of the desk. Then I saw the other half of the skull behind the first. 

    “Aw, frick!”

    Spring’s feelings of relief hit me before her words. Hey! It’s gone! Totally righteous, dude!

    She was half-right. The blackness had vanished. Definitely non-righteous, Spring. 

    She picked up on the images flooding my mind of the black spirit wandering free or even worse, finding a new body—like, say, Erik’s over-muscled physique.

    We don’t know that it can do anything like that. 

    No, Spring, I’m pretty sure it can. Its last body was once human. 

    She had seen my memories of the vision and what the spirit had done to its host’s body. Oh, like, that is totally bogus to the max!

    I had to agree with her on that. 

    I stepped up to the two pieces of the skull. The dread was gone. The halves might have been just scary movie props. I reached down to pick them up with a half-baked idea of fixing the damage, as if that would bind the shadow again.

    “Finn! Don’t touch anything!” Mark stood in the doorway to the front room. 

    “Yah!” I jumped away from the desk.

    My ears burned, and my face scrunched in apology. Even I knew better than to touch evidence at a crime scene. The sheer scale of the potential problem was overwhelming, and I wanted nothing more than to fix everything.

    I pointed to the skull, as if he couldn’t see it as clearly as me. “Mark, did you see what he did?”

    Mark nodded and scowled. He came into the room and closed the door, leaving us alone. “The cops think it was a couple of drunken teens. It’s hard to image the magnitude of the destruction they perpetrated—”

    “Mark, it wasn’t drunk teenagers, it was Erik Parmely. I know it!” 

    “Why do you say that?”

     “He slashed the tires on my car yesterday while I was working here. I had to buy four new tires just to get home. He hates me and vowed to get revenge on me. He’s been stalking me for weeks.”

    “Is he the one that left you that ‘I know who you are, and I saw what you did’ letter?”

    I gawked at him. “How did you know about that?” 

    Erik had left a note that said, “I saw everything. I know what you are. As God is my witness, I will stop you.”

    Mark just shrugged. “I saw it on your table in the hospital when I stopped by.”

    “You stopped by?”

    He just raised an eyebrow at me. 

    I immediately felt stupid. “Never mind. Of course you did. I just never thought about it.”

    “You did have a few other things on your mind, Finn.”

    Mark lowered his brows. “Finn, just what did you do to this boy?”

    “Nothing! I just stuck up for Jen that one day, and he’s been gunning for me ever since.” More literally than I could say. 

    I studiously avoided looking at Mark’s skeptical gaze and stared at the broken skull on the floor. I didn’t know how to tell my uncle about what had happened with Spring, or that something nasty, something black and evil, had escaped.

    The police team came into the back and started doing their job. When they were done, one of the officers approached Mark.

    “Well, I’ll put this in and see what I can find. I’ll have a team down here within the hour to collect prints, then you can start cleaning up.” He handed my uncle a card.

    “Thanks, officer,” said Mark.

    After the team had gone and we received the okay, we spent the rest of the day boarding up the broken front window and cleaning up the damage. I called my mom around two o’clock, hoping Dad had changed his mind, but nothing had come of his time alone.

    When everything was as organized as we could get it, Mark said, “Finn, I’m going to go pay our Mr. Parmely a visit. Want to come along?”

    “Shouldn’t the police be questioning him?”

    “I didn’t tell them about Erik’s little vendetta.”

    “Really? Why?”

    A thin smile creased his lips. “First, I have no real proof... and I wanted the chance to speak with him first.”

    I hesitated, thinking about the missing shadow. The last time we’d discussed it, my uncle had told me to trust my instincts. That was the only reason I could scrape up the nerve to bring up my fears now. 

    “Uncle Mark? Do you remember when we talked about the skull, and the bad feelings I got from it?” 

    He bobbed his head. 

    “Well, you suggested maybe I was just getting psychic imprints from it, but now that it’s broken, I don’t get those feelings anymore. I think there was something evil in it. I’m worried that it might have taken over Erik.”

    My uncle did a passable imitation of Dr. Anderson’s laser gaze of doom. “Finn, what have you and your family gotten into?”

    I yearned to tell him everything, but couldn’t. “I want to talk to you about it, but I can’t. I promised my parents. Maybe you can convince my dad to tell you.” 

    My face likely showed how unhappy I was keeping secrets, because he let the matter drop.

    “Well, regardless of whatever is going on with you, Erik was already a class-A scumbag. If he’s been possessed by a demon, it’s probably just going to make him more likeable.”

    I laughed. “Yeah, you’re probably right.”

    Unless he turns into a ten-foot-tall monster and eats your face.

    Gee, thanks, Spring. I really needed that image.

    Well, if we’re going to do this, Finn, let Uncle Mark go first. I don’t want to get eaten or get shot again.

    Relax, Spring, I’ve got Erik’s gun. 

    Yeah, but you didn’t bring it with you, dude. 

    That was a decent point.

    


Death in Ohio 

    The overcast sky was deepening when Mark and I pulled into the Parmelys’ driveway. The house was a squalid little shack strewn with trash, broken furniture, and old car parts.

    The Parmelys lived a bit off the beaten path in a large wooded lot. After we had parked at the end of the gravel drive, we stepped out into the quiet heat of the evening. The car doors thunked loudly, announcing our presence. I shivered in the heat, thinking again about a demon-possessed Erik lurking nearby. I felt like an idiot just contemplating it, but that didn’t banish the fear.

    Mark strode up to the front door without hesitation. I trailed along behind him. A large, dirty picture window to the left of the door revealed a dark living room. My attention was on Mark when he went to knock on the door. He stopped when something caught his attention through the window. His face set into hard, grim lines and I squinted past the reflections of the dying day. When I did, I wished I hadn’t. The flickering television irregularly illuminated a fat man without a face sitting on a couch in a shirt covered in dark stains. A mass of blood and gore replaced the missing face. It dripped down thickly onto his large potbelly. 

    Oh hell, Finn, run away! 

    I swallowed bile. I don’t think this guy is any threat, Spring.

    As I said this, Mark barked at me, “Get down!” 

    My reaction was not quick enough for him, and he pushed me onto the broken concrete of the front door landing just as a shot rang out from the house. The front window exploded out into the yard and showered us with little cubed pieces of safety glass.

    Another shot sounded beside me. My uncle poked his head up a little bit to snap off several shots with a small pistol. A cry from inside the house followed by silence seemed to signal a hit. Mark glanced my way. 

    “Stay down!” 

    He didn’t have to tell me twice, or even once. I curled in a ball on the sidewalk as he crept to the door, reached up, and tried the handle. 

    I told you to run away! 

    Mark opened the unlocked door a crack, and then slapped it open all the way with his hand. When no gunshots greeted him, he pelted into the house in a crouched run. His gun swept quickly back and forth in his outstretched hands.

    After what seemed like an eternity, while I considered a strategic (not cowardly!) withdrawal, Mark called to me. “It’s all clear, Finn. You can come in.”

    I got up and walked through the front door where a scene from a cheesy horror flick greeted me. Blood had splattered over a wide area. The sharp metallic smell of it mixed with the scent of feces and stale beans, which caught me like a smack in the head. My gorge rose, but I willed it down.

    Like, totally grody! 

    Spring, please? 

    “You can come in, but avoid the blood on the carpet and don’t touch anything!”

    Another sniff was all I needed to decide that I didn’t need to come in. “Who was shooting at us and who did this?”

    He was searching around the area for something. “It was your buddy Erik, and if I’ve guessed right, that body used to be his dad.”

    “Why the heck would he kill his own father?” As soon I said that, my mind went to the broken skull and the shadow that it no longer contained.

    “People just lose it sometimes, Finn.” He lost himself in thought for a minute while I absorbed the horror of the scene from beyond the open doorway. Shadows cast by the flickering light of the television made Erik’s father seem to jiggle and jump in place. 

    “I was sure I hit him a couple of times—good solid body shots, but he hightailed it out of here fast enough.”

    “Uncle Mark, how come you have a gun?”

    He rewarded me with a pleased grin. “You never know when some lunatic is going to shoot at you with a shotgun.”

    His grin dropped as he saw the splatters around the floor where he stood. He muttered, “He shouldn’t even be standing.”

    My balls tried to pull up into my chest as I contemplated the unnatural vitality of Wendigota and what that might mean. 

    The walls of the small front room held several crucifixes and bloody pictures of Jesus. Blood and bits of gray matter coated one particularly large crucifix on the wall behind Mr. Parmely.

    I ran outside and donated my dinner to the local ecology.

    The only enjoyable part of that evening was the face time I got with the beautiful Detective Hunter, and this time, I wasn’t the one under suspicion. I was starting to see how someone could develop a uniform fetish. 

    


To the Loony Bin, and Beyond 

    The next day, after my mom woke me up from the couch again, I forgot about the images of blood and headless bodies that kept running through my dreams. My dad called and asked us to come visit, pushing everything else out of my mind.

    Before long, we headed to the Shady Oaks Continuing Care Facility. 

    They don’t have insane asylums anymore. They have “Continuing Care Facilities” or “Residential Care Facilities for the Chronically Ill.” 

    My dad had an old collection of George Carlin skits (for those who don’t know, Carlin was an old comedian my dad liked). Carlin’s observations about the English language continue to reign true. We add syllables to emotionally charged words and concepts until they stop meaning anything. His example was the journey from “Shell Shock” to “Post Traumatic Stress Syndrome.” 

    In this case, what started out as a simple, vivid concept, “Insane Asylum,” which everyone could grasp at a visceral level, was now “Residential Care Facilities for the Chronically Ill,” which leaves our visceral selves bemused and untroubled. Of course, when Carlin talked about it, he made it much funnier. 

    Anyway, apparently, there aren’t a lot of these modern day insane-asylums-by-another-name, but we were blessed that “Dr. Mengele’s Loony Bin” (a name I felt was satisfactorily well charged with emotions) was only about a forty-minute drive to the east of our house.

    The nurse he had chewed on had been willing to forgive and forget (from a distance), as long as my dad received the “care he needed.” We were stuck. At least it wasn’t a prison or even high security, but the knowledge that my dad was rotting in a loony bin at the mercy of Dr. Anderson (a.k.a., Dr. Mengele’s protégé) weighed heavily on me.

    Even though Herr Doktor may have saved my life when he pulled Jen’s father, Dr. Washington, off me, I still didn’t like or trust him. He had nefarious plans, or my name wasn’t Finn.

    As we made the drive out to the place, my ruminations were interrupted from within.

    This is totally bogus, dude. 

    What? 

    It’s most odious, ya know? 

    Watched a little Bill and Ted again last night, did we?

     Oh no, Dude, I watched both their Excellent Adventure and their Bogus Journey. And our journey today is totally non-bodacious. Having to visit the loony bin every day for the rest of our lives? Totally egregious.

    Do you have to talk like that, Spring? 

    Hey, I’m practicing my English so we can, like, communicate, ya know? 

    Well, stop it, I groused. You’re freaking me out.

    I’m freaking you out? Dude, you should take a look through your brain. Like, oh my Gawd! 

    I was spared further surreal discussion, because we pulled into the parking lot of the Shady Oaks Continuing Care Facility. It was different than I had pictured. I had expected something more like a sterile prison hospital than a good-sized manor house with several quaint cottages, well-kept lawns, fountains, and flowerbeds. I didn’t see any dazed and confused people wandering around in hospital gowns, either. The people we did see out and about looked normal. It was comforting.

    Oh, yuck. This place is totally non-triumphant. People actually live like this? asked Spring.

    What’s wrong with it? I thought somewhat defensively.

    Like it’s so totally… barren, ya know? This isn’t a place for life. Life is wild and untamed. Life is… like, messy, ya know? 

    I tried to ignore the accent. I reached down to where she lived in my brain and tried on her perception. Everything became dull, chained, and sterile. Absent was the glorious messiness of life. Also absent were all the nooks and hiding places used by insects, frogs, and rabbits. It was… controlled and sterile, unlike the wild that Spring loved. 

    I drew back into my own perception and brought her different aesthetic back with me. It was somewhat disconcerting, like visiting someplace from your childhood—different, but the same.

    We followed the sidewalk, meandering through the manicured lawn to the manor house. We entered through a large, carved wooden door and found ourselves in a short entryway leading to a sitting room. It contained comfortable chairs and an even larger communal area opened up behind it. A few staff in white uniforms were going about their business, but the other handful of people we saw in the common room sat in recliners and read the paper, played games, or held quiet conversations. Some had on robes, others wore street clothes. It was a pleasant place. It made you want to sit back and relax. There were no howling, screaming, crying, or begging people to create a creepy audio backdrop, and nobody was chained down. It could have been a country club.

    A pleasant, middle-aged nurse, who looked nothing at all like the scary-Nazi-nurse-woman who should run a loony bin, greeted us. Her perm and her friendly demeanor reminded me more of someone’s mother.

    “I’ll go and get the doctor,” she said with a warm simper and then added reassuringly, “He’s expecting you.”

    I leaned over to my mom and murmured, “Wow, this place is nice.”

    She looked around more skeptically than I had, but allowed, “It’s not too bad.” 

    The non-psycho nurse came back, and invited us to follow her back to the doctor’s office. Lacking alternatives, we fell in behind her. The entire facility was lavish. The elaborate wainscoting and trim and the nine-foot ceilings created an open and affluent feeling. Calming color palettes decorated the rooms as we traveled down the thickly carpeted hall, all light, and pleasant.

    We soon came to a large open doorway. It led into an office that was an inflated clone of Dr. Anderson’s personal space at the hospital.

    We walked in to where Dr. Anderson stood in front of a patient—one of the ones dressed in a fluffy white robe. The doctor’s hands were on the man’s shoulders. I couldn’t see the patient’s expression, but the doctor had on his most sincere face while he spoke to the man. 

    He finished whatever he was saying and nudged the man toward the door behind us.

    The patient gawked at us. For the first time that day, I saw someone who appeared as if he might belong here. His face was haggard, rough, and fearful, and his shoulders hunched in submission. 

    Spring shouted Finn run away!

    


Still Life With Shadows 

    Finn, run away! Spring’s mental cry rang through my brain. 

    Huh? 

    Her panic centered on the gaunt young man staring at me from behind the doctor. He didn’t look particularly dangerous, and Dr. Anderson’s plush deluxe office seemed an odd place for panic.

    Don’t just look at him, you dork, Look at him! 

    I brought up my second sight. Daniel, the man in the fluffy white robe, became clothed in a nightmare. Specifically, my nightmare. 

    The sight of the restless black goo upon his red aura injected the nightmare’s cold desire directly into my brain. It shredded the mental safety-ducky that had been keeping me afloat in the shit-storm of weird that my life had become. My poor ducky turned tits up, split for ducky heaven, and left me choking and defenseless against the flood of long submerged memories—memories of terrors that chased me through my dreams so many years ago.

    ***

    I’m running through the murky hallways of the school, chased by a formless beast. I can feel its hunger surge behind me while its tendrils reach for me. The hall lights flicker and strive to pierce the darkness, but fail to provide anything but jumping shadows. The baleful red eyes of exit signs, which never lead to a door, pass overhead and paint the endless rows of locker doors with bloody gloom. I have to find the light. Only the light can stop the horror behind me. I have to get to the science lab. There, I’ll find the light to rescue me from the darkness. 

    I’m lost! Desperation pushes me down random side halls. My breath comes in gasps and my heart pounds in time with the slap of my shoes. My lungs and legs are on fire, but I can’t stop. I come around another corner, and the door is in front of me. I’m saved! 

    With a last desperate burst of speed, I get to the door, but it’s locked. I pound and scream, “Let me in! Let me in!” But it’s too late. Icy cold tendrils of the Dark Thing reach into me, begin to devour me— 

    ***

    “Daniel?” Dr. Anderson’s attempt to get the young man’s attention wrenched me free from the memory. 

    I focused on Daniel, who had already covered half the distance between us. His eyes were wide with wonder and need, and he held his left hand toward me like a supplicant leper approaching Jesus.

    The mass of the black thing bulged towards me, reaching out with questing tentacles. Just as in my dream, I could feel its need to fill its own emptiness—with me. The cold surge of fear prodded me into a bold and strategic move: I stepped back and put my mother between the crazy man and myself. I glanced at the doorway to check for obstacles before I ran through it screaming.

    Unfortunately, Tom the orderly filled the door with his massive bulk.

    Trapped, I backed away as Daniel stepped around my mother. He paid as much attention to her as Scrooge would a beggar lying in the street. 

    My mom, disturbed by Daniel’s wide-eyed crazy act, stepped away from him as well. I mimicked her and almost fell backwards when my legs hit the chair behind me.

    Before our low-speed chase could continue, Dr. Anderson rushed up behind him, grabbed his shoulders, and steered him to the door and Tom’s welcoming arms. 

    The doc kept his voice calm and soothing. “It’s okay, Daniel. It’s okay.” Anderson glanced at me, but didn’t seem to notice the black pseudopods oozing from the darkness that licked and probed at Anderson’s skin. It was inconceivable that the doctor couldn’t feel their malignant presence and could stop Daniel with just two hands on the young man’s shoulders. Surely, such a terrible thing wasn’t so easily controlled.

    Tom entered the room and grabbed Daniel, followed by another orderly I didn’t recognize. They turned him toward the door and guided him out with little effort. The whole time, Daniel craned his neck to keep sight of me. It was as if a rubber band connected his eyes to my face. Meanwhile, the shadow covering him strained around the orderlies toward me. The darkness of those tendrils emphasized the guards’ own pure auras, one ocean blue, the other a delicate lavender. Neither man showed the slightest awareness of the nastiness which crawled over them. Daniel himself didn’t seem aware of being ushered from the room. His eyes tracked me until he lost sight of me. 

    At that point, I heard him cry out from the hallway, “No! Please, don’t make me leave. Let me go back! Please… please, he’s so warm!” 

    I shuddered. Over my life, I’d grown used to being called a lot of things. I was shortish and thickish with brownish blond hair, and my nicknames ran towards things like “chubby,” “fat-boy,” and “nerd.” These names, while unflattering, were at least understandable. Recently, people routinely tossed things like “warm,” “glowing,” or “my sun” at me, but when I looked in the mirror, it was still just me looking back. Someone or something was obviously playing a practical joke on me.

    The sounds of a scuffle in the hallway competed with Daniel’s pleas. I prepared to dive behind the doctor’s desk if Daniel got away. The man’s frantic cries grew fainter, until the thunk-clack of a distant door chopped them off.

    Except when Erik Parmely and his gang had nearly beaten me to death earlier this summer, I had never been so shaken—not even after my original night terrors. When you wake up from a dream, even when you are ten years old, you can tell yourself that it was all a dream, and what happened there wasn’t real. It’s different when you know there will be no waking up to save you.

    


Recruited 

    I wanted to bolt out of the comfortably furnished office as soon as Daniel’s pleas were cut off, but Dr. Anderson stepped back, closed the door to the hallway, and blocked my exit. He turned around, and once again, his blue eyes bored right through my soul. That didn’t help the fear sitting in my stomach or the weakness in my legs. I edged behind my mother again.

    Anderson’s smooth and clinical inquiry caught me off-guard. “Finn? What just happened?” 

    “Honey, you’re shivering!” 

    I realized that was true. I was shaking in my shoes. 

    Mom closed the distance between us and put a hand on my cheek. “Finn, are you okay?”

    I gave my head a quick shake and studied my sneakers.

    “Why don’t you come sit down over here?” Dr. Anderson said.

    “Mom, I need to leave!”

    Her hand guided my chin and my gaze up to meet her own troubled brown eyes. “Finn, honey, what’s wrong?” 

    I couldn’t articulate my fear, and my head continued to waggle side to side on its own.

    “I just need to leave,” I whispered.

    “But, Finn, we can’t leave yet. You have to see your father. You know he’ll be hurt if you don’t spend some time with him today.” Her narrowed eyes conveyed the added urgency of my dad’s condition.

    “Mom, you don’t understand…” I paused, not daring to say more in front of Dr. Anderson.

    The doctor stalked a few steps toward me. “Finn, what did you see when you looked at Daniel?”

    “What do you mean?” I asked, hoping he was asking about the man’s fuzzy white robe.

    Spring tried to help. Duh! What do you think he meant?”

    “You saw something. Something that distressed you. I’d like you to tell me what it was.” 

    I turned to my mom in mute appeal. 

    She glanced between me and the doctor and said, “It’s okay, Finn. We don’t have to stay.”

    With an unprecedented crack in his normal, calm control, Anderson stamped his foot and raised his voice. “No! You can’t leave without telling me!”

    My mother’s inner lioness sprang to alert. She growled, twitched her metaphorical tail, and pounced. “Dr. Anderson, if my son needs to leave here, then he will leave. You may be able to lock up my husband, but you can’t do that to my son.” She advanced on him. “Now, get out of our way.”

    Braver than I, he stood his ground against my mom. He held his hands up to stop her, and shouted, “No, you can’t—!” 

    His wide eyes showed how much he had startled himself. He pulled his arms back in surrender, took a deep breath, and dropped them to his side. As he reapplied his protective covering, his face smoothed over. He addressed me with an over-the-top calmness, as if I were a rabid dog or a crazy man with a gun. 

    “Please, Finn. Of course, you can leave anytime you like, Finn. I would not try to keep you here against your will, nor did I mean to imply that. But, please, Finn, would you just stay and talk with me for a moment? Just for a moment? It’s of utmost importance, Finn, not just to me, but to the many people here I’m trying to help.”

    His weird reaction and repeated use of my name made my curiosity twinge, but it was the plea to help his patients that hit the hardest. I kept thinking I might have ended up strapped to a wall in this place as well, if my father hadn’t been able to help me with my night terrors. Of course, the fact that Anderson had recently saved my life had to count for something, too. 

    My mother stopped and assessed my nervous and uncertain gaze. 

    “Doctor Anderson, what’s going on here? What do you want from my son?”

    Anderson clasped his hands together in front of his face as if he were about to pray. He took another calming breath. “Nothing. I just need a moment alone with him, nothing else. I just want to talk to him.”

    I panicked again at the thought of her leaving me alone with the doctor and his probing gaze. I’m sure my mother could see it in the way I looked at her. 

    “Doctor, I’m not leaving my son alone with you. If you have anything to say to him, you can say it to me as well.”

    I blew out my breath in relief and watched the doctor’s internal struggle rise to the surface again. It was disturbing. I’d never seen him be anything other than calm and in control. But, somehow, his turmoil made him seem more human and a trifle less threatening. 

    “Okay, just as long as… Please, will the two of you just sit and talk with me for a moment?”

    My mom raised her eyebrows at me. She wanted me to say, “Yes.” 

    I didn’t want to, but I nodded anyway. “Okay.”

    The relief on Dr. Anderson’s face was immediate. He smoothed down his wrinkle-free shirt and pants, and then gestured to the couch, which was part of a circle of plush chairs.

    “Please, make yourselves comfortable. Can I get you something to drink?”

    My mom shook her head, but I never turned down an offer of free pop. “Can I have a Dr. Pepper?” Right then, I could have used something stronger, but you take what you can get when you’re eighteen.

    Dr. Anderson leaned over his desk and pressed a button. “Janice, please bring us two Dr. Peppers, a pitcher of water, and three glasses of ice.”

    We sat through a short, tense silence while the drinks were delivered. After we had them in hand, Anderson jumped right in. 

    “Finn, Daniel, whom you just met, is one of our patients. His condition has been particularly difficult to treat. He’s one of a class of patients that we see here who does not respond to conventional treatments. His condition, as well as that of his peers, is destructive, resists medication, and prevents him from leading a normal life.”

    “Doctor,” interjected my mother, “I’m not sure it’s appropriate for you to talk with us about this.”

    The psychiatrist nodded his acquiescence. “I understand Mrs. Morgenstern. I just needed to explain my reaction, and set the stage for the gravity of this situation. I need your son to take this seriously.”

    I gulped, and my mind raced. I had no idea what he might ask me to do, but the idea of being around that oozing darkness terrified me.

    My mother said warily, “What do you need from my son?”

    “Finn, please tell me what you saw when you looked at Daniel.”

    “Nothing, he just freaked me out.”

    His laser gaze awoke and bored through my skull. I tried to ignore the burning smell and stand my ground.

    “Did you see the darkness riding him?”

    No fair, ripping the ground right out from under me. My grip tightened on the glass in my hand. Despite my visceral reaction to Daniel’s black rider, I tried to convince myself that it was just my imagination. At that point in my life I really, really didn’t want any more strangeness—a forlorn hope. My ducky was well and truly gone.

    “Did you see it, too?” I asked hesitantly.

    “Not clearly, like you obviously do, Finn, and I have to be close to him to detect it. I can sense it as a heaviness around him, just as I can sense a lightness around you.”

    I glanced at my mom, whose brow wrinkled with concern. “What did you see, Finn?”

    I took a Herculean swallow of my Dr. Pepper. “I saw a black, shadowy thing clinging to him. I recognized it from my nightmares.”

    He pounced like a miser on a rolling penny. “What nightmares?” 

    “When I was younger, I started having night terrors, but they’re gone now.”

    “Your terrors were about what you saw on Daniel?”

    I bobbed my head. “Something like it, anyway.”

    “Do you still get these night terrors?”

    I finished off my drink. “No. My father showed me how to keep them away.”

    He pounced on that one too. “How?” His eagerness startled me. 

    “Um…” I glanced at my mother, whether for support or permission, I don’t know, but she gave me a little nod and placed a reassuring hand on my arm. “I, uh… he uh, taught me how to make a shield in my mind.”

    “Tell me about it, please.” He didn’t fool me with that “please.” This was a command.

    I felt a bit silly saying it out loud. “Well, I put up a golden dome surrounding me. It’s a dome that no bad things can cross...it keeps me safe.”

    “How do you put it up?”

    “I just imagine it.”

    “Do you have it up now?”

    “Not really, I’m not concentrating on it, anyway. I suppose I imagine it’s always there for me.” I paused, took a chance, and put forth an embarrassing confession. “It makes me feel safer.”

    “Do you think you can teach this to one of my patients?”

    “No, I couldn’t.”

    “Finn, if you can teach this to my patients it may give them their life back. These things speak to them, Finn, and they never let up. Imagine living with that dark nightmare day and night, always hearing its voice whispering hatred, hunger, and fear to you—telling you to do horrible things.”

    I attempted to swallow that enormous lump of imagery and gaped at him. He was hitting me right in the guilt. Admittedly, it was an easy target.

    My wall of self-preservation started to crumble, until a new lance of fear flashed through me and made me jump. My ability to differentiate between Spring’s reactions and my own was improving— this one undeniably came from Spring. 

    No way, Finn! You can’t get close to those gnarly things. They will totally eat us both! 

    It had been a mistake to let her watch Valley Girl, but I had to agree with her assessment on this one. Still, the growing weight of my guilt was crushing my fear.

    And Anderson hadn’t finished. “Finn, the victims of this affliction can be any age, race, or sex. One of my patients battling this is an eight year old girl.”

    Aw, crap! That was totally unfair. My shoulders drooped toward surrender. 

    This is totally non-righteous, dude! If you’re going mess with these bogus things, put me back in a tree. 

    Being an engineer at heart, Spring’s existence ran counter to my nature. With my safety ducky to buoy me up, I’d been floating in a river of denial. She was just part of my overactive imagination. It was one of those delicate, baseless bubbles of belief that you couldn’t examine—lest it pop. It popped.

    Spring, would you seriously want to go back to living in a tree? Can you even do that? 

    Not before you take me dancing. But, you can’t do that if we’re black slime food. 

    Anderson took my silence for continued resistance rather than my desire to think about anything else. “Finn, can you imagine what something like that would do to an eight year old girl? My patient, Holly has been plagued by this her entire life. Can you let that continue?”

    Crap. My defenses crumbled, and I hung my head and muttered, “No.” 

    Sure you can! She’s not from your seed, and you don’t know her. 

    Spring, I can’t stand by and let this happen. It’s a little girl! I can’t have this on my conscience, too, especially after what I did to Jen and Dad.

    Nightmares from my childhood ran loose stalking other people. I was so hosed. Some days it just didn’t pay to get out of bed. Then, there were days that made even being born seem like a bad idea. This was rapidly becoming one of those.

    My mother leaned forward and stared intently at the doctor. “Dr. Anderson, I haven’t okayed this yet. I won’t allow my son to be put in any kind of danger or made the subject of some psychological experiment.”

     “Mrs. Morgenstern, I understand your concern. I’ll be with Finn the entire time, and if things get out of hand or become too emotionally charged, I’ll stop the session.”

    “And you’re going to give my husband a clean bill of health and allow him to come home with us.”

    Anderson stared at her, eyes widened in consternation. He opened his mouth a couple times before he shut it, swallowed, and said, “Very well. I’ll release your husband into your custody, but you’re to be with him at all times and agree to weekly sessions here with me. If he harms anyone, I’ll be the one responsible. On top of any harm he may cause, I will be sued, and my reputation will be irreparably harmed.”

    “I understand, Doctor. You have my word there will be no more incidents.” 

    That bargain made it impossible for me to back out now. 

    Spring didn’t agree. Finn, we can just run away and join a traveling dance troupe. Images of flying bodies in leotards in sync to pounding music flashed through my mind.

    She’d wanted to do that even before this added excuse. Sorry, Spring, but I’m stuck.

    I pursed my lips and let out a deep breath. “Okay, I’ll see what I can do.”

    Despite the core of myself that knew without a doubt that I wasn’t in Kansas anymore, I’d spent a lot of time recently worrying that I was insane. What I had just agreed to— trying to help mental patients protect themselves from what amounted to demonic possession by teaching them a shamanic meditation technique— seemed to support a different conclusion: the world was insane.

    Living my life for the last few weeks made that possibility much more likely. If it were just me that was insane, I was taking a lot of people with me. 

    When Jen and Gregg began cutting down my tree, Spring’s tree, they were the first to enter my Bizarro World. After the battle, which everyone had lost, I returned from the hospital and my brain-damaged friends, with their unhealthy curiosity, gave me no choice but to bring them along. They obviously wanted to be insane, too. 

    Now, the whole mess of us skipped arm-in-arm through Oz, to the loony bin. 

    At least the company was good. 

    


AD—After Daniel 

    After being freaked out by Daniel and making my bargain with the devilish doctor, we talked about the shadows for a while. About the only new thing I learned from him was that the shadows didn’t seem to control the patients. Instead, they constantly whispered to them, made them paranoid, and suggested they do nasty things. The ultimate bad influence, if you will.

    When we were done, my mom led me to see Dad. Unlike the doctor’s door, this one stood closed. We knocked and waited. When there was no answer, Mom opened the door and peeked in. I couldn’t see into the room from where I stood, but the set of my mother’s jaw told me that everything wasn’t what she wanted it to be.

    “Finn, just stay here for a minute. I’m going to go talk to your father and give him the good news. I’ll be right back, and then you can come in.” She closed the door again.

    I tried to swallow my anxiety and waited in the hallway, leaning back against the wainscoting. Waiting was hard, and I was just about to knock on the door when my mom reappeared.

    “Okay, Finn, he’s decent now.”

    I went in. My dad was sitting in a generously upholstered reading chair in front of the window. The soft daylight streamed in from its view of the grounds. The room was as tastefully decorated as the rest of the facility, but I had eyes only for him.

    A thick layer of stubble, wrinkles, and fatigue covered Dad’s face. All the color had drained out of him, and his eyes were fixed on a point on the floor in front of him.

    I approached him slowly and said in a soft voice, “Hi, Dad.”

    After a pause, he tried to smile. His face stretched in a smile-like way, but there was no mirth in his eyes. “Hello, Finn.” Even his tone was dead, flat and lacked the essence of him.

    I put my hand on his shoulder and crouched next to him. “Dad, are you alright? You look terrible.”

    “I’m sorry, Son, but being here has really hit me hard.”

    “Don’t worry, we’re busting you outta here tomorrow.”

    His grin finally reached his eyes and brought a little humanity back into them. “It’s not just that, Finn, but your biological mother spent her last months in this facility.”

    I rocked back in shock. “She was here?”

    “In this building, yes, but it wasn’t this nice back then.”

    Bogus! 

    I had to agree with her. The woman I thought of as my mom, the one who’d adopted me and taken care of me, came up behind him and put her hands on his shoulders and squeezed. Her expression was sad and tired, too. I suppose she felt helpless in the face of the history here. I know I did. 

    There was one thing I could do, though. “Dad, can I give you a boost?”

    He nodded without enthusiasm, so I dove in. From the start, I felt his life processes shutting down, so I started fanning the flames as fast as I could. I fell into the action more easily this time, and soon had my first responses from him. I pushed my energy into him and soon his own flames were burning brightly. Spring pulled me back before I was satisfied, but I listened to her.

    Once back in the real world, I sat in the seat across from him. As before, the difference provided me with immense, but tired, gratification. While his face was still thinner than normal, his cheeks were flushed, and his movements held a ready energy that he had lacked before.

    I smiled tentatively, and he returned it. This time, though, his expression was genuine and warm. Thank goodness.

    “You are like a shot of light for me, Finn. I can’t believe how good I feel now. This last day everything has seemed so overwhelming and sad…” He petered off.

    “And now?”

    “Now it just seems more manageable. Thank you, Finn.”

    It felt as if a massive weight had been lifted off of me, too. “Any time, Dad, any time.”

    Are you seriously going to do this every day for the rest of his life? 

    I watched my dad, the man I’d loved and idolized since before I could remember. Memories of him carrying me, hugging me, helping me, and supporting me sprang to life: The moment he had pronounced me a man after I suffered silently through the most miserable camping trip of my life; the day he sat cross-legged opposite me in the sacred space we had created, and taught me to keep the monsters at bay.

    He patted my mom’s hands where they still rested on his shoulders. Her relief showed through her smile as well. My dad stood up and grabbed her in a big hug. 

    “I’m sorry, Helen. I know I’ve been worrying you.”

    She squeezed her eyes shut as tears leaked onto his shoulder.

    Yes, Spring. It’s worth it. 

    We headed home without Dad one more time. With luck, I would survive the meeting with a shadow-ridden patient Anderson was scheduling and would get to enjoy having my family back together.

    


What Dreams May Come 

    I don’t know how the dream started, but I remember running through the cemetery in terror, dashing through shadowed tombstones. The dark serpent crashed behind me as it wove through the undergrowth. It was enormous and hungry. Suddenly, in a horror-show moment, something caught my legs and I fell next to a towering stone statue. In an instant, the snake was around me. 

    The head loomed over me and drew back into a strike position. The thunderous roar of an avalanche filled my ears and I couldn’t stop it. I screamed for help, for mercy, but neither was to be found. There was no compassion in the shadowed eyes of the snake. The head came at me with such speed that I barely had time to register it. The gaping mouth of the snake, fangs extended for the kill, was the last thing I saw before pain seared my chest. I writhed in agony as the fire flowed through my limbs. The snake’s head blurred and struck again, and again and… 

    I woke up with a shout. I sat straight up, shudders traveling from my spine to my body in the silently flickering shadows of the black and white movie on television. The mostly blue-and-gray reflections of its images dancing on the walls brought me vividly back to the front room of Erik’s house. Fear spilled through me in a cold wave, and I jumped for the lamp by the couch. I just about cried when the old CFL took a couple seconds to flicker on. The light was dull and weak and made me feel like I had just woken into another nightmare.

    Spring’s warm presence cut through my incipient panic attack and the light from the lamp grew steadily brighter as if it responded to her as well. Finn, what’s wrong?

    Oh god, Spring. I don’t know. I just had a dream. A really bad one. Did you see it? 

    No, I never see any of your dreams. 

    I searched around the family room again. No giant snakes or gun-toting maniacs. Still shaking, I took some deep breaths to slow the staccato beating of my heart. Gradually, it stopped pounding in my ears and was replaced by the soothing, ever-changing beat of the black stick lying warmly against my chest.

    I’ve seen people wake from nightmares in the movies. Are they common for people? 

    I responded, No, not like this, not for normal people. I need to get my mind off it.

     I think sleeping is overrated. I prefer winter’s death. There are no nightmares or dreams, it’s just calm and peaceful. 

    I thought about some of my nighttime rendezvous with Spring. Some dreams make it all worth it.

    I picked up the remote, brought up the sound, and clicked through the TV channels (avoiding Animal Planet!). Lacking a suitable dance movie for Spring, I settled for a brainless sitcom and quickly fell back into a dreamless sleep.

    


The First to Fall 

    The next morning, at the ungodly hour of eight o’clock, the phone cruelly wrenched me from my comfortable dream world. Immediately I assumed something had happened to my dad, which gave my heart a little jump-start. I hopped out of bed in alarm, still dressed in yesterday’s clothes, and hurried to the kitchen. 

    “Mom, who called? Is Dad okay?”

    “He’s fine, sweetie.” She had turned on the little kitchen television and was switching through the channels. “That was Mary. She wanted me to watch this morning’s news.” She found the local channel she wanted and sat down on one of the kitchen barstools. 

    The announcer relayed the weather report and then aired some special on the County Fair.

    We watched for a while. “Wow, Mom, I can see why you wanted to watch this. That’s some pig.”

    “Oh, shush, Finn. It’s not on yet.”

    “What are we waiting to see?”

    “It’s coming up… Here we go.” She upped the volume when the Special Report screen showed. The picture switched to a stylish brunette, with a smile bigger than her head, who oozed sincerity at the screen.

    “Thank you, Charles. This is Katie Kane bringing you breaking news on what is being called the ‘Giant Serpent of Newark, Ohio.’ As you are probably aware, there have been several reports of a giant snake moving through the city late last night. In all three cases, citizens of Newark have reported a snake of unbelievable proportions. 

    “Reports of the sightings were greeted with skepticism by the police and animal control authorities, but now, those skeptics are going to have to question their beliefs. Early this morning, the body of young Newark resident, Chester Keating, was found in the Cedar Hill Cemetery. The coroner’s office has yet to make an official statement as to the cause of death, but our sources indicate that Mr. Keating died from multiple venomous snakebites. Other sources within the hospital have claimed that the bite size indicates the snake could range from eighteen to twenty-five feet in length. At this point, Channel 33 has not officially confirmed these rumors, but we will report more on this terrifying development as information becomes available.”

    At this point, there were three quick interviews with the people claiming to have seen a ginormous serpent in different locations in the city. Depending on the person, it was between one and four feet across and ranged from ten to fifty feet long. No one had gotten a clear look at it, but all were convinced they knew what they had seen.

    I tried to wrap my mind around this information, as my mom lowered the volume.

    “Holy crap! Chester’s dead? I mean, the guy was a turd, but he didn’t deserve to die like that.”

    Yes, he did. That boy came from a bad seed. Remember when he helped Erik beat you up? 

    Of course! 

    My mom didn’t share Spring’s feelings and didn’t even stir at my less-than-sparkly language. She looked just as shocked as I felt. A twenty-five-foot killer snake in Ohio was an absurd thought. It just wasn’t possible. The biggest snake I had ever seen here was only about four feet long—about three feet too long if you ask me.

    My dream sprang into my head, and I shuddered. Nightmares weren’t supposed to come true, although recently, they were getting into the disturbing habit of doing so.

    My mom and I didn’t say much as we pulled ourselves together and got ready to leave for the hospital.

    Once I was back upstairs, I paused in my search for a new outfit. Spring, I don’t remember getting up and going to bed last night.

    Spring laughed. I took us to bed, dude. You fell asleep, and I watched the television for a while before I got tired, too.

    You can do that? 

    Delight chimed in her mental voice, Yes, it took a little getting used to. It was harder than just standing and jumping around, but once you get the hang of it, walking isn’t that hard. Your body knows how to walk; I just had to point it.

    That gave my brain gristle to chew on as I dressed.

    On our way over, I also chewed on the idea that somehow Erik was using the snake whistle to turn into, or summon, a giant snake. It left an unpalatable taste on many levels.

    When we reached Shady Oaks, my dad didn’t look too healthy, so I charged him up. After I finished, he nearly glowed with health, and I felt like a wrung out towel, damp and wrinkly. My arms and legs weighed a ton apiece, and my stomach ached with hunger. A trip to the candy machine and four Snickers bars later, I felt reasonably recovered. I stayed for an hour in his room, and the conversation eventually came around to the snake and poor Chester. 

    My dad grimaced and shook his head. “I don’t know what to think, Helen. How can it be anything but an elaborate hoax?”

    She considered that for a moment. “You think someone made a stuffed snake and paraded it around town last night? I suppose it seems slightly more likely than an actual twenty-five-foot snake, but it doesn’t explain the poor boy who was attacked.”

    “It’s worse than that, Mom,” I said from the chair on the window side of the bed.

    Her eyes whipped to me. “Do you know something we don’t?”

    I nodded and studied the speckled floor tiles. “Yeah, but you aren’t going to like it.” I licked my licks and prepared for the storm. “I dreamed about the attack last night. I was running through the cemetery, trying to get away from the snake. I tripped and then it caught me and… and it killed me.” 

    After a moment, my mom put her hand on my knee and asked, “Finn, where did this dream come from? Is this something that dryad did to you?”

    “No, Mom. It was the snake whistle. Remember, we found it at the dig? I think Erik stole it and used it to get revenge on Chester.”

    Her mouth parted in stunned silence, and she sat back in her chair. My dad was shaking his head and rubbing his face. I stewed in the uncomfortable silence. 

    I cleared my throat. “So, Dad, today’s the day. Are you ready to come home after I sit down with this little girl Anderson wants me to see?”

    The reflections bouncing off his round glasses hid his eyes, but his face was drawn, and his mouth grim. “I don’t know if this is such a good thing for you to do, Finn.”

    I know it’s not good for you!

    It scared the shit out of me, too, but that couldn’t matter. “Dad, I’ll be fine. Don’t worry about it. I’m just going to try and teach them the same thing you taught me to combat my night terrors.”

    “The whole thing seems dicey to me. What if these people get violent?” Dad said.

    “The doc promised me there’ll be two orderlies nearby to help if needed, but these people aren’t violent. Just terribly unhappy.”

    I hadn’t told my dad about the shadow I saw haunting Daniel, and I hadn’t told either of them about the shadow from the broken skull. I wondered if the two were the same thing. I couldn’t decide if it would be better one way or the other.

    


Peel Away the Darkness 

    My Mom, Dad, and I stood in the hallway outside the room where I would try to teach a little girl a meditation technique to banish a black demon from her soul.

    I paused with my hand on the doorknob and worked up the nerve to go in. Mom rested her hand on my outstretched arm. “Don’t worry, sweetie. We’ll be right outside. If anything happens, we’ll be right there.”

    And you’ll burst into the room, just in time to see a black shadow burping eau-de-Finn, came my unbidden thought.

    Not trusting my poor verbal impulse control, I nodded grimly, opened the door, and headed into the room. 

    Spring agreed it was a lousy idea. Dude, I’m telling you, this is most egregious.

    Not helpful, Spring. 

    She scowled mentally at me. If she’d had arms, she would have crossed them, and she’d have been tapping her foot.

    It turns out that entering the room was just a trial run of anticipatory dread. Dr. Anderson was the only other person inside. He wanted to give me some last-minute advice before bringing the patient in. 

    “Finn, remember Holly is just a little girl. She’s been suffering with this all her life. There’s nothing to be worried about. Please be calm, speak softly, and move slowly and purposefully.”

    I wondered, How do I say, “Please don’t eat me!” in a calm, soft, and purposeful voice?

    We should have brought the gun.

    I’m not sure a gun would stop a shadow, Spring.

    Then, maybe we should have brought a really big flashlight. 

    I don’t think that would work, either. Maybe some holy water would have helped. 

    I made my last-ditch attempt to live through this. “Doc, these things, they really fit the descriptions of demonic possession. They take over people and make them crazy, right? Don’t you think we should be calling priests, voodoo queens, or… Presbyterians or something?”

    Anderson gave me a fixed stare. I couldn’t tell what he was thinking, but it made me want to apologize for something. 

    “Finn, this isn’t fantasy, there is no reason to throw out everything we know because there is one thing we don’t understand. If I can sense them and you can see these shadows, I have to believe we can do something about them. If you can keep them away, then you might be able to teach it to my patients. If your abilities are unique to you, then maybe you will be what saves these people.

    Unique to you? I don’t like the sound of that. 

    Neither do I, Spring. Neither do I. 

    “What if this is different from my night terrors? What if those were just imaginary?” I asked.

    “If this doesn’t work, then we are out nothing. We still have to try.”

    The doctor left me there mulling over his last comments. I paced around the comfortable chairs and couches in the cheerful, sunny room. I wanted to throw up. I had done everything I could to duck this, I’d even asked if my dad could do it instead of me. Yeah, that went over like a fart in church. I could easily see the picture that had conjured in Anderson’s mind: my dad eating his patients. 

    So, here I was, waiting to teach meditation to a horror-infested little girl that I had never met. If she started spinning her head around and vomiting, I was totally out of there.

    How about we just leave now? 

    Not helpful, Spring. 

    I sat down in one of the comfortable chairs and pulled out my phone to find something to distract me. Of course, there was no service. I dropped the phone, took a series of deep breaths, and tried to stay calm. 

    Spring added another helpful comment. It is not too late, dude! Just climb out the window and start running. I don’t want to be here, you don’t want to be here—

    Spring, please. I’m not leaving.

    What if this thing jumps off the girl and comes and eats our faces? Let’s just go!

    No, Spring, let it go. 

    You are being an idiot. You saw it, I saw it. We shouldn’t be here, you twit. Who cares about this girl? She’s not old enough to breed. You’ve never even met her. 

    One of my arms started moving of its own accord, trying to pull me out of the chair.

    In exasperation, I mentally erected a wall between myself and Spring’s nagging and puppetry. I just pictured a golden wall between us. Then, nothing but silence echoed in my head. Holy crap! It worked!

    I could still feel Spring, though. Her anger simmered as a red hotspot in my mind. After I had finished congratulating myself on a job well done, I started feeling sorry for her. After all, she was stewing in my fight-flight juices as much as I, but she didn’t care about my dad or a little girl. 

    I let the shield down. Sorry, Spring, I have to do this, and I can’t take you yelling at me all the time. Will you behave?

    You are a jerk. She metaphorically retreated and sulked, just like a little girl. I guess that wasn’t surprising. After all, awareness-wise, she was only a dozen weeks old.

    After Spring finally fell silent, I thought I was making progress calming down, but I jumped up like a startled flea when the door opened. Dr. Anderson walked in holding the hand of the thin little girl named Holly. She had unkempt short brown hair and big, haunted eyes. She could be the picture in the Dictionary next to the word “waif,” but I didn’t think about that till later. I barely noticed anything but the malevolent black shadow that flowed around her. 

    Underneath the incomplete covering of the shadow, Holly’s aura showed a pure, brilliant green. To see that beautiful purity covered by such vileness sickened me. 

    While Anderson tried to introduce us, neither of us had any attention for him; each only had eyes for the other. Her gaze was hungry, haunted, and sad. The way she looked at me, more than anything, overcame my fear. I knew I’d do whatever it took to help this poor little girl.

    Anderson led her to the chair. She sat meekly enough, still staring at me. He stood behind her with his hands resting on her shoulders. 

    The blackness churned across the green sea of her aura like a hyperactive oil slick. After Holly sat, immediately the mass of it began to bulge in my direction like a black tide attracted to my gravitational Finn-ness. It thickened so much, it nearly hid the little girl from my second sight. Pseudopods or tentacles of darkness oozed out and strained to reach me for a short time before falling back into the main mass. The thing wanted me. I could both see and feel its dark intent. Its hunger made me feel like a mouse facing down a lion—small and helpless. 

    I finally processed that Anderson was speaking. “…Finn? Please sit down.”

    I slithered into my chair, pressing back in it as far as I could.

    “Finn, say hello to Holly.”

    “Uh, hi, Holly.”

    “Holly, Finn is going to try and teach you how to control your nightmares. He once had the same problems that you do now, and he was able to get rid of the voices.”

    She stared at me with wide eyes. I began to think that she hadn’t heard the doctor when she said to me in a small, lost voice, “They still want you. They’re telling me to get closer. They’re hungry.”

    I almost lost it then. Anderson apparently noticed my panic, because he said in his calm, über-reasonable tone, “It’s okay, Finn. She can’t hurt you. I won’t let her get out of this chair.” 

    I tried to control myself with more deep breaths and relaxation, but as my panic subsided, Holly’s agitation grew. She started fidgeting and squirming under the doc’s hands.

    Holly spoke to the doctor. She pleaded with him while her eyes never left me. “I need to get closer, Dr. Anderson, please!”

    “No, Holly, just stay in your chair. You need to relax and listen to him.”

    Her squirming became more frantic under Anderson’s grip. “Let me go! I need him!”

    Anderson finally had to move to the front of her chair to keep her seated. Her struggles intensified, and she tried to bite the doctor. Obviously well practiced, he smoothly kept away from her snapping teeth.

    The doctor now struggled to control the little girl, but even so, he said in a calm and low voice, “Finn, don’t be alarmed. It may just take some time for her to adjust to your presence. Please be calm.” 

    That spooked me almost as much as the little girl. No one should have that much self-control and presence of mind. Just the thought of touching Holly made my skin crawl.

    I tried to take my lead from him and stay calm and focused. This was just a little girl—even if she did look like she was strung out on crack and dipped in tar. As I told myself this, a thick pseudopod of blackness reached up and plunged through Dr. Anderson’s dim white aura and into his forehead.

    A piercing scream broke his lips, and he fell back. He slapped his hands to his head, and Holly surged free.

    Spring yelled what was rapidly becoming a refrain in my life.

    Finn, run! 

    With a surge of crazy strength and speed, I swear I did a back flip out of the chair. I smacked painfully into the corner of the room. I was trapped.

    I didn’t have time to escape. Holly scrambled over Anderson and jumped onto the chair I’d just vacated. Now it was my turn to scream. Spring echoed it in my mind while I tried to push myself through the wall. 

    Holly’s face contorted in a horrible parody of hunger. Wide eyed with gnashing teeth, she clambered up the back of the chair and then sprang at me. 

    I shrieked and put my hands up between us.

    Across the room, the door to the hall slammed open. A large orderly rushed in, followed by my mother and father. As predicted, they were too far away and too slow to help me. 

    For my part, I acted out of instinct and called up the golden shield of my youth. The stick on my chest grew warm as I put everything I had into it. This time, instead of just imagining the shield, I could actually see it shimmer into being around me. 

    I had little time to process the change as Holly flew at the golden shell. 

    Belatedly, I panicked for the little girl. “No, Holly! Stop!”

    She was already airborne at that point. When she hit my shield, she screamed as if flayed alive, passed unhindered through it, and slammed into me. My hands were already out in front of me to ward her off, and the impact smacked me back into the wall as I caught her. I was stunned, but not by the wall.

    As Holly had flown through my shield, the shadow had splattered on it, looking like something found in Satan’s spittoon. It somehow maintained its hold on Holly’s aura, and as her body kept moving, the green luminescence surrounding her stretched back to the shadow still slimed across my barrier. Her tortured aura flared from deep green to bright white, and then it snapped with a terrible non-sound. Half of it splashed back against her body. The rest snapped back to be consumed by the darkness. That was when Holly screamed.

    Panic hit me. This was different from the distress I had been fighting earlier. This was worse; I was panicking for someone else. I examined Holly, terrified that I had maimed or killed her. Her too-thin, limp body cradled in my arms was only partially covered by a swirling, ragged, and torn aura. 

    Horror at what I had done hit me. She was dead, or close to it. “No, no, no, no. Please, no…”

    The orderly closed the distance to me and tried to take Holly away. I screamed at him, “No! Get away!” I turned my shoulder to him and gripped her tighter. 

    The ferocity of my reaction momentarily stopped him in his attempt protect the little girl from the crazy man who was holding her. He took a half step back, and my mom stepped into that opening. She pushed past the burly man and grabbed hold of my shoulder. 

    “Finn, honey! Are you okay?”

     “No, Mom! She’s hurt bad. She’s all torn up. It tore her in half!” I started sobbing. “I tore her in half, Mom!”

    My mom grabbed my face with both hands and forced me to look at her. “Finn…Finn, look at me. Finn! She’s not torn in half, d’you hear me? Look again, honey. She’s okay.”

    I looked again and saw the same thing. Her aura now only covered a portion of her body. The ragged, fluttering edges of her remaining green corona flared white, as it licked around her like dying green flames over a log too charred to burn.

    Dr. Anderson came to me, talking in his calm and soothing voice, but I couldn’t understand him. He reached out tentatively and put his hands around Holly’s torso and tried to pull her from me. 

    I yanked her away and clutched her to my chest. “No!” Tears flowed down my face. “You can’t take her out of my shield! It’s still there waiting for her!” I wildly searched the golden dome that still coruscated around me, but I didn’t see the shade’s blackness. It was gone, but I didn’t know to where or for how long. 

    Anderson gave up trying to take her from me. 

    “Finn, please, we just want to help her. Can you bring her over to the couch?”

    I nodded, staggered over to the couch, and laid her fragile form down. My breath was rapid and shallow while I tried to hold back my sobs. As I watched Dr. Anderson examining her, I searched frantically for the shadow. I didn’t see it.

    Spring jumped to the fore of my mind. Finn, you’re pushing yourself too much. You have to stop. Drop your shield.

    No, it’s out there. It will come back and finish what it started. I can’t take that chance. 

    No, Finn. It’s gone. Listen, Feel. Somehow, she was able to force my attention away from Holly and subdue my fear and guilt long enough to do as she asked. I reached out with my new senses and found… nothing. I couldn’t find the shadow’s cold presence anywhere.

    If it returns, you can hold it away again, but if you don’t stop now, you will collapse. 

    Gradually and reluctantly, I stopped the flow of power I had been using to hold up the shield. As I did, the golden dome faded from my sight. It became a construct of my imagination once again, before it dropped altogether. I also pushed off the grief and the guilt and walled them away. The exercise left me empty, exposed, and vulnerable yet oddly calmer. The fatigue from my mental effort caught up with me. I became light-headed, and I collapsed into the chair across from the couch. My breath came in gasps, and I had to focus on it to slow it down.

    As always after crying, hiccups moved in. I became aware of my mother crouching beside me with her arm around me. I leaned into her, emotionally and physically exhausted.

    Dr. Anderson finished his examination, crouched back on his heels, and said to the room in frustration, “She doesn’t look hurt, and I don’t feel the darkness around her now, but something’s not right. I can’t tell what, but I can feel it.”

    “I ripped her (hic) soul in two,” I choked out between hiccups. “I saw it happen. When the shadow hit my shield, it clung to her aura and tore it in two.” 

    Another horrible thought occurred to me, and I couldn’t hold it back. “That must be what I did to my father.”

    The doctor gazed at me with his blue eyes blazing. I had his full attention and could almost physically feel it. The pressure of his need to know weighed against my lungs and I struggled to speak. 

    “What do you mean? What did you do to your father?” 

    I shut up and shook my head. My mom squeezed my shoulder, either trying to send some message about what I had said or just hugging me tight. No matter which it was, I didn’t see any reason to keep my secret guilt from the doctor.

    “Finn, what did you do to your father?”

    “I’ll (hic) tell you, but could I get (hic) a glass of water?”

    He nodded to the burly orderly standing silently behind me and said, “Tom?” 

    Tom quickly left the room.

    I stared at Holly. Her small body didn’t even take up half the couch. I couldn’t help but think of her as my second victim. 

    Spring chimed in, This is different.

    When I checked with my extended senses, I realized she was right. Holly’s body wasn’t shutting down like my dad’s body had. It was small relief as I examined her tiny, vulnerable form. I pulled my gaze from her and looked for my father. He was gone. 

    “Hey, (hic) where’s Dad?”

    The shared glances around the room told me no one knew. 

    Worry pitched my mother’s voice. “Finn, honey, will you be okay while I go look for him?” 

    I nodded, and she left.

    The orderly soon returned with a glass of water that I downed with one breath. As soon as I exhaled, another hiccup ambushed me. I grimaced and held the glass out to Tom the orderly.

    “Can I have another one?” 

    He took the cup and left the room without comment.

    Anderson continued squatting next to Holly where she lay on the couch. Still balanced back on his feet, he said to me, “Finn, tell me what you’ve been holding back.”

    His attention focused entirely on me. Even though is head was below mine, it was no less daunting.

    


I ’ ll Share Mine… 

    While my diaphragm continued to spasm, I marshaled my thoughts. 

    “This is going to be hard for you to (hic) accept. I’m still having (hic) trouble with it. A little over a week ago, my dad (hic) was injured and dying in my mom’s arms. I (hic) could see that something was wrong with his aura, so I (hic) Looked into him. It’s not looking, per se, but (hic) I could see what was happening inside (hic) of him. I had, I mean something had, (hic) damaged his body, and his aura (hic) was almost gone. I could tell that (hic) his body was shutting down; he (hic) was dying. I couldn’t (hic) accept that, so I Looked inside of him.”

    Tom returned with three more glasses of water and earned my undying gratitude. After I quickly downed all three, my diaphragm stopped its slow, rhythmic revolt, and feeling slightly waterlogged, I continued. 

    “I Looked as deep as I could, and I saw that his cells were dying. I didn’t know what to do, so I Looked into my own body to see what I Looked like. There, I found this flame that seemed to come from everywhere. I have no idea what it actually is. I’d never seen it before, but once I saw it, I could sense it and feel it and control it. I took that flame and pushed it into his body. I willed everything within me to go and light him up again. I didn’t know I was hurting him, but it seemed to be helping, so I kept it up until I had nothing left to give. Then, I passed out.”

    Anderson’s laser gaze didn’t stray from me once. It made it hard to concentrate.

    “Doc, can you look somewhere else?”

    He looked confused, but said, “certainly” and turned his gaze to Holly.

    It was a small victory, but I gratefully took it. I recovered my place in the story.

    “Ever since then, I have to, sort of, give him a boost every day. He… he doesn’t seem to have his own aura anymore, so I give him some of mine… I think. Sometimes it seems like I blew out his life force or something. I don’t know what the aura I see is, and I honestly don’t know what I did or what I’m doing. I’m just trying to keep my dad alive.”

    When I finished I got a different reaction than I had expected. He just crouched there and stared off into infinity. 

    I waited a couple of minutes and finally ventured, “Doc?”

    He broke out of his reverie. “Thank you, Finn. Everything makes sense now.”

     “Could you possibly share what makes sense to you? Because nothing makes sense to me anymore.”

    “I’ve known about these cases for a long time Finn. The first patient I met with this condition was a large black man I had to deal with as an intern. The first time I met him, he terrified me. I thought he was a terribly bad person, and I knew he was just waiting for the right time to attack. It really shook me and caused me a lot of soul searching. I’d never suffered from any sort of racial bigotry as far as I knew, but this made me re-examine my feelings. In the end, it didn’t matter, I tried to withdraw from his treatment. I felt like a complete failure.”

    That startled me. I couldn’t conceive of Anderson being anything other than a granite mountain of self-confidence.

    He gently reached over and ran his fingers through Holly’s hair. “Fortunately, my sponsor, a truly wise doctor named Denise Cane, didn’t give me a choice. Either I worked with him, or I was out of the program. I almost quit, but somehow found the courage to sit down with him once.

    “I discovered that he was a kind and gentle man who was suffering terribly. Before his affliction, he’d been a grade school math teacher. He was always grateful when someone spent any time with him and just listened. I was utterly shamed. Since that day, I’ve met dozens of patients like him. They are the hardest hit with schizophrenia and the hardest to treat, but they aren’t evil. I’ve always thought I’d been given a gift. I was chosen to help these people. Gradually over the years with failure after failure, I’d begun to lose hope…”

    Anderson grew silent. There was a real human being behind those merciless laser eyes. Who knew? I searched for something to say.

    I didn’t need to. He continued. “But now, here you are and you’ve validated that there is something unique about these people. You’ve given me hope that they can be saved.”

    He still balanced with his butt on his heels, looking pensively at the vulnerable little girl. I wondered if he would be able to walk when he stood up.

    He focused back on me. “You must help these people, Finn.”

    Spring disagreed. No you don’t!

    A small, irritated part of me agreed with Spring. I so didn’t need this. I didn’t want to be responsible for someone else’s life. I could barely manage my own. “I don’t know, Doc. Look what I did to my dad. I can’t take that chance with Holly.”

    “From what you told me, it sounded like what happened to your dad was the result of chance and lack of time. It sounds like he’d be dead if you hadn’t acted. Now, thanks to you, he still has a chance to live a full and meaningful life. You could do that for Holly, too. Can you at least look at her and tell me if she seems to be getting worse?”

    Crap, I hate it when he’s reasonable. I did as he asked. I put my hand on her arm and Listened and Looked. As before, I wasn’t exactly listening or seeing, it was something internal. Quickly, I noted that she was physically weak, and her aura—thin and tattered—seemed like it could be blown out with a gentle breeze. Yet, her body didn’t seem to be shutting down as my father’s body had. She was still generating a flame of life, although weakly. I relayed what I sensed.

    “Has she gotten worse?”

    I shook my head and said, “I don’t think so, but it is hard to tell.”

    “Good. Finn, we can take our time and move gently and methodically in our attempts to help her. We also don’t know that she won’t heal on her own and wake up tomorrow.” 

    That thought calmed me a little, although my self-doubt kept screaming at me. I shoved the doubt away and locked it up with the grief and the guilt. I’d deal with them later. For me, those feelings didn’t go gentle into that good night, and I couldn’t think with them hanging around.

    How could I get out of this? “What are you going to tell her parents?” 

    With little expression Anderson said, “Holly’s parents abandoned her to an orphanage, undoubtedly because they couldn’t deal with her condition. She’s got no one but us to help her.”

    Well, that certainly squashed any idea I had of walking away from this. I took a deep breath and let it out. “Okay, I’ll do what I can.”

    “Excellent! While we’re doing that, you can work with some of our other shadow-ridden patients as well.”

    The panic that I thought was locked away broke free with a vengeance. I suddenly wanted sprint from the room.

    I managed to spit out, “Oh, no! I didn’t say anything about helping anyone else. Look, I almost got this little girl killed. For all I know, she’ll never recover. I’m not going to take that chance with someone else.”

    Anderson turned his Gaze-o-Doom on me at full power. “Finn, these people have no other hope,” he growled. “Therapy offers little help and the standard drugs offer none. Their lives are a continuous torment. In you, I finally have a possible weapon against their demons. 

    “You can’t turn them down. You have a moral obligation to use your god-given gifts to help them. I’m not asking you to try to rip the shadows off them again. I just want you to work with them and try different approaches to see if there is something we can do. Maybe we can teach them to rid themselves of the shadows. Think what it would mean for these people.”

    I just couldn’t argue against his emotional logic. I considered myself one of the good guys. Now, if I didn’t help them, I’d feel like I was betraying my own morality. At that instant, and not for the first, nor the last time, I hated my morality. In the end, it won and I was doomed.

    Anderson focused his blue-eyed death gaze on me one last time and said, “Thank you, Finn. You did a noble thing here, even if it didn’t turn out as we had expected. For the first time, I feel that there’s hope for my patients.” 

    Crap. These guys were doomed, too. 

    


Fear and Loathing at Shady Oaks 

    I made one last attempt to sense any shadows lurking about, then I left Dr. Anderson with Holly and went in search of my parents. What I’d done to the little girl still shook me. What would happen if the shadow came back? I hoped that maybe these things just died if they were detached from someone. I don’t know why hopes keep springing eternal in me. They’re just going to be slashed down in the prime of their youth.

    I stopped for some candy bars, which I wolfed down as I headed to my dad’s room. I’d have to eat something healthier to satisfy Spring later.

    Dad sat slumped on the edge of the bed, and my mother had her arm around him.

    “Hey, Dad, what are you doing back here?” I asked.

    He didn’t respond, but my mom did. “Finn, your father’s decided to stay here for a few more days.”

    “What, why?”

    “It’s a long story. I’ll fill you in when we go home.”

    “… Okay, I guess. Dad, do you want me to top you off before I go?”

    That got the first response out of him since I’d arrived. Anger simmered in his eyes, “No, I don’t!”

    I backed away from the emotional force of his words and said, “Okay, no problem, Dad.” 

    Mom shooed me out of the room so she could get Dad ready for bed. We were to meet out in the commons. Once there, I sat on one of the comfy chairs that faced the entrance.

    I sat staring at my hands in my lap, letting the exhaustion claim me while my mind tried to make sense of all the emotions ripping through me. For once, Spring didn’t seem eager to break my silence. I was there for some time before I was startled from my reverie.

    “Finn! What are you doing here? My dad’ll have a cow if he knows you stopped by to see Jen.”

    I looked up and saw Gregg hobbling toward me from one of the several hallways that lead to the common area. As he came nearer, he passed in front of one of the windows that opened onto the front lawn. That was when a movement in the window caught my eye.

    Outside the window, Erik Parmely was peering in at me. He saw me recognize him. He smirked and pointed his finger through the window at me as if it were a pistol. He gave me an evil smile full of anticipation and hunger, and winked as he pretended to pull the trigger.

    Being the cool, collected, man of action I was, I screamed. I’d like to think it was a manly scream… ahem. Anyway, I gave my best manly scream and tried to jump out of the comfy chair. Let me tell you something, those chairs were not designed to exit quickly. I ended up doing an awkward scramble before I could stand. Of course, Gregg froze at my reaction, until I started pointing at the window and shouting about Erik.

    This being my life, by the time Gregg turned to look, there was nothing there.

    Gregg turned back to me with annoyance. “Calm down girly-boy! What the hell are you trying to do, kill me?”

    “No, Gregg! I saw him! Erick Parmely was looking in through the window. He was looking in at me!” To properly convey the gravity of this, I added, “He’s the snake who killed Chester!”

    Gregg laughed. “Whoa, who’s been toasting your Wheaties, boy?”

    Before I could answer, my mom ran into the room with a couple of orderlies. “Finn, I heard you yell. What’s happened?”

    When I told her that I had just seen Erik, she just pulled her phone out to call the cops.

    “Mom, there’s no signal here. I tried earlier and…” 

    I stopped when she said, “Hello? Can I speak to the duty officer, please?” 

    Sheesh! 

    When my mom reported that we had sighted Erik Parmely near Shady Oaks, she got the officer’s full attention. He promised to send a couple of cars over right away. We didn’t get many killers running loose in Newark, and they seemed to take it fairly seriously.

    “Finn, stay here,” said my mom. “I’m going to go talk to Dr. Anderson about this.”

    “Okay, Mom.” I grabbed Gregg’s arm and hauled him into a little side cubby, away from the direct sight of the window. 

    “Gregg, this sounds crazy, I know, but do you remember the skull we found at the dig? The spiky one that freaked me out so badly?”

    “Yeah…”

    “Well, I saw it at my uncle’s shop and looked at it with my second sight. There was some kind of blackness around it, as if it had been dipped in evil. The blackness was trapped in the skull, just like in my dream about the fight with Wendigota. It scared the crap out of me. Anyway, there was a break-in at the rock shop last night—”

    “Wait, you saw it?”

    That was an odd question. “No, I wasn’t there. The break-in happened last—”

    “No, you twit. This blackness in the skull.”

    “Oh, yeah, I did. And get this, some of the patients have this black slime around them too, they—”

    “Holy shit Finn! Do you know what this means?”

    “Well, we aren’t quite sure what this stuff—”

    “Finn! Jen attacked a patient this morning. She said this guy was an agent of the shadows who were going to destroy the earth. They’ve got her strapped down!”

    “My god Gregg, this means that she—”

    “I’ve got to go see her.” Gregg spun on his crutches and headed out.

    I had to swallow my annoyance at the constant interruptions, before I hurried after him. “Do you think maybe one of these shadows has infected her?” 

    He just shook his head and kept going. 

    “Gregg, what are you going to tell Jen?”

    That stopped him. He leaned on his crutches, looking down at his legs. “Ah, hell. You’re right. What am I going to say to her? ‘Hey, you’re not crazy. Finn sees them too’?”

    Actually, that sounded like a good start to me.

    Gregg backed against the wall and rested his head on the paneling. “She was asleep when I left. What are we supposed to do with any of this?” He gave me a puzzled frown. “What did Erik break?”

    I stripped a couple gears matching his change of topic. “Uh, he broke the skull and the shadow’s gone.” That brought back my latest Erik sighting. I blurted it all out before he could interrupt me again. “And he took the snake whistle and now people are seeing a giant snake, it’s killing people, and he hates me.”

    He eyed me askance. “So Erik broke the skull, and it turned him into a snake?”

    I leaned back against the opposite wall and grimaced as well. “No, the shadow locked in the skull possessed him, and the snake whistle turns him into a big-ass snake.”

    Gregg just stared at me until I had to defend my conclusion.

    “Well maybe… I don’t know, but don’t you think it’s odd that the moment he gets those two artifacts he goes on a killing rampage, kills his dad, and a giant snake kills Chester who just recently ratted out Erik about their attack on me?”

    “Just about anything makes more sense than this shit,” said Gregg. “But who the hell knows anymore?”

    I worried that Gregg wouldn’t get it. He paused in thought for a few moments, and I was just relaxing when he shattered my illusions of understanding.

    “Okay, if he’s out there, let’s grab a couple of bats, track him down, and pound his ass into the ground!”

    “Arr! Gregg, didn’t you hear me? He has a gun! He shot his dad in the face with it, then he shot at me and my Uncle, and he may be able to turn into a twenty-five-foot viper!” 

    He looked like he finally got it, but I needed to make sure. “Gregg, we can’t go out there!”

    “So, what then? You just want to hide in here till tomorrow?”

    He obviously didn’t expect me to nod and say, “Yes!”—but I did.

    “Come on Finn! I’ve got to get home. I’ve got my dad’s car. I’ll bet you scared Erik away when you saw him.”

    I was about sneer at that theory when a patient in a white robe passed us in the hall. I stopped, pulled in my legs, and watched her as she calmly walked by. When she was out of earshot, I said, “Gregg, I need to see Jen.”

    “She’s probably asleep, Finn.”

    “That’s okay. I just want to check to see if one of these shadows has infected her. Herr Doktor says people with these shadows get paranoid. Perhaps that’s what happened to her. If so, maybe I can help her.”

    “I thought you just said you almost killed this little girl when you peeled one off her.”

    “Well, I don’t know how to help yet, but at least it would tell us what’s going on. We’ve got to go see her. I can tell right away if she’s got one of these shadows attached to her.”

    “Finn, you have become a freaky mo-fo.”

    Spring asked, What does that mean?

    It means I’m a totally gnarly dude. 

    Awesome! 

    I forced my attention back to Gregg. “We totally need to go see her.”

    He raised his eyebrows. I blushed and then shooed him on his way. 

    When we got to her room, I followed him nervously and saw Jen for the first time since the battle of the oak. Gregg stood to the side and watched me. Her normally mocha skin had faded to a gray-brown, and purple and black bruises covered her face. One of her arms was in a cast. The straps holding her down made my stomach churn.

    She deserves worse.

    Spring, please she’s not herself. I’m sure, all other things being equal, she would have loved to meet you.

    You think so?

    Yes, go check for yourself. 

    Okay. Memories of Jen started flowing through the back of my mind: Jen in her soccer gear; Jen sitting on my lap on our way to Frankies; Jen sitting across the gaming table totally caught up in my world.

    Those memories conflicted sharply with what I saw now. I Looked at her with my second sight. There was no shadow feeding on her aura. Instead, it shone brightly, a swirling, agitated mix of red and blue. I couldn’t help but think that its apparent distress reflected what was going on inside of her.

     “I’m so sorry Jen,” I murmured.

    Her eyes opened, and a ghost of a smile touched her lips. Her voice was faint and horse. “Finn. You came… you’re okay.”

    I swallowed hard. “Hi, Jen.” I moved to her side. “How are you doing?” 

    Her eyes fluttered, but she fought to keep them open. “Finn, they’re here. The shadows are here. They keep drugging me…” She tried to raise her head. “Finn, you have to stop them before they destroy us all.”

    “Shhh, shhh, shhh,” I whispered as I reached down and stroked her hair. The tangles were a sign of how hard it had been for her. She’d always been meticulous about her hairstyles. Recently she’d straightened it, and now it seemed like it might be curling again.

    “It’s okay Jen, I’ll stop them.”

    Her face relaxed, and her earlier half smile returned. “Really?”

    “I promise, Jen. I can stop them and I will.” It was worth whatever black spot that lie might have put on my karmic record.

    She let her head flop back onto the pillow and let loose her breath. “That’s good, so good…” Her eyes closed.

    Strong hands closed on my arms and whipped me around till I faced Dr. Anderson’s blazing eyes. He stepped aside and thrust me toward the door without a sound. I stumbled out into the hall, and turned to confront him, but his obvious anger stopped me. He pushed me another five feet down the hall.

    His voice carried none of his usual calm control. “Finn, what do you think you’re doing? If Dr. Washington saw you here, he would kill you!” he hissed at me.

    “But, I…”

    “No. You are not to go see Jennifer, do you understand me?”

    “But, I had to check to see if she was shadow-ridden.”

    “She’s not. I would know.”

    “Well, I think she can see the shadows. That’s why she’s so freaked out. I don’t think she’s crazy, just confused.”

    His blue eyes bored into me. “Is that your professional opinion, doctor?”

    “No. I…”

    “Hey, lay off, doc.” Unnoticed by me, Gregg had followed us out into the hallway. “Just seeing him was enough to make her smile and relax. Nothing you’ve done has gotten that far!”

    Anderson glared at Gregg who met him eye to eye. To my amazement, Gregg didn’t turn into a pile of ash. In fact, Anderson dropped his gaze first. I must just be a wimp. 

    The doc glanced back at me. “I apologize, Finn, but you cannot be here. Her father thinks you are the blame for everything that happened to her, and I am truly afraid of what he would do if he knew you were here to see her.”

    Gregg scowled. “I don’t care what he thinks. If Finn can help her, we have to let him.”

    “Well, that’s not something we can determine tonight. Finn, the police are here looking for you. Come on.”

    I followed him back to the lobby. Gregg returned into Jen’s room.

    The officers took my story at face value. Given the amount of involvement I’d had with the police lately, it wasn’t surprising that one looked familiar, but I couldn’t place his name. After getting my statement, he and his partner went back out and patrolled the campus grounds. Sometime during that period, Gregg rejoined us. He watched over my shoulder as I texted Dave about what was happening. After a few rounds, Dave seemed to buy what I was telling him. His reply was:

    Dave> Sweet! When can we get the Scooby Gang together?

    Somehow, I got the feeling that he wasn’t fully appreciating the depth of the doodoo I was standing in. It was way past the tops of my waders, and I was going to need a mask soon. One cop came back into the building. I typed a quick l8er and went to see what he had to say.

    Turns out, they didn’t find anything except some prints near the window. After that, they offered to escort my mother and me home. My mom seemed as relieved as I at the offer. 

    Before we said goodbye to Gregg, I extracted a promise from him to come by and see me the next day.

    When we got home, I was ravenous, and I just started eating my way through the fridge and the pantry. Between bites, I asked Mom why Dad didn’t want to come home with us.

    “Finn, honey, he’s been through a lot lately. Then, when he saw what happened with that poor girl, he felt he should stay at the hospital for a while longer. There’s more to the story than that, but it’s your father’s story to tell.”

    I sighed. Why wasn’t anything ever straightforward and easy?

    After dinner, I checked the locks on all the windows and doors for the second time that evening, and I finally made it to my temporary quarters and collapsed onto my bed. I felt alone and overwhelmed, a guest in my own house. I vowed that the next time a day looked to be turning south like this one, I would go back to bed and hope for a better tomorrow.

    


Night Moves 

    As I lay back on my bed, searching the patterns on the ceiling for answers, I told Spring, I miss you.

    She knew I meant physically. I know. I’ve had trouble understanding that, but the movies I have been watching have helped me understand it better. Since you humans can just get up and wander away at any time, you have developed these sexual attachments to keep your mates close. It seems that once you impregnate a female, you stick around so you can procreate more. 

    Well, that’s not exactly right… I started.

    She said, I know that occasionally a dysfunctional human has sex but leaves anyway. This leaves his partner terribly upset and anxious to find another mate quickly. Less sexually fit human males will then use that opportunity to mate successfully with the female.

    I was a bit bemused. Well, that’s not exactly it, either.

    Yes, it is. Once I mated with you, you only wanted to mate with me.

    But that’s because you were the most beautiful woman I have ever seen. 

    That was why I was beautiful. I needed to attract you as a mate. 

    It occurred to me that I had never thought about how a tree spirit could appear in a form that a human would find beautiful. As she sometimes did, she gave me a rhetorical answer. I simply constructed the image of the idealized mate from images in your mind and took that form.

    Huh! I supposed it made sense. I’d never seen a woman so perfect and so beautiful. Now I realized I probably never would again. Was our sex pleasurable for you?

    Well, not as you mean it. It gave me what I needed to grow and create many strong offspring, so it satisfied my drive to procreate. I suppose, in your world, it’s like scratching a very persistent itch. You cannot ignore it, and when you do scratch it, it’s a tremendous relief. 

    Being compared to a scratching post hit my fragile male pride. I had been certain she had been returning every night because she loved me and because I was so awesome in bed. I knew she would feel my disappointment, but I was unable to hide it away.

    Finn, you need not fear. As your friend Dave knows, your seed is mighty. None I have met compare to you, and there is nothing as important as creating life. The sun, which shines in you, filled me. With that light, we created many offspring who will continue on the  great cycle. Their offspring will be strong as well. Even now, you give me life. That’s not just some emotional drive to procreate. That is fact. Our bond is unbreakable. 

    As goofy, shallow, and juvenile as it showed me to be, her explanation made me feel like less of a failure at love.

    You are wise beyond your months, young Padawan, I said.

    And, the force is strong within you, Finn. 

    It totally rocked sharing your mind with someone. But, I still wished I could hold Spring and make love to her again.

    The exhaustion of that extremely emotional day quickly caught up with me, and I drifted off into sleep.

    


Dreams of Death and Walking

    Damn, I’m drunk. I stumble to the front door and fumble with my keys.

    “Yo , Ricky! Don ’ t forget, the funeral’s tomorrow morning! I’ll pick you up at nine!” yells Jack from the window of his car.

    I wave Jack off without turning around. I don’t want to think about it. What a fucked up way for Chester to die. He could be a real douche, but still, he was my friend, and I don’t want to go to his funeral. 

    The rumble of Jack’s car fades away as he drives off, and I try to retrieve my keys.

    Clinkle-Chink. There go my keys.

    “Crap .” I bend over to pick them up.

    “Hey-ya, Rickster,” says Erik from the shadows on my porch.

    I jump in terror and fall on the sidewalk. Pain shoots through my arm as I smack my elbow hard.

    I cradle my bruised elbow and glare up at Erik as he walks up to me. He smiles and says, “You’re lookin’ a little nervous, boy. Got a guilty conscience?”

    I try to focus on the shadow looming above me. “Shit man, you scared the hell out of me. Where’ve you been? Don’t you know there’s a monster snake running around killing people? It killed Chester, man!”

    “Maybe he died from a guilty conscience. It can happen when you back-stab your best friend.”

    “Huh? Oh, yeah, that. Listen man, I didn’t have a choice, that old bald dude was going to kick the shit out of me. I had to.”

    “Oh really. Where are the scars?”

    “Uh, I don’t have any scars.”

    “Bruises perhaps?”

    I shook my head. “Look man, he was fast. He hit me once and I couldn’t even breathe.”

    “So you just betrayed your friend.”

    “Look, I’m sorry, but fuck, dude, you killed your dad!”

    Something whips out of the dark and smacks me in the face. Pain fills my world and flashing lights fill my vision. As soon as I can pull myself back together through the pain, I push myself up off the pavement, shake my head, and look back at Erik. “Fuck, Erik! I said I’m sorry, you fuck!”

     “I’m sorry too, Ricky. Did you know there is a special place in hell for traitors?”

    He’s seriously gone off the deep end. I try to edge away. “What?”

    “Say hi to Chester for me.”

    Erik’s shadow seems to grow taller and thinner till he is looming above me. His dark eyes flash green in the dim light. An avalanche of sound surrounds me and pulses through me in a staccato beat and fills me with terror. The shadow snaps toward me with the glint of light off white fangs and searing pain explodes through my shoulder.

    I scream with the pain and somehow I’m running. This can’t be happening. I must be dreaming.

    There is a crashing sliding sound behind me, and I run for the street and the safety of the lights. The pain from my arm shoots through my body and ignites my heart. I’m on fire on the inside. Wake up, dammit! Wake up… Suddenly the fire reaches my legs, and I collapse on the road. Why can’t I wake up?

    The sound of walking comes from behind me. “Poor, poor Ricky…” A new, agonizing pain shoots through my chest as a booted foot connects with my ribs.

    Oh please, let me wake up! 

    ***

    I jerked awake with a start and found myself still on the road, walking under a street light. Nearby traffic sounds filled the humid night air pressing against my skin. Terror filled me as I looked around in confusion, then Spring’s calm, soothing presence rose up and surrounded me like a warm blanket.

    Shhhh, This One. You’re just having a nightmare. Everything is okay. Go back to sleep.

    But where am I… 

    Shhhh, go back to sleep. 

    Relief filled me, and I relaxed. “Oh, good. I hate dreams like that.” I cuddle into Spring’s protection and fall into a dreamless sleep.

    


Attack of the B-Movie Monster 

    I woke up in my bed late the next morning, physically exhausted. The vivid memories of my dream of Ricky poured a chill through me. I got up and stumbled downstairs to the kitchen.

    My mother had left me a gift on the kitchen table: my report card along with a note.

    Dear Finn, The police are keeping an eye on our place. I ’ ll be back in a couple of hours, and then we can talk about your grades. We have plenty of cereal and milk. 

    Crap I should have been watching the mail.

    I picked up the card and quickly found a giant black F for English. No college for me this fall. I considered my resolution from the previous night to go back to bed if the day promised to suck, but I’d still have to deal with this problem tomorrow. 

    I sat at the table to eat, moved my mom’s note, and found myself looking at the newspaper’s exuberantly screaming headlines.

    KILLER SNAKE STRIKES AGAIN!

    HUNT IS ON

    CAUTION URGED

    Bed looked better and better. My heart sank further when I read the name of the latest victim: Ricky Granger. He’d been found dead on Derby Downs Road, and had been repeatedly bitten by a large snake and severely beaten. Even without my dream, there would have been no doubt in my mind that Erik Parmely was responsible. 

    Ricky wasn’t my favorite person—he had, after all, helped Chester and Erik beat me to within an inch of my life—but the news chilled me to the bone. Erik and his two (now dead) friends had filed counter charges against me after they had beaten me. Under Erik’s command, they had actually beaten up one another before going to the cops to support their claims against me. Because Spring and my bear whistle had healed me, the three thugs certainly ended up looking worse than I did, and I knew I would be tossed in jail. For some reason, sometime later, the two of them recanted and told the truth. The DA dropped all charges. I’m sure there had to have been some fallout with the police from that, but I never discovered what it was. This was the first I’d heard about a bald guy who threatened to beat them up. The only bald headed guy I could think of was Uncle Mark. I’d have to ask him if he arranged for their change of heart.

    If Erik did this to his friends for not backing him up, I was toast. I suddenly realized that I was home alone with a crazed snake-man-serial-killer running loose somewhere. My mom was out doing mom things, and my dad didn’t want to come home. I knew Mom said the police would be watching our house, but what if Erik came in through the back?

    I felt like snake bait, so I called up Gregg.

    He picked up after five rings. “Whadda you want?”

    I immediately felt better knowing I had woken him. I was normally the brunt of the late morning sleeper jokes, so it was gratifying to be on the dishing end for a change. I said in my best imitation of the Bluebird of Happiness, “Good morning, sunshine! Rise and shine! It’s the crack of noon, and it’s time to face life’s little challenges with a smile on your face and a song in your heart! Time to get up!”

    “I really wish you were here right now,” groaned Gregg. “That way I could beat you on the head. It’s only ten! Why are you tormenting me at this ungodly hour?”

    Oh yeah, that. As I recalled the reason for my call, my little, fragile, Bluebird of Happiness took a shotgun to the head leaving nothing behind, but a few pathetic feathers drifting to the ground. “Erik killed Ricky last night.”

    “What?”

    I explained to him my dream and what I had read this morning. After that, I begged him to go to the Shady Oaks facility with me. 

    “Sorry homie, I got no wheels. My mom left this morning to go see Jen.”

    “What happened to your dad’s car?”

    “He took it. He’s off to Cleveland for an interview.”

    Moving. “Aw, shit. I’m sorry, Gregg.”

    “Least of my problems, Finn.”

    I tried not to dwell on his imminent departure and came back to the problem at hand. “Okay, I’ll call Dave, get him to take us.” 

    “Sounds like a plan.”

    “Meanwhile, can you come over here?”

    “Sure, what’s up?”

    “Erik is after me, and I don’t want to be here alone.”

    Gregg answered in his best Ebonics, “Ain nobody mess wit muh white homies, ya dig?”

    “I dig, yo. ” I hung up. 

     Same here. Don’ nobody mess with my boyz. 

    I laughed. Good morning, sleepy head. For a tree, you’ve sure got a knack for language.

    I’ve got a lot of spare time. 

    I supposed she did. I quick-dialed Dave. He was more than happy to help out.

    After that, I went to find my shotgun. Once I had found it, filled the loader, and made sure there was a shell in the chamber, I felt much better. 

    That looks more dangerous than Erik’s little gun. 

    It is, Spring. I visualized the shot spraying out of the gun.

    Gnarly, dude. 

    I agreed. It can seriously put the hurt on.

    I made sure the safety was engaged, and took it down to the basement, practiced my Krav Maga, did some sit-ups and some pushups till there was a rap on the front door.

    I ran up the stairs. After I checked the spy hole, I dropped my gun to my side and opened the door.

    Greg’s eyebrows went up when he saw my gun. “Really?”

    I suddenly felt a little silly, but I rallied. “Hey, you get a stalker that can turn into a twenty-five foot long rattlesnake, I’d cut you some slack.”

    With my voice, Spring added, “Ya dig?” A decidedly different take on someone putting words in your mouth.

    Stop that! I commanded. I wondered if this is how someone who is possessed feels.

    Gregg rolled his eyes and stepped inside. “You know you have a cop sitting out front, don’t you?”

    “Yeah, but what is to stop him from coming through the back?”

    He snorted.

    “Laugh while you can, monkey boy. If he comes in here, while you’re busy filling your pants, I’ll be busy filling him full of lead.” When he still smirked at me, I said, “Besides, he already shot me once.”

    That got his attention. “Say what?”

    I told him about my backyard encounter and then showed him the scar on my bicep.

    “What’d he shoot you with? A BB gun?”

    Next time, I’ll try and leave a bigger scar so you can get some respect. 

    “Ha, ha to the both of ya.”

    Before Gregg could say “Huh?” the doorbell gave a passable imitation of a musical machine gun. Ding, ding, ding, ding, d.d.d.ding.

    I pulled the door open to see Dave’s smiling face. Before I could chastise him for doorbell abuse he said, “Mighty Finn! The salt-mobile awaits your pleasure!”

    “Salt-mobile?”

    His smile grew even bigger, and he waggled his finger between Gregg and himself. “Yep, we are your crime fighting sidekick duo, Mr. Salt and Mr. Pepper.”

    It was my turn to raise some skeptical eyebrows.

    He was unabashed. “What? Look, it’s clear now that you’re a superhero. You are The Mighty Finn and Erik is your first evil nemesis: Snakeboy.”

    I tried to glare into the light of Dave’s smile, but in the end, his happy ray vanquished my cynical defense. I chuckled and said, “Okay Salt Boy, let’s get getting.”

    He stepped into my path. “That’s Mr. Salt to you, and where are you going with that shotgun?”

    “I’m taking it with me.”

    “Oh, no, you’re not. No guns, bombs, or swords in the Salt Mobile.”

    I scowled at him. “Some superhero sidekick you are.”

    “Yeah, I’m the one without the big hole in my windshield left by the Mighty Finn’s shotgun.”

    Reluctantly, I left the gun propped near the front door. I turned to lock the deadbolt while Gregg and Dave headed to the car. I heard a rustle in the bushes beside me. Not waiting to be attacked by a giant snake, I ran to the car, flung open the door, jumped in, and slammed it behind me.

    As soon as I did it, I cringed at the response I knew would come. It came. “God damn it, Finn! I told you not to slam the damn door!”

    I tried to look as sincere as possible when I said, “Sorry Dave, I—” CLA-THWAK! I yelped at the sound and jumped nearly into Dave’s lap with my hands outstretched to stop whatever was coming through my door. Nothing was there—including the window. It had fallen to the bottom of the door.

    “Crap! I told you, you twit! You’re helping me fix that. If that window is broken, you’re going to pay for it!”

    I winced and said, “I don’t know if I can cover a new window.”

    “I’ll take half up front with easy monthly payments for the rest of your life if necessary—plus interest. Why the hell can’t you just shut the door gently like a normal person?”

     “I heard something in the bushes. I thought it might be the snake.”

    Dave eyed the small evergreen shrubs in front of my house. “Those bushes?”

    I nodded.

    “You think you could fit twenty-five cubic feet of snake in six cubic feet of bush?”

    My ears started to heat up. “Well… maybe he can become a smaller snake.”

    Gregg piped up from the back. “You know shape changing can’t work like that. Conservation of mass and all that.”

    Exasperated, I exclaimed, “I also happen to know that frigging shape-changing is impossible!”

    Dave laughed and started driving. “Got to give that one to Mighty.”

    I nodded to the officer sitting in the cruiser parked in front of our house as Dave started plying me for more information. 

    By the time we made it to Dr. Anderson’s House of Horrors, he was pretty well caught up. The lack of opportunities to run over any giant snakes along the way disappointed me, but I consoled myself that the day was still young. 

    ***

    We stood in the sprawling common room of Shady Oaks. Gregg had just stopped me from following him to see his sister. “Finn, I don’t think it’s a good idea for you to see Jen just now. My mom might still be here. She doesn’t hate you quite as much as my dad, but you are certainly not her favorite person right now.”

    I opened my mouth to protest, but Gregg waved me down. “I know bud, but we just need to give it some time.”

    It hurt, but I knew he was right.

    “Okay, but you have to… Oh never mind. I’ll catch you later.” I resigned myself to staying away from Jen, but like so many things I decide, it turns out it didn’t matter. Life is what happens when you’re making other plans.

    A scream rang out from the hallway that housed Jen. It was the scream of a young girl in terror or pain. Immediately, the two of us ran to Jen’s room. We arrived there together. Somehow, I’d made it in front of Gregg. 

    What I saw there stopped me cold—until Gregg ran me over. A man stood next to Jen where she lay strapped onto the bed. He had his hands on her head. Jen was screaming in terror and pain. A cold, black shadow covered the man, and it was reaching into Jen’s head with eagerly questing black tendrils. Gregg quickly hopped over me and ran to grab the man. 

    “Greg, stop!”

    I didn’t want to see Jen’s soul torn out when Gregg pulled the man away. Gregg’s feet stuck to the floor and he went down hard with an exclamation of pain. The man stood up in surprise when Gregg hit the ground. The tendrils reaching into Jen didn’t break, they just stretched. I didn’t even spare Gregg a glance. I imagined my shield between Jen and the crazy guy and then put everything I could into it. The golden dome sprang into existence between them. Suddenly, it was the man who was screaming. He lurched back from Jen as if burned and fell onto the floor. The golden light severed the pseudopods plunging into Jen. Happily, the remnants seemed to flail for a bit, then just evaporate. The man climbed back to his feet and looked at me with wide crazed eyes. 

    About the time I realized that the man and his shadow were inside my dome with me, he charged. I scrambled to my feet and turned to run, but he was quicker. He tackled me before I even made it to the hall. Suddenly cold knives of pain slammed into my skull. I felt something trying to suck my life out through my head. It was sheer agony. Instantly, the cold spread through me and threatened to paralyze me. I dropped my dome and brought it back as a skin-tight golden suit surrounding me. The cold instantly disappeared, though I could feel the darkness licking against my shield. It felt like a giant diseased slug pressing on my brain, but it couldn’t physically touch me—if that term even applied.

    The man screamed again and fell off my back. I rolled onto my butt and found him scrambling away with angry hunger in his eyes. I expanded my golden dome again asymmetrically past him to cover Jen. When the dome touched the man, he hissed and backed away.

    Triumph filled me, and I felt like I’d been promoted from punching bag to… to, ah, grocery bag. I got up and started pushing the man toward the far corner of the room. He scuttled back until he couldn’t move any farther. I held him there and shouted at Gregg to get Jen out. I heard Gregg remove the straps holding her down, and the two of them scrambled from the room. 

    If you took away the blackness that nearly covered the man, he certainly didn’t look scary.

    He looked like an accountant on March fourteenth with 500 tax returns to complete. His thin, tannish-gray hair was running away from the battle for his forehead, and a scraggly white beard tried unsuccessfully to make up for its cowardice. Not too scary, till you saw his wild, despairing eyes. Eyes that let me know he was capable of doing anything to escape from under the black slime slowly devouring his essence. 

    I weighed my options. I could try to push my shield through him, but I had no idea what it might do to him. I didn’t need another Holly on my conscience—shadow free but comatose. 

    As I paused there, I started to feel the strain of holding up the shield. I was pushing too much of myself through it, and apparently I was reaching my limits. 

    Spring agreed. Finn, drop it and run, or you’re going to collapse again!

    I hesitated a second, considered what always happened when I ignored her counsel and then followed her advice. I dropped, turned, and ran. The man behind me screamed in rage and charged after me. As I ran toward the door, looking over my shoulder, Tom, the big, burly orderly ran in. It was a case of an immovable object being hit by a rubber ducky. I bounced and fell back to the floor with a squeak. Pain speared through me from my tailbone, but I couldn’t afford to stop and whimper. There wasn’t enough space to crawl between Tom’s legs, so I scrambled back out of the way.

    Tom grabbed the screaming man before he could take advantage of my indisposed disposition and immobilized him. He was obviously adept at his job. Unfortunately, I don’t think his training covered invisible black soul-eating pseudopods stabbing him in the head. When that happened, it was his turn to scream and fall down. The Karma Fairy was being exceedingly egalitarian in spreading her fertilizer today.

    The man was on me like a crazed, toxic-waste covered, accountant. This time, I brought up my shield and then physically flipped him over me with a move my uncle had taught me. I didn’t execute it particularly well, but it worked. My unexpected success stunned me, and I almost missed my chance to follow up on it. 

    I scrambled up and jumped on him as he was getting to his knees and crawling away. I held my shields tight against me. I had no desire to have that vile thing touch me again. I would have rather bathed in raw sewage. The accountant was slender though taller than me. I must have outweighed him by 30 pounds. I landed on his back, flattened him, and held him down with frantic strength. I heard and felt a sickening crack when he smacked his forearm hard against the tiled floor. He screamed in agony and rage. As sick as the thought of breaking his arm made me feel, I couldn’t chance easing up, so I held on for dear life while trying to figure out what to do. The blackness had begun pushing and flowing over my shield. I could feel its sewer-imbued chill, even though it couldn’t touch me. My current shield was smaller than my last and not as hard to hold as the larger one had been, but I knew I couldn’t keep going much longer. Therefore, I did the only thing I could think of that wouldn’t end up with me covered in icky black goo. I started pushing my shields out again. Slowly, I pushed out against the blackness. The mad accountant screamed in rage and pain below me while saying happy things like “I will kill you and eat you!”

    I tried not to pay attention to his verbal attacks but continued my slow press. I could feel the resistance of the darkness as I pushed it down. It receded grudgingly, first clearing the man’s back, revealing only a small amount of the scintillating red aura underneath. As I moved the shield down, more and more of his body emerged from the receding black tide. He continued struggling to be free, but I kept him pinned and soon had pushed the shadow off him completely. To do that, I pushed it through the floor. The man fell limp underneath me. I kept pressing, my focus growing narrower and narrower as fatigue pulsed through me. My head started pounding as hard as my heart.

    Hands grabbed my shoulders and pulled me off the accountant. I struggled to maintain my concentration and energy output. Dr. Anderson was there, lifting the man off the floor and as he did, the sight of a pale red aura stretching from the limp man through the floor sickened me with panic. The shadow still hadn’t let go.

    “Don’t move him anymore,” I said weakly. “You’re stretching his aura. The shadow’s still holding it.” I shivered as the room seemed to get colder.

    Anderson stopped, confusted and conthwarted. “Okay, Finn, what should I do?”

    I had no idea why he was asking me. I didn’t know, but if I didn’t do something, I was going to pass out yet again, and that was sooo last month! I hissed, “Just stand up—slowly.” 

    The good Doctor was stronger than he looked because he did as I asked and raised the man very slowly but steadily. I could scarcely believe that he could even lift the man against the awful pull I could feel on my unseen shield below the floor. As I watched, the accountant’s aura was stretched farther and farther, flashing into white incandescence under the strain. I waited for the non-sound of it tearing. But, it didn’t tear like Holly’s had. Slowly, like stretchy glue being peeled off a magazine, it began releasing from the unseen shadow below. It was almost free when it finally tore. The bulk of the man’s aura snapped back into him, but he moaned in pain in the Doctor’s arms.

    I pushed the shadow as far away as I could, then my shield collapsed, followed by me. The world closed around me, and I struggled to maintain consciousness. It was all I could do to hang on. I heard and saw people moving around me but didn’t have the energy to care. Someone sat me down on a chair and soon after, I felt a cold glass being raised to my lips. I heard Jen saying, “Come on, Finn, it’s Dr. Pepper—your favorite.”

    I took a small sip, choked on it, and then took another. Soon, I had it in my hands, and shortly thereafter, I had drained it. The cold liquid’s chill reminded me of the cold of the shadow, but I swear I could feel the warmth when the sugar hit my bloodstream, so I drank it all. My brain started working again, and I soon realized that a room full of people watched me. Jen and Gregg were close. Tom and another orderly stood behind them, near the door, keeping a crowd of curious onlookers out.

    “Is he all right?” I asked my friends.

    Gregg shrugged. “The little guy? I don’t know. I don’t even know what was going on here.”

    “A shadow was riding him, Gregg. It was attacking Jen, so after we got him away from her, I pushed the shadow off of him.”

    Jen said with wonder in her voice, “I saw it! You saved me, Finn! I just knew you were the one!”

    Jen leaned forward and gave me a long hug. Her solid warmth and pleasant musky smell overwhelmed me, but there was something more. I felt warmth spreading from where her red and blue aura touched me. I let her aura warm my soul and her body warm mine. 

    All too soon, she pulled away, locked her eyes onto mine, and repeated, “I knew you were the one, Finn! I knew it.”

    Gregg saved me from my growing discomfort at the intimacy of her look and gently drew her back. His eyebrows lowered with concern. “Jen, you look exhausted, too. You should go back to your room.” I was mildly startled. I hadn’t even realized that we’d moved to someone else’s room.

    “No, Gregg. I’m not leaving Finn. He needs me right now, and he’s the only one who can keep us safe.”

    “I think Gregg’s…”

    “Also, I need Finn’s help to complete the transfer,” Jen interrupted.

    A pulse of shock ran down my body and obliterated the annoyance caused by yet another interruption. Gregg’s face twisted in alarm. I’m sure it matched mine. “What transfer?”

    “The transfer of the priestess into me. After Finn visited yesterday and the drugs wore off, I finally understood why every thing’s been so hard. The crystal holds the soul of Il Saia, the high priestess of Illyria from Finn’s game. Somehow Finn has been channeling her when he was designing his game. His game is real! I mean, she’s real. When Finn and I grabbed the crystal, the priestess’s mind started transferring into me. The tree spirit’s attack interrupted the transfer, and now I’m two half-people.”

    Two things amazed me. First, Spring did not rise to this acknowledgment of her part in saving the day, and second, this was the most coherent thing I had heard Jen say in a long while. But, I shook my head at the same time Gregg was shaking his. I said, “Oh, no. I am so not going there, Jen. Last time, it really messed you up.”

    Gregg dittoed.

    “But, it’s the only way, Finn.” Seeing no help from me, she turned to her brother, “Gregg! It’s the only way I’ll be able to know what to do to stop the black shadows. Can’t you see them all around this place?” Jen’s desperation leaked onto her face and into her voice. She turned back to me. “Please Finn, the world will die if we don’t do this! Once I get the rest of the priestess’s knowledge, I’ll be able to help you.”

    At this point, Dr. Anderson came through the door and brought his own brand of happiness to the room.

    Jen clutched at Gregg and me on either side of her. “Finn, I’m not going to let him tie me back down. I’d rather die.” I waited for the good doctor’s reaction. His shields were up, but his lasers were down. I still had no idea what he was thinking.

    Gregg grabbed her hand and squeezed. “No one is going to tie you down again, sis.”

    I added, “We won’t let them.”

    Jen didn’t seem to hear us. “You know they’ll kill me if they can! They don’t want me to know. They know we can stop them. This is the only way.”

    Dr. Anderson stopped a couple feet away from us. “What is the only way, Jen?”

    “Finn has to complete the transfer of the priestess from the crystal into me.”

    Mr. Unflappable flapped a bit at that one. “Jen, I’m not sure what you’re talking about.”

    She  swelled with annoyance and frustration. “It’s what I’ve been saying all along. I know we’re in terrible danger, and the end is coming, but I don’t know everything I need to know about it. They’ll kill us all! Right now, I’m no use to anyone.I need Finn to complete the transfer of Il Saia into to me! After that I’ll be whole again!”

    Anderson stood up and said, “Jen, we can’t just rush into this. We’ll have to plan it out.” Before she could object, he continued, “I’m sure we will figure out the best and safest way to handle this, okay?”

    A blanket of exhaustion and defeat deflated Jen, and she slumped into the chair with a small nod.

    “Finn, can I talk to you alone?” asked Anderson.

    I hesitated and looked at Jen and Gregg. Gregg understood my implied question and said, “Don’t worry Finn, I’m not going anywhere. We’ll be okay.”

    I followed Anderson down the hall till we got back to an isolated spot in the commons.

    “Finn, you are not going to touch that girl, with or without that crystal. She’s been traumatized by her experience today. She’s just taken a significant step back in her healing process.”

    “Yeah, I guess getting chewed on by black sludge will do that to a person.”

    “Finn, this is serious. You need—”

    This pissed me off. He didn’t know shit. Neither did I, but that’s never stopped me. “I know how serious this is, doc. Which one of us fought that thing off? Which one of us is going to spend the rest of the day feeling polluted and greasy—on the inside?”

    He didn’t react to my anger, just pinned me down with his blue eyes. They focused entirely on me. Thusly armed, he said calmly, with finality, “Finn, leave her alone, until we know what we’re dealing with. That man that you just knocked out was Paul Stith. Before today, he was in here for anxiety and night terrors, not schizophrenia. Do you understand? Yesterday he was not showing all the signs of being shadow-ridden. If he had a shadow, it didn’t have a strong hold over his thoughts.”

    Understanding came to me in a flash: the shadow I had shooed away yesterday had returned and taken over a new person, or at least reinforced, or replaced, another smaller shadow. 

    That meant that it was likely that someone else was going to be infected now, since I had just stripped it off Paul Stith. Oh, crap!

    The doctor’s gaze continued to bore into my soul. I finally said, “Okay! Okay! I understand, but what can we do about it?”

    “Something different, Finn, something different.”

    No shit, Sherlock! I was glad Anderson couldn’t read my mind just then, but Spring laughed. 

    That’s awesome! You’ve got to say it. 

    Probably not a terrific idea, Spring. 

    I scuffed the carpeted floor with a foot and decided not to fight the Doc on this particular battle, yet. “Doctor, how’s Holly doing?”

    “She seems the same, Finn. She doesn’t seem worse, but she doesn’t seem better either.”

    “Can I go see her?”

     “Yes, but I don’t want you to disturb her.”

    “I won’t.”

    He led me out of the commons and down another hallway. 

    As we walked, the snappy rhythm of “Mamma Told Me Not to Come”by Three Dog Night played from my pocket. 

    I struggled with the phone for a minute and finally got it out. I stopped walking. “Hi, Mom.”

    “Finn! Where are you? Are you all right?”

    Oops, forgot to leave a note. 

    “Yeah mom, I’m fine. I caught a ride to Shady Oaks with Gregg and Dave.”

    My mom’s voice came out cracked and strained. “Dear lord, Finn, please don’t leave without talking to me first. I came home and had no idea what might have happened to you.”

    “I’m fine, Mom, really.”

    “You can’t just go running around right now. Not with Erik still out there. It’s not safe. There is no telling what he might do.”

    “Okay Mom, I understand. I’m sorry.”

    “You stay there, and I’ll come and get you.”

    “I’m not ready to leave yet. I’m working with the doc and then I want to go visit with dad for a while. Can you come in a couple of hours?”

    There was a pause. “Okay, but don’t leave the building.”

    “I won’t, Mom. I’ll see you in a couple of hours.”

    “… I love you so much Finn. I can’t lose you too.”

    That hurt. It made it sound like she had already given up on Dad. “Don’t worry Mom, you haven’t lost either of us. Dad will be coming home soon. You’ll see.”

    “I hope so. I love you, Finn.”

    “L ove you too, Mom.”

    I hung up. Anderson was watching me with unnerving focus.

    He surprised me when he said, “This has got to be hard on your mother.”

    I nodded silently. I felt guilty that I had caused her to worry.

    Anderson spread his arms out as an invitation to continue walking, and we strolled down the hall together.

    The door he stopped at led to a room done in bright pinks and had a parade of cartoon animals dancing around the walls at waist height. Holly lay on her back with her arms at her sides. The pink sheet pulled up to her chest provided a heart-wrenching contrast to her pale and unmoving features. She looked tiny on that single bed—tiny and dead.

    I tried to swallow the lump of anxiety that rose in my throat and said, “Is she…”

    “She’s in a deep sleep.”

    I found myself blinking tears away, so I turned back to the hall.

    “She may pull out of it, Finn. We just need to give her time.”

    I turned away from the doc and my dark thoughts. “I’m going to go see my dad now.”

    


The Sins of the Fathers 

    When I reached my dad’s room, it was dark. The curtains were drawn, and he sat in a chair, staring at nothing.

    “Dad?”

    “Oh, hi Finn. Come on in,” he said without much interest.

    “Dad, what’s wrong? Why are you sitting here in the dark?”

    “I just needed some time to think. The dark fits my mood.”

    It hurt to see my dad like this. It was totally unlike him. I walked over and sat down in the other chair. “Does it have to do with why you want to stay here?”

    He looked at me through tired eyes. He wasn’t wearing his Harry Potter glasses, and I could clearly see the wrinkles and worry lines around his normally obscured eyes. For the first time in my life, my father looked old.

    “It’s hard to have to re-examine your life when you’re fifty, Finn. It is even harder when you realize just how badly you’ve screwed things up.”

    “What do you mean?”

    “Finn, all my life, I have seen and heard things that I could not explain, and all my life, I have denied them. I didn’t want them to be real; I just couldn’t handle it. When I was young, I dated a Shawnee woman named Annie Hunter…she’s Detective Victoria’s mother… and no Victoria isn’t my daughter. Annie had Victoria before I met her. The instant I met Annie, I was infatuated, and I wanted to know everything about her. It seemed miraculous to me that she returned my affection. She brought me into her extended family. They became part of my life. They’re an exceptional group and accepted me openly and warmly.

    “Annie ’ s father was a wise man. He didn ’ t accept the term Shaman, but that ’ s what he was. He joked that he was a non-denominational Native American who had picked out the best parts of many tribal traditions . We took an instant liking to each other, and we had long conversations on the nature of the world. After a few months with her, he had invited me to join them in their ceremonies. I intended to marry Annie, and I wanted to be a part of her life, so I agreed to participate. The ceremonies were powerful and moving.

    “A little over a year into my relationship with her, Annie fell ill. She lost all her wondrous energy and soon became bedridden. The doctors couldn’t help her. They called it chronic fatigue and then apologized for being impotent. 

     “I agreed to participate in a peyote healing ceremony for Annie. I had absolutely no belief in the supernatural, but I liked Annie’s family and admired their beliefs. I agreed, telling myself that it couldn’t hurt.

    “I purified myself by having no food or water for two days before the ceremony. By the time I took part in the sweat, I was already in a strange state. In a short time, the chanting seemed to lift me and carry me from my body…” My dad’s eyes searched back through time. 

    “I was luminous, Finn! I was golden light, and I knew that I’d been granted the power to help Annie. I flew bodiless through the night to her bedside and saw her covered with a black shadow. I immediately knew that it was the manifestation of her illness. I laid my glowing hands on her. I willed my golden light into her, but to my horror, the shadow fed off what I was giving her. It quickly grew larger and darker. When I tried to pull away, it started feeding off me! Before I knew it, it had grown to cover Annie. I fled, following the golden cord that led me back to my body. When I regained consciousness, I was crying and terrified. It took a long time for the others to calm me down.”

    Dad’s shoulders slumped. “The next day, I learned that Annie died that night. The guilt almost crushed me. A few days after her funeral, I started having nightmares, nightmares like yours. The shadow had tracked me down and intended to consume me next. Grandfather Tom taught me the techniques I needed to keep it at bay. He taught me about the sacred circle—the first step before taking a shamanic journey. It will keep harmful spirits away from your body while you’re journeying. These were the same techniques I taught you.”

    I’d had no idea my circle came from an Indian tradition. I filed that away for future examination.

    “Even though the technique worked, I felt as if I were losing my mind, so I went into therapy. When I came out, I knew that my visions of the blackness, my guilt, and the nightmares that followed were all just symptoms of my loss. The therapist taught me that we all try to take too much credit for the things that happen to us and our loved ones, and I was doing that in spades with Annie. I came out of therapy knowing two things: ‘Mysticism is nothing but mind games’ and ‘shit happens.’

    “Finn, when I watched what happened to you and that little girl, I saw the golden shield you put up. I saw the girl’s soul when she passed through it! That did something that even my experiences with Annie, your mother, and your dryad didn’t do. It broke through my wall of denial.” Tears rolled down Dad’s face. “Everything crashed back in on me, and I knew that my therapist had been wrong. My meddling had helped to kill Annie, just as I had a part in killing your mother. I couldn’t handle it. There was too much guilt and grief. I had to leave, Finn. I’m sorry, but I had to. I think the detachment I’ve felt since awaking in the hospital is the only thing keeping me somewhat functional.”

    I sat there for a long moment, trying to digest everything he had just said. I struggled to think of something to say. When I finally spoke, it was with my traditional style and elegance. “Wow! I really hate it when that happens.”

    His face opened in surprise, and then he laughed. It was short, but it was a laugh. “I suppose you do, Finn, I suppose you do.”

    I looked at my hands in shame. “Dad… I’m the one who broke you. I’m so sorry.”

    He gently took my hand and said, “Finn... son… look at me.”

    I did, feeling miserable. His eyes searched my face. 

    “Finn, that’s the last I want to hear of that. I had even shut that memory away, but I was the one who is responsible for what happened. When you collapsed into my arms that day after your dryad touched you, when I saw what had happened to you, I was frantic. I knew you were dying. I just knew. I’d give my life for you five times over, so I willed you back. I gave you everything I had. I guess it was the same as what I did when I tried to help Annie. I didn’t realize that it would be at the cost of my life when I gave you everything, but I would do it again. Yet, you came back, and you saved me from my choice, Finn. You have nothing to feel sorry for.”

    Of course, I started choking up as I felt the sincerity of his words. I had always enjoyed a special bond with my father. Always assuming it was just love, I now realized it was more than that. We both had a talent that allowed us to connect at a deep level. I realized that we were both crying and that it didn’t matter.

    We cried for a time before we both grew still and calm. I tensed up, waiting for the hiccups to attack, but to my relief, they didn’t come. I pulled back. “Do you want me to give you a boost?”

    He said, “No, but I don’t think I have a choice. Nothing I eat seems to satisfy me—except nurse.” I tried to gauge how serious he was about that last part. I reluctantly concluded that he was dead serious. I couldn’t imagine how horrible it would be to wake up one day and find that you were some sort of rabid cannibal. 

    I dropped his hands, stood, walked over behind his chair, put my hands on his shoulders, and dove in. Once more I mentally blew on the fires that were running low in his body. I gave him what I could since I was drained after my earlier wrestling match with the accountant. When I finished, he sat straighter in his chair, his face less worn and more alive.

     “Thank you, son. I wish I knew just what you were doing. I’m terrified of what price you’ll have to pay. I’m tired of having other people pay for my mistakes.”

    “Dad, as Dave likes to say to me, ‘No one died and made me god.’ Not to say you’re not the greatest dad ever, but I think it applies to you, too. At least I know now where I get my talent for guilt.”

    Dad chuckled and said with new resolve, “Come on, Finn, let’s get out of here and go home.”

    I wasn’t surprised, but hearing it still delighted me. “What changed your mind?”

    “I’m done moping for now. I can’t change what I’ve done, but I can let it go and change what I am going to do. It’s past time to go home and enjoy life with you and your mother.”

    “Awesome!”

    My mom showed up shortly after that. We had just finished packing the few personal items my father had brought when she came into the room. 

    She stopped.

    Dad looked up at her and smiled. “Helen, do you have room for one more in your car?”

    She didn’t move, but her face caved as she started to cry. My dad rushed up to her and grabbed her in a bear hug. Body-wracking sobs joined her tears, and she just stood there, arms at her side, as my dad hugged her, cradled her head, and told her everything would be alright. I wanted to give them some room, but I only succeeded in holding myself back for a handful of seconds before I hurried over and turned it into a three-way, teary group hug.

    


Home with the Family 

    “Finn, how’s that little girl doing?” asked my mom.

    We had just gotten home, and we were all sitting in the kitchen drinking lemonade trying to shake off the heat of the trip. 

    I shrugged. “I don’t actually know. She’s still asleep. She hasn’t woken up yet.”

    Her eyes contained little hope. “Does Doctor Anderson think she’ll recover?”

    “He doesn’t know, either. We’re hoping she will.”

    “Finn, I’m not sure I can live with the idea of you being around these shadow things.”

    I felt the same way, but I needed to keep working with Anderson to ensure my dad didn’t have to go back. I didn’t want to see my mom cry anymore, so I lied. “I’ll be just fine, Mom. I was able to drive them off when I was ten, and now I’ve got Spring and the stick. It’s easy to keep them away from me. They can’t touch me.”

    She looked at me dubiously, but my dad spoke first. “He’s going to be fine, Helen. If you could have seen what I saw, you’d realize just how strong Finn is.”

    “I want to believe you, Jack, but I can’t even see these things. How can I let my little boy be around them? All we know is that they’re dangerous. After what we’ve seen, how can we know anything anymore?”

    My first lie didn’t seem to help much, so I tossed in another one. “Mom, I’ll be okay. I’ll just be trying to teach these people what Dad taught me. It won’t be a problem. Really. I’ll be careful and stay away from them.”

    “Promise me, you will keep a good distance between yourself and these people.”

    I tried to swallow my guilt and said as sincerely as I could, “I promise, Mom.”

    


Snakeboy vs. The Tiny Green Hooter 

    That evening, the three of us sat together for dinner, and it would have seemed normal if my dad had done more than pick at his food. So, I did what any dutiful son would do. I stuffed myself with enough spaghetti, garlic bread, and ice cream for two. Then, I went over and topped off my dad. I swear that I was directly metabolizing the food in my belly, because when I finished with him, I was hungry enough for another bowl of ice cream. 

    For his part, Dad’s eyes were sparkling, and he said to my mother, “Helen, how would you like to go out dancing tonight?”

    She looked startled and pleased but said, “Jack, you just got out of the hospital, and I don’t want to leave Finn here alone with that sociopath Erik Parmely still running loose.”

    Spring, who had gone into hibernation when I had been using so much of my energy keeping off the shadows today, had woken back up and been mostly silent. That’s why it surprised me when she piped up, Let’s go with them, Finn! Let’s go dancing!

    I found that I was eager to see both my parents happy and having a good time, but I honestly had no interest in dancing with them. I told her, Not tonight, Spring. I’m tired, and I don’t like dancing.

    You are a liar, Finn. You’re just embarrassed. Last time you went dancing, you had a fantastic time and you’re not all that tired. I want to go dancing. I want to be able to move like that and feel the beat against my skin!

    I think you’ve been watching too many dance movies, Spring. Besides, the last time I danced was at the school square dance with Patty Burgess, who I had a crush on.

    Well, you have a crush on me now!

    Yes, and I would love to spend the entire night dancing with you —if you had a body. 

    Poop. You never let me have any fun! 

    I ignored her little pout. 

    “How about if I invite the guys over tonight? You two can go out and have fun, and I can stay here to hold down the fort.” I tried to shortcut Mom’s next concern. “Besides, I have my shotgun here, and I know how to use it.”

    My mom scowled. “Yes, I saw that by the door when I came in. I unloaded it and put it back where it belongs. I don’t feel comfortable having a loaded gun just lying around waiting to go off if someone trips on it.”

    I disagreed, but I didn’t want to go there. “Okay, so I won’t use the gun, but, remember, the police are still out front.”

    Eventually, between my dad and me, we convinced her to go. 

    After they left, I served myself that second bowl of ice cream. As I was licking the bowl, I decided that this wasn’t such a terrible deal. I was able to eat like a pig and not gain any weight (I hoped). At some points in my life, I would have viewed that as heaven.

    I put the bowl in the dishwasher and sent out the call.

    ***

    Jim, Gregg, Dave and Jeff had answered the call and were down in the basement with me. Jim had just returned from his Outward Bound survival trip so we had to catch him up. 

    Since just about everyone was missing key parts of the story, Gregg and I spent the next hour retelling it. The only thing I left out was my dad’s current affliction. No one needed to know about that.

    Four liters of pop and two family sized bags of nacho Doritos later, we finished describing the battle of the oak. Jim headed off to the loo, and Dave chimed in. “Okay, Finn, you’ve kept your dryad to yourself long enough. It’s time you brought her round to meet your friends.” He put his hand up to his mouth as if to keep Jeff from hearing and stage-whispered, “This will help Jeff. He still thinks we’re just setting him up for a big joke.”

    “That’s because he has a brain, Dave. I wouldn’t believe me either if I didn’t have so many bruises, and Jen, Gregg, and my dad weren’t all sent to the hospital. Of course, if you need proof, just go look at the forest growing in my back yard.”

    “Come on, we want to meet her.”

    I was amazed that I hadn’t thought to try this before. The question had never even crossed my mind, and just thinking about it got me excited. I had sadly assumed I’d never being able to hold her again. Could Spring actually do it?

    Let’s find out! said Spring. 

    An enormous weight seemed to press me down into my seat. I could feel Spring begin to pull on me, drawing on my stamina. My heart started beating faster and my breath started becoming harder. A vague image of Spring appeared in front of me. The image contracted and coalesced, becoming more solid. Suddenly, there she was, in front of me. 

    As usual, she left me stunned, but this time her sheer animal attraction didn’t do it. Her size did it. She stood on the table—all six inches of her. For the first time, she wore clothes. She had on a short, cropped tank top, which showed off her slim waist and belly button. Her dark green, wavy hair was in a long ponytail that cascaded to her ankles and her tightly painted-on shorts left little to the imagination. She bounced up and down causing a seismic reaction in her tiny, but well-stuffed shirt and turned to my friends.

    She waved and said, “Hi guys!”

    This was unexpectedly hard on me mentally and physically. I was sweating now and panting for breath. It felt like I had run a marathon and was still pushing hard. On top of the fatigue, disappointment crushed the joyous anticipation that had started to build in me. She obviously felt it, because she turned back to me. Her face was a reflection of my disappointment— she would have given one of those big-eyed sad puppy-dog paintings a run for their money. Then, she just faded away, and took the strain with her.

    I could tell my feelings hurt her, too. She thought it would make me happy to see her. I’m sorry, Spring! It’s just that for a moment.…

    Suddenly, I heard crying in my brain. I can tell you that it was a truly weird experience. I suddenly felt ashamed that I hadn’t thought more about her feelings. After all, she had gone to the effort to do what I had asked and had been thoughtful enough not to knock me out with the effort.

    Spring? Come on, I was just not prepared for you to be so small. 

    She sobbed some more and then wailed, You don’t love me anymore!

    What? Of course, I do, Spring! You know I love you! You can just read my mind to know it’s true!

    Really?

    Really. 

    Sniff. Okay, I forgive you. Her whole tone changed, and she said happily, You are my sun, my rain, my root!

    Suddenly, a suspicion about her drama queen performance struck me. Maybe I needed to cut back on cheesy romance movies. I was just about to confront her, when Dave’s laughter sidetracked me.

    He was having the time of his life, laughing uproariously. Great shaking peals of laughter rolled off him. He tried to say something, but he couldn’t get it out. Everyone else had big smiles on their faces as well. Jim, who’d just come back, looked confused.

    Dave started beating his fists on the table. He managed a few words. “Oh! Oh, my god!” came out between laughs. Now, Gregg and Jeff were laughing, too. 

    Dave tried to force the words out but only got as far as “Oh, Finn!” before he lost it again. I knew what he thought, and I could feel my face flame red. I tried to stuff the embarrassment away. 

    I said over Dave’s laughs, “Dave! Dave, she was human-size before!” There was no response so I tried again. After that failed, I lowered my voice and said as dangerously as I could, “Dave, don’t say it.” That just made him laugh harder. He kept trying to talk, and I said, “Dave, if you say it, I’m going to hurt you. So help me god.”

    I repeated my threats several times until Dave just fell out of his chair holding his stomach, laughing and trying to catch a breath. I just propped my face with my hands, doing my best Dr. Anderson on him, and waited until he calmed down. 

    “What did I miss?” Jim said.

    Gregg put out his hand with his finger and thumb about three inches apart and said, “Finn’s dryad is only this big.” With an evil grin he added, “We thought she’d be taller.” 

    Of course that set Dave off again. While Jeff and Gregg filled in Jim, Dave managed to control himself. He looked at me from the floor and lost it again, but finally the need to breathe overwhelmed his mirth, and he started gulping in shuddering breaths. By the time he was upright, and at the table again—his smile still flirting around on his face—he was still flaming pink, and his face was wet from tears. He rubbed his eyes to dry them and said, “Oh, my god, Finn! I haven’t laughed that hard in years. Thank you!”

    I continued my glare. “So glad you could have such fun at my expense.”

    “You have to admit—”

    “Dave!”

    “Okay! Okay! I’m done. I’m all better now.”

    I doubted it, but as always, I just couldn’t stay mad at him. Besides, if I honestly thought about it, it was pretty darn funny—if it had happened to someone else.

    It took us a while, but we finally got back on track. Soon, I told them what I knew about Erik Parmely. I told them everything that happened up to the point where Erik broke into the shop. 

    “Get this: Parmely broke into the shop, broke open the skull, and stole my Uncle Mark’s effigy snake whistle, the one we retrieved from the mound. Right after that he went and shot his dad in the head and then shot at Mark and I later that night. Now there is a giant snake running around Newark, Ohio, killing people.”

    There was a moment of silence, and I could almost hear their brains chewing away like beavers at the hard outer covering of those ideas. “That’s just plain scary,” said Jim first.

     “No way. It’s got to be a coincidence,” added Gregg.

    I said, “I don’t know, Gregg. I had nightmares where I got to be inside Chester and Ricky’s heads while they were getting killed by the snake. In Ricky’s dream, I actually saw Erik turn into the snake.” I shivered at the thought of the baleful green reflection off its eyes as it prepared to strike.

    “Holy Fanged Fiend, Batman,” said Dave. He beamed at me. “That means that you and Erik are fated to fight to the death. It will be epic! The Mighty Finn and his teeny-weeny sidekick, The Green Hooter, versus The Evil Snakeboy. You’ll have to use your bear whistle to turn into a bear, track him down, tear him apart, and eat him.”

    I glared at him again—for all the good it would do. 

    Jim said, “Wow, Dave, that’s a really pleasant image.” He said to me, “Dave does have an intriguing point, though. If the snake whistle can turn Parmely into a snake, then maybe the bear whistle does the same thing. Finn, I remember in the science lab when you told us the ghost at the mound played the whistle and turned into a bear.”

    Suddenly, it struck me. We were seriously talking about magic, about people turning into bears and snakes. I’d come to take it for granted that weird things were happening around me and to me, but I hadn’t actually allowed myself to put that label on it before. I groaned, and started banging my head against the table. My pathetic “No… No… No…” came out in time with the thumps. I finally laid my head down. “I am so hosed. Every time I think about any of this, it freaks me out! This is just not possible. I don’t believe in magic!”

    “Finn,” said Jeff. “Don’t be like Thomas Covenant! He was such a dick!”

     “It’s not exactly the same, Jeff,” Jim said. “Thomas Covenant was a leper and his survival depended on always keeping that fact in the forefront of his mind. From his viewpoint, if he let himself believe in The Land and its healing, it would be tantamount to suicide.”

    “He was a dick,” Jeff said.

    Dave said, “Jim, I’m with Jeff on this one. That guy was totally a dick. I’d give anything to get the chance he had. My wedding ring is going to be white gold—just in case.”

    “Just in case you get leprosy?” asked Gregg. 

    I held my hands up helplessly as my friends geeked out on the classic Thomas Covenant books by Stephen Donaldson.

    “Okay, guys, your point is noted. Can we talk about something else?”

    Jim leaned back and balanced on two legs of his chair, hands folded across his stomach. “Okay, so let’s take this at face value. According to Finn’s vision, hundreds, or thousands of years ago, a bunch of Native Americans fought and killed this big demon monster by turning into giant animals. The shaman then bound the spirit of the monster into its own skull so it couldn’t possess someone else. The heart you pulled out of the skeleton grants people the ability to heal and attract spirits and can supposedly free the monster spirit, but breaking the skull did it first. Now Erik has been possessed by this thing and uses the snake whistle to turn into a big effing snake. Meanwhile, the heart woke up a dryad and somehow caused Finn’s dreamstone to possess Jen—incompletely. Now Jen and Finn can both see auras and these black spirit demon things riding around on people driving them crazy. Finn can push them off of people, but they just go latch onto someone else. Jen is convinced that these black things are plotting to destroy the planet, and now she wants to finish the interrupted possession so she can stop them…”

    “And don’t forget, Finn has a six inch Hooter in his pocket,” interjected Dave.

    I glared at him. “Shut up, Dave.” 

    Jim continued unperturbed. “Six inch hooters aside, did I miss anything else?”

    I banged my head another few times against the table again just to see if I would wake up. I didn’t wake up, but it did hurt. “Oh, God, that’s so lame!”

    Gregg didn’t seem fazed. “So, who is Il Saia, why is she stuck in the crystal and where did she come from?”

    Jeff leaned forward and started talking around a chip he was munching. “Yeah, despite what Thomas Covenant here thinks, she’s obviously real and she’s been communicating with Finn in his dreams, and we’ve been reliving her life when we play in Finn’s game.”

    Gregg, my fellow skeptic, finally jumped in. “How can it be real? No one’s found evidence of an advanced civilization before a few thousand BC, especially with buildings made of crystal and populated by humans, hobbits, gentle folk, and a whole bestiary of magical creatures.”

    “What about Atlantis? It was supposedly advanced, magical and was destroyed by something. Maybe these shadows did it,” Dave said.

    Jim waved the suggestion away. “Bah, Atlantis was mentioned twice in passing by Plato. It’s just mass hysteria and wishful thinking.”

    Dave laughed. “Yeah, and people don’t turn into snakes or bears or become infected with a case of the dryads.”

    “Shut up, Dave,” said Jim, sporting a pleasant smile.

    Jeff piped in. “Maybe it’s from an alien race? Wouldn’t that be awesome if it was the last record of a dying race that was shot out into the stars in the hope that someone would remember them?”

    Dave nodded his head. “Yeah, aliens make sense.”

    Gregg slapped his hand on the table. “Who cares? I just need to know how to get my sister back.”

    “Gregg is right,” I said. “We need to concentrate on things we know and solutions to the problems.”

    Jim flopped forward with his chair and grabbed a piece of paper and pen. “Okay, so what are the problems we need to concentrate on?”

    “My sister,” Gregg said. Jim wrote it down.

    I added, “That and the homicidal, possessed, snake-man, Erik.” 

    Jim wrote that down too. “Is that it?”

    “Well… I guess I’d be worried about an army of hungry shadow demons planning on eating the world,” said Jeff.

    Jim nodded and wrote it down. “Hungry… demons… eating… world.” He looked up again. “Anything else?”

    “How are we going to make money off of this?” Dave added.

    “Shut up, Dave,” I said. Everyone else echoed this sentiment in one form or another.

    He spread his hands in supplication. “Well at least we need to think of possible public relations. If we’re going to be fighting demons and stuff, we at least need people to know that we are the good guys fighting for truth, justice, and free beer for all. We all need names and costumes to hide our secret identities.”

    Dave held up his hand to stem the rising tide of derision.

    “Look, if the bad guys know who we are, then we put all our friends and family in danger.”

    The thought of all the friends and family I’d already put in danger made my stomach hurt.

    While I was dwelling on this, Dave said something else. 

    “Huh?”

    “I said, we need to come up with a name for your stick,” said Dave.

    “Uh, why?”

    “Come on, Finn. Powerful magic items always have names, and ‘Finn’s Magic Stick,’ though funny, is probably not what you want us calling it. ‘Finn’s Heart’ is too granola and ‘Wendigota’s Heart’ makes me think of sticky rotting things.”

    Gregg got up out of his chair and shook his head. “I’m going to the bathroom.”

    I pulled the heart off my neck and examined it. It was still a short, gnarled, black piece of wood that narrowed down to a point on one end and was wider and flatter on the other. It was exceptionally hard, with no perceptible flex to it. I had occasionally thought of it as a spearhead or a stake but I had mostly just thought of it as the heart or as my stick. Dave was right: “Finn’s Magic Stick” wasn’t going to cut it. But, other than that, I drew a blank. 

    I’m embarrassed to say that we spent the next thirty minutes coming up with names for my stick. We were confronted with shape shifting killers, invading demons, and magic, and we were talking about names. Go figure. “Stick,” “pole,” “rod,” “Larry,” “wand,” “driftwood of doom,” and several others were mentioned and summarily discarded. As usual, when the English words weren’t cool enough, we headed to the Web to check out other languages. I pulled out my iPad, and we went through Greek, Latin, and Gaelic translations of power, stick, light (suggested by Spring), staff, and others. Nothing quite caught our imaginations. 

    My mom finally came up with the winner. She and Dad came in about half way through our conversation. Dad headed upstairs, while Mom came down and listened for a bit. She suggested “caduceus” after the symbol of the medical profession. The gnarly and twisted stick did kind of look like one: wavy, thick on top, and thin on the bottom, so the name stuck. My friends were hugely impressed by the coolness of my mother. I was, too.

    Of course, Jim pointed out that the caduceus was actually the symbol of commerce from the Greek messenger god Hermes, and that we really wanted was the Rod of Asclepius. But caduceus sounded better and won the day. Besides, everyone knows what a caduceus is. Well, geeks like us did, anyway.

    By the time we broke for the night, it was about 3:00 AM and we hadn’t come up with much more than a list of questions:

    1. What had happened to Jen and how could we fix her?

    2. What were the shadows clinging to the doc’s patients and could they be destroyed?

    3. Was the thing possessing Erik the same thing that was on the patients? How could we stop him?

    4. Who was Il Saia? Was she from an ancient human or alien civilization, or was the crystal an advertisement for a virtual world from the future? 

    5. What was the stick, the caduceus, and where did it come from? Why did it interact badly with the crystal? Did it pose other dangers?

    6. Was there any other magic stuff out there beside the effigy whistles we found? Did people cast spells? How about Vampires, werewolves, demons, angels, fairies, etc? How could we find out?

    7. Just what was I seeing when I saw auras and shadows? Could it be measured physically?

    8. Since I seemed to have dreams that were true, could I dream about other things that were real? Could I control them and use that ability to track Erik, or more importantly, to see the future and get rich?

    9. How were we going to find powers for everyone else?

    10. Do any of Spring’s daughters (growing out back) need a boyfriend?

    11. Could I see ghosts now? 

    The last four were Dave’s of course, though Jeff was just as excited about ghosts as Dave.

    After everyone had left, I sat silently in our family room with the drapes closed to try and digest everything. My leaden exhaustion convinced me to go to bed. 

    Spring said, This One, I want to go dancing.

    I replied aloud, “I’d, uh, rather not. It’s too late, and I don’t like to dance.”

    You just don’t know how! We can learn together! Please Finn, take me dancing, I want to move like that with you! I want to feel the music moving through our body. It’s glorious. In my tree, I never knew any music different than the heartbeat of the world. How can you expect me to sit still now? I don’t want to grow old and wrinkly and die without going dancing.

    Stop worrying about it, Spring. You used to live in a tree and got along just ducky without dancing and trees never… almost never, move by themselves. 

    I’m not living in a tree anymore. 

    That made me feel a bit guilty.Can’t we just put it on the bucket list and watch television tonight?

    All right, but we will go dancing, right?

    Uh, right… I sighed mentally and felt herecho the sentiment. She had caught the sub-context running through my mind, which was something like, unless I can help it. My arm picked itself up and used the remote to change the channel—without me. God, my life just kept getting weirder. I fell asleep after a couple of hours while she continued to watch.

    I dreamed of dancing.

    


Sharing 

    The next day, I found myself looking in on Holly with Doc Anderson. She was awake but mostly unresponsive. They could get her to eat, if they hand fed her, but not much else. Her small, sad form nearly broke my heart.

    “What do you think I can do for her?” I asked.

    “I don’t know, Finn. Just… do what you can. Go easily and gently, and see if you can help heal her without blowing her out, as you did with your father.”

    I cringed at that and said, “But, what if I do?”

    “Then you do, and she’s no worse off than now, but I really don’t think it’ll happen.”

    It was hard to argue with Anderson at the best of times, from even the highest peak of righteousness, but now, when I could sort of see his point, I didn’t have a chance. I tentatively sat down next to Holly on the bed. I took her cold little hand in mine, and I Listened and Looked. While I was doing this, she turned her head to me, and her eyes dilated when she saw me. At least, I had her attention.

    I sat for a while soaking in what I could about her condition and considered my promise to my mother. Technically, I’d promised to stay away from the people who had shadows riding them and Holly wasn’t one of them anymore, so I shouldn’t feel too guilty. Even though I did.

    I asked Spring to watch and tell me if there was anything I was missing. Physically, nothing seemed to be wrong with her. Holly’s beautiful green aura appeared just as tattered and torn as it had when I had last seen her and as fragile as she did physically. Her thin body was too small for her age, her face a place of dark shadows. Nothing I saw suggested any improvement, but since she was awake, I chose to take it as a good sign. 

    Even though she wore one of the fuzzy white clinic nightgowns, she appeared cold and defenseless against the elements. She shouldn’t be like that. I wanted to cloak her in a warm blanket and hold her. I remembered the warmth I felt from Jen. It made me think.

    I looked up at the doctor who was still standing behind me watching me intently. 

    “Can I hold her?”

    He nodded thoughtfully. “I don’t think she’s been held enough in her life.”

    Carefully, I bent over and gathered up her small form into my arms and cradled her. She was so light that she seemed hollow. I sat back down with her in my lap. The whole while, she continued to gaze at my face. I wrapped my arms around her and instinctively started rocking her gently from side to side. She snuggled into my chest.

    Slowly and carefully and with some effort, I pushed my own aura over hers. It was as if my aura was an extension of me. Once I learned how to see it, the ability to manipulate it came free, as if it was a part of my body, which isn’t that surprising since it sort of is. I cradled Holly in my arms and with my aura. I could feel her body in my lap and her soul in my mind. Foreign images and feelings started to flow through me. 

    Loneliness and torment. Cold dark voices in my mind showed me horrible things, urged me to strike out. No one was on my side. I was alone, so alone. The grays of apathy and resignation, the blacks of despair and the reds of anger, hatred, and resentment colored my world. Through it all was the eternal struggle to break through to the shiny bright world I could see around me. A world separated from me by an unimaginable gulf. 

    I was dimly aware that tears were running down my face. I had to protect myself, to pull back from the pain, to cast her out, and put up my strongest barriers against her, but I could feel that was how everyone had treated Holly all her life. The pain was crushing until I became aware of Spring there with me. Wordlessly, she wrapped herself around me, became my shield. She was my front line against despair. She enabled me to continue, I guess because she actually cared about me.

    Tightly, I held Holly with her memories of pain, anger, and loneliness. I tried to show her other things, other ways. I showed her the safety of my old oak, the love of my parents, and the warmth of close friends. I brought her into my world and shared it with her, bathed her in it, gave it to her, willed it to stick. All the while, I fed her what strength I had, gently and slowly, anxious to do no damage. Soon I didn’t have to push, she started pulling it in, making it part of her. It hurt and pulled on me in strange ways, but it was nothing compared to the hurt in her life.

    Sometime later, I felt Doctor Anderson shaking me gently, calling my name.

    I swam back from whatever place I had been. My limbs felt leaden, but knowing I had helped Holly made my spirit as light as a feather. “Hi, Doc.”

    Dr. Anderson smiled down at me. “Welcome back, Finn. I thought I had better check on you to make sure you were okay.”

    “Yes, I’m fine,” I said. I looked down at the little girl. It came as a surprise to discover that my aura still bathed her. It had gotten to the point that it didn’t seem like a strain at all.

    I pulled back, flexing sluggish, exhausted metaphysical muscles I never realized I had. It was only then that I felt how far I had pushed myself. I understood my father’s sacrifice, his acceptance of the price he had paid. I knew the cost didn’t matter. It was worth the price.

    When I had pulled back fully, I could see that her aura had changed. It was now covering her entirely in a bright golden-green. I found myself smiling and feeling a peaceful happiness that I hadn’t felt for what seemed like years.

    “Were you able to help her?” asked the good doc. “She appears to be stronger.”

    I stretched my back and neck muscles, which had grown stiff and sore. I said, “I think she is.”

    Holly let out a small mouse of asigh. She was watching me intently again. She seemed awake and alert. 

    Anderson moved forward and asked her, “Hello, Holly. How are you feeling?”

    “I’m hungry. Can I have something to eat?” she said.

    The doc looked a bit startled and shot me an opaque thoughtful look before he said, “Yes, sweetheart, I’ll get someone to bring you some food.”

    I called after him, “Hey, can you bring me some too? I’m starved.”

    He left to arrange for the food, while I sat there silently holding Holly. Her mood seemed to match mine. Words were not necessary. Everything around me seemed somehow too sharp and raw. The afternoon light streaming in the room pierced my eyes. The air in my lungs felt intensely cold. I also realized that the beat of the heart, the caduceus, felt muted and distant. That, more than anything, made feel as if I had lost something important when I sat with Holly.

    When the doc came back, she had moved back to the bed and watched the world through the window, soaking it in. He brought fruit and sandwiches for us. She wolfed her food down faster than I did. When she finished, she said shyly, “Could I have some more?”

    “Of course, Holly. What would you like?”

    “Can I have some Doritos?”

    I laughed over my internal discomfort. I liked this kid already. Anderson fetched her a couple of bags of cheesy goodness. “It’s getting late, Finn. I think you had better call your Mom or Dad for a pickup.”

    For the first time, I noticed that the sun beat into Holly’s room at a low angle. “What time is it?”

    “It’s a bit after four o’clock.”

    “Holy cr… imony! I’ve been sitting here for over four hours?” He nodded at me, and I said, “I’d have sworn that it wasn’t more than an hour.”

    “Nevertheless, it’s getting late,” said the doc.

    “Okay, I’m out of here.” I tousled Holly’s hair as she finished off her sandwich.

    Holly pulled away in irritation. “Don’t do that!”

    “Oops, sorry kiddo, I don’t like it either. Now, stop giving the doc so much trouble and behave yourself.”

    “See ya, Finn.” She held out her arms for a hug, which I happily gave her. She was a warm little bundle in my arms. Her presence was like a balm to the raw edges of the world that were poking into me. I squeezed her gently and then headed out. 

    Dr. Anderson followed me out. After I had called my mom, he said, “Thanks for helping with Holly. It looks as if you’ve made a lot of progress with her.”

    That thanks felt particularly gratifying. 

    “I thought you would like to know that we haven’t seen anyone new being infected by the shadow you cast out of her,” he said.

    This day was just getting better and better. I had been fretting about who would be next. I said, “That’s excellent!”

    “Sort of. I think that it landed in someone already infected.”

    I stopped walking “Why, what happened?”

    “Do you remember Daniel?”

    I had to think for a moment before I remembered he was the guy I had seen my first day here. I nodded.

    “Well, he has gotten significantly worse. We’ve had to keep him sedated.”

    “Oh, crap!”

    “I have to agree. I’d like to know if I can get you to come back tomorrow and see if there is anything you can do to help him.”

    That thought shot my mood pretty effectively. Suddenly, the world around me turned harsh and ominous. We were in the common room by then, so I flopped down on a comfy chair, finding it too cold and rough. I sighed and said, “Okay, Doc. I’ll give it a try.”

    “Thank you, Finn. I know this is hard on you. Tomorrow, we will keep him sedated and tied down while you’re with him. That should avoid the kinds of problems we had yesterday.”

    I wholeheartedly hoped so. That would let me feel safer, but the idea of sharing what I had shared with Holly made me uneasy. I don’t know if I could do it again.

    While I was waiting, I checked in with Spring. Hey, Spring, thanks for your help. I don’t think I could have done it without you running interference like you did.

    She sounded thoughtful. It is extremely interesting for me to see just how deeply humans feel. It is different for me. When I lived in my tree, I only knew need, contentment, and peace. Even though you have expanded me in so many ways, what Holly felt was so immense and dominating that I could scarcely understand it. She was with us for a long while. I kept expecting that it would somehow trigger similar feelings within me, as it did with you. It didn’t. I don’t know if I think that is a good thing, or a bad thing.

    I thought, Well, for Holly and me, it was a great thing. If she gets any benefit out of it, it will be because you were there.

    I felt her satisfaction about that. Intrigued, I asked, Spring, From time to time, I feel emotions come from you other than just need and contentment.

    I’ve been playing with anger and happiness.

    Playing?

    Yes, I like those. 

    So, you don’t actually feel them?

    No, I do feel them, but I think I’m learning them from you. It’s fascinating to see how they change my thinking. 

    You sound more like a Vulcan than a human. 

    Dude! Live long and prosper ! 

    What do you say to that?

    I hopped into my mom’s car when she showed up. Despite the continuing raw sharpness of my world, I felt pretty decent again. 

    “How did it go today, Finn?”

    “It was fantastic. Holly woke up today.”

    “Oh, I’m so glad to hear that!”

    “Yep, it looks as if she’s going to recover and be okay.”

    “What else did you do today?”

    “Uh, not much actually. I just sat with Holly for a while… it seemed to help her to have someone with her.”

    My mom gave me a proud smile. “You are an amazing young man, Finn.”I was kind of feeling that way too. I should have known better.

    We lapsed into silence. She drove for a while, and then she said, “Ms. Kramer called and left a message on the answering machine today.”

    I swear I heard it when my heart fell into my gut. I’d tried calling her to talk about my grades. The strain of dealing with my failure in English showed in my voice. “So, what did she say?”

    “She said poor planning on your part does not constitute an emergency on her part, and she has neither the obligation nor the inclination to help you out of your mess.”

    I’m afraid I said some very bad things about the battleaxe in front of my mom so, by the time we pulled into our garage, I was angry, humiliated, and feeling guilty about my language. So much for the good day.

    After dinner, I settled down in front of the television. Spring had woken up and again asked to go dancing. I told her no again, but I promised we could watch some old Glee reruns. Set in a mythical high school, in Lima, Ohio, it was filled with mythical Liman virtuosos. I always got a kick out of their version of our Lima and its high school, and for me, it was a guilty pleasure. I found myself unwillingly liking the improbable musical soap opera. We hadn’t been watching for long before Mom called out for my dad with a note of urgency in her voice. I went to see if she needed help.

    


Stalker

    My dad and I arrived in the kitchen at about the same time. Her hand shaking, Mom pointed out the window and said, “Jack, I think there’s someone out there in the woods.”

    As I scanned the darkening woods, I finally spotted a shadow that didn’t seem to fit with the rest. The sun wouldn’t set for another half hour, but we were already in the shade of the woods. My dad told us to get away from the window. We did. He headed to the basement and came back with his double-barrel shotgun.

    “Just stay down,” he said as he opened the back door. “I’ll see what’s out there.”

    I had visions of my dad being bitten by a twenty-five-foot rattler or getting himself shot. “Oh, no way you’re going out there alone! I’m coming with you.”

    He paused a moment, then, he said, “Go get your gun.” 

    “Jack!” protested my mom. “Let the police handle it, they’re just out front.”

    “This is my yard, Helen,” he replied grimly, and I found myself going out the back door, gun in hand, behind my father. We moved slowly through our yard towards the darkening woods.

    When we were about halfway to the woods, a spot, which was about five feet away from the shadow I had been watching, moved. Crap. I had been looking at the wrong shadow. My eyes tracked over to the movement, and the shadow there seemed to thin out and melt down into the underbrush.

    “Did you see that?” asked my dad.

    I nodded, worried. We both stopped, and then we heard the unmistakable sound of a rattlesnake. The sound you might hear on a television with the volume cranked up way too loud. The sound of fist sized rocks shaken in an oil drum. It was the sound that I’d heard in my dreams right before the snake struck. I had to clamp down on my bladder to keep from peeing my pants.

    My dad shot his gun, aiming high into the trees. Immediately the rattling stopped. The snapping and crashing of brush, moving away from us at high speed, filled the night. We ran over to the area where it had been. There was a long line of crushed underbrush leading away from a flattened area about six feet in diameter.

    I voiced my feelings in a way I normally wouldn’t around my dad. He didn’t reprimand me; in fact, he agreed wholeheartedly. A few moments later, a police officer came running around the side of our house, carrying a high-powered flashlight and demanding that we tell him what was happening. My mom had pulled him from where he sat out in front, and they had both heard the gunshot. When he heard our tale and saw the flattened area, his exclamation showed that the three of us held a remarkable degree of similarities in our opinions. He instructed us to go back into the house, lock the doors and pull down the blinds, and then he called backup help to track the… whatever it was.

    Later that night, I called Gregg and told him what had happened that day. He said he had been with Jen the whole day. She had pounded on him the entire time to get us to “complete the transfer.” I could tell she had seriously upset him. He sounded drained.

    “Ya know, Finn, the first time I heard her say it, it seemed like the most crazed POS idea I had ever heard. Maybe it’s just the repetition, but it’s making a whole lot more sense to me now.”

    “Have you talked with your parents about this?”

    “Are you kidding? I’ve been fighting to keep them from putting me in Shady Oaks alongside my sister. I can’t talk to them about any of this. They’re in denial, and I’m not talking about the river.”

    “I’m sorry, Gregg. That has got to suck. I’ve been telling my parents everything.”

    “Yeah, well, from where I sit, it could be worse. My dad could be dreaming about Nurse Tartar.”

    “You suck. I should never have told you about that.”

    He laughed. “It all sucks, bro! It all sucks.”

    I had to agree.

    “So,” he said in an overly casual voice, “Would you be willing to try the crystal thing with my sister?”

    “I think your parents should put you in a loony bin—a long way away from Jen. What if it drives her totally nuts? What if it works too well and our Jen is gone forever? It’s not going to happen, so just forget about it.”

    


Wiped 

    Wipe to ironic scene a day later: a nicely furnished, institutional bedroom where Finn and Jen are sitting, cross-legged, knee to knee, looking at each other. In Jen’s hand: the crystal. In Finn’s mind: blind panic.

    Jen looked terrible. Her hair was a tangled mess, her eyes were sunken with dark shadows, and her skin was still gray-brown. As she sat there looking at me, wearing fuzzy pajamas, I was furiously trying to remember how Gregg had talked me into this. This was a bad, bad idea. I knew it. But…oh, yeah. Jen was in a bad, bad place already. Our conversation with her had been terribly slow. She kept slipping back and forth, in and out of lucidity. One moment she was calm and thoughtful and the next she was afraid and incoherent. We had to keep steering her back to the topic at hand. In the end, when she was thinking, she thought she had no choice, that is, when she was actually thinking and not panicking. If I did nothing, then every minute of torment she went through for the rest of her life would be my fault.

    She raised her hand with the crystal sitting in it. I had cherished that amethyst all my life, but now it invoked nothing but fear and loathing in me. I slowly reached my right hand out and positioned it over the crystal.

    Don’t worry dude, I gotcha covered. 

    Thanks, Spring. 

    I laid my hand down. At the moment of contact, the firestorm that I had felt the first time returned with equal fury. It howled through me, through my core and out through my hand. This time, I was more prepared and more able. I could watch more closely what happened. If I had doubts the first time about where the power came from, they were laid to rest. I was now able to see that it was flowing from the caduceus into me and then out through the crystal. What was flowing in was different from what was flowing out. I was obviously some kind of filter for the power from the artifact. Instinctively, I tried to slow the flow of that power and was partially successful. I was also able to look through that whirling vortex at Jen. I watched, in wonder and dread, as a growing red flood overwhelmed the blue in her aura. I couldn’t help but think that I was seeing the last bits of my friend disappearing forever. 

    Just before the last bits of blue disappeared, I wrenched my hand away from the crystal. Both Jen and I slumped. I managed to stay upright, just barely, but she collapsed back onto the floor with blind eyes looking at the ceiling.

    I pulled myself up on my knees, exhausted, and tried to shuffle over to her. Gregg was there, holding her and calling her name. She blinked, once… twice. She groaned and tried to sit up.

    At that point I almost died. From behind me Herr Doktor Anderson barked, “What are you doing!” I swear my heart stopped beating.

    Unaware of my cardiac arrest, he rushed to Jen’s side and pushed Gregg away. I had never seen him this angry before. Despite the lack of practice, he did angry well. He shouted at us, “What did you do to her?”

    Being inherently tougher and less of a wuss than I, Gregg rallied first. “We were trying to fix her, asshole. It’s more than you ever did for her.”

    “How? By knocking her out? By playing doctor?” He bent and lifted Jen. “Get out of my way!” We did as he commanded and watched as he laid her gently on the bed and began stroking her head tenderly.

    “Did she hit her head?”

    “No, nothing like that,” I said.

    As he bent over her, he called to her, “Jen? Jen, can you hear me?”

    Jen blinked and gazed at Dr. Anderson. She seemed fascinated by him. She lifted her hand to his face and touched the skin of his cheek in wonder.

    “Did you give her anything?” Anderson asked.

    “No, of course not.”

    Gregg reached out and took her arm and got her attention. He said, “Jen, how are you feeling?”

    She shifted her attention from Anderson to Gregg and gave him another wide-eyed stare. Something about him caught her attention. She searched his face, her brows drawn down in puzzlement. 

    By this point, Anderson had gone back to stoic-observer mode. The man had more resilience than bathroom mold. He stepped back to watch Jen and her brother’s interaction.

    When Anderson moved back, it gave Jen a clear view of me. I hovered over her, and anxiously hoped that I hadn’t made her worse. When her eyes shifted to me, she grew excited. She struggled to sit up. Both Anderson and Gregg immediately helped her.

    She spat out a rapid-fire question. Something like, “Tong putia sang to fegal in mooga booga lala gungadin?”

    She must have seen the confusion on my face so she raised her voice and repeated herself. This time, she said it more slowly, much like Americans are wont to do when someone speaks a different language and doesn’t understand what the natives are saying.

    She tried once more, louder and even slower. I just raised my hands and shook my head in the universal sign of, “I’m a clueless imbecile.” She tore her troubled gaze from my face and examined the room with eyebrows drawn in confusion. 

    She looked down at the bed she sat on, and ran her hand over the blankets and sheets. Then she pulled at the cloth of her pajamas. Her eyes were filled with wonder again. 

    “Voola boole wa wa wup?” When she saw our continued incomprehension, she repeated herself. I made the “Huh?” sign again.

    Gregg pushed in closer and said, “Jen! What’s wrong?”

    “Voola boole wa wa way. Icky tiki ta ping gwup!” She seemed terribly adamant about it, too.

    No matter how hard we tried, we couldn’t make heads nor tails of what she said. She didn’t look to be having any better luck. She tried several different phrases, but none of them made sense.

    Anderson pulled out his phone and called for someone to come in to test Jen for a stroke.

    I panicked. “You think she had a stroke?” I asked.

    He just did his inscrutable thing. “She seems to be suffering from schizophasia or a very extreme form of receptive aphasia.”

    Anxiously, I asked him, “Is that bad?”

    He used his burning gaze to fry his words into my brain. “It means that there has probably been neurological damage to the Wernicke’s area of her brain.” Seeing my incomprehension, he added, “The language processing part of her brain. She’s speaking gibberish because she cannot access her word memory. She can make sounds and hear words, but she cannot make sense of them.”

    Gregg put his hands on his head and yelled, “Fuck!” He walked away from the bed repeating himself several times.

    “Is she going to get better?” I asked Anderson.

    He just shot me his best laser stare. I tried to think, to grab for some hope. I said, “It sounded like she was talking in a foreign language or something. It wasn’t just gibberish.”

    “It’s possible to retain some sense of syntactic structure but still be unable to recall words.”

    I felt like mimicking Gregg. Jen sat watching our conversation intently. She looked to be listening closely, more focused than troubled.

    Gregg calmed down from his rant. “Okay, so what can we do?”

    “I don’t know that there is much we can do.”

    At this point, Jen got up from the bed, walked unsteadily past all of us and headed for the door.

    Gregg stopped her by grabbing her arm and saying, “Jen, where are you going?”

    Jen scowled at his hand. 

    Gregg didn’t take the hint. “Jen, I think you should stay here until we can figure out what’s wrong.” 

    She jerked her arm from his grip and scowled when he immediately grabbed her again. She said a few words and twiddled her fingers at him. She paused, looking confused for a second and then inhaled deeply and let out a sizable breath. She walked calmly back to the bed with Gregg and sat back down, erect, clothed in dignity and pajamas, searching our anxious faces. Her eyes finally settled on me. They narrowed as though deep in thought.

    After taking this in for a moment, Anderson said, “I think you two have done enough damage for now. I need you to leave for a while. I think she’s overwhelmed, and we need to simplify her environment. I have experience dealing with this sort of injury. At least I should be able to help her stay calm.”

     “I’m not going anywhere. She already looks calm,” Gregg said.

    Anderson stared at him, and this time I watched Gregg wither under his intensity.

    “Go get some lunch or something,” said the doctor. “You can come back. I just want to give her a little time and breathing room before we examine her for brain damage.”

    Gregg nodded mutely and said, “Come on, Finn.”

    


McFreaky

    As we were walking down the sidewalk, through the park-like (barren) front lawn, Gregg punched a tree and said, “Damn it, Finn! I was sure that would fix her! I should have just listened to you. Now she’s got fucking brain damage. Ow!” He shook out his fingers and examined his bloody knuckles.

    “I don’t know, Gregg. I don’t know if I buy the whole brain damage thing. Some of what she said almost made sense to me.” 

    Shady Oaks is out in the eastern boonies of Newark—well, boonier at any rate—and there is nowhere close to eat. We hopped into Gregg’s car and headed to the nearest Micky D’s. When we arrived, there was quite a line. We waited without talking. A guy, in some sort of heavy metal hair-band tee shirt, turned away from the counter with his lunch. He was walking past us, and his face lit up when he saw me. He veered over towards me. He wore two long, glitzy earrings, which swung from each ear. When he was directly in front of me, he poked a lazy finger at my chest and said, “Hey Tiger! How’s the naughty boy?” He scanned Gregg lasciviously and raised an eyebrow. “And who’s this delicious little chocolate morsel?”

    “Uh, this is my friend, Gregg,” I stammered.

    He smiled slyly and said, “Hi, handsome, any friend of Tiger’s is a friend of mine!” He presented his hand to Gregg in a way that made it look as if he wanted Gregg to kiss it. Looking as flummoxed as I felt, Gregg shook the man’s hand quickly.

    The man arched an eyebrow at me, and said with a hint of reproof, “Aren’t you going to introduce me, Tiger?” 

    “Uh, Gregg, this is, uh…” I racked my memory, trying to remember him. I couldn’t believe I’d ever forget someone like this. In fact, he felt a little familiar. His name was… “Max.”

    Apparently, I got it right, because Max smiled brightly. “Charmed, I’m sure!”

    He gave a little wiggle and then said, “Well, as fun as this is, I have to run. You two behave now! Buh-bye.” He wiggled his fingers at us and turned to leave. He said to Gregg over his shoulder, “Make sure Tiger shows you ALL his moves.” He shimmied his butt suggestively, and then he added the coup de grace with a big wink. “He will blow your mind!” With that, he was gone in a flurry of fast food bags, swaying hips, and dangling wrists. Gregg raised his eyebrow and said, “Tiger?”

    I opened my mouth to say something, but I had no idea what, so I closed it and tried again. Just when I was sure my life couldn’t get any weirder, it had.

    Gregg started laughing. “Finn, what the hell was that all about?”

    I shook my head, my face turning red. “I have no idea.”

    “You knew his name! Where did you meet him? That guy is fruitier than a San Francisco poodle groomer’s convention!” He laughed harder. 

    I was burning by this point. “I swear, I have no idea, Gregg! None. I just guessed his name!”

    He pointed behind me and said, “Suuure…Tiger, you’re up, go order something. Make sure to show me some of those moves while you’re at it!”

    I muttered at him under my breath as he almost hyperventilated with laughter. “Yeah, you’re one funny guy.”

    I tried to ignore the burning of my face and ears and ordered a McBurger, McFries, and a McDr. Pepper. I didn’t stick around to hear Gregg order, I just told the cashier to put it all on Gregg’s bill.

    Even being stiffed for lunch, Gregg was still smirking when he came to the table with our McFood. “You owe me eight-fifty.” He gave me an exaggerated wink and added, “Tiger.”

    “Gregg, I swear, I’ve never seen that guy before, honest!”

    “Holy tamale, that guy is a hoot! You have to admit it was pretty funny.”

    “If it had happened to you, then it would be funny,” I countered.

    He laughed again. One thing the incident did was take our mind off Jen for a time. While we ate, we tried to come up with scenarios that would result in that encounter. Someone’s practical joke was my favorite. Closet-flaming-homosexual-me was Gregg’s.

    I found the whole ordeal speeding the onset of my McIndigestion™.

    I got a little respite when he headed back to order something for Jen, and I went to the bathroom. As is often the case when I was sitting on the toilet, a thought pushed into my brain. (Some sort of weird application of Newton’s third law). I finished my business and joined Gregg outside.

    “Gregg! I know why what Jen was saying was so familiar!”

    “What are you talking about?”

    “Gregg, she was speaking Illyrian,” I said.

    “Illyrian.”

    “Yes, Illyrian! Remember when I was working on a language dictionary for my game a couple of years ago? That’s what she was speaking.”

    “Get out of here!”

    “No, really, you have to take me home so I can get the lexicon I started.”

    “Finn, Jen wasn’t gaming with us when you came up with that.”

    “I know! It’s freaking me out, too, but it makes sense. All along she has been talking about things from my gaming world! Gregg, I swear it’s coming from the crystal!”

    “I need to get back to see her,” said Gregg.

    “We have to get my list of words. I know right where it is! I’ll be in and out, and we will be back here in a half hour.”

    I finally convinced him. It took about 45 minutes before we arrived back at the facility.

    I tried to follow Gregg to Jen’s room again, but burly attendant Tom stopped me before I got very far down the hall. Gregg just kept going.

    “Get out of my way! I have to go see Jen!”

    “No, you are not going to see her. Not without the doctor’s permission.”

    “Come on, Tom! This is important!”

    “Sorry, Finn, doctor’s orders.”

    I shouted to Gregg’s receding back. He came back when I waved my notebook at him. He took the book, and I helplessly watched him continue down the hall. “Where’s Anderson?” I asked Tom.

    “He’s probably in his office.”

    “Am I allowed to go see him?”

    He just nodded. My amazingly cutting remark perturbed him not at all.

    I had planned on just storming into Dr. Anderson’s office, but the door was shut and locked. I had to knock. That takes a lot of the wind out of one’s sail.

    The door clicked, and I heard Anderson say, “Come in,” from the other side of the door. I opened it. He was sitting across the room behind his desk. 

    I walked in and said, “You really have a buzzer for your door?”

    He put down the pen he had been using, put his elbows on the table and placed his finger tips together. “Yes, I find it useful.” He gestured to the chairs in front of his desk and said, “Sit down, Finn.”

    I swallowed my nervousness. He observed me like a cat watches a mouse playing innocently in front of it. Once I sat, he continued to stare at me. I knew him well enough now to know he would sit like that for a long while if it suited his purposes, so I short-circuited the process.

    “Jennifer Washington does not have a damaged Warner’s area.”

    “It is Wernicke’s area,” he said, carefully timed to keep me unbalanced.

    It worked. “Uh, yeah… anyway it’s not damaged. She’s just not speaking English.”

    This was obviously something the doctor did not expect. He folded his fingers and rested his chin on them. 

    This time it was his carefully timed lack of comment that threw me. I’d been expecting at least a sneering reply. “Uh…yeah, she’s speaking Illyrian.”

    That got a raised eyebrow, “Illyrian?”

    “Yes.”

    “Who speaks Illyrian?”

    “Uh, only Jen, as far as I know. I know a few words, but that’s it.”

    “Finn, are you deliberately mocking me?”

    “Uh, no sir. Illyrian is spoken by people who live in Illyria. It’s the name of my gaming world.”

    He sat back in his chair with a pained expression, closed his eyes, and took a deep breath. “Go on.”

    “Look, I think that amethyst crystal came from a real place called Illyria. I think it contains the memory of the high priestess of the Crystal City.” Anderson’s look was chilling, so I hurried on before I lost my courage. “Illyria doesn’t exist anymore, but it did at one time.” I tried to choose my words carefully. I knew how I sounded and didn’t want to thoroughly torpedo my credibility by spouting off words like “magic.” 

    “I believe that Illyria was destroyed in a war against another race. The shadows were the enemy’s weapons or allies or slaves—I’m not certain which. For some reason, when I grabbed the crystal at the same time Jen did, it somehow transferred some of those memories from the crystal to her mind.” 

    Any minute, the doctor was going to blow his top. I knew it, so I pushed the story out as fast as my mouth could move. “The first time, she got parts relating to the war, but not enough to put it all in the proper context. That was why she was so afraid and confused.”

    “Finn—”

    I talked over his interruption desperately. “The same thing happened to my mother before I was born! I swear! You can ask my dad!”

    That stopped him. He leaned back in his chair, placed his hands on his desk, and studied me further.

    “My mother was institutionalized after my father gave her the crystal. Some of the things she said were the same things Jen mentioned. I think the crystal is where my game ideas came from, only they didn’t overwrite my brain. That’s why I recognized the language Jen was using.”

    His silence unnerved me, so I kept talking to fill it. “The last couple of days, Jen has been begging me to do what I just did. Yesterday she convinced Gregg that we had to try, and the two of them double teamed me. I didn’t want Jen to go around crazy for the rest of her life, so we grabbed the crystal together, and there was this rush of fire through me, and I could see the Priestess’s aura grow larger while Jen’s grew smaller.”

    “Don’t you think it would have been a smart idea to talk me or her parents about this before you tried it? Real or not, it was remarkably rash, self-centered, and dangerous not to pass this by Dr. and Mrs. Washington and me.

    “But, the Washingtons wouldn’t let me! Dr. Washington still thinks I drove her crazy in the first place.”

    “It sounds to me like you believe that, too.”

    “But I…” I stopped and slumped into my chair. “Yes, I do. Somehow, I did this to her. Don’t you understand? I had to do something to try to undo it… and no one would have believed us, anyway, if we had asked first. Most days, I can’t even believe it myself.” 

    Dr. Anderson took a deep breath, let it out slowly, and got up from his chair. He started around his desk and said, “Finn, come with me.”

    Uh oh. “Where?” I didn’t even try to keep the apprehension from my voice.

    


Reaping What Was Sowed 

    “I want to show you some things.” The doctor walked past me to the door. I stood up in a hurry to follow him. He led me up the hall to the common room and then down another hall. He knocked on the half-open door of a room and entered when the occupant invited him in.

    It was the psycho accountant from yesterday. He had combed his hair, trimmed his beard, and his eyes were clear as he stood there wearing the standard fuzzy white bathrobe. Guilt flooded through me when I saw the cast on his right arm. I could almost feel the bones breaking again. His face was drawn, but he smiled at Dr. Anderson. 

    The doctor stopped in front of him and introduced me. “Senator Gayle, this is Finn Morgenstern. He’s the young man who cured you yesterday. Finn, this is Senator Gayle.”

    That little tidbit stunned me. I’m not much into politics, but not recognizing the Senior Senator of Ohio was a bit over the top. Now that I knew who he was, I recognized him easily. His charismatic personality totally dominated his looks and rendered them unimportant. Once again, he was everyone’s favorite grandfather. How could I have missed it? I had heard that he had some sort of breakdown, but I had never given it a second thought.

    The senator got up from his seat, smiling from ear to ear. He used both hands when he shook mine, covering mine in a warm clasp. It was the perfect handshake. He didn’t try to crush me, and he didn’t just go limp. His was the shake of a man of confidence and reliability.

    “Son, I’m forever in your debt. The doctor has told me some difficult things to swallow, but in the end, the voices are gone and you banished that… horror that had me in its grip.” He shuddered. “That’s what counts. Thank you. It’s not adequate, but it is heartfelt.”

    “Wow, I had no idea!” I said uncertainly. “Uh, sure, no problem.” I then blurted out, “I’m really sorry about your arm!”

    He raised his arm and showed off the cast ruefully. “It was a small price to pay for getting rid of that thing. I was trying to kill you, after all.”

    “What do you remember about it?” I asked.

    “Everything. It was like being consumed by the Devil. Hatred and hunger overwhelmed me. I didn’t care about anything or anyone. I left my room to go hunting…I saw that young woman and I…” The haunting memory filled his eyes.

    I winced and Dr. Anderson smoothly inserted himself into the conversation. “Senator, you’re still tired. I want you to rest, but I did want you to meet young Finn.”

    The Senator pasted on his sincere and genuine smile again and said, “Thank you for that. Son, if I could impose upon you sometime in the next few days, I’d love to sit down over coffee and find out more about the young man who saved me from that vile thing.”

    I promised to stop by and then followed the doctor out the door. 

    “Doc, I don’t understand. I thought you said the senator wasn’t shadow-ridden before yesterday.”

    He glanced back at me quickly but didn’t slow his walk. “I didn’t think he was.”

    “Hmm. We know where the shadow riding him yesterday came from , but if he wasn’t ridden before that, why would he be having night terrors bad enough to make him seek you out?”

    “That’s an excellent question, Finn. Maybe it was a small one and I couldn’t sense it. Perhaps you’ll help me figure out the answer to that.”

    I didn’t have much time to mull that over. He led me through an open door to see Holly at a table much too large for her. She was kneeling on a chair, half sprawled over the tabletop on her elbows, coloring. When Dr. Anderson said hello, she saw me, and cried out, “Finn!” She jumped from her chair, ran to me, and gave me a whopping big hug.

    Despite her small size, that hug struck me hard. I don’t think I’d ever meant that much to anyone—except my parents perhaps. I hugged her back. She was so tiny that her face pressed into my stomach, and she was about as thick around as a pencil. I could feel her backbone and ribs easily. We stood that way for quite some time. When I finally pushed her gently away, her eyes were shining. “I’m so glad you’re here!”

    My own eyes got a little shiny, too. “Me too, kiddo.” 

    Her smile grew bigger, and she hugged me again. Her aura was now complete and a golden green, instead of its original bright green. It had gained significantly in strength. Thinking about Jen’s color change, I briefly wondered what a color change meant, but it was clear that Holly was much better off than yesterday. She pulled away and ran to the table. She picked up one of the drawings there and presented it to me.

    “I made this for you.”

    I took the paper. There were two not-quite-stick figures—one small and one tall. The tall one had his arms up in the air and between them was a heavy black scribble. It was obvious she had spent a lot of time making it as black as possible. The simple lines and the power of the message almost made me cry.

     “It’s you and me. You’re taking away the bad thing. Do you like it?”

    “I love it!” I started blinking tears away and gave her another hug.

    She said into my shirt, “I love you, Finn.”

    I never realized what a heavy word “love” could be. 

    We stayed for a while with Holly. Before we left, I reassured her that I’d come back and see her again. Dr. Anderson led me down the hall to our next destination. I could guess what was coming.

    “Spirit, I fear thee more than all the rest,” I said.

    That didn’t get the smile I had hoped for. He continued walking as he answered somberly,“… With good reason.”

    We came to a locked room. When he opened the door, I never even saw the room. My attention focused on the man inside. He was in a bed with the head pushed against the far wall. I vaguely recognized him from a few days before, but he was as still as death. The thick black shadow surrounding him covered him from head to toe, and it utterly hid any hint of the man’s aura.

    As soon as I entered the room, the pool of blackness moved in a slow wave down Daniel’s body toward me. It bulged just beyond his feet and quivered as if struggling to pull itself free of Daniel. Multiple tendrils emerged from the oily blackness and stretched for me before falling back into the main mass.

    Daniel started thrashing on the bed. He struggled for a moment, muttered, and then fell quiescent. Occasional violent shivers wracked his body. He did this several times while we watched. Once or twice I thought I might be able to make out words like “cold” or “death.” 

    The whole time, Dr. Anderson stood next to me splitting his attention between Daniel and me. Finally, he placed his hand on my shoulder and led me from the room. He closed the door behind us. For a moment, his stare seemed to bore into my soul. I had no idea what he was hoping to find.

    “Finn,” he said at last, “how could I see what we just saw and not believe in things I cannot see? I watched you work with each one of these people. I saw their interactions with you, and I saw the results. What I didn’t see, was anything that you did. I watched a little girl launch herself at you like a rabid attack dog and land unconscious in your arms. I watched you sit beside that little girl, looking at nothing, doing nothing, and today she’s more alive and happy than she has ever been. She has gone from being barely functional, angry, temperamental, and sometimes violent, to being a little girl who can draw her nightmares. You have fundamentally changed her, Finn, and we have no idea of the depth of that change.

    “After you left last night, I saw the Senator become deranged, terrified, and terrifying. When I saw you next, you were on top of the senator on the floor. You commanded me to pick him up slowly. I did as you asked, and now he’s back to being the dynamic person he was ten years ago. He had come into this facility stressed, fearful for his life, and convinced that something evil was stalking him.”

    Dr. Anderson stopped and stared at me again as if searching for answers in my eyes. I didn’t know how to answer him, or if he was asking a question. 

    “Finn, after seeing all this, if you tell me that you own a magic crystal that somehow possesses people, what sort of fool would I be to dismiss it out of hand? I can’t see what you see, but I can see the results.

    “What you need to understand is that there are real results to your actions. Serious, life-changing results. You’re not a child anymore, and you cannot act like one. We’re not playing here. If you’re going to operate at this level and change lives, you have a responsibility to do it carefully, with consideration and compassion. You might tell yourself that you have to operate alone, because no one else has your abilities or because no one will believe you, but you can’t do it.

    “You need guidance and mentoring. You need to discuss your intentions with other people before you act. I cannot say what has happened to Jen. But, do you realize that what you described to me sounded as if you were overwriting her mind, as if she were a thumb drive holding music you didn’t like anymore? That sounds to me an awful lot like murdering who she was. After what you’ve done, will we ever be able to get that precious girl back? I don’t know, and I can tell from your expression that you don’t either. You need to think before you act.”

    I always knew he carried a hidden club with him, I just never suspected that getting hit with it would hurt so badly.

     

    


Whole Foods 

    After Anderson whacked me, he put me in timeout. Well, not actually, but he told me to take off and think about what he had said. I followed his command, and called a taxi. I went home in a highly introspective and dour mood. Even Gregg’s text message that Jen was in fact speaking Illyrian only shallowly penetrated my ocean of introspection. After Anderson’s talk, my exposed narrow-minded and juvenile approach to all of this shamed me. I vowed to do better. 

    Of course, Spring was having a hard time with it, too. She struggled to follow the conversation with the doctor and my reaction to it. Her attitude seemed to be, Hey, if it worked, why do you feel guilty? If it didn’t work, well you can’t have everything.Shit happens. 

    I was discovering that dryads weren’t real big into morality, ethics, or self-reflection— at least my dryad wasn’t. What does one expect from a nine-month-old, though?

    As I rode home, I listened to the taxi’s radio to drown out the thoughts echoing through my brain. I didn’t recognize the song, but it had a decent beat. I tapped along with it until the fading refrain penetrated my brain.

    “Take me in tender woman, sighed the snake…” 

    I focused on the words to see if I’d heard it right, but the song was fading. The radio jock’s voice bellowed through the car.

    “That was Belle Star singing ‘The Snake,’” said the announcer enthusiastically. “… All you pretty ladies take note, no matter how cute, you don’t want to take this snake in. Ha! Before that, we heard “Get On The Snake” by Soundgarden and “Tube Snake Boogie” by ZZ Top. Ha ha! We’ve been digging deep into our snake vault and taking you wherever the snake leads. Next up in our Newark snake-a-thon, we’ve got an oldie but a goody for you: Duran Duran, “The Union of the Snake.” But first, for those of you just tuning in, our snake bite count is up to three! The body of a jogger, dead from snakebite, was found this morning near Schoonover Park. WKFN is offering a reward of $5000 to anyone who brings us the head of our limbless stalker. So, all you snake charmers get your pipes, and we’ll have us a snake barbeque. Ha ha! We are halfway through our ‘Hour of Snake Power.’ Here’s your next slithery song…”

    I groaned in disgust, but I couldn’t help but wonder what the DJ would say if I called in and told them the truth. For the rest of the trip, we were treated to obscure and cheesy snake songs. I’d never have thought there were so many.

    I came through the front door, called out a hello to my parents, and headed up to my temporary room since mine was still uninhabitable while we fought with the insurance agency. I was mentally and emotionally exhausted. All I wanted was some quality staring-at-the-ceiling time, just me and my best girl. I could feel Spring rummaging about to understand that phrase. Her pleasure at finding it made me feel like a proud parent. I threw myself onto the guest bed? — my bed and got down to seriously doing nothing. Life was throwing shit at me faster than I could dodge, and I hadn’t yet had the time to figure out what was generating the shit or just what size fan was throwing it.

    I stared at the ceiling for a while, then my eyes started to wander around the over-packed room. They landed on my aged hamster Squiffy’s cage. My gaze rested on it for a moment, until I realized that his cage was open. I swore and went to look inside. Sure enough, he was gone. I was somewhat amazed that he could work up enough energy to escape. Despite his nocturnal wheel walking, he was a chubby little ball of fur. He hadn’t escaped for a couple of years. 

    I started looking in all the standard places— under beds, in closets, behind dressers. When he didn’t show up in one of those places, I knew he had to be under my big dresser. It used to be his favorite hiding place. It was also the hardest spot to get him out of. The opening under the dresser was low and hard to reach through. I found it remarkable that my fat little hamster could even fit under it. The best way to flush him out was with a yardstick. I headed downstairs to get one from the garage.

    My mom was in the kitchen fixing dinner. I said, “Hi”, gave her a kiss, and promised I’d tell her about my day after I found Squiffy. I headed out to the garage. I had taken two steps into it when the sight of my father stopped me cold.

    He was standing at the far side of the garage and looking at me wide-eyed. His mouth was full of something that didn’t quite fit. Part of it was hanging out. That part was a small white furry hind leg and a small naked pink tail. 

    As I stood there, with my mind refusing to believe what it saw, he made a couple of gulping snaps of his mouth, and the feet and tail disappeared. I vaguely noted that behind him, on his bench, was an immense aquarium—full of mice. He chewed a couple of times, and when he swallowed the mouse, I could follow its progress down his esophagus. “Finn! Good to see you, Son! Where have you been all day?”

    I closed my mouth to keep my chin from dropping down around my waist. “Dad, did you just eat a mouse whole?”

    “Yes, and they’re delicious! Not as tasty as that nurse, but better than anything else I’ve tried in the last week.”

    My mind struggled to work around this one. Suddenly, a nasty thought hit me. “Dad have you seen Squiffy? He’s not in his cage.”

    He paused and looked a bit embarrassed—as if he was confessing to liking fruitcake. “Well, I’m sorry about that, Finn. I was just up in your room, and Squiffy was there, and he looked just so… edible. Before I knew it, I’d popped him in my mouth and eaten him whole. He tasted so good that it gave me an idea, so I went to the pet store and bought up their supply of feeding mice. You wouldn’t believe how amazing they taste, Finn! Like the best steak you’ve ever imagined. I don’t know why I didn’t try one before!”

    “I know why you never thought about it before!” I yelled. “People don’t eat live rodents! Snakes do! Owls do! Not people! Only circus geeks eat live animals, and they’re freaks!”

    He must have been in a good mood because that didn’t get the angry response I was expecting. “Calm down, son. I’ll get you a new hamster. I thought you would be happy for me. You don’t know what it is like to be hungry all the time, to have everything you eat taste like sawdust in your mouth. Besides, I feel great! You’re not going to have to pump me full of your whatever!”

    My mom stuck her head out into the garage and said, “Goodness boys, what is all the yelling about?”

    “Mom! Dad ate Squiffy! Now he’s eating live mice!”

    That struck home. She yelped, “What?”

    “Helen, it’s exciting. I found something I can eat that actually fills me up!”

    “Mice and hamsters?”

    Dad beamed at her through his Harry Potter spectacles and nodded vigorously. “Isn’t that great?”

    “Oh, dear lord!” said my mom. “Jack, what if you get rabies or something?”

    “Relax, Helen, these are from the pet store. They’re certified disease-free. They haven’t been rooting around in sewers or eating garbage or anything like that.”

    My mom’s face paled. “Oh, dear lord!” She placed her hand over her mouth.

    “I feel great, Helen. I won’t have to have Finn pump me full of whatever twice a day to keep me alive!”

    “Excuse me, Jack. I’ve got to go.” She ran out of the garage. The kitchen door slammed behind her. I assumed she was beating feet to the bathroom.

    “She doesn’t seem very happy about this,” said my dad.

    “No shit, Sherlock!” I replied.

    That struck my dad harder than any of our conversation up to that point. He finally got angry and said, “Ian Finn Morgenstern, you will not use that language or tone of voice around me. I am your father and as long as you live under my roof, you will show me the proper respect.”

    This was something I could deal with! I dropped my head and said meekly, “Sorry, Dad. It just slipped out.”

    My apology mollified him. “Hey, I’ve still got a bunch of mice here. Do you want to try one? You never know, you might like it.”

    “Uh, no thanks, Dad, I don’t want to spoil my dinner.” I fled after my mother.

    


Training 

    I’d gotten into the habit of lying to my parents about my time at Shady Oaks. They had enough to worry about without worrying more about me. I just told them I was spending a lot of time with Holly and talking to the other patients. Even though they could discover the truth by asking Anderson, I needed to minimize the chance that they would decide that it was too dangerous for me to be there. It was already hard enough to convince them to let me go anywhere on my own. They were still pretty freaked about Erik the homicidal Finn-hating snake. Can’t say I blamed them. 

    I’d had to wheedle and whine to get them to let me go train at Mark’s on my own, but in the end, they conceded defeat.

    ***

    It was hard to believe it, but I had only been training with Uncle Mark a few weeks. I felt that already I didn’t totally suck. I was actually starting to get the hang of it, and Spring loved it. Mark and I practiced and sparred for an hour. By the end, my tired muscles and sore body bore testimony to the intensity of the workout, but I was not looking forward to dying as I had been when I first started.

    When Mark called it quits, he had worked up a bit of a sweat, too. He wasn’t swimming in it like me, but it was good to see I had pushed him at least a little. He pulled out a couple of towels from a gym bag in his office, tossed one at me. He gave his bald head a vigorous rub with the towel and then asked me if I wanted a beer. This left me somewhat shocked. “I’m not twenty-one yet.”

    He opened a small well-stocked beer fridge. He pulled out two bottles, opened them, handed me one, and said, “You’re old enough to die for your country, so that’s old enough for me. Besides, given what you’ve been through these last few weeks, you’ve earned it.” He motioned to a couple of chairs, and we sat down.

    “You’re a natural at this, Finn. I would never have guessed you had it in you. When we first started, my goal was to see that when you lost a fight, the other guy would know he had been in one. However, from what I’ve seen, you could be adept at this. Your strength and coordination seem to improve every time we meet.”

    His praise added to the warm toasties I was already feeling from getting a beer. To be perfectly honest, I hadn’t expected much from myself, either.

     “Uncle Mark, did you have a... talk with Chester and Ricky to convince them to admit what they did to me?”

    “Yes, I had a nice little conversation with each of them. We discussed the merits of coming clean.”

    I snorted. It was weird to think about my uncle going around muscling a couple of punks to make my life easier. Actually, it was kind of cool.

    “Thanks.”

    “You betcha, kiddo.”

    Sometime, in the last couple of days, I had decided to tell Uncle Mark what was going on. I felt in over my head and needed an adult opinion. This latest just strengthened my decision. We sat in silence while I worked up my nerve to broach the subject.

    “Uncle Mark, has my dad talked to you about what happened in our back yard?”

    He didn’t answer right away, but instead took a swig of his beer while he watched me intently. He finally shook his head.

    “Well, my mom and dad want to keep it private, but I have to talk to someone about it. This last month has been extremely hard on them, and there are things going on that I can’t bring myself to tell them. If I tell you some things, would you promise not to tell my parents?”

    He took another swig of beer as he watched me. “I don’t know if I can make a blanket promise like that, Finn.”

    Crap. 

    “But I will tell you this: I would keep anything you tell me in strictest confidence, and I would not lightly share any secrets without good reason.”

    What do you think, Spring?

    Me? I didn’t think it was a terrific idea to keep this a secret anyway. 

    Right. I took a deep breath. “Well, this all started when we went down to the burial mound…”

    I gave my uncle a highly abbreviated version of what was happening. I showed him the stick, and my healed bullet wound. I left out what had happened to my dad and the x-rated details about Spring. I concentrated on the shadows and the spirit of Wendigota. I ended with my concerns about Erik, his vendetta, and his unfortunate ability to turn into a giant rattlesnake with the snake whistle.

    After a few moments of silence, he pointed his empty beer at me. “Finn, have you ever read the book or seen the movie, Men Who Stare at Goats?”

    I nodded. It had been a hoot.

     “Uncle Sam actually does have programs like that. I know people who participated in some of those experiments.” 

    That didn’t surprise me— he seemed to know a bit about everything. 

    “I worked with a man named Matt Smith who ran a PSI lab. It wasn’t exactly a secret program, but it wasn’t advertised either. I’ll tell you, some of their stories are just impossible to explain without resorting to magic or psychic powers. I’ll tell you another thing, those people are amateurs compared to what you have been experiencing.” Mark put down his beer bottle on the desk.

    “I also understand what you were saying about your effigy bear whistle being compelling. The snake whistle had the same effect on me, even though I didn’t choose to wear it. That distorted giant’s skull I brought home was even more so. When I looked at it, it just seemed to hold secrets and promises.”

    I shuddered. “The only thing that skull ever did for me was freak me out.”

    “It looks like your instincts about it were better than mine. That skull is a thousand years old, if it is a day. Imagine that. If what we’re considering is true, somehow someone trapped that spirit underground for all that time, and now it looks like it is driving Erik on a killing spree. It’s not something I would have believed except for some of the things Smith showed me as well as everything you and your family have endured.”

    I took a swig of my still nearly full beer and nodded in agreement. “Sometimes even I find it hard to swallow.”

    “Finn, this is a lot to chew on. I’ve got no idea what to tell you at this point. What were you hoping I could do for you?”

    “Well, I’m not actually sure any more,” I said. “I guess I just wanted to talk to someone. Do you think I’m doing the right thing?”

    “With these shadow-ridden people?”

    I nodded.

    “I have no way to tell, Finn. I’m afraid that you will just have to follow your own conscience on this one.”

    “Oh… What about my parents? Do you think I should tell them?”

    “Finn, I can’t be of much help there either, but there are some secrets that do more harm than good when shared. You are one of the smartest and most moral young men I know. I have faith that if anyone could handle this correctly, it’s you.”

    That warmed me to my toes. “Thanks Uncle Mark, that helps.”

    “Finn, would you be open to talking to some friends of mine about this? Maybe demonstrate some of it for them? They might have some ideas that could help you. They might even have someone who has had experience with these shadows you see.”

    I shrugged. “Sure, I guess so.”

    “Excellent! I’m heading out of town for a while, but when I come back, I want to organize something. I’ll give you a heads up when I get it put together. Does that work for you?”

    I nodded.

    “Good. In the meantime, just steer clear of Erik. He’s dangerously unstable regardless of whether he can turn into a twenty-five foot snake. Don’t go anywhere alone and don’t give him any opportunities to get at you. When I get back, I’ll make a few calls to some other people who should be able to help with him, too… Oh, and before I forget, my anthropologists sent your bear back. Hang on just a sec.”

    He made a quick trip to the storeroom and came back with the bear whistle. He handed it to me. As soon as I had it in my hand, the grating interference in my brain started up again. I quickly dropped it in my backpack. 

    I searched his face. “Are you sure you want me to have this back after what I’ve told you?”

    “Sure, I know where you live.”

    I snorted. He snagged my largely unfinished beer and chugged it down. 

    “Hey!”

    “You’ve had enough. You’re driving home, remember?”

    “Yeah, I guess so.”

    He laughed and slapped me on the back as I stood up. “Cheer up, won’t be long till you and I can hit the bars together. Ever since your mother tamed your father, I’ve been short a good drinking buddy.”

    That made me smile back. “Okay, you’ve got yourself a deal.”

    On my way home, I thought about Erik as a snake and made a vow to keep the bear whistle near me. Surely a giant bear could take a giant snake? Maybe I could wrap it in foil or something to keep its beat out of my head. While I was at it, maybe I should just wrap my head in foil to keep the little green men from reading my mind. Sheesh.

     

    


Bear Necessities 

    The next morning, I stood next to Dr. Anderson inside Daniel’s room. Daniel seemed somehow diminished, lying there in the bed, his head beaded with sweat, and occasionally thrashing or muttering. The massive shadow still clung to him. When I walked in, it strained toward me and again reached for me. Malice and hunger radiated off of it. It totally wanted a sweet, juicy Finn steak, maybe followed by a lovely warm glass of Finn juice. I couldn’t believe I was actually here voluntarily. 

    “What do you see, Finn?”

    I swallowed, trying to lubricate my dry throat. “It’s still there. It’s huge.”

    “You look pretty shaken. Are you up for this?”

    A violent shiver started in my spine and radiated out to my arms and legs. “No, but I’ll manage. If I did this to him, I can’t just let him suffer for it.” 

    Spring disagreed. Yes, you can. You saved two other people from these things. This blob is almost as scary as the one in the skull.

    It certainly looked bigger and meaner than the others I had seen. I sat in a chair as far away from Daniel’s bed as the room allowed and forced myself to study Daniel. I tried to determine if there was more than one shadow on him. If there were any indications of it, I couldn’t see them, even with my second sight.

    I brought up my shield. This time though, I brought it up with myself outside of it. I just imagined a golden sphere hanging in space, in front of me, and there it was. Scintillating and dripping the occasional bright golden sparks. The special effects were quite cool. I glanced over at Anderson who was sharing his attention between Daniel and me. It was obvious he couldn’t see it.

    That must thoroughly piss him off, commented Spring. He’s such a control freak.

    I don’t know, Spring, he doesn’t look angry. 

    Well, duh. He’s about as expressive as a tree . 

    My sphere started to fall apart as I tried not to laugh aloud. Spring’s vocabulary and comfort in my world increased every day. I redoubled my concentration and thought, Shhhhh!

    I practiced moving the orb around. One thing I hadn’t imagined was the golden cord that stretched from it to me. I guessed it was probably a good thing; I wouldn’t want to lose it—whatever it was. I played with the sphere, creating it, letting it go, moving it around, enlarging it, or contracting it. The concentration taxed me, and the subdued buzzing in my brain coming from the bear whistle’s interactions with the caduceus made it worse. It was even harder than staying awake in English class.

    “Doctor? Mrs. Carols is demanding to see you.”

    Anderson grimaced, but his voice was pleasant and controlled. “Tell her that I will be with her when I can.”

    I turned to see the doc’s receptionist looking in the door, and I lost control of the sphere. It dissolved into a puddle of light and came rocketing back to me. It hit with a zing that felt a bit like an electric shock. I jumped at the unexpected zap, and another cold shiver shook through me. I wondered if that was how it felt with Holly when I’d ripped her aura in two. Then I wondered just what the hell I was playing with. Was this part of my soul? That was a sobering thought. What would contact with one of these shadows do to it? Was this just a lousy idea?

    I pushed down the doubts, pulled the well-wrapped bear whistle out of my pocket, dropped it on a handy table, and tried again.

    After a half hour, I felt I’d gotten as far as possible. I paused to take a break and scarf down a couple of Snickers bars. I worked on squashing my doubts, and when I was as ready as I could be, I concentrated on Daniel and created a sphere around his bed. There was no reaction that I could see from the deep shadow. It was still straining towards me. I gradually shrank the sphere around the bed. When it was close enough, black pseudopods licked up against it. It felt like somebody was swabbing the inside of my mind with a nasty kitchen sponge. My control faltered as I mentally cringed, and my aura snapped back to me painfully.

    I must have visibly cringed because Anderson asked, “Are you okay Finn?” At the same time that Spring said, Okay, that’s totally bogus. Let’s go dancing.

    I just nodded to the doctor, frowned mentally at Spring, girded my brain, and tried again.

    This time I braced for the feeling I got when it touched my sphere. It was still nasty, and my control wavered for a millisecond before I got it fully back in focus. I concentrated on the ever-present beat of the caduceus through me. This helped me to stop dwelling on the nasty feel of it.

    When I was ready, I started moving the sphere down the bed. When one side of it touched Daniel’s head, he groaned, and the shadow shot to the point of contact and spread out around it. I continued moving it down over Daniel’s head. The black shadow began to boil in agitation.

    I started feeling resistance. It became difficult to move the sphere. I could feel the shadow, cold and malevolent, pushing against it. I kept moving the sphere down Daniel’s body. Once I had gotten it past his shoulders, I could see the weak aura left behind. Instead of vibrant red, it was now dull orange and had the streaks and sparks chasing through it that made me think it was under stress. The shadow was clinging to Daniel’s aura as it had before. I wondered if I could sever that link, and maybe create another shield that would hold his aura back. That thought was enough of a distraction that I lost control of the sphere. Faster than a speeding bullet, its energy snapped back into me. My body jerked in reaction to the jolt it brought. Daniel’s did the same, only amplified.

    Anderson was immediately asking what had happened. He checked Daniel for a pulse. I could have told him Daniel was okay.

    “It was working. I was scraping the shadow off Daniel, but my attention wavered for a second and I lost it.”

    “Well, now we know you can do that much. Are you up to trying to pull it all the way off?”

    I could feel Spring’s endorsement of the idea of stopping, but if I stopped now, I probably would never try it again. I nodded and soon was back scraping the invisible black goo off a man using my imaginary golden sphere. The strangeness of it hit me yet again, and I wondered, how did I lose my life so quickly? The sphere again disintegrated and snapped back into me again. After metaphorically straightening myself out and shaking off the buzzing tingle in my brain, I tried one more time.

    As they say, third time’s the charm. I was able to pull the shadow completely off the unconscious Daniel, but, as expected, it clung stubbornly to Daniel’s dull orange aura. Slowly and carefully, I moved the sphere against the resistance that had grown as I collected more of the shadow. I was starting to feel the strain now. I broke out in a sweat and started breathing more heavily. I continued to pull it away from Daniel. His aura stretched more and more. I started cringing in anticipation of the tear. I moved slowly and carefully. When it happened, it was small, and the majority of his aura leapt back onto Daniel, who again flinched on his bed.

    Now that I had the shadow off Daniel, the plan was to try and kill it. We had planned to try water, sunlight, and anything else we could think of, but I was starting to sweat with the effort to hold it. The caduceus started heating up on my chest while the chill and psychic strain of the shadow continued to grow.

    There was no way I would be able to hold my concentration long enough to go through with our plan. It was time to admit defeat and let the shadow go. The original worst-case plan was to put it back on Daniel, but when I brought it back close to Daniel in its golden cage, what I saw stopped me cold.

    Daniel’s aura was weaker than any I had seen. It was just barely visible. His appearance chilled me. If I let the shadow reinfect him, it could very well kill him. Now, I was sweating in earnest and breathing hard. Anderson was hovering over me anxiously. 

    I struggled to maintain my concentration as I said, “Can’t do it! It will kill him.”

    Anderson didn’t even blink. “Then, bring it to me.”

    I almost lost control right there. I gasped, and I caught it before my cage unraveled.

    “Finn, do it. I have years of training. I’ve got a better chance of dealing with it than anyone here, and I cannot ask someone else to take the risk.”

    I couldn’t imagine anyone voluntarily letting one of these things near him or her, but I didn’t have any options. Anderson was next to me, so I carefully brought the sphere closer. I found that as I did so, it became significantly easier to maneuver. I guess the shadow could sense him and was now happy with the direction I was pushing it. I was grateful for the reprieve, but it was still disturbing.

    “Are you sure, doc? Remember what you said to me about consequences?”

    He nodded grimly, which was good, because my concentration failed me as I asked the question. The shadow snapped to Dr. Anderson and flowed to cover his body and white aura. He stiffened and let out an involuntary exclamation. Then, he fell to the floor unconscious. I let go of the cage and called frantically for the orderly.

    Tom arrived quickly. I told him that the doctor had just collapsed, so Tom picked him up easily and carried the doctor back to his office. I grabbed my well-wrapped bear whistle and followed, feeling sick about what I had done.

     

    I stood and watched the blackness swirling around Anderson until I had to leave or throw up. Shaken and stirred, I left and went to find Gregg and Jen. Gregg had told me that he would be here working with her, and Tom was busy with the doctor, so he couldn’t stop me.

    I found them in Jen’s room. She and Gregg were talking. Before either noticed me, I had a chance to observe for a moment. Jen still looked different. I couldn’t say exactly what, but she stood straighter, and her mannerisms were more regal, more formal, with remarkably little extraneous movement. She seemed calm and sure of herself—like a warrior priestess. Go figure.

     “Hi guys,” I said. I must have sounded more haggard than I thought because Gregg’s face opened in shock. For her part, I seemed to have gained Jen’s full attention.

    “What’s wrong, Finn? You look terrible.”

    “Hard morning… didn’t get my coffee. How’s it going?”

    Gregg’s face lit with excitement. He said, “We’re still not communicating well, but Jen is starting to remember things. She’s beginning to understand English again!”

    That perked me right up. “That’s awesome! Jen, how are you feeling? Are you…” 

    Jen stood up and started to speak. It was a stream of unfamiliar words. The words and flow became musical, sort of like a melodic rap. I would have enjoyed the sound of them except for the odd, intent look that Jen gave me. She advanced on me with determination on her face. I backed away, wondering if Illyrian facial expressions translated straight across to English. I backed right into the door frame and smacked the back of my head. Jen wasted no time closing the distance to me.

    She continued her rap song as she stopped in front of me. Perhaps a “cant” would be a better word for what she was crooning at me. The words caught at my attention like a hangnail on a bed sheet. It was eerily familiar, and it bothered me that I couldn’t pinpoint where I had heard it before. I grew more intrigued and began to listen intently as she came up to me and put both her hands on my chest. 

    I felt as if I were watching performance art. There was some meaning, some intent to her motions that I was tantalizingly close to understanding. It mesmerized me. Her hands found the caduceus under my shirt. It was a light button down cotton summer shirt, so it didn’t put up much resistance when she tore it open. The buttons flew through the air in an achingly beautiful ballet. The tune surrounded the spinning buttons and filled their every tumble with meaning.

    For a brief time, I fought the tune when I realized what she had done. I started to react and said, “Hey!” Then she had it in her hand, and she totally rufied me—without having me drink a thing. The song swallowed my world, and everything she was doing was part of the song. It was right for her to have my caduceus, it was right. Her beautiful voice washed all my worries and concerns away. When she snapped the string holding it around my neck, it was a necessary part of the song. I didn’t mind. Her song grew more intent, and I knew that the only way to complete it properly was to sleep. 

    I dropped to the floor and sat against the door frame, falling asleep while she stepped over me and walked through the door. It was so comfortable and cozy there. I was content, but my dreams were decidedly strange. I dreamt that I got up and ran after her. I yelled at her, “You bitch! Bring that back. That’s ours!” That didn’t seem a particularly nice thing to say, but apparently this was someone else’s dream, because I kept shouting it and kept running and running…

    ***

    Finn! Wake Up! 

    I came to awareness bent over, panting, and shaking with exhaustion, in the middle of a wood. I stumbled over to a tree, sat down in the shade, and tried to wipe off the sweat that was flowing down my face. Damn, it was hot! I sat at the edge of a clearing that looked out on a small pond. I tried to remember how I had gotten there, but like a dream, most of the details sat blurred and out of my reach in some foreign corner of my brain.

    Even through the thick fog in my brain, one point of illumination hit me clearly: Jen had put some sort of whammy on me with that song. It only took a moment’s thought to realize that Spring had taken over and run off after Jen while I was snoozing. It was a disturbing realization. More disturbing was the fact that I was lost, and Jen was gone. I poked at Spring. She just mumbled something before metaphorically turning over and pulling the covers over her head. I was too tired to even swear—until I put my hand automatically to my chest to touch my caduceus. Then I started cussing so hard, it burned my own ears.

    The heat of my anger burned away the remaining fog and kick-started my brain but didn’t do much for the exhaustion. I patted around my pockets until I found my phone. I called Gregg to see if he knew anything more. 

    Gregg answered, “Hello?”

    Before I could say anything, an angry, powerful voice said, “Give me that.” Then that voice was yelling directly into my ear: “What did you do with my daughter, you son-of-a-bitch! If you hurt her, I’ll flay you alive! I will beat—”

    Message delivered and understood. I hung up. After a moment’s reflection, I called Dave. 

    He answered quickly and without preamble said, “Finn, what the hell happened this time?”

    I guess he’d heard about it—oh yay. “Dave, I need you to come pick me up.”

    “Okay, where are you?”

    I looked around at the pond and the woods surrounding it. “I don’t know.”

     “You don’t know. Don’t you think that’s going to—?”

    “Look, just head towards Shady Oaks and I’ll try to figure out exactly where you can pick me up.”

    I could hear the laughter in his voice when he said, “Damn, Finn! I’m so glad you’re my friend! Life would be unutterably mundane without you.”

    “Gee, thanks. I feel so loved. I’ll call you when I get out of this forest.”

    I hung up and looked at the long list of missed calls. Greg’s phone had called back while I was talking to Dave and several times before that. There were also calls from Dave, Jeff, Mom, and Dad and a few people whose names I didn’t recognize. I certainly didn’t want to hear what they all had to say, so I put the phone back in my pocket and pushed myself tiredly to my feet. One direction seemed as good as any other, so I turned my back to the pond and started walking. The underbrush was dense and difficult to move through, but even so, it didn’t take me long to get to the edge of the woods and find a road. Of course, the road didn’t have a sign on it. At that point, I had to smack myself on the head. I pulled out my phone, pulled up Google maps, and let my phone’s GPS tell me where I was. 

    Apparently, according to Google Maps, I was in the ocean somewhere off the coast of Jupiter, Florida. Presumably, I was in a boat, because I was pretty sure I wasn’t drowning. This time I did have enough energy to swear. Replacing my phone in my pocket, I picked a random direction and started walking. I watched warily for any cars, ready to flatten myself in the ditch that ran along the road. If I was a wanted man, there was no use making it easy on any searchers. I briefly thought about ditching my phone, so they couldn’t trace me, but I loved my phone, and I didn’t know if any of that spy-tracking stuff was actually real. I’d rather take my chances being caught than lose my phone. If those priorities don’t confirm I’m a geek, then nothing does.

    A long, hot, sweaty walk brought me to a crossroads. To my immense relief, there were actually road signs—not a given in rural Ohio. I called Dave and sat down on the side of the road to wait. About fifteen minutes later, I saw his beaten up Mustang coming up the road. He stopped for me, and I ran up and threw myself in his car. When I pulled hard to close the door, I realized what I was doing and put my foot down to stop the door from slamming. It still slammed—just on my foot. I swore, pulled in my broken foot, and then closed the door. I swore some more while Dave laughed at me.

    Dave controlled his mirth poorly and asked, “So, where to, Clyde?”

    “Does that mean you’re Bonny?”

    His grin widened, “Nope, your Bonny is six inches tall, size 34D and lives in your imagination.”

    “Laugh it up, monkey boy,” I said.

    He did.

    Before his mirth could run its course, Dave’s phone went off. “Hey Alan, no, I cannot officially say that Finn is standing right on the road next to me. Anyone who says that is a liar… What? Holy shit!”

    Ah, frack. Maybe I should just bend over now.

    “That’s messed up… okay… thanks, tallboy.”

    “Guess what?” said Dave.

    I braced for bad news by grabbing the suicide handle Dave had installed. “What?”

    “You know how Alan’s dad has got that old police scanner?”

    “Am I going to have to beat this out of you?”

    “No, better! Snakeboy has been spotted near here. He got a face full of bird-shot from a farmer and took off.”

    “Ah, crap! What if he runs into Jen?”

    “Okay Mighty, this is where the rubber meets the road, where the shit hits the fan, where the chicken gets cho…”

    “Dave!”

    “Okay mighty one, where are we going?”

    Aw turkey tits. I had to admit to myself that I had no clue where to go. 

    Dave and I went over our options. Apparently, I was on the backside of the woods that Shady Oaks snuggled with. The facility was only a few miles away, and the run had almost killed me. I really thought I was in better shape. I couldn’t even catch a girl who had been sick for a month. Sheesh, what happened? I prodded Spring but got no reply.

    Dave put his hands on the steering wheel with a slap. “Okay, all joking aside, where to?”

    “All joking aside, I have no idea.”

    “Okay… want to fill me in on what happened to you?” 

    “Turns out that an ancient warrior priestess from a magical crystal city knows how to sing someone to sleep.”

    We both said in unison, “Who knew?” 

    The shared humor helped, but didn’t give me any direction, so I laid out everything to Dave. I finished with, “And, now, Jen is out there running around with no clue about anything and Snakeboy Parmely is out there, somewhere, looking for something tasty to chew on. We’ve got to find Jen, but I’ve got no idea how to do that.”

    We sat examining our navels for a few moments when Dave’s phone rang again. He looked at the number and shrugged.

    “Go ahead, answer it.” 

    He answered. “Yo…Hey, Gregg! What’s this number? Oh, good thinking… Yeah?… Yeah…”

    This time I wasn’t going to be cut out of the conversation. “Put him on speaker!”

    He waved me away and said, “Yeah, we’ll meet you there.” He disconnected.

    “He’s only a couple of miles away at that Quickie-Mart.”

    We popped over to the Quickie-Mart and met Gregg there. He hopped in the car while I kept down so no one could see me. Once he was in, we pulled back onto the county road and went over everything we knew again. It was Dave who finally had the bright idea. 

    “Finn, I’ll head back to where I picked you up. Then, you give me your bear whistle, and I’ll turn into a bear that can sniff out Jen’s trail. Bears have one of the sharpest senses of smell of all animals. They put hound dogs to shame!”

    “Dave, that’s the dumbest idea I have ever heard!” I said.

    Cue yet another ironic scene shift. Wipe to three boys standing on the side of an Ohio county road, the skies are heavy and gray, and a storm is brewing. The black boy is dubiously opening a gym bag.

    “Gregg,” said Dave, “it’s got to be me!”

    Gregg sniffed gingerly into the ripe bag that carried his sister’s soccer gear.

    “No, she’s my sister. I know her best. Besides, you dork, you’re wearing a red shirt. You should know better.”

    Dave plucked his shirt out. He laughed. 

    “That’s only for Star Trek, this is more like Harry Potter. Besides, you’re the only one Jen-The-Priestess knows at all! You have to be human so you can talk to her. She’ll freak out if a bear comes after her.”

    “Gregg,” I said. “He’s right. We need you around. Besides, it won’t work. Give the bag to Dave, and let’s just get this silliness over with.” 

    Gregg reluctantly handed Dave the bag. Then the hardest part came. I had to give Dave the whistle. It was hard, but I did it. Without the bear or the caduceus, I felt utterly naked and alone.

    That got me worried about Spring. Anxiously, I searched inside myself and there, deep down inside, I found her. She’d wrapped herself into a small seed, quiet and unresponsive, but she was there. I started to relax just as I heard Dave blow the whistle full blast. I cringed at the shrieking tone and waited, but as I expected, nothing happened.

    “Dave,” I said. “I’m almost certain there is a tune you have to play to make it work. I heard the ghost play it before he turned into a bear.”

    “Okay, hum it for me.”

    I would never forget that tune, so I hummed it and then I chanted nimakwa-kitathaya, the words I had heard the ghost of the mound use. My voice isn’t any great shakes, but I can carry a reasonable tune, and after a lot of experimentation, I had Dave going in the right direction. 

    Once he got close, his eyes lit up. “Hey! I can hear it now.” He closed his eyes, said, “It goes like this.” He brought the whistle to his mouth and played.

    The complicated two-tone rhythm came out just as I had remembered it. He nailed it.

    With the last note, Dave changed.

    The change occurred swiftly. He grew to easily twice his normal size, filled out, and sprouted fur. There was no cracking of bones or splitting of skin—just the tearing of his clothes. It was as if someone had taken Dave and blown him up into a giant bear balloon—a furry, musky smelling, bellowing, bear balloon. He towered over us. He was massively thick and at least ten feet tall standing on his hind legs. When he let out a bone-rattling roar, Gregg and I jumped back with a shout. I guess, until now, none of us actually believed that something might happen. I sighed: toss conservation of mass right out the window. Somehow, Dave had gone from a 150-pound human to a 150-ton bear.

    We scrambled away as Dave the Bear dropped down to four legs. Even then, he was as tall as us. I suddenly had a butt-puckering, visceral understanding why bears were one of the most feared predators. This was no Teddy. I could easily believe his claws would shred us like tissue paper. The bear looked at us, then it waved its snout back and forth making a mournful sounding cry and bounced up and down on its front legs.

    Gregg raised his voice over the noise and said, “He sounds like a Wookiee!”

    To me, his cry sounded distressed, but I didn’t speak bear. 

    I was just deciding that it was at least as likely that he was laughing, when Dave the Bear turned around and ran off at high speed, crying out mournfully the entire time. Somehow, one of the lower buttons on his shredded shirt hung on, and the shirt flapped on Dave’s back like the world’s worst cape.

    I had no idea that bears could run that fast. I cried out after him, “Dave! You’re heading the wrong way! I lost her back in the woods this way!”

    The last I saw of Dave, he was charging into the woods at high speed, his little red cape fluttering over him. I stood there in the gathering gloom of the storm. “Did he even sniff the bag?”

    “Fuck!” Gregg started to run after Dave.

    I ran after him, hindered a bit by my foot, which was still sore from slamming the door on it. I called out. “Gregg, we’ll never catch him! I’m sure he’s going the wrong way! Stop!”

    We did. Dave was gone. My whistle was gone. My caduceus was gone. Jen was gone. The songs in my head were gone. I was so hosed!

    


Really Big Game Hunt 

    It turned out that Dave’s keys were gone, too.

    We were stuck. We discussed it briefly. Our only useful option seemed to be going back into the woods to search for Jen. We had no real hope of finding her, but searching for Jen beat sitting in Dave’s car and hoping he would come back.

    It was getting darker, and it wasn’t from the sun setting. We were in for a major downpour. We headed toward the boundary of the woods.

    “This is turning out to be another day where I wish I had stayed in bed,” I said as we reached the trees.

    “I wish you had, too.”

    “Ouch.”

    We were tramping along through the underbrush when we heard and felt a deep rumble of thunder cross the sky. A few moments later, the rain started. We were under the trees, most of the time, but that didn’t buy us much dry. In minutes, rain soaked us, and the gloom grew deeper. By some minor miracle, we found the pond again. It was a singularly minor miracle, because we couldn’t see any tracks leading from the pond when we circled around it. Davey Crockett was never around when you needed him; he only showed up on oldies channels after midnight. Our best guess was a slight animal trail that led away from the pond. Again, moving seemed better than sitting in the rain, so we followed the wet trail, hoping to find Jen before we found Erik. We hoped even more that Erik was somewhere far away digging bird-shot out of his ass or eating someone else.

    The trail wound through the woods for a while before it dumped us out onto a growing wheat field. Across the field, there was a small farmhouse surrounded by the usual farm bric-a-brac. We headed for it. If nothing else, it held the promise of shelter from the pouring rain. The rain, having absorbed the heat from the summer air, started out warm but was getting colder, and Gregg and I were starting to shiver. We hoped that if Jen had seen the small house, it would have drawn her as well. 

    We ran the last hundred yards for the house and were on the front porch before we saw that the main door was open behind the screen door. We called out a hello through the screen. The inside was dark. There were no lights on, and there was a definite smell of rotting meat coming at us. We looked at each other for support. I nodded and Gregg opened the screen door and peered in. After a pause, he crept inside, and I followed. The smell inside was nearly overwhelming. It didn’t take a genius to see the source. 

    There was an old man sprawled out in the hallway that led to the kitchen. He was dead. There was enough light to see flies buzzing joyously over the gore and the maggots having a party in his eye sockets. Gregg almost ran me over me in his haste to get out. I stumbled out of his way and followed. We ran off the porch and back into the rain. This time the deluge was welcome as it washed the stink from our noses and some of the horror of that vision. Gregg bent over and vomited. Just the noise put me over the edge, and my empty stomach tried to throw everything out as well with predictable results.

    I’d never seen a dead body before this week, other than my grandfather’s, and that was at a funeral home. I had thought seeing one wouldn’t bother me because of all the cop and horror shows I had seen. Turns out, I was wrong. Who knew?

    Gregg stood beside me with his hands on his knees and spit out the last of his lunch. He stood up, took a shuddering breath, and waited for me finish. When I stood up again he asked, “Did you see his face?”

    I shook my head and said, “I only got a glimpse before you ran me over.”

    “He had a big puncture wound on the side of his face. It was all swollen purple and black.”

    I spat to get the residual taste out of my mouth, “Shit.”

    “Yeah.”

    “I doubt Jen is in there,” I said. “No one would willingly go in there.” I wiped my lips off with the sleeve of my shirt.

    “Okay, then let’s go over to those woods, on the other side of this field.”

    “Shouldn’t we call the police?” I said.

    “I don’t want to end up in a cell, Finn.”

    “We’ll just tell them the truth. They’re not going to arrest us for this.”

    “Hello? Earth to Finn! I’m black, and you’re a fugitive from justice, remember? Even if they don’t arrest us, they won’t let us keep looking for Jen.”

    I sighed. “I guess you’re right. But, we can still call it in anonymously. I feel bad for that guy.”

    Gregg didn’t even try to hide his annoyance. He strode toward the woods on the far side of the field. “There is no anonymous these days, Finn, so just drop it. He’s not going to get any deader.”

    I supposed he was right. I sighed again and said to his back, “Lead on.”

    As I followed him through the field, I called loudly to Gregg, to be heard over the rain. “Do you think your being black would really make a difference?”

    He called back, “Finn, just because you’re color blind, doesn’t mean the same is true for the rest of the world.”

    “Yeah, but we voted for Obama in 2008!”

    Gregg snorted and said, “He was a safe black guy. Sending him to Washington meant he wouldn’t be here. Blacks are okay, as long as they aren’t in your face, ogling your daughters. Why do you think that over 90% of the black population of Ohio lives in Toledo and Columbus?”

    I had no idea if he was just making that up so I decided not to pursue it. His was certainly not the only black family in Newark. I said instead, “I don’t think the police force is that bad. I’ve met some of the detectives there. One’s a Shawnee. I’m sure she wouldn’t be that prejudiced.” 

    “Ha! The only thing a minority wants more than being white is having someone they can feel superior to. Like the old song says, ‘Everybody needs somebody to spit on.’”

    I snorted and pointed to a denser patch of woods. “Let’s try that way, Mr. Sunshine. If I were trying to hide, I’d try to stay out of sight.” I didn’t want to say anything, but a non-Euclidean part of me felt certain that was the right direction.

    He waved his hand and said, “After you.” We crossed the field and found another trail leading into the woods. That seemed like a good sign so we followed it. About five cold, wet, minutes later I heard a scream from deeper in the woods ahead of us. 

    We ran toward the scream. Suddenly, a simultaneous flash of lightning and a crack of thunder blinded and deafened us. I stopped, closed my eyes, and shook my head to get rid of the afterimage when another flash and crash followed the first. Through the green afterimage I saw Gregg was pushing on ahead of me.

    “Gregg! Wait!” I hurried after him hoping I didn’t run straight into a tree.

    The thought of Jen getting killed by lighting made me feel sick. As the afterimage faded we picked up speed.

    A moment later we found Jen lying face down on the trail. There were two blackened and splintered trees close to her. A couple of branches were still smoking on the ground, but it was Jen who commanded our attention. Mud and or blood soaked through her once-white Shady Oaks robe, and it had fallen open, revealing a shredded and bloody undershirt. Those spots oozed dark blood, which was flowing down the shirt. As the blood mixed with the rain, it bled through the fabric, creating large reddish-gray stains in the twilight.

    Gregg reached her first. He cried her name and turned her over. She wasn’t dead, but I could see her shuddering. From the bites we could see, it was clear that poison wracked her body. She was clutching the caduceus with one hand and seemed to be chanting something. I dropped to my knees on her other side and grabbed the caduceus as well. The surge of its song poured through me, and I could now hear that Jen’s voice was working counterpoint to it. I felt Spring wake up as I followed my new senses into Jen. She was a mess. Tissues were dying as the toxic venom spread throughout her body. I had no idea how to stop it.

    I glanced outside of my body. Gregg was standing. He grabbed a large, blackened branch in his hand and leapt over me, brandishing it like a bat. He charged down the path towards the shadow of a giant snake, which loomed through the rain and gloom. 

    I only had an instant to decide where I needed to be. Gregg smacked the snake’s head solidly, and it went down. He seemed to have the matter in hand so I decided that Jen was my first priority. She would die without help. I dove back in. That’s when I encountered her. Not Jen, I would recognize Jen. This was someone else: someone old, strong, and wise. 

    It was Il Saia, and she was working to fix Jen’s failing body. She was not panicking, but she was losing against the poison. Wordlessly, she took in my presence and my offered help. She began drawing on my strength. The flow started in the caduceus, came through my body, and transformed into the stuff of life. She had a similar, though smaller, flow coming through her from the caduceus as well. 

    We were in a strange realm of unspoken communication. I knew what she needed, and I understood what she was attempting. I offered to push more into her from the stores I had within me. With lightning quick images and feelings, she showed me the dangers in that: the damage that could occur if you pushed too much power into a body. You might burn it out and leave it unable to produce its own life. I recognized what I had done to my dad. 

    I had to wrench my attention back to what we were doing now. I could worry about other things later. She showed me how to neutralize the poison and start the damaged tissues on the road to recovery.

    Her capacity for thought under these conditions far outstripped mine. Before I could understand it, she was pushing me away. We stabilized Jen enough to last for a while, and the threats from the external world now had to take precedence. Her intention was clear: go deal with the snake.

    I wrenched my focus back to my physical senses. I gently took the caduceus from Jen’s hand and searched for where Gregg was fighting. I found him a little way away, just in time to see the snake land three lightning-fast strikes on Gregg’s body. The blows staggered him, and he fell even as he was trying to strike the snake one last blow with the branch.

    Gregg fell to the ground. I must have screamed because suddenly the snake met my gaze and locked in on me with its luminous green cat eyes. The snake was enormous and terrifying. Just like with the bear, you don’t quite get a clear sense for what it was like facing something eight to ten feet tall until you’ve been there. In our gaming, we were used to having heroes take on twenty-foot-tall giants. A mere ten-foot monster would seem a piddling nothing.

    It’s not. It loomed in the air over me like a god, a force of nature, and I knew I had no chance against it. I was miniscule and insignificant, and I would end up dead on the ground like Gregg. It wasn’t even worth fighting; I had already lost.

    Finn! Look away from its eyes! The warning from Spring was enough. I could now feel the glamour or whatever it was the snake had wrapped around my brain and shredded it with the mental equivalent of a shrug. I laughed giddily and called out, “You call that a death gaze? I’ve been gazed at by the best. You’re not even a close second!”

    The snake started melting and flowing to the ground. As it shrank, its body got wider and in what couldn’t have been more than a couple of seconds, Erik Parmely was standing there naked, smiling at me. It was a smile filled with hatred, loathing, and gloating. 

    Just that would have been enough to start me screaming a month ago, but now his expression took second seat to the hunger and yearning that emanated from the thing shrouding him. It was enormous, noisome, and black. I could see no trace of Erik’s aura. That blackness radiated rage and hunger and promised pain and oblivion. I have never been more terrified.

    Run, Finn! Run away! screamed Spring.

    Oddly, that seemed to pull me back from the brink of mindlessly doing just that and stabilized me a little bit. If I ran, at best, I would abandon my friends, and they’d die. That was something I just could not do.

    With all my will, I put up my golden shield. It blazed into existence covering Gregg, Jen, and me. Erik stepped back a bit as if he could see it. I doubt he’d ever seen something like this before. 

    Erik stepped up to the glowing barrier and put his hands out to it. His hands penetrated, but my shield stopped the blackness just as it had the smaller ones at the hospital. He obviously didn’t like the feeling any more than I did because he drew his hands back until there was nothing but blackness touching the shield. I could feel its cold hunger as though it was already in my mind. It felt like death and rot. It pushed. Unlike the smaller shadows, I could feel the strain drove into my defenses. 

    I had exhausted myself so much physically that I didn’t have much strength left. Unfortunately, that didn’t seem to be the case with Erik’s shadow. With relentless strength, it started forcing my barrier back. I fought it momentarily to a standstill, but it kept pushing and started advancing again. Erik was leering at me as he walked confidently forward, grinning evilly, with his hands now at his side, seemingly doing nothing. 

    “I have waited for this moment for so long,” he said. “I will feast upon you today, and it will be just the first drop of blood in a flood. I will take back from you what is mine and glory in the taste of your meddling, insignificant life. There will be a reaving and feeding such as the world has not seen in a thousand years.”

    Holy crap! Erik could use the word “reaving” in a sentence? But Erik’s vocabulary didn’t distract me for long. I knew I was losing, and I wouldn’t be able to hold him off. Erik or the thing riding him gloated at my growing despair. He knew the score as well as I did. He grinned wider, brought the whistle up to his lips, and played a three-toned song. It was different from the bear’s song but just as compelling. It burrowed its way into my brain as I watched Erik stretch into the snake again. I could feel him try to trap me with his gaze once more. I countered it, but this time I could feel the effort. I desperately tried to list out my options— I only had one.

    I let my shield collapse in front of Erik. Instead of resisting him, I pulled it back to a little less than arm’s length. The snake advanced behind its darkness, its tongue flicking out, tasting my fear. The shadow touched my barrier again and then spread against it, filling me with cold revulsion. I picked the spot where it was thickest, and I plunged my caduceus through my shield and into the blackness. It was the only weapon I could think of that might have a chance, and I prayed it would work. 

    Apparently, God wasn’t listening right then.

    The moment the black wood touched the shadow, it forged another conduit, from me to the shadow. Flames of power ripped from me, through the caduceus and into the shadow. Horribly, the darkness did nothing but devour every last bit. In fact, I could feel it grow in power. I could feel its hunger and its gloating through the caduceus. Frantically, I tried to pull my arm back, but I couldn’t. I couldn’t pull free from the blackness. I felt my life, my soul, abraded down and carried away by the torrent of power flowing through me.

    The snake didn’t strike. Why would it? Rat Breath and the shadow were both getting what they wanted most. It swayed and brought its luminous eyes down to my level as if to better see my defeat. I hated those eyes and the monster behind them. I hated the thought of them seeing my defeat. Since I couldn’t pull back, I did the only thing I could manage. I pushed farther through my golden shield and stabbed the caduceus into the snake’s right eye. It had an immediate and gratifying effect. The snake reared back, taking the hungry shadow with it. Suddenly, the circuit broke and the flow of power stopped. A backlash of pain knocked me on my ass.

    The snake was writhing in pain, wrapping around itself, coiling and uncoiling. Even with the migraine that smacked me hard, it was one of the most satisfying moments of my life to date. Unfortunately, it didn’t last long. The snake recovered much too quickly and came at me like an undulating freight train. No way was I going to survive this.

    I held the caduceus in front of me like a knife, hoping at least to strike the snake one last time, when from behind me, I heard an ear-splitting roar. Suddenly, a huge, furry mountain knocked me down and flew over me to crash headfirst into the snake. The snake had no chance to stop the mass of Dave the Bear. The charge carried the snake back ten feet at the least. The bear grabbed the snake in its teeth and shook it like a dog worrying its chew toy.

    I pulled my face out of the mud, and my heart soared as Dave ripped through snake. Unfortunately, it quickly became clear that the battle was far from over. The black shadow spread over the bear and caused the bear to cry out in what I assumed was agony or fury.

    Meanwhile, the snake itself started striking at the bear. It landed strike after strike on the bear’s thick furred neck and shoulders. It couldn’t quite reach the bear’s face, and the bear continued its fight. Dave came down on the snake. His claws and teeth raked chunks of flesh from the snake’s body. I couldn’t imagine anything withstanding those terrible wounds, but the snake did.

    Suddenly, the black mass surrounding the snake plunged black tentacles deep into Dave’s head. The bear cried out in agony and instinctively smacked the reptile away from himself. The grasping black tentacles were ripped out of the bear. When the monster reptile landed, its form flowed again and it stood up in the shape of Erik. He stood unsteadily, bleeding from several gaping wounds.

    The bear rose to its full ten feet and roared a challenge. Erik turned and ran. I didn’t even have time to cheer before I heard several popping noises behind me. Dave’s flesh and blood exploded out from three points of impact on his back. He roared and turned around to face this new threat when another pop preceded a fountain of blood erupting from his chest. Dave went down—hard—fortunately, for Jen and me, he fell away from us. 

    His bulk hit the ground with a massive thud, and his flesh started shrinking and flowing. In a few seconds, he was just Dave. His pale form lay still on the ground naked and bleeding from the bullet wounds.

    I screamed and raced over to help Dave. I heard a voice at my back yelling at me to get down on my face. I ignored it and fell to Dave’s side. I put my hand on his bare back and went inside to see if I could save him. I could feel three bullets and the wake of mangled flesh they had left in Dave’s body. What I hadn’t expected was to see that damage healing as I watched. The power from the whistle was flowing through him, attempting to repair Dave. I wasn’t sure it would be enough because Dave was bleeding so badly. 

    I now knew how to help, so I drove my second sight into him, and did what I could to boost the healing process. Boot-steps crunched up behind me and stopped a few feet away. 

    “Get away from the man and get down on the ground, Finn. Don’t make me shoot you.” I recognized the steel in Detective Hunter’s voice. It pissed me off, but it wouldn’t help anyone if she shot me, so I had to deal with this.

    I pulled my sight back into my eyes and found the rain-soaked face of Detective Hunter. She looked totally freaked, and she kept yelling at me to drop to the ground.

    I yelled back at her. “Shut up and let me work!” 

    Her eyes grew even bigger, but she shut up. I could feel that somehow I had sent out more than a verbal demand to her. My back tingled in anticipation of a bullet as I turned my attention back to Dave. I went back in and lent my power to the healing forces at work from the bear. It seemed to work. Soon the blood stopped flowing from his chest wound, and his flesh knitted back together. I had no clue as to what to do with the bullets, but I hoped we could just deal with them later.

    When Dave’s condition stabilized, I withdrew myself from him and immediately thought about Gregg. He’d received multiple bites and didn’t have the help of any magic widgets. Ignoring the detective, I scrambled up and looked around wildly until I found him, limp in the underbrush. Blood covered his still body. Desperately, I drove my sight into him and found… nothing. His body was lifeless and cold. 

    I tried to put my power into him anyway. I pushed it in as hard as I knew how. It didn’t matter, nothing changed. I could tell that I had reached my limit— I had pushed too hard and could feel the darkness closing in on me. I gave up and lay there crying over my friend’s corpse while everything receded to black around me. Unconsciousness would be welcome.

    I nearly lashed out when I felt a hand gently placed upon my shoulder. A gentle warmth flowed into me and pushed out the darkness and fatigue. She looked at me with kindness and concern and gestured for my hand. She had to repeat the gesture a couple of times before I understood. I grabbed her hand, expecting her pull me up from Gregg’s body, but instead, I found myself mentally face to face with Il Saia. Our conversation was non-verbal, but it could be translated to something like this.

    He is dead. His… divinity is even now moving on. His fate now lies with the Incomprehensible Boundless Light. 

    But, he can’t die! He’s my friend! He’s Jen’s brother. He saved our lives! 

    We will honor his bravery with memory and song.

    No, there must be something we can do. Use your magic!

    I cannot save him, only delay him on his journey. 

    Journey to where? 

    I could feel her troubled thoughts working for a moment. She said, Without the Source available, I do not know where he will go or if he will just linger and fade.

    We can’t let that happen. We can’t just let him fade away. 

    If you are sure of this, then I will show you what to do. 

    I begged, Please!

    Very well. The weight of her resignation pressed the words into my brain. We will proceed. Look to him. Can you See him leaving his body?

    I Looked. His body still carried a faint aura. It was pale and tenuous. It seemed to be evaporating slowly like ice sublimating under a hot winter sun.

    Yes , I see.

    Good. Now do as I instruct. Take hold of your will and mold it thus... 

    I followed her instructions and built a container, a cradle of thought, for Gregg’s remaining essence. She showed me how to create a barrier that stopped his divinity, his aura, from leaving. It was similar to my golden dome. I bundled Gregg’s remains carefully and placed them inside of me. I could see similarities between what I was doing with Gregg now and what Spring and I had created together to hold her inside me. This was much more deliberate on my part, and it would not require continued will to maintain. I hadn’t consciously realized that that was a requirement to keep Spring within me. We both needed to feed our bond with our wills. 

    Il Saia showed me how to complete the package, then created a power conduit from the caduceus, through myself and to the cage. This would maintain it without my constant conscious supervision. 

    It turns out that the name we had given my stick was appropriate in more ways than one. Apparently, the power from the caduceus cannot be harnessed directly, it has to be transformed by a soul first. Even the small amount of Gregg’s spirit remaining could create a constant usable flow of power. The caduceus truly was a staff of life and would keep Gregg bundled and safe.

    The wonder of it all made me want to dance and shout. How could a little stick make something like this possible? 

    Finn, what you carry is not just a stick, it is a piece of the Earth’s tree of life. Long before humans awoke , unimaginable powers wielded in a war waged on an inconceivable scale shattered the Tree. That war laid vast empires to waste, and nothing remains of the combatants. 

    Il Saia pondered the blackened wood for a moment. The shard you carry is exceptionally large and powerful. I’ve never seen its equal. I suppose seven billion people leave no patch of earth, no nook, cranny, or secret place undiscovered and unplundered.

    Before I could ponder that, Il Saia showed me how to move Gregg deep within me, where he would be safe.

    What will happen to him?

    If there is enough of Gregg left, he will feed off of your essence and heal. He may even regain consciousness. Much of who he was will be diminished, but his essence will be preserved. 

    And, if he never regains consciousness?

    Then he will slumber until you die and you will both make the final journey together . 

    That was a hard thought to take, but for the chance given to Gregg, I said sincerely, Thank you.

    Il Saia pulled away from me and left me alone with my thoughts. I regarded what we had created with both awe and sadness. No matter what happened, the Gregg that I knew and loved was gone. I said a prayer and said goodbye, but the impact of his loss didn’t fully hit me yet. 

    I pulled my awareness back to the drenched and cold world around me. Il Saia was thoughtfully regarding Detective Hunter, who was standing there immobile. Victoria’s eyes were wide and followed Jen around as Jen examined her like an interesting bug.

    “What happened to her?” I asked.

    “You bound her,” said Jen. “Crude, but effective.”

    That surprised me. I hadn’t actually expected a response. “You can speak English now?”

     “Yes, many of my host, Jen’s, memories are accessible to me now. The imprinting was incomplete.”

    That statement would bear further thought, but now, I had an immobile detective to deal with. I thought back through the ages to when I had snapped at Detective Hunter. I said, “Uh, I didn’t tell her that she couldn’t move. I just said to shut up and let me work.”

    The priestess said, “It is not just the words, but also her interpretation. When you bound her with your will, it was clear to her that you wanted her to remain still, so now she cannot move. 

    “You are unusual, Finn Morgenstern. I have never seen someone with such a natural, innate talent for manipulating and tapping into the Source.”

    That sounded promising, but I had nowhere to put it, so I just asked, “So how do I let her go?”

    “That’s easier than binding her.” She ran her hand lightly over the detective’s forehead. Suddenly Detective Hunter slumped under Jen’s hands, but managed to catch herself before she fell. She stood up shakily and pointed the gun at my head.

    “Finn, don’t make me shoot you! Get down!”

    I didn’t see any point in provoking her any more. She had just gone through a lot. I got down on my knees and put my hands behind my head. That’s what they always seem to do on the cop shows. Hunter pointed her gun at Jen and said, “You, too!”

    Jen looked at me with an unsaid question. I nodded, and she copied me.

    “How about me? Can I get up? It’s pretty damn cold sitting naked in this wet grass.” I found Dave sitting up in the wet underbrush. He looked as tired as I felt.

    Before Hunter could answer, several calls came from the field at the edge of the forest. She responded and called them over.

    Dave took this as permission to get up. With his fair complexion, he was as white as a ghost in the gloom. He practically glowed from head to foot. It didn’t seem to bother him that he was dangling in the breeze. I wondered enviously how he did that. As the detective’s backup came up the path, he called out again, “Hurry up, will you? She took my clothes and now won’t let me get dressed!”

    Unexpected laughter exploded out of me. Dave pulled something out of his teeth. He looked at it with disgust and said, “Great. Now I’m going to have snake breath.” He spat on the ground several times.

    I laughed even harder. After all the shit that had been flying and the grief that had been kicking my ass, I couldn’t stop till Dave asked, “Where’s Gregg? Did you leave him in the woods?

    My laughter choked in my throat and turned into sobs and gasps for air. Reality crashed down through my chest and the world wept cold tears with me.

    Dave, glowing white even in the rain, came over and put a hand on me.

    I don’t remember telling Dave, but he knew, he knew Gregg was dead.

    I folded over and struggled to breathe through my sobs. I vaguely heard him cry out. “God damn that fucking piece of shit!”

    ***

    My time sitting in that damp, cold wood is kind of a blur. I was in shock and not functioning particularly well. Spring remained utterly quiet within me. 

    Eventually, the cops split us all up and took us to our respective destinations. They carted Jen back to Shady Oaks and Gregg’s body, encased in a black bag, to the morgue. A couple of the police officers I wasn’t familiar with hauled Dave and myself to the jail. Being on the scene of a double homicide, with no reasonable explanation of what had happened, was apparently cause enough for an arrest.

    I was sitting next to Dave, stewing in my grief and loss, when Dave leaned over to me and whispered, “Can you imagine what Detective Hottie wrote in her report? I bet she’s never seen a penis that large!”

    I guess my brain’s centers for laughter and despair huddle closely together because the thought brought a bark of laughter that soon turned into a fit of giggles. Dave, sitting beside me, looked smug at his mastery of humor. I’m sure I wasn’t helping my case with the police much, but just imagining Hunter’s report made me laugh harder. 

    After a particularly hard bout of laughter, I checked on the cocoon that contained Gregg’s remaining soul. Silence greeted me there. My laughter schizophrenically turned to tears again. This was twice that I had failed Gregg. First at the battle for the oak, and this time, he had paid for it with his life. 

    


Jailhouse Blues 

    My first visitor surprised me. I figured it would be my parents. Instead, it was the beautiful Detective Hunter who first came to my cell to brighten my durance vile. My mind was turned inwards, contemplating the cocoon that held Gregg. I was Listening intently for any sign of life, but the only thing I heard were the memories of life. Spring gave me a mental nudge, I came out of it and saw the detective standing on the other side of the bars watching me with fierce intensity. We were alone in the cell block. I returned her gaze. If she was attempting to subdue me with her hard stare, it was a wasted effort. As I’d told the snake, I’d been stared at by pros. Besides, she was much too pretty to make looking at her anything but pleasant—until Spring chimed in.

    Finn, I still like this one. She is strong and a good breeder. See her wide hips and excellent breasts. We should make babies with her. She is not currently fertile, but you’d only have to wait a few weeks. 

    I flared red and looked at my hands where they sat in my lap. I kept them clasped over my penis in defiance even though she hadn’t said a thing, was not a faceless interrogator, and this was not an episode of The Prisoner.

    “Finn, can you possibly tell me what happened tonight?”

    I guess if I had been thinking, this visit wasn’t the surprise I had first thought.

    “… In a way that won’t end up with me tossed off the force or placed into therapy?”

    I shook my head. “I’m sorry, Detective, I can’t do that and still tell you the truth.”

    “Well, let’s start with the truth and go from there.”

    “Okay…” I straightened up. “Just remember, you asked for it. This is the short version. 

    “Remember the story Jen and Gregg told you about the incident behind my house? It was true. I was lying before. They came over and chopped down my tree to kill my dryad, Spring. Jen has been taken over by the mind of a warrior priestess who may or may not have lived thousands of years ago, if she’s not just an advertisement from the future. She stole my magic stick and ran from the facility. I have no idea why. 

    “Dave and Erik Parmely both have artifacts that let them change shape. Dave turns into a bear, and Erik turns into a snake. The priestess, who was somehow stored in an amethyst before I transferred her mind to Jen, was fighting a war against shadow creatures who act like leeches and drive people insane.

    “Erik was taken over by the granddaddy of all these shadows and is trying to kill me, Jen and…” I choked up. 

    After a few seconds, I continued, “He killed Gregg. I was able to help heal Jen and Dave, after you shot him, but I was too late for Gregg. In case you’ve forgotten, you put four bullets into Dave. The artifact and I healed the wounds, but three of the bullets are still in there.” 

    Bitterly, I added, “If you hadn’t done that, Gregg might still be alive. Oh, and I locked you into place with my mind so I could work on Dave in peace…”

    She just stood there staring blankly at me through the bars. She finally said, “And, Dr. Anderson? How does he fit into this? Do you know what happened to him?

    I said in a small voice, “Uh, he wanted me to try and help his patients being ridden by a shadow. I transferred a nasty one from one of his patients—whom it was killing—and, at his insistence, placed it on the Doc.”

    The blank expression stayed firmly put, but I could tell it was only from extreme self control.

    I hunched my shoulders and lifted my hands apologetically. “Sorry, but you did ask. Seriously, I couldn’t make this stuff up.”

    “Let me tell you what happened, Mr. Morgenstern,” she said, her voice hard. “This is what’s going into the report, so listen carefully.” She ticked off her fingers: 

    “One: Jennifer ran away. Only she knows why.

    “Two: You followed after her, trying to get her to stay at the clinic.

    “Three: You, Dave, and Gregg have been searching for her all day, trying to get her back.

    “Four: You all heard Jennifer scream when the snake attacked her and ran to help her. You and Dave helped Jennifer while Gregg bravely fought off the snake and then died of his wounds.

    “Five: I showed up, saw the snake, fired several shots at it, maybe hitting it, and scared it away.”

    She finished ticking off on her fingers and said, “That’s what happened. Right?”

    I nodded. 

    Repeat it back to me.”

    I did. When I finished, I asked, “Uh, then why was Dave running around naked in the woods?”

    She rubbed her hand tiredly across her eyes and muttered, “Why was Dave running around naked in the woods?”

    “How about we ask Dave?” I said helpfully.

    “Right, I’ll ask Dave.” Her eyes glinted dangerously at me. “Do we understand each other?”

    I nodded. “Uh, there is one other thing.”

    She looked guardedly at me and silently dared me to make her life worse.

    “We, uh, found a body at a farm house close to where we found Jen. We think Erik the Snake killed him a while back.”

    Shesighedtiredly and said, “Anything else I should know?”

    “Well,” I said. “That story about a giant snake is pretty farfetched. What are your superiors going to think about that?”

    “I don’t give a white man’s promise about the snake. If we have a mutant killer snake on the loose, it doesn’t threaten my career in any way. But know this, you and your magic buddies are going to help me hunt down and kill that snake. Understand me?”

    I nodded and said sincerely, “That will be a real pleasure.” Another question popped up in my tired mind. I asked it before she could leave. “Detective, how was it that you showed up just as everything was going down? How did you find us?” 

    “I tracked your phone.”

    I laughed mirthlessly at the irony. She didn’t even seem curious about what was so funny. She just left. After she departed, I mulled over what she had said earlier: “I don’t give a white man’s promise.” Perhaps Gregg had been more on target than I’d believed in that rain-drenched field. As for her story, I had been planning just to go with the truth, consequences be damned, but her story would undoubtedly make things easier on all of us. I finally gave in to my fatigue, lay down on the creaking, lumpy cot and fell asleep.

    


Life Goes On—For Some 

    Being home was a jarring change from the last day. I was still vibrating from the aftershocks pulsing through my brain. I lay back in my room, relaxing on my bed, just breathing. The worst thing about jail had been being alone with my grief over Gregg. The short visit allowed my parents had just been long enough to assure them that I was okay, and not much more. Spring had been there for me and provided a lot of comfort, but I really wanted someone to hold. Someone to hold me.

    Paradoxically, after spending the night wishing for my parents or my friends, now all I wanted was to be alone in my room. Go figure. Of course, the phone rang five minutes after I lay down. It was Dave.

    “Hey, Dave.”

    “Mighty, how you doing?”

    “Better now that I’m home. You?”

    “I’m kind of screwed up about the whole thing. On the one hand, if I had arrived earlier, Gregg might still be alive. On the other hand, I was a fricking bear, Finn! It was mind blowing! I felt so alive, so powerful! It was a complete rush… I just wish it hadn’t been at Gregg’s expense.” 

    I didn’t have anything to say to that, so I didn’t.

    “You’re feeling guilty, aren’t you?

    I got angry, “Of course, I am, Dave! It was my fracking fault! This whole thing, everyone who died, everyone who got hurt. It’s my fault!”

    “Shit, Finn. I knew it. You’re such a Catholic. You can’t do this to yourself. I don’t know anyone who voted you in as God. Remember, if you ain’t got the pay, you ain’t got the name, then you surely ain’t got the blame.”

    “I don’t see anyone else whose decisions brought all this crap down on our heads, Dave, so keep it to yourself. If I want to have my head examined, I can get Anderson to bore through my brain again with his laser beam stare.”

    Dave chuckled and said, “Okay, no more pep talk. I was talking with Jeff and Alan to see if they wanted to get together later, maybe have a wake or something. Maybe induce Gregg’s characters into godhood or something.”

    “Not yet, Dave, I can’t even think about it. I just need some time alone.”

    “Okay, I figured as much. You always retreat to your cave when you’re injured. I’ll get out of your hair. Don’t do anything stupid. Okay?”

    “What, you think I’m going to eat myself to death or something?”

     “No, Finn. Now that you’re a certified superhero, I think you’ve decided to go all Rambo on Erik’s ass all by yourself.

    I guess he knew me pretty well: I had been planning exactly that. I couldn’t admit it to him.

    “I mean it, Finn. I know you. If you go off on your own and don’t bring me along, I’ll kill you after Erik does. Gregg was my friend, too, and if you take away my chance to get my piece of Erik, I’ll never forgive you. You don’t go without your big bad Davy-bear.”

    For the first time, I thought about what had happened from Dave’s point of view. “Okay, Dave. I won’t go without you.”

    “Damn straight, honky.”

    “And, if you start talking in Ebonics, I’m going to kick your ass so hard you’ll be walking on your hands.”

    Dave laughed. “You have no more idea of what you just said than I do. Listen, go back to your dark brooding, and call me when you’re ready to talk vengeance. Oh, by the way, Detective Hottie wants us to call her, too.”

    “She said the same thing to me. I don’t get it. I can’t imagine a cop wanting to take a bunch of teenagers out hunting a serial killing snake-boy. It’s not like we’ve got a crystal ball or anything.”

    “Finn, we’re not just pimply-faced boys anymore. We’re pimply-faced superheroes. She needs us on her team, and she can see that. She’s not blind. Besides, when I pointed out that I’d have killed that SOB if she hadn’t come along and plugged me full of holes, she broke down weeping and tearing at her hair, and asked if I could ever forgive her.”

    Dave could get me to laugh, even when I didn’t want to. I tried to hate him while I laughed, “Yeah, right.” 

    “No, Finn, it was awesome! I consoled her, and she fell right into my arms and said she had always wanted a strong man to take care of her. She’d been thinking about me ever since she saw my penis.” 

    I laughed harder. 

    “I asked her out right then and there, but she had some concerns because I was so young. You know, ‘What would my parents think?’ And all that. But, after I told her ‘Once you’ve done it with a bear, baby, you never go back,’ she was mine. We did it right there in the cell.”

    “In your dreams, bear-boy!”

    “Well, okay, I didn’t tell her the thing about the bear, but it didn’t need to be said, you know?”

    I was grinning ear to ear. “Oh, yeah, that certainly didn’t need to be said.”

     “Anyway, she wanted us to call her when we’re ready to go snake hunting.”

    “Well, it’s not going to happen today. I’m wiped,” I said.

    “I hear you. I’ve got to figure out a way to get these bullets out of me before I die of lead poisoning. That’s going to be a real amusing conversation with my doctor.”

    I had to agree. “Well, it’ll take a few days at least before your brain turns to Swiss cheese and you go insane from lead poisoning.”

    “Yep, my thinking exactly. Call me.”

    I hung up, feeling better. Dave was still Dave, and life was worth making plans for. 

    Spring said, You know I wouldn’t let you go alone, either. You should bring an army with you. This whack job needs to be terminated with extreme prejudice. It doesn’t have to be by hand, either.

    Spring, I barely recognize you anymore. What’s happened to my vicious little dryad who knew, like, a dozen words and no grammar? 

    Her voice was laughing when she said, She is stewing in the hormonal juices of a young human male and watching too much television. She added more seriously, Finn, I’m growing up. I’m expanding my horizons and exploring a world I would never have known if it wasn’t for you. You are still my sun, my rain, and my roots. I know exactly how Dave feels. I tremble at the thought of never having met you.

    Her words almost brought me to tears—again! I seriously needed to hear that someone liked me better than I did. 

    Searching for something to focus on, besides crying, I picked up my guitar. It seemed like I hadn’t played it in years—not that I could ever play it well, but I had been trying to learn, sort of. Now I sat down with it and started strumming a few chords. After a short while, I realized that I was playing along with the song of the caduceus. It felt good and right.

    


Experimental Error 

    Later, I headed downstairs to see what was happening. My mom wasn’t in the kitchen so I checked the garage. My dad was there, puttering over something. 

    “Hi, Dad.”

    “Hello, Finn, how’re you feeling?”

    “All right I guess. Wotcha doing?”

    He turned back to his bench. “I’m experimenting.”

    Curious, I walked over. I noted now that the mice were gone, and he had filled his large aquarium with rats. I shuddered, looked over his shoulders, and immediately wished I hadn’t. He was playing around with a bowl of meal worms and some chocolate syrup. He picked up a squirming syrup-covered worm and popped it into his mouth with all evidence of pleasure. He beamed at me and said, “Better than popcorn!”

    Fortunately, considering where his new dietary requirements were taking him, he didn’t seem to be bothered by my revulsion.

    I searched for something to talk about other than eating grubs. “Why the rats?”

    “The mice were too small to really fill me up for long. A few rats and I’m good until lunch. Besides, they’re delicious.”

    I shuddered again, and all I could think was, Who writes this stuff?

    What do you mean, Who writes this stuff? 

    Sorry, Spring, just a rhetorical joke. No laughter is expected. 

    Oh. But, why…? 

    I left my dad to his delicacies and headed back into the house, all the while trying to explain to Spring what I had said—I mean thought. Sheesh! Even when they shared my head, people didn’t get my jokes. 

    I looked around for something to do and noticed Mom working in her garden and pulling out oak shoots. I went over to say “hi.” It was hot and muggy as usual. After a short time of talking to her, I decided to mow the grass. 

    Don’t ask me.

    So, for the next hour and a half I sacrificed the grass to Phred, my personal god of mowing. I’d been praying to Phred for years to pass the time while mowing. I had an image of him in my mind as a large green giant straddling a fertile valley with his hands on his hips saying “Ho, ho, ho.” I had no idea where that came from, but that was Phred.

    As soon as I started mowing, I zoned out. For the first time I could remember, it felt good to be moving, exercising, and sweating. I figured the physical must be a good cure for the mental.

    It now took longer to finish the lawn than it used to because I had to trim around all the new oak trees in back of the house. They were a blessing and a curse. They already shaded a lot of the back yard, so it was cooler, but the grass under them was growing faster than ever, making it harder to mow and trim. As I was taking the weed-whacker to the edges, I could feel Spring’s bemusement. I didn’t stop to explore it. I knew she much preferred a wild and verdant riot of life to the manicured tameness of the suburban yard, and, though I was starting to see more of the appeal of her viewpoint, I still liked the look of a well-maintained lawn, though I would never have admitted it to my parents. There are some places you just don’t go with your parents.

    When I finished and was downing a large glass of water in the kitchen, Spring said, That was great! Let’s go practice!

    I figured that explained my odd reaction to the mowing. Spring’s love of motion and exercise were rubbing off on me. I went back outside and indulged us both with a vigorous workout. It felt good. Resting between exercises, I asked Spring, Who am I, and what have I done with myself?

    Spring laughed even though I could feel her confusion.

    I just thought to her, Look it up, Spring. Look it up.

    I didn’t stop my workout until Dad called from the porch with a phone call for me.

    It was the doc.

    “Hello, Finn. How are you holding up?”

    “Like a suspension bridge designed by a room full of monkeys who had less than eternity to get it right.”

    Amazingly, he laughed even if it did sound a bit strained. He said, “Are you up for coming out to the clinic today?”

    “Why, is something going on with Jen?”

    “No, Finn, Jen isn’t here anymore. Allen, that is, Dr. Washington, took her home last night. I’m afraid that letting her go out that door yesterday has ended a decade’s long friendship.”

    “What? That’s not fair! It wasn’t your fault! You were knocked out saving someone from their own personal demons! Speaking of which, how are you holding out? That was a pretty nasty one you swallowed.”

    “I’m maintaining. I have to admit that it hasn’t been easy. It gives me a whole new level of understanding about the amount of effort that I routinely ask from my patients. So, can I get you to swing by here in the next hour or so?”

    “I’ll have to ask my parents, but I think so. What’s up?”

    “I have a couple of people here who really want to see you, and I’d like your help in doing some experiments.”

    “I guess so, but your experiments haven’t turned out so good so far.”

    “Finn, you have given three people a chance at a normal life, and the last of those you gave the chance of living. I’d say those are pretty good results for an incurable malady.”

    I thought about that. “Okay, if you say so. It’s been pretty hard on you, though.”

    “That is unfortunately true. I’ll expect you here within the hour then. Thank you.”

    He hung up before any goodbyes. It was annoying, but I wondered just what kind of a personal hell he was going through.

    I took me a good half hour to convince my parents to let me go. About an hour later, I stepped into the cool common room of Shady Oaks and nodded to Maddy, the matronly receptionist. She gave me her motherly smile and said, “The doctor is waiting for you in his office, Mr. Morgenstern. You know the way, I take it?”

    I returned the smile and headed to his office while rolling the sound of “Mr. Morgenstern” around in my head. It was just another little note of harmonic dissonance with my self-image. (That’s geek-speak for “it felt weird.”) I knocked on Dr. Anderson’s open door and walked in. 

    “Thanks for coming, Finn.”

    I nodded. “You bet.” I Looked at him and Saw that the dark shadow I’d parked on him covered all but a smidgen of his body. It was nowhere near as big and nasty as the one flowing over Erik, but it was still pretty unnerving. I felt myself partially crouch, ready to run if the doctor should charge me.

    He stood up and said, “I don’t want to waste your time, so let’s get started. Follow me, please.” He walked past me out the door without a second glance, forcing me to back away from the pseudopods reaching for me. He was definitely more rigid and uptight than normal. I wondered again what he was going through as I followed him through the halls. Note that I didn’t actually wish for a better, more personal understanding. I just wondered.

    As we were passing through the common room, Holly skipped out to meet me. “Finn!” She ran up and gave me a big, enthusiastic hug. I stooped and picked her up in a hug of my own. As she was busily trying to break my neck with all the strength of her little arms, she said rapid-fire, “I knew it was you! I’m so glad you’re here! I had bad dreams about you last night. I’m glad you’re okay!”

    I laughed and said, “I had bad dreams about me too, squirt. Me, too.” I put her down and gently disentangled her arms from around my neck. “What have you been up to? How are you feeling?”

    “I’m great! You made the bad things go away. Now I’m reading about oceans!”

    “Oh, yeah?”

    She nodded emphatically. “Yep. Did you know that a blue whale is the biggest mammal in the world? It’s not even a fish. It’s as big as two whole city buses.”

    “I did know that! Whales are just about my favorite animals!”

    “Mine, too!”

    Anderson interrupted impatiently, “Finn, could I get you to talk with Holly a little later?”

    I said. “Oh, yeah. Sorry. Just a sec.” I said to Holly, “I’ve got to go help Doc with some stuff. Can you go and draw me a big picture of a blue whale? I’ll come and look at it in a little while.”

    She beamed at me, said “Yes,” and disappeared back down the hall. My heart seemed to go with her. It was weird to think that I used to be uncomfortable around kids.

    We resumed our journey to the back of the common room and outside to a barn that sat behind the main building. I was baffled about what we were going to do there. As we were walking, I asked Dr. Anderson, “Doc, what’s going to happen to Holly now that she’s doing better?”

    He replied in a disinterested voice, “She will be put back into the foster care system.”

    I’d heard all sorts of horror stories about the foster care system. I didn’t know if they were true, or common, but the thought of someone treating Holly badly was hard for me to contemplate. “Do you think someone will adopt her?”

    “I doubt it. After about age three to five, it is very difficult to get a child adopted. Most people want a baby to play with.”

    We entered the barn and were treated to an odd sight. There was a cow tied to a pole in the middle of the barn chewing away placidly. This side of the cow, a man was lying asleep on a portable cot. The familiar, vile, blackness coated his aura. This one seemed downright anemic after what I had been dealing with, but I supposed it still sucked for this dude. We approached the odd pair. Instead of waking the man, Anderson said, “This is Antonio. He’s shadow-ridden.”

    Antonio’s aura was fairly average, though slimed with shadow. I could also see a weak aura around the cow. Interesting. I thought I could see where this was going.

    “Antonio is 27 years old. His paranoid schizophrenia struck him when he was 17. I found him in the streets on a trip to New York. When I sensed the shadow in him, I had him brought here with the promise of three square meals a day. I’d like to see if the shadows are strictly a human malady or if you can move the shadow from him to the cow. Can you do that for me?”

    Man, he wasn’t wasting time. I nodded uncertainly, “I can try.”

    “Then please do.”

    “Now?”

    “Now.”

    “Okay, here goes.”

    I took a deep breath to center myself, and then I formed the globe around both man and shadow as I had done before. I slowly contracted the globe and began to move it away. The man moaned and thrashed weakly in his sleep. Anderson assured me that he was well sedated, so I continued to move the globe slowly away from the stricken man. In doing so, I stretched Antonio’s aura to nearly the breaking point before it pulled away from the shadow with only a small feeling of tearing. On top of the cold, I could feel the rage and the hunger of the shadow itself. As with the others, its touch in my mind made me feel slimy and unclean. I moved it onto the poor cow. The shadow ignored the cow; instead, it kept reaching toward me. 

    “It doesn’t seem to be interested,” I said.

    “Let’s give it some time. After all, the cow probably isn’t as good a meal for it.”

    With some effort, I held it there hovering over the cow’s back. After about ten minutes, just as I was about spent, it sent a pseudopod out and touched the cow. The cow grunted and then the shadow flowed over it. Gradually, and gratefully, I released the globe, ready to catch the shadow again if it moved away from the cow. It didn’t, it just flowed over the cow’s body. I took a deep breath to combat my fatigue and just watched a moment. The cow itself started lowing and shifting nervously, but it didn’t get any worse than that.

    The doctor reacted dispassionately to my news of success. He just went on to the next stage of the experiment. He had me help him move Antonio’s cot right next to the cow. Nothing happened with the shadow. Anderson picked up the man’s flaccid arm and put it on the cow. I’d have much preferred to end the experiment before that, but I understood why he was doing what he did. The shadow gathered around the man’s hand, but when we pulled it away, it stayed with the cow. Antonio’s aura only stretched for a moment before snapping back to him.

    I said, “Hang on a second.” I laid my hand on Antonio’s chest, and I pushed my aura out over his, where it had torn. I kept it there for about five minutes with a continuous effort of will. When I pulled back, I felt dizzy and even more tired, but when I could Look again, there was a yellow patch on his purple aura. The yellow gradually diffused into the rest of it, leaving his aura whole with just a hint of gold. That was just too cool for words. 

    Anderson looked questioningly at me, and I said, “I was just trying to fix a little of the damage to his aura.”

    He nodded with a neutral expression and turned away. If Anderson was non-emotional before, now he was practically an automaton.

    Anderson had me grab the shadow off the cow and then repeat the experiment with a pig and a chicken. The pig worked out okay. The pig wasn’t happy, but it didn’t turn rabid either. The chicken was different. As soon as the shadow latched onto the chicken, the chicken went crazy. It started squawking, jumping, and shaking. It pulled wildly against the tether holding it down. Instead of calming down like the pig and the cow, it just grew more frantic until finally it fell over with its chest heaving. A short while later, it died. Unfortunately, the shadow did not die with it. When the chicken died, the shadow looked diminished, but it was freed from whatever bond it had forged with the chicken. It flowed directly at me. Instinctively, I put my shield up and the black shadow splattered against it like thick, black, mobile, oil spill. It quickly flowed around on the surface of my shield.

    That was unnerving enough, even though I had dealt with it before, but what happened when the shadow passed close to Dr. Anderson freaked me out even more. A black pseudopod whipped out from Anderson’s shadow, grabbed the one on the shield, sucked it off the shield, and then withdrew back to the doctor. It added a little bulk to the doctor’s shadow, but the only reaction from him was a single quickly indrawn breath.

    When I described what had happened to him, he just nodded his head and said, “Okay, that is one experiment we won’t have to do.” 

    I was tiring, so the last experiment of the day was naturally the hardest. I was to transfer the doc’s shadow to the cow and see what happened. If it didn’t stick, I’d put it back onto Anderson. 

    That man had more guts than should comfortably fit in anyone’s belly. Just touching one of the shadows with my imaginary(ish) shield made me squirm—and I wasn’t actually touching them. 

    I created a sphere around the doc and started forcing the shadow off of him. He closed his eyes. I could see the muscles in his face tighten. As I pushed the shadow completely off his body, he started to shudder and shiver, but he never made a peep. 

    It took longer to detach than the smaller ones, but finally the doc’s aura snapped free of the grasp of the shadow, again losing a little piece to the darkness. 

    I separated it and moved it over the cow. It only took a minute before it latched on, and the poor cow started kicking and snorting. It acted for all the world like a bucking bronco for about ten minutes. After it finished, it was breathing hard, and its mouth had lathered up a bit. After a bit of rest, it began eagerly eating the hay in front of it again. “Holy crap. It worked.”

    We had a way to save a human’s life for the cost of a cow’s life. It was a sucky deal for the cow, but one I could live with.

    Anderson himself deflated, closed his eyes, and took several deep breaths. He said, “Thank you, Finn. That was becoming quite taxing.”

    I just gaped at the emotionless way he threw out the understatement of his life. He definitely wasn’t human. I felt fouled and dirty just pushing one of those vile things around.

    Afterward, Anderson brought me the food of the gods: Nacho Doritos, Dr. Pepper, and PBJs. The only thing better would have been fried bologna sandwiches. Shortly after I entered the common area with my food, Holly came out of her room to join me. She saw what I was eating and asked if the orderly would let her eat the same thing. She was a fellow aficionado of the finer things in life. 

    While she waited for her food, she proudly showed me the picture of her whale. She’d taped six pieces of paper together and drew a whale that took up just about every square inch. 

    “Wow Holly, that’s a big whale!” Her evident pride recalled mine when I had made a similar drawing as a child. 

    She was busy showing me all the little details, including the tiny girl swimming over the whale when the senator came into the commons.

    He greeted me heartily. His voice was a lot bigger than his physique. “Mr. Morgenstern!”

    I stood up to face him.

    As he approached he said, “I’m glad I got a chance to talk to you before I left here.”

    He shook my hand (perfectly and warmly) and said seriously, “Finn, I owe you everything. You’ve done a remarkable service for me and for the great State of Ohio. If there is ever anything I can do for you, please never hesitate to ask.”

    I blushed and said, “You’re welcome.”

    Spring commented, The whole state, eh? No ego here.

    I tried not to laugh as the Senator bustled back to the group he had left behind, and headed out.

    I shook my head at the strangeness of my life, and my growing fatigue convinced me that I needed to go home. The food had revived me but had not completely freed me from the lead weights around my arms and my eyelids. 

    I said goodbye to Holly and went to check on Daniel. I stood looking into the cheerful, bright room. The contrast between the happy colors of his room and his thin and tattered orange aura hit me hard. 

    As with Holly, his aura was flickering around him like a dying fire. It looked even sparser than Holly’s had. His face was gaunt and pale. Anderson had told me that he was in a coma. I had unconsciously shied away from doing with him what I had with Holly. It had been terribly taxing, intimate, and invasive with a little girl. How bad would it be with an adult man? Standing there, I realized that I was especially afraid of doing it with a man. Can you spell homophobia? That’s right, F-I-N-N.

    The idea that something like that would stop me from helping a man shamed me. I was tired, but the successes of the day made me believe that perhaps I could help heal people. That was a powerful incentive for my own ego. After all, who doesn’t yearn to make a difference? I also knew he was there, in this condition, because of me—my mistakes.

    I sat down next to him and placed my hands gingerly on his chest. Tentatively I pushed my aura out from my hand and over him until he was underneath a golden shimmering blanket of me. 

    It was nothing like what had happened with Holly. There was a storm of vague images and strong feelings. I felt experiences that had carved themselves into Daniel’s soul. It was a flood that threatened to overwhelm me with its intensity and complexity. Daniel hadn’t always carried the burden of the shadow, so there were both good and bad feelings, but I could see the point in his life when it had attacked him. His feelings, similar to Holly’s, rushed through me: fear, isolation, anger, hunger, and a yearning to be free. With Daniel everything was more intense and convoluted. On top of that, Daniel wasn’t much older than me and his personal demons overlapped mine, so much so that I quickly began losing the ability to differentiate them. 

    It’s very difficult to put into words what happened, but it was traumatic and overwhelming. I called out for Spring to help me like she had with Holly. Immediately, I felt the flood lessen. Spring told me that it was too much, and I had to pull away. I tried but found I couldn’t. Daniel was holding on to me and pulling me into himself. It was like being sucked into a whirlpool, not to be devoured, but to become irretrievably lost. I fought hard, but Daniel’s need was too much. I could feel my life slipping from me, so I did what was becoming an instinct for me. I formed a golden wall between us and severed the connection, leaving part of myself on the other side. You all know what happened then. It was beginning to be the refrain of my life: The Mighty Finn fainted yet again.

    Dr. Anderson and Daniel were looking at me with concern when I woke up. I had a strange feeling of déjà vu, but I couldn’t place what had caused it. My head was throbbing, and I felt weak and hollow. Something was missing from me, forever lost and the feeling left me bleak and sad. I found Dr. Anderson studying me intensely yet again. He asked the obvious question, “Are you all right?” I nodded and then he asked the next one, “What happened?”

    I looked from the doc to Daniel. Daniel was awake. His face was still gaunt and drawn, but his eyes seemed less haunted than I remembered. His aura was solid, but it swirled about him as if agitated. It was mostly a bright green, with glimmers of my own golden colors. I had no clue why his original red color would turn green instead of orange, but this wasn’t physics. In metaphysics, maybe that’s what always happens when you mix red and gold.

    I checked in on Spring and Gregg to make sure they were okay. They were.

    I had to get home, I wanted nothing more than to climb into my tree and…, and then I remembered that it was gone. Its loss hit me again—hard. I could feel tears rising, threatening to overflow the banks of my eyelids. So, I sat up, blinked my eyes rapidly, and shook my head. I had to get home.

    I just held up my hand to stop the questions and stumbled out of the room. Anderson followed me, and I had to take the time to assure him that I could drive. He looked dubious but let me go.

    I fled home. It was the place where I was loved, the place where I belonged. I needed something to plug the hole inside of me.

     

    


Home 

    When I arrived home, I had stabilized a little, but I was again ridiculously grateful I had a remote control garage door opener. I hopped out of the car, went inside, and the long hug from my mom helped even more. Of course, when I let her go, I received another shock.

    She placed her hands on my shoulders. “Finn, Gregg’s funeral is tomorrow.”

    I had known that it must be coming soon, but it still hit me hard. What she said next was worse. “Finn, honey, they’ve asked you and Dave to stay away.”

    “What? How could they? Gregg was our best friend! He died saving Jen and me! How could they say that?”

    “I know, sweetie. It’s not fair, but, in their minds, you’re at least partially responsible for his death and for Jen’s condition.”

    I opened my mouth to speak. It hurt hearing my own thoughts being echoed aloud. She stopped me and said, “I know that’s not true. Everyone else knows that’s not true, but we can’t let you go.”

    I hadn’t been intending to deny my responsibility. I knew they were right about my part in Gregg’s death and what had happened to Jen, but this cut deep. Anger and resentment rose up and flashed through me, but I handled it in an adult fashion. I ran upstairs, slammed my door, and kicked my furniture until I hurt my foot again.

    I could tell that Spring wanted to say some things to me, but I was grateful she didn’t. I did feel her rummaging around in my brain, though. A few hours later, Dave called on my cell. Sulking, I ignored the call the first two times. On the third call, I finally answered it.

    “Shit, David, can’t you get the hint? I don’t want to talk.”

    “I guess you heard the news about the funeral.” He paused and then said into my silence, “It sucks big fat donkey balls that his parents are such turds, but I have some more important news.”

    “What’s that?”

    “We’re going to have a wake at Frankies tomorrow afternoon.”

    “A wake?”

    He said happily, “Yep, it’s scheduled from 4:00 to whenever. It starts at the same time as the funeral. Franky is closing the place to everyone but us. I’ve been calling all our friends to let them know. They’re all going to be there.”

    Suddenly, I felt worlds better.

    I went down to tell my mother the good news. She smiled a little superior smile when she said, “I already knew about it before you came home.”

    “Then, why didn’t you tell me? Why did you have to let me get all bent out of shape? I hurt my foot!”

    She smiled wider, “It could be that I felt it would be a valuable life lesson in controlling your temper, or it could be that you never gave me a chance, or it could even be that Dave asked me to let him tell you. It was his idea, after all.”

    I hung my head to acknowledge my inferiority to her wisdom. 

    “I can’t believe that Franky is going to close the place down on Friday night for us.”

    “Well, he was as fond of Gregg as the rest of us. It also helped that your dad went in with Dave’s father and paid him a big chunk of cash.”

    That shocked me. “Really? He did that?”

    “Really.”

    “I’ve got to go thank him!” 

    I turned to head to the garage when my mother said, “Ah, Finn, you might want to wait for a while before going out there.”

    I paused, afraid to ask. 

    “He, ah, came home with a bunch of guinea pigs.”

    I swallowed and agreed that waiting would be for the best. I considered my mother as she went back to her prepping our dinner.

    “Mom, you aren’t going to leave Dad because of this, are you?”

    “What makes you think that I might?”

    “Well, he’s eating live rats and mice and stuff…”

    “Finn, I’m not planning on leaving him over this. Does it disturb me that he eats live rodents? Yes. Does it bother me that I may not be able to share a meal with him again? Yes. But, he’s still your father in all the ways that count, and if this is the only way to keep him alive, then that’s what we will do. Besides, he promised never to eat in front of me and always to brush his teeth and gargle afterward.” She repressed a delicate shudder. “Twice.” 

    That was a relief. The divorce of my parents was not an addition I wanted to add to my guilty conscience. I jumped in and chopped some onions for her. While I was doing that, I asked as casually as possible, “Mom, you always wished you could have a little girl, didn’t you?”

    She raised an eyebrow at me. I said, “I mean, you would have liked it, right?”

    She nodded. “Yes, I would have enjoyed that.”

    “Well, you know I’ve always wanted a little sister, right?”

    “No, you’ve always told me that you liked being an only child.”

    “Well, uh, maybe that was true for a while, but now I think… Have you ever thought of adopting a little girl?”

    She started looking worried. “Finn is there something you are not telling me? Is your girlfriend pregnant?”

    I frantically waved my hands to fend off the idea, “Uh, no! No! That’s not it!”

    Giggles bubbled up from Spring. Tell him your girlfriend’s babies are all in the backyard.

    The thought of saying that to my mother made me shudder even though she might have already put it together from what she knew. I thought back, Thanks for that helpful thought. She giggled some more.

    When my mom saw my reaction, she relaxed. “So, what brought all this up, then? Do you have someone in mind?”

    I nodded and said in one breath, “Yes, do you remember Holly, the little girl that I almost killed? Well, I was able to heal her and help her, and now she’s a really cool little kid, and no one will adopt her cause she’s too old, so she’ll be put into the foster care system if we don’t.”

    Wandering grammar aside, she followed what I was saying. “Let me think about it. I’ll discuss it with your father.”

    


The First Hunt 

    Early the next morning, I got a call from Detective Hunter. 

    I took the phone from my dad and tried to wake up enough to be coherent. “Hello?”

    “Hi Finn, we need to set a time to go snake hunting.”

    “Can we go tomorrow? Gregg’s wake is today.”

    “I’m sorry for your loss, Finn, but every day we wait is another day for him to kill someone else. I don’t want that to happen.”

    “I don’t either, but I can’t miss Gregg’s wake. He died defending Jen and me. It’s not till four, but I have to be there by three to help Dave set it up.”

    “I understand. Can you come out with me this morning?”

    I blinked my eyes and tried to think it through. I failed, so I did the easy thing. “Okay, I can do that.”

    “Good, I’ll be by in fifteen minutes.”

    “Uh… can we make that a half hour? I still got to get dressed and have breakfast.”

    “Finn, it’s already nine! I’ve been up for four hours.”

    “Sorry, I’m not a morning guy.”

    “Okay, I’ll be there in a half hour.”

    I hung up and reflected sadly that it would never work out between the two of us. She was obviously an alien. No human, with the exception of my parents, got up that early.

    You don’t have to live with her to have sex with her. 

    I snorted. “Like that’s ever going to happen.”

    “What’s not going to happen, Finn?”

    I yelped. My dad was standing next to the bed. He’d been there the whole time I was on the phone, and I never even noticed. “Dad! You startled me.”

    “Sorry. What’s not going to happen, Finn?”

    “Uh, oh nothing. I was just talking to Spring. She’s getting snarky.”

    My dad flashed me a smile. “She must be getting it from you… So, what did Vicky want?”

    Uh oh. 

    Spring’s thoughts were triumphant. Ha! He’s never going to let you go hunt that snake.

    She was probably right, but it was too early in the morning to lie. Besides, I didn’t think I could bring myself to lie to my dad about it. Besides, he always caught me when I lied.

    “She wants Dave and me to help her take down Erik.”

    “What does she think two eighteen-year-olds will do for her?”

    I got defensive. “Well, Dave can turn into a ten foot tall bear. He had Erik beat, before Detective Hunter pumped him full of bullets. He can track as a bear, too.”

    “Okay, so what can you do for her?”

    “Well, I… I can help heal anybody who gets bit.”

    I looked for a hint about what he was thinking behind his glasses and found nothing.

    “Dave and Jen both would have died if I hadn’t been there… Besides, I…”

    “Okay.”

    I stopped in surprise. “Okay?”

    He nodded. “Okay.”

    “Oh, uh, okay then…”

    “You’d better get yourself dressed. I don’t think she’s the type of person who likes to be kept waiting.”

    This was awesome. My dad was going to let me go. “Thanks Dad!” 

    When we told her the plan, my mother was not as accommodating. “Oh no, you’re not!”

    “But Mom!”

    “There is no way I’m going to let you go off and hunt for either a murderer with a shot-gun or a twenty-five foot rattlesnake. Forget it.”

    “But…”

    “Helen, this is something Finn has to do.”

    She whirled on him. “No he doesn’t!”

    “Yes, he does, Helen,” said my dad with an even tone. “He’s been the eye of this whole storm from the beginning. He’s eighteen and an adult now. Old enough to do his part.” He held his hand up to stop my mom’s rebuttal. “Besides, he has more than proven that he is better equipped to deal with this than most of the adults around him.”

    The doorbell rang.

    I looked between my dad’s impassive face and my mom’s angry one. She clenched and worked her jaw and her eyes blazed. She turned her back on both of us, and my dad nodded for me to go get the door. I felt guilty, because I knew my dad was going to get it, but I skedaddled. 

    I opened the door and followed Detective Hunter. I paused when I actually took a look at her.

    Detective Hunter was not in her uniform. Instead, she was in tight jeans and a gray t-shirt. The body revealed by her new wardrobe was as stunning as the police uniform had promised. She had let her hair down from its severe bun. Its rich black shine flowed down her back to end just above her waist.

    Spring didn’t give me time to stand there and gawk. Don’t just drool, Finn! Make your move!

    That’s when I noticed that we were heading out to an SUV sitting in our driveway.

    “Uh, Detective, where’s your police car?”

    She answered over her shoulder, “This isn’t police business, Finn. We are here as concerned citizens.” 

    “Oh.” I guess it made sense. The cops wouldn’t like the idea of their officers taking civilians out hunting shape-shifting, demonically-possessed villains.

    “And since I’m not on duty, call me Vicky.”

    She opened the door on the driver’s side and indicated for me to get in the back. “Come on, we can talk on the way.”

    I swallowed my disappointment and clambered in.

    “Mighty!” exclaimed Dave from the front seat. He waggled his eyebrows as Detective Hunter climbed in and thumped her door shut. 

    “Hey, Dave.” I sat back and started searching for the seat belts. 

    She said to call her Vicky.

    She doesn’t look like a Vicky. She looks like a Victoria or a detective.

    Yeah, you’ve got to watch out for those Victorias. I hear they are quite the tigers in bed! 

    Spring, please? I need to be able to look her in the face! 

    She giggled again. I wondered what movie that came from.

    We stopped at Granville. 

    “Okay Finn, which way?” asked Victoria.

    “Huh?”

    “Where should we start looking?”

    I shrugged helplessly and shook my head. “How should I know?”

    “From what David was telling me, you have some sort of connection with this guy.”

    Before I could figure that one out, Dave provided me with the explanation. “You told me that you were dreaming about Erik all the time. I figured that meant you have some sort of mystical connection with him. Either that or you are just really attracted to bald men.”

    “I am not! I don’t have any kind of connection with him! For all I know he could be hiding in a sewer pipe, staying at a hotel, or snacking on farmers and watching Animal Planet.”

    Dave laughed, and Vicky said, “Dave made it sound like you used magic or something to find Jen, so I thought you could use a spell or something to find Erik.”

    Me, or actually anyone, casting spells was a seriously disturbing idea. But, what did Il Saia do to knock me out if it wasn’t a spell? It was just luck that I found Jen… wasn’t it? Feeling very self-conscious, I closed my eyes to see if I had any feelings or visions or something about Erik. 

    “Finn, we’re here.”

    I snapped awake. We had parked next to the field closest to our encounter two nights ago. I wiped a bit of drool that had dribbled down my chin and got out of the car.”So, did you get anything?” asked Victoria.

    I searched her face, and I didn’t see any evidence that she was yanking my chain for falling asleep. I shook my head and followed her and David back to the spot in the woods near the two blackened trees.

    When we got there, I asked Dave, “Do you think that Jen did this?”

    “What, the damage to the trees?”

    “Yeah, there were two lightning bolts that hit here when Erik attacked Jen.”

    “Crap, if she can throw lightning bolts around, we need her here, not you.”

    I nodded my head. “You could be right. I doubt we could get past her dad though.”

    Dave smirked at me. “I told you, you shouldn’t be going after the young ones like that.”

    “You did not. I mean I do not. I mean ...fuck you, Dave!”

    Dave laughed, and we joined Vicky scanning the ground. It was hard to pinpoint locations now that it was sunny, but I thought this might have been where Gregg died. The thought made me reflexively check on Gregg’s cocoon. It still seemed the same.

    When Dave started taking off his clothes, that brought me back to reality quickly.

     “What are you doing?”

    “I’m not going to lose another outfit turning into a bear, Finn.”

    “Oh.” I didn’t really need to see Dave naked again so I quickly found some fascinating things to look at on the ground. When I heard the whistle play the familiar tune, I looked back in time to see Dave’s white body stretching and growing into a large black bear. This time, Dave seemed far less disoriented and upset. He just put his nose to the ground and started sniffing away.

    I saw the open eyed astonishment on Vicky’s face. I walked up next to her and we watched Dave sniffing around the site. “It’s a bit different actually seeing it than just hearing about it, isn’t it?”

    Vicky’s dark brown eyes were still big when she nodded mutely.

    Dave suddenly gave a Wookiee cry and bounded off along the trail. Victoria broke into a run, and I followed close behind.

    It wasn’t long before the peanut gallery chimed in. I’m telling you Finn, that looks like prime baby-making booty to me.

    I nearly tripped and fell. It’s not that I hadn’t noticed the nicely rounded package oscillating down the trail in front of me, it’s just that I had been admiring it from more of a… er… a, uh, less practical perspective. 

    We ran for what seemed like miles, and though I was hot and sweaty, I didn’t feel as if I would puke my guts out and die. That, I’m sad to say, was a novelty for me. In fact I felt amazingly good. The visual delight bouncing in front of me definitely helped my mood, but it became less important as I pushed myself harder. Somehow my body had become the little engine that could. My heart chugged and my lungs puffed and my feet pounded out a hypnotic beat. The woods around me became less important than the strength flowing like fire through my body.

    I was so enthralled with the run, I almost ran over Vicky when she slowed to a stop in front of me. Dave the bear, oblivious, kept running.

    Her breath was coming in ragged gasps as she bent over to put her hands on her knees. I was hot, and my breathing was deep and fast, but I wasn’t exhausted, just exhilarated. 

    Vicky scowled at me. She used one hand to wave me on without her. I was ready to start running again when I thought about what we were chasing.

    I waved my hand in negation. “No, I need a break too.”

    I waited for Vicky to catch her breath. This was a very strange feeling for me. I was never the one waiting. I was always the one people waited for. The fact that I could outrun the sleek and muscled Victoria was almost spooky. While I was pacing back and forth, my stomach let forth a deep, long growl.

    “Getting a little hungry, are we?”

    I felt my face starting to flush and smiled apologetically. “Yeah I only had a couple bowls of cereal for breakfast.”

    “Just a couple, huh? No wonder you’re hungry.”

    She gave me a good once over with her eyes and said, “You run pretty well for a chubby white guy.”

    I really flushed hard then. Fortunately, I noticed how wide her smile had gotten before I took offense at the comment. Instead I said, “Yep, better than a skinny Indian chick.” I took off.

    She yelled “Hey!” from behind me and I heard her fleet footsteps closing in. We ran an all out race through the woods, following the trail of Dave the Bear. He was big and not in any way concerned with delicacy so his trail was easy to follow.

    We ran for just a few minutes before Spring came out. Time to slow down, monkey boy. Can’t keep this up all day without a whole lot more calories.

    But, I feel great! 

    Yeah, let me show you how you’re really feeling. 

    Suddenly my lungs were burning, my pulse was trying to pop my eyeballs right out of my head, and a wave of nausea hit me. I stumbled and fell headlong into the underbrush.

    An instant later Vicky was sailing over me in a leap a gazelle would envy. Unfortunately, her landing was more appropriate to Comedy Central than the Nature Channel. Her trailing shoe caught on my rising head and she went tumbling through the brush.

    My nausea and fatigue vanished again and I scrambled over to her. “Vicky! Vicky! Are you all right?”

    She moaned and pulled in her splayed limbs, turned herself over and flopped back onto the ground. I knelt next to her and said in panic, “Don’t move, you might have a back or neck injury!”

    She opened her eyes and suddenly I found myself locking gaze with her from less than two feet away. She had beautiful, deep brown eyes, but her face was framing those eyes with a scowl.

    She shoved me away with both hands and struggled to sit up as I fell over. “I don’t have a neck injury, you goofball.”

    I sat up next to her and came face to face with her scowl again. “What are you trying to do, kill me?”

    We were still face to face, and whatever she saw in mine, it turned her scowl into open laughter.

    I sat up straighter. “What?”

    She looked at me and laughed again.

    Now I was starting to feel a bit self conscious. I ran my hands over my face. “What? Do I have something on my face?”

    She just kept laughing.

    She’s laughing because she likes the way you make her feel. 

    Spring, don’t be silly. 

    I put my hand on her shoulder. “Earth to Vicky. Is anybody in there?”

    Vicky made a visible effort to compose herself but as soon as she looked at me, she started laughing again.

    She’s not pulling away, dumb-kopf. 

    That did seem to be the case, but none of my well-rehearsed fantasy daydreams with a beautiful woman in the forest covered something like this. They were more about romantically working up to a first kiss than getting laughed at.

    Despite Spring's assessment, the whole situation had me bewildered. I leaned forward, put my hands on the sides of her face, and pleaded with her. “What did I do that’s so funny?”

    Her laughter finally died out, and she leaned her face towards mine. I couldn’t believe it, this beautiful woman wanted to kiss me! I leaned toward her…

    “I hate to break up this little love fest, but I’m getting cold.”

    I jerked back, and Vicky sprang away from me like someone had hit her in the bum with a hot poker.

    Dave’s pale face was poking over some bushes, and it was sporting a huge leering grin.

    “Dave!” I pushed myself to my feet. “What happened? Did you find him?”

    Dave scowled and said, “No, the bastard turned back human, then walked a ways down the road and took off in a car.”

    Vicky spoke for us all. “Shit.”

    On our return hike and drive, Vicky kept a big distance between us and every time I tried to catch her eye, she looked somewhere else.

    During the ride back my hunger turned into a monster that would not be denied. I finally convinced Victoria to stop so I could get some food. At the twenty-four hour Quickie Mart, I bought a couple of Dr. Peppers, a bag of Doritos and a hotdog. I could barely stuff it all in my mouth fast enough. It was a bit embarrassing when I caught Vicky giving me a raised eyebrow through the rear view mirror.

    She dropped us off in town at Frankies with mutual promises to contact each other if we encountered Erik in any form.

    As soon as I closed the door, she was out of there.

    I watched her car for a moment and heaved a great sigh.

    “So what did I interrupt back there, Finn? Getting lucky with our lovely detective?”

    I took in Dave’s shit eating grin. “Fuck you, Dave.”

    I stalked into Frankies with Dave laughing behind me. 

    Spring tried to sound confident as she consoled me. Don’t worry Finn, she will be back when she realizes just what she missed out on.

    I had to laugh at that one.

    


Death and Yearning at Frankies 

    At Frankies, we helped Franky set up for the wake. Instead of a body, we had a picture of Gregg sitting on one of the tables. Dave had brought a full tux that he planned to lay out underneath the picture to sit in for the body. I quickly disabused him of that notion. That was crass, even by Dave’s standards. Our setup mostly consisted of moving some tables out of the center of the dining area to give us all a place to stand and toast Gregg’s memory.

    People started trickling in a little after four. I had more than the usual pre-party anxiety. Gregg was gone, but I could feel him within me. There was no doubt in my mind that it was Gregg in that cocoon. Somehow, this small piece of him embodied Greggness. I wanted to mourn his loss, but that would feel like I was giving up on him. It would be as if I were admitting that the small piece of Gregg I had saved had no chance of becoming my best friend again. I couldn’t do that, but I felt that if I really believed he would recover, I’d be telling everyone who came to the wake. Instead, I stayed silent. There were soon fifteen people there, all kids our age. They were mingling, eating pizza, drinking soda, and talking about Gregg, or school, or the snake that had supposedly killed Gregg. When asked to corroborate, I stuck with Victoria’s story.

    At one point in the early evening, Franky came up to me and motioned for me to follow him. We went down the back hall, which led to the kitchen and the bathrooms. He stopped and pointed to a keg that was sitting there. 

    “Now, Finn, you know that you guys are too young to drink, right?” 

    I nodded. 

    He said, “Well, this tapped keg here is full of Fat Tire Ale. I just wanted you to know that you shouldn’t drink it—using those red cups there. Definitely, do not take one of these cups, angle it like this, or gently press this lever, or fill it about half full, letting the foam subside a bit before filling it the rest of the way.”

    “Okay, Franky, I understand. We won’t do that.”

    “And, don’t you dare let anyone walk out of here drunk or have more than a cup or two. If you do, I’ll kick your ass so hard you’ll be crapping out your nose. Got it?”

    Wow, that was way better than my threat to Dave about the hand stand. I noted it for future use and said, “Got it.” I shook his hand. It dwarfed mine, but his shake was very gentle. “Thanks, Franky.”

     “You bet, Finn. Gregg was a good kid, and he died a hero. That deserves more than soda. Hell, it deserves more than beer, but no way am I going to leave a bottle of vodka out here for you kids not to drink.”

    I watched him leave and mulled over his gift. This made two adults feeding me beer now. I wondered if the universe was trying to tell me something.

    I asked Jim to be the beer meister. He was the most levelheaded guy I knew; he would do a good job of keeping things in check. It’s not as if we hadn’t had parties with beer before—we were sophisticated teenagers after all (heh)—but we owed it to Franky to keep things cool.

    Later, I found myself back by the keg, drinking a beer and talking to Dave and Jim. We were telling Jim the whole story, freaky stuff and all. All the while, he had this bemused expression on his face. We all laughed when I described Dave standing up naked and telling all the other cops that Detective Hunter had stripped him at gunpoint. I was telling him what Detective Victoria Hunter said when it occurred to me, I didn’t know the complete story, so I asked Dave.

    “Dave, just what did you tell the detective about being naked? What is the official story?”

    Dave gave me his wise-ass grin of glee. “I told her that Erik Parmely had run into me at gunpoint and made me strip. Then, he told me to tell Finn that he was coming to get him and his little black girlfriend.”

    I’m sure my face conveyed my disbelief adequately. “God, you are such a pig… they actually bought it?”

    He laughed again. “Sure, everyone knows that Parmely is a few scoops short of a crazy sundae.” He became serious then and said, “I wish to god that stupid bimbo hadn’t shot me. I’d have killed the bastard. I know it. His fangs could barely get through my bear hide—more of a nuisance than anything.”

    In a rare moment of candor and a typical moment of rambling, Dave’s eyes teared up, and he said, “I’m really going to miss Gregg and his lame-ass ghetto-speak. I’m going to kill that asshole so dead he’ll think he’s been reborn… I can’t believe he’s gone.”

    I knew which asshole Dave was referring to. I felt the same way. I said something I had decided to keep to myself. “Well, Gregg isn’t exactly completely gone.”

    Dave and Jim eyed me, wondering if I had gone all fundamental on them. Dave said, “Finn, hanging out with his ashes or sprinkling them on your Cheerios just doesn’t have quite the same appeal.”

    “You are so gross! I mean that I was able to save some of his soul, his life essence, with Jen’s help.”

    “Huh?”

    I told him what I had done.

    There was silence from both of them. After a second, Dave said, “Finn, you’re a freak!”

    I turned red. “Gee, thanks, Dave, that makes me feel so good.”

    “I mean it, Finn. I’ve said this before, but I’m so fricking glad I know you. I get sweats sometime thinking what I’d be missing if I didn’t get to hang around with you.”

    It was an odd compliment, but it still made me feel good. I laughed ruefully. “I wish I’d missed some of it.”

    Jim added, “He’s right, Finn, you’re just a walking ‘interesting times.’” 

    Sometimes that old faux Chinese curse (“May you live in interesting times”) made more sense than other times. Right then, I wanted to find out who’d cursed me with it and smack him around the playground for a bit. 

    Jim hadn’t finished. “Now, thanks to you, I have no idea what I’m going to do with the rest of my life.”

    Dave said it first. “You’re going to be a physicist and make love to charming quarks and things. It’s built into that nerd-box you call your head.”

    Jim looked sour. “When you two have just single handedly destroyed everything I knew about physics?”

    Dave laughed. “Sorry dude! Aren’t you glad we didn’t wait till you already had your PhD and you’d wasted another twelve years of your life?”

    “Yeah, thanks guys.”

    Jeff called down the hall to us, “Hey guys, get out here and mingle. Everyone is asking me stuff I don’t know.”

    I entertained the idea of telling everyone the truth but discarded it. I didn’t need the grief. People already thought I was a freak. Amazingly, even Dave stuck to the official story as delivered to us by Detective Hunter.

    We had about fifteen people show up initially, and then a handful more when they got a text about the beer. Gregg had been more of a cross-pollinator than me. He had been in the war gamer’s club and the tennis club. That meant we got a lot of people I either didn’t know or didn’t know very well. The beer really helped. It put everyone at ease and greased the social wheels. 

    I had been building up my courage to give Gregg’s eulogy, one that I had been working on mentally when, to my amazement, Jen walked into the restaurant. Unlike last time I saw her, she was clean, and her hair was beautifully done up in an intricate braidy thing. Her easy poise and grace was in no way reminiscent of a seventeen-year-old girl. I called to her and pushed my way to her side.

    “Hey, Jen. After your dad’s reaction to me, I didn’t expect to see you here.”

    Il Saia didn’t comment on my identity confusion. She merely said, “I convinced Mr. and Mrs. Washington to go to bed early. I hope you do not mind. I know I do not really have any right to be here with you and all of Gregg’s friends, but he did die fighting for me, or his sister anyway.”

    “No! Not at all. I mean, yes, you have every right to be here. Thank you for coming.”

    Maturity looked good on her. She was beautiful. I had to keep reminding myself that she was currently Il Saia, the war leader of her nation.

    “I was also hoping to talk to you about that,” she said.

    “About what?”

    “About me and what needs to be done to save your friend Jennifer.”

    My heart jumped at the thought of saving Jen. I’d begun to feel that she was as lost to me as Gregg. I dragged her back to the kitchen and said, “Okay, tell me what we need to do.”

    “As you know, my personality and my memory have been written on top of Jen’s mind. I can access some of her memories, but most only dimly, like something long forgotten. That’s why it’s been hard to learn your language. However, I have seen enough of your truly stunning world to know that I am not yet needed. It is time for me to go.”

    “I don’t understand. What’s your purpose and why is it time to go?”

    “Finn, I stored my mind in that crystal as a fail-safe only. Twelve of us did, though there may have been more. The crystal was only meant to be activated if the shield fell and the future of our world was at stake. It was just an accident of life that you were able to activate the crystal with your shard of the tree of life.”

    “You’re talking about this?” I held up my caduceus.

    “Yes, I have never heard of anyone ever finding such a large piece intact. Typically, they are smaller slivers like those that David has in his whistle. Even those are rare. You have a delightful saying that is appropriate here. ‘With that piece of the tree of life, you are the one-eyed man in the world of the blind.’”

    I turned all this information around in my mind. There were so many questions! I started, “I—”

    “Here is what you need to know. When I led my people to war, we were optimistic we would win, or at least force a truce, but we were arrogant and did not know our enemies well enough. There were traitors who helped bring about the final blows, but we were losing before that. We just didn’t have the numbers. They’ve had eons to spread across vast numbers of worlds. We were only just starting to colonize three other worlds.

    “When the ancient enemies released the shadows upon the Earth, they intended that all life on earth would be consumed. As you may have discovered, the shadows are nearly or perhaps truly impossible to destroy. 

    “When they had access to the Source, they were truly terrifying. They know only two things: hunger and destruction. They eat only one thing—living essence, or what you might call soul. There are strong parallels between your idea of a soul and the reality of the divine. But if we had not acted, the shadows would have consumed the entire planet. When we… took the actions we took, we felt we were dooming our descendants—the ones who survived the cataclysm—to a brutish, short, and hard life. The resulting hesitation nearly lost us everything. Yet, in the end, what we choose was better than extinction. You are proof of that.

    “Here I am in your world, which you’ve filled with wonders and possibilities that I could never have imagined. I have never heard of a race that has accomplished what you have—an advanced civilization without access to the Source. You don’t even have a word for it! I am awed and gratified by the strength of you, our descendants. It shows me that everything we did, every risk we took, every life sacrificed, was worth it.”

    She paused. “I digress. My purpose was to be here for my descendants if… needed. I exist to do everything in my power to save at least some of humanity if it is threatened again. There is not much hope of success against such odds, but I could not bear the idea of not being there for our children: the ones we had doomed in order to save them.

    “I was awoken by accident. I have no purpose here. I have no moral claim to this body that rightfully belongs to Jennifer Washington. On top of that, I have no desire to be here. Everything and everyone I know is gone. My skills are useless in this world you have created. I have no purpose and wish to be free of the burdens of life once more. I would have you remove me from Jennifer.”

    “What is it that you did? What is so amazing about our world?” I asked.

    Her face was solemn when she answered, “I cannot tell you that.”

    I searched for a question that might make some sense of everything. “So, are you the soul of Il Saia? Is that it? Does the crystal store souls?”

    “No, my soul returned to the Dreamtime long ago. This is merely a copy of my mind. Nothing with intrinsic value to be saved.”

    I found that very hard to believe, but there was so much I didn’t know. How could I possibly let go the one source of information that might explain what was happening to me? I thought of the shadows I had seen.

    “But, the shadows are still a threat. We need your help to deal with them.”

    “Finn, these shadows are merely a nuisance. Without access to the Source, they pose no threat to the life of the planet. They cannot be killed, so there is little I can do to help, anyway.”

    “Those aren’t just a nuisance! They’re deadly! Can’t you stay for a little while to come up with a way to help those who are infected? Their lives are being ruined. We have to do something to help them!”

    She shook her head. “Finn, I already did everything I could to fight the shadows. I destroyed my world to do it. It is enough. The weak creatures they have become are for you and your civilization to handle. In addition, the longer I stay, the more of your friend will be lost forever.”

    “What? why?”

    “Her soul will only hold the memory of her mind for so long before I begin overwriting it. I’m afraid that I’ve already stayed too long.”

    Frack! Why was hope so often mixed with despair? “Okay, so what do we need to do to remove you?”

    “Removing me is not enough. I have, in effect, replaced Jennifer. Given the situation we expected to wake to, we never made a plan to relinquish the bodies we would possess. I have been thinking about it for some time. I think I have a way for you to retrieve Jennifer. 

    “First, you must remove me from her body, and next you must project the memory of her that still resides within her soul into her body again. It should work. With the piece of the Tree of Life you possess, you should have more than enough power to do it. In fact, I see an amazing level of potential within you. If I didn’t know any better, I’d think that you had been enhanced in the womb. But many others I have interacted with in your world also have high potential. Perhaps it is the result of some of the breeding directives we tried to imprint on our descendants.”

    Breeding directives? I was adrift without a raft to cling to. What else did I need to know? What did I have to ask her? I needed time. “What breeding directives?”

    “Never mind. It is not important. Your cleverness has made the point moot. The power your people wield with the merely physical is astounding.”

    “Please, can you stay for a little while and help? Can you guide me and teach me some of the things you’re talking about?”

    “Finn, I believe that the less you know, the safer you will be. If I tell you the true nature of what we did, I’d be giving you tools that could be used to disturb things that need to remain untouched. I’m telling you how to retrieve your friend’s essence only because I feel it is my obligation to do so, and I don’t see how it will lead to harm.”

    “I would also urge you to get rid of the shard of the Tree of Life that you carry. It is truly powerful, and it should not be allowed to stay in anyone’s control. The consequences could be terrible. It is not only dangerous to the wielder who is not trained in its proper use, it could doom your whole world should you or your descendants use it unwisely.”

    I wished Dave were here with some over-the-top snarky remark to help swallow the bitter pill Il Saia was forcing down my throat.

    Instead, Dave stuck his head in and said, “Finn, get with it. People are starting to leave. We need to have you give your speech.”

    Crap! “After the memorial, okay?” I said.

    She nodded solemnly. “That will do.”

    The next thing I knew, I was standing on a table looking at all of Gregg’s friends and acquaintances. We were all here to mourn the passing of our friend.

    I cleared my throat and started shakily.

    “I first met Gregg when he and his family moved into the house two doors down from mine…”

    I shivered as a cold wave passed through me and jumped when I heard a voice say, “Is this going to be long? I have things I have to do.” I knew that voice.

    When I searched for the speaker, I found myself staring at a nonchalant Erik Parmely in the front entrance, barely inside the room. He gave me his best evil smirk, but it was lost in the cold darkness that surrounded him. The shadow seemed even bigger than it had before, and its presence was overwhelming. Daddy shadow had come home to break up the party.

    Erik looked around at the murmured response his presence drew. “What? I should be allowed to be here. I killed him, after all.”

    Finn, run away! 

    While Spring wailed, Dave cursed and warned people out of his way parting the crowd between him and Parmely. 

    Dave said, “I was robbed of your death last time, Parmely. Now, I’m going to finish the job.”

    He reached into his shirt and pulled out the whistle. He raised it to his lips, but before he could get one note out, Erik pulled out a gun and shot him twice in the chest. 

    As Dave fell to the floor, Erik smiled at me. 

    “As for you, golden boy, you’ve got something I want.” 

    I didn’t wait for him to raise the gun again. I threw a golden shield between us and slammed it through him with every ounce of strength I had. Erik barely had time to blink in surprise. 

    From the first moment of contact, the shadow burned my mind with its hunger and hatred. Unlike the other shadows, it almost stopped my attack, but I pushed with all my strength. 

    The shadow flew out of Erik so violently, it threw him backward into the wall. 

    I kept pushing the shadow farther. Fortunately, the wall seemed to be no barrier to my second sight. 

    The blackness clung to Erik’s aura as it was flung away. His aura flashed to incandescence under the strain before it tore. 

    Far more than half of it went with the shadow. The rest snapped back into Erik. He screamed, convulsed, and lay still on the floor. 

    I gasped as I felt the shadow consume the portion of Erik’s soul that it had taken. My shield faded with the increasing distance, so I dropped it and brought my awareness back to the room.

    Dave was lying in a growing pool of blood, struggling weakly to get up. With no more thought of Erik, I ran to Dave. I dropped to his side, soaking myself with his blood. I should have been getting used to this by now, but when the sight and smell of the wounds hit me, I still almost vomited from the force of the memories they brought forth. 

    I forced my own reaction down as I pushed my Sight into Dave’s shattered chest. Erik’s weapon must have been a higher caliber weapon than Detective Hunter’s. Dave was a mess, but I could see his bear effigy already at work. I didn’t think it would be enough, so I dove in and started trying to help his healing, the same as before. 

    The effort occupied every last bit of my attention. I distantly heard Jen call out to me. “Finn! Protect yourself!”

    I put up my shields. The blackness hit me with incredible force. It flowed over me and found the holes in my armor—the holes that my work with Daniel and Holly had left. I hadn’t even been aware how vulnerable that made me. 

    Before I could even think, No good deed… an ice pick of cold speared through me. Darkness covered me, and the weight of despair suffocated me. It ripped me apart and devoured me. I couldn’t even scream.

    Much of what happened immediately after that remains muddled, but I remember the eager hunger of the shadow as it bored into me and ripped through me. In moments, the cold, greasy hunger pressed onto my thoughts, and it became me. 

    I struggled against its freezing touch as all heat and life drained from me, leaving me… empty… cold… and hungry. An immense yearning for the flaming warmth of life flooded through me. I needed exactly what every person still in the room offered, and I had the power to take it. How cool was that?

    Maybe my dad really had something with the whole live food shtick.

    I knew each one of these irresistible morsels, and I thought of how I would feel as I devoured them: it would be wondrous. Their burning souls would push away the cold and the hunger for a time. I longed for that respite. I had to have it and I would take them all to get it.

    The brave ones trying to help Dave were going to be the first course. Some small piece of me squirmed at the thought of the destruction I would wreak, the lives I would consume, but it was an inconsequential, impotent part.

    During my takeover, I had stumbled back a few feet. Now, I started back toward Dave and his rescuers: Jeff, Jim, and Franky. They were trying to staunch Dave’s wounds. 

    It was both amusing and horrifying to contemplate, but I never had any doubt as to what their end would be like. As I approached, Jim glanced at me in confusion and then returned his attention to Dave as he applied first aid. 

    That little piece of my conscience raged. It screamed at them all to run, but, just as if they were movie characters in a horror show, they couldn’t hear that little warning coming from the cheap seats.

    My legs seized of their own accord, and I fell hard. It hurt, but I pushed myself up again. I heard Jen yelling a warning to everyone to get out of the room. She was the only person in the room who could see what was happening to me. Jen was glowing the brightest of anyone in the room, and my hunger drove me toward her eagerly. She backed away toward the rear door. I followed, but managed to trip myself again, so I swatted that small part of me—hard. I could feel it drowning in a sea of blackness. I poured my darkness through that rebel fragment, extinguishing the last of that little pest. I was free, and I felt good. Memories brought with me through the centuries of darkness flooded in and found a home in the new me. 

    


Shadow Shadows of Yesterday 

    In the beginning, I was alone, sundered from everything, unable to satisfy the never-ending Hunger and cold that filled me. The Hunger raged within me, lashed me on, but I was unable to truly feed. Feebly, I could latch onto the warmth and sustenance of the Fire, but I lacked the strength to consume it and use it to stave off the cold. Bounty surrounded me, yet I starved. Dull anger and resentment filled me, but only the Hunger mattered, the merciless, incessant Hunger.

    Then, everything changed. One instant I was pathetic and impotent, then in the next, power flooded through me. Power that I had lacked for so long. I used it to devour the Fire I had been pathetically huddling next to. I fed it to the Hunger. The glorious warmth and the respite from pain lasted only a short time as I consumed the Fire, but for a moment, I was content. 

    As the Fire faded, the Power did, too. The Hunger returned, worse than before its short absence. I sank back into my powerless, eternal torture. Another aching torment of time passed before I latched onto another Fire and again, I could dimly feel the power I needed, out of my reach. I yearned for it. I longed for it, and I found it again. Suddenly, it was there and with it, I grabbed the Fire and consumed it as well. 

    The power was lost again when I consumed the last of the Fire. This happened time and time again until finally I learned that if I did not consume the Fire fully, the power did not go away. I could control the vessel that contained the Fire, and I could use it to find other Fires— Fires upon which I could feed. With every meal, I understood more, and I learned I could become the vehicle that bore the Fire and the Power. My vehicle called itself a “man,” and he called the Fire “spirit.” I soon discovered that the Power came from a totem made of twisted black wood the man had found. As I became the man, the world unfolded before me, and I was Shashawwabenee.

    I was one of The People, walking through the forests, searching for my prey. My legs were strong, and power flowed to me from my new totem, the black stick of magical wood. Using it, I could pull power from the blazing Fire that I now knew as the “spirit” of Shashawwabenee. My body was young and strong, and my captive spirit was bright. I moved stealthily through the woods as my father taught me, hunting for game with bright spirits. I had to be fast and stealthy to bring them down with my ax or my hands. When I captured one, I killed it quickly to release the spirit within so that I could consume it. Over time, I became stronger. 

    Sometimes my body would complain of a different kind of hunger. Then, I would eat the animals as well. I liked this kind of hunger because I could satisfy it, placate it with food. It also briefly took my mind away from the true Hunger. 

    Everything changed the day I ran into Tahkaska. Her spirit dwarfed those of the animals upon which I had been feeding. I hailed her in warm greeting, remembering my nights with her, satisfying yet another hunger. It had been a feeding of a different sort, which brought pleasure and warmth, but it could not compare to the slaking of the Hunger. So, when she came to my arms, I broke her neck and fed upon her spirit. It was glorious, but I felt a loss with her death. I cast about for something to assuage this loss. Then I remembered my village. I returned there and fed well. I killed all those I found and consumed their spirits. With each one, I became stronger, andmy feelings of loss became less distracting. I felt the final struggle of Shashawwabenee’s original spirit: it finally broke within me. After that, those feelings of loss never bothered me again. I didn’t like those feelings, so from then on, every time I took another body, I spent the extra effort to crush all such resistance immediately. 

    With my new body, I was able to feed at will. I found it convenient and easy to increase its size and its ability to kill. It made hunting easier. But, even though I tried to maintain it, my body grew deformed, crippled, and painful, so I hunted for another. Soon, I greeted another man on the trail. Instead of just killing him to feed, I invited him to talk. I showed him the black totem that I wore in a pouch held by a thin leather strap around my neck and told him of the power within it. I boasted to him about all it could do.

    When I turned my back to him momentarily, he struck me with a rock, took my totem and its power, and as my body died, death freed me of Shashawwabenee. I attached myself to and became… Alawaymotakah. I was a traveler and a trader to faraway lands and was returning home with goods from the People of the Eternal Sun. We would use these goods to buy food and other things for the village. They were useless trinkets to me now, so I left them on the trail. I continued back to my village free of my burdens. 

    There, I feasted well. Throughout the years that followed, I became many others. I became women or men. With each new me, I found new sources of food. My names were many. It was a time of plenty while I was able to feed the never-ending Hunger often enough to provide some relief, even though it always returned and demanded more. The other people learned to fear me and put up barricades to stop me, but they never worked. If I became hungry enough, I would let one of them kill me. They always picked up the totem, and I would take them. I would just stroll into their protected areas and they would greet me as a brother.

    One day, I met new people. Their spirits blazed with Fire and Light that outshone all others. I tried to destroy their bodies to feed on their warmth, but they were not as fragile as the others I had met. 

    They could heal from injuries just as I could. They surrounded me and took on other forms: eagle, snake, cougar, and bear. They attacked me together. No one of them was a match for my strength, but each time I brought one down, the others would attack from all corners of the world. The snake’s eyes mesmerized me even as its venom weakened me, the eagle blinded me and ripped my flesh, and the bear and the cougar savaged me. I fought back and healed myself. I would have prevailed but for the fifth remaining person, the Shaman. 

    This one stood back and chanted sharp cutting words while the others attacked. His chanting interfered with my access to the power of the black totem. Others of his words stung and confused. Alone, they’d have been nuisances, but with the man-beast’s attacks, they were crippling. All too soon, I fell. I had only destroyed two of the beast-men before they severed my head, and my access to the power disappeared. 

    I tried to escape, but the shaman used words that bound me. He kept me from leaving the dead flesh of my host. He took the world from me, and I returned to darkness. Nothing remained for me but the cold, merciless Hunger. It raged within me, and I grew weaker and weaker until I became as before—impotent, pathetic, with no power, locked within myself, and tortured by the Hunger I could no longer appease.

    Suddenly, there was Fire and power again. I grabbed the power and used it to take the Fire. Once again I perceived glorious form and space. I was now Erik Anthony Parmely. He had freed me from my imprisonment by breaking the skull that had bound me. In my quest for vengeance against that evil, demon-spawn-prick Morgenstern, I had also found a really cool carved snake. I hadn’t known what it was until now. It was the totem of one of the warriors responsible for caging me. With it, I was free again to feed the Hunger. 

    As Erik, I didn’t feel the same struggle within myself as I sometimes had. Once I realized the power I once again held, I rejoiced. That part of Erik that still remained exulted with me and I found no reason to crush it. It reminded me of my pet dog Ralph. I had loved Ralph. Until my father had killed him. 

    I remembered the beatings. Every time my father came home, I was always afraid. I tried not to make him angry for fear he might beat me to death. I wished I could leave like my mother, but he had told me how he had caught her and killed her for being unfaithful, and I was too afraid to try to escape.

    But, now, I wasn’t afraid. I was strong. I went to find vengeance and to feed. Then, I would search to reclaim my rightful totem and its power.

    


New and Improved 

    Now, I was Ian Finn Morgenstern, and I was stronger than I had ever been before. I had my totem, which I now called my caduceus. It didn’t matter what name it carried, I had it back, and I would feast like never before. In my fight to take control of the new me, I lost a little time and most of my anticipated meals-on-wheels had fled. Jen had pulled Dave back away from me and was busy mumbling something over him. 

    Her mumblings didn’t worry me too much, because without the caduceus or one of the animal totems, she didn’t have much power. That’s when I heard the distinctive sound of the snake totem behind me. I recognized the danger and whirled around, ready to attack. It was Jim. He had retrieved the snake and was trying to figure out how it worked. Poor Jim, he wasn’t very well equipped to deal with the real world. I laughed at him.

    “Hey, Jim-bob, bet you never thought you’d be trying to play a magic flute to save your life, did you?”

    Jim’s eyes widened and he backed up as I advanced. I grinned and said, “It’s not much like clarinet, is it? Only two holes, but oh, so many songs!”

    Jim fled the restaurant. I followed him out. I wanted that snake totem back. Once outside, he put a car between us, trying to buy himself some time. I laughed again and jumped up on the car’s hood and from there onto the roof.

    I sneered down at him. “Oops! Didn’t think of that one, did you? Come on buddy, can’t you spare a meal for your old friend?” I laughed again. I loved my new sense of humor.

    Jim ran across the road. I gave chase. I guess I was pretty intent on him because I never even saw the car. There was a squeal, a flash of pain, and suddenly I was flying through the air. I tried to break my fall, but didn’t succeed. I landed hard and I found myself wishing I’d studied harder at Judo. I rolled several times and found myself on my back with several broken bones and a ton of painful road rash. Damn, that hurt.

    The woman who had been driving the car soon leaned over me and asked frantically if I was all right. I would be. I pulled the power through Finn’s, now my, soul and used it to knit my bones and heal my wounds. I couldn’t get it all, but it was enough.

    Meanwhile, Jim was on the other side of the road, trying to warn the woman to get away from me. I couldn’t have that, so I reached up and grabbed her blouse. The healing had made me ravenous, and here was a gourmet feast. A new thought occurred to me then. 

    Indiscriminate feeding wasn’t the best of my options in my new world. This would bring about the inconvenience of the police. Instinctively, I knew they could bring me down with their numbers and their guns, even with my new powers. But, I was hungry. I didn’t know if I could resist the Hunger so soon after the effort it took NOT to eat my host.

    Something new occurred to me. Could I feed without killing? I had been doing tricks with souls recently, so maybe I could just cut off small pieces? I tried it with the woman bending over me and got equivocal results. I was able to feed easily at first, but as I pulled deeper, it became harder and harder. I used the power from the caduceus to pull harder, but the woman started screaming louder and louder in my ear. She was wailing something awful, which was very annoying. You’d think I was killing her or something. Well, to be fair, I guess I was.

    I pushed the woman away and concentrated on the last of my healing. The little shot from the woman’s spirit let me squeeze a bit more out of my body’s old soul. It was a strong one, and I could pull power from that caduceus like nobody’s business. I used it to heal myself. Then, suddenly a new plan sprang into my mind. If I didn’t do anything to hurt anyone, the police couldn’t touch me. None of those imbeciles would even be able to see anything was different. It was time to implement operation “hapless snorg.” 

    I started planning what I’d say to the police: Who, me? I’m just a poor little high school student who just lost my best friend…

    I stopped my ruminations. There would be time for that later. Now I needed to deal with the nice lady who ran me over. I picked myself up and went to where she lay crying on the road. I picked her up, gentle as could be, and tried to calm her fears. 

    “There, there, what happened? Are you alright? Did you have a heart attack or a stroke or something? Perhaps I can get you some water?”

    Even though, to my new ears, I sounded like a cheesy villain putting on a phony act, I soon had her sitting on the side of the road, recovering. I assured her that I was alright—merely bruised and perhaps a little shaken. 

    This was very, very hard. I was proud of myself for not eating her on the spot. It was time to find some dinner—somewhere nice and private. I thought again about eating without killing, but rejected it. It was easier just to kill and then feast. The other way felt too much like dieting. I hated dieting.

    I walked away from the accident and saw Jim on the other side of the street, watching me warily.

    An idea struck me. 

    “It’s all right, Jim! That hit from the car broke the shadow’s hold over me. I have it under control now. Sorry if I scared you, bud. I scared myself, too. Those things are nasty!” 

    This was going to be so easy! All I had to do was get rid of Jen and no one would ever know my secret. It was amusing to think of myself prowling the dark streets of the city as the boogeyman every kid was afraid of and no adult believed in. I wished I’d thought of this before.

    Unfortunately, I really needed to feed the sucking black void at my core. The Hunger was growing stronger. It was a horrifying thing really, but I had lived with it for longer than forever. That didn’t make it less horrible, just easier to handle. The Hunger was throbbing through me—burning me with its cold. If I didn’t eat soon, I would lose control, and then my plan would disintegrate. I considered my options. If I killed and ate the people left at Frankies, I’d be the prime suspect. I had to go elsewhere. I reached for my keys and internally thanked my mother again for letting me borrow her car.

    I had parked just down the block, so I quickly got to the car, but before I could go anywhere, the door to Frankies burst open and Dave the Bear came charging out. Crap! I so didn’t need this. I started running. I’d made it a few feet when about two tons of angry bear landed on me. His weight squashed me flat and couldn’t move. I decided I was fortunate that Dave considered me his friend. Otherwise, he might have done some real damage. I tried the trick that another shadow had used on Anderson and the others. It had worked so well on Dave before, when I was Erik. 

    I formed a black pseudopod on my back and shot it up through Dave the Bear’s head. It worked beautifully. Dave reared up and off of me. As a side bonus, I got a little taste of Dave as well. Yum. I got up and made it to my car, looking back frequently at Dave the Bear shaking his head.

    When I turned, I saw Jen on the sidewalk looking at me, too. She was throwing words at me. They formed a sort of cant that seemed to counterpoint the pulsing beat of the caduceus. I could feel the chant catch me up in its soothing beat. 

    Uh-oh, I recognized this from before. I had to get out of here. If I succumbed here, it could ruin everything. I fumbled my keys out and discovered Dave’s fat butt had crushed the fob. Damn! Mom was going to kill me. I had to use the key to open the door while I fought against whatever Jen was doing to me. I made it in, started the car, and made my getaway. It felt good to be free of those people. 

    As I thought about it, it was just good to be free, period. I don’t know how I had ever put up with all the mewling doubt and guilt. Even the hunger was better than that.

    My first thought was to head home, but I started thinking about what I would have to face there. If I ate my mom, it would bring big trouble. I doubted there was much left of my dad to eat. I tried to think about where to go. There was still about an hour of the long summer day left. I drove around for a while, trying to think through my options, while trying to ignore the screaming demands of the Hunger. Part of me was horrified by its pitiless savagery, but that seemed to happen with every new body I took. The horror, if not the hunger, would ease with time.

    Perhaps I should return to Frankies. No, that was a dumb idea. I needed a bigger town like Detroit or Chicago. Columbus would do for a while. I was turning around to do just that when another thought hit me. If I just took off with my mother’s car, the police would find me and drag me home, so that wasn’t a great idea. But, right now, I had more important things to think about. The Hunger was growing. Soon I wouldn’t be able to deny it. I would eventually fail my saving throw and feed on Finn’s soul. That would suck big time. Who knows how long it would take to get a new body after that. Plus, there was every chance I would lose the caduceus. I couldn’t take that chance. Besides, I liked being Finn. He was so full of juicy power.

    I suddenly thought about Shady Oaks. Without further thought, and with a smile on my face, I set my course. To pass the time and distract myself from the Hunger, I used the power available to me now to start enhancing my body. I set about reinforcing my bones first. Long ago, I had learned to do bones first through a series of very painful lessons. Super muscles needed super bones. I’d have to work on both for a few months to get to where I could toss that stupid bear around, but I wasn’t doing anything else at the moment. I needed to be judicious in the use of my power, because I found that the more I enhanced my body, the more errors started coming up. I wondered if it was just the use of the power that caused the warping, or if perhaps the accelerated tissue growth caused DNA replication errors. These new ideas would bear thinking about. Damn, I was hungry!

    I felt I was missing something, but I couldn’t think what it was. As I drove, I started exploring my new home, hoping to jar my brain into remembering what I was forgetting. I wasn’t in great shape, but I had been working out recently. Happily, I wouldn’t have to do that anymore. I decided the Krav Maga lessons with Uncle Mark could be useful. I’d have to continue those.

    I examined Finn’s soul. It was still in pretty good shape. The thought of eating it inflamed a desire that took that familiar monumental effort to deny. I’d discovered that with the caduceus, I was better off resisting nibbling on my host. The stronger the soul, the more power I could pull through it. As I took stock of my shiny new toy and admired its juicy power, I noticed that its shape was a little odd. I examined it a bit more closely. There was a big chunk missing!

    I knew immediately what must have happened. I had given part of it to Holly and that stupid turd Daniel had taken another big bite out of it! Well, the first thing I was going to do would be to get it back, and then have a feast. That struck me as very efficient: two birds and all that.

    I headed off to Shady Oaks. Along the way, I started to ponder just what the nature of the Hunger was. It was like a cold, black hole for souls. How could something like that become tied to me, to my existence? I knew so much more about the world now. I knew about physics and chemistry and had answers to thousands of questions, most of which I had never thought to ask. That opened up an entire new range of possibilities. Perhaps I could study the Hunger and learn how to cap it as you might an oil well. Perhaps I could figure out a way to get rid of it all together. These were heady thoughts indeed. Freedom. I really liked the taste of that word. But, until that day, there was eatin’ to be done.

    I arrived at Shady Oaks, parked the car, and walked down the front path, the same as I had done many times before. It felt different this time. I stopped and tried to put my finger on it. The manicured park-like quality of the grounds was …different somehow. Then it came to me: it now felt like a huge buffet awaited me inside. 

    For the first time, I was happy to be here, eager to go inside. Another happy thought occurred to me: Dr. Anderson would be there! I would seriously enjoy killing and eating that creepy, sanctimonious, pomp-bottom twit. There were also other pieces of me here I could reclaim. That would make me even stronger. I basked in my cleverness and headed to find Daniel.

    It turns out I didn’t have to look for long. Daniel and Holly were waiting for me in the common room. Sure enough, they were both glowing brightly with my soul mixed with their own. Happily, it looked like they had taken good care of it. It pleased me to see each had grown a little bit stronger on their own. The more I stoked Finn’s Fire, the more power I would be able to pull through it. Perhaps, eventually, I wouldn’t even have to be afraid of the police. 

    Daniel looked grim, and Holly looked like she was crying. I hated to see that. It made me feel bad.

    I didn’t want to think about Holly, so I walked up to Daniel. I held out my arms and said, “Daniel, it’s so good to see you up and around! Come give me a hug!”

    “You cannot have him,” said Daniel, not moving.

    Didn’t take a genius to figure out whom he was talking about. “Of course I can! I already do have me. There are just a few missing bits, and I want them back.”

    “Finn gave me freedom from the shadow that had ridden me. He took away the nightmares and then came back and healed me with his own soul. He gave me a new chance at life. There is nothing I would not do for him. You cannot have him.”

    To help me ignore the twinges his words caused in me, I grinned and said, “Good, just stand still. This won’t take but a moment.” Sometimes I crack myself up.

    I approached him and put my hands out to him. He looked terrified, but he didn’t flinch. It was strange to have him just stand there ready for the harvesting. Kind of unsettling, really. It seemed like it must be a trap, but how could it be? I was the only person on the planet who could hurt me, and I certainly wasn’t the self-destructive type. Still…

    I asked, “If you’re so keen on stopping me, why are you just offering yourself up to me?”

    “Because God protects the innocent, Devil. He won’t allow me to fail. He will guide me in slaying you and freeing Finn.”

    I tried to laugh, but his intensity was eerie. Holly stood next to Daniel, grasping his hand and trying, unsuccessfully, to hold back her tears. 

    “And my dear little Holly. Why are you here?”

    Her lips trembled, and she said, “Because I love you, Finn. I want to be with you. If you’ve been eaten by the black thing, I want it to eat me, too.”

    Memories of my time with Holly came flooding back, and I realized what a close bond I had with her. I remembered how peaceful and contented I felt in her presence. Wow, I was a total sap. I tried to stuff those memories back into the dark where they belonged.

    I said to Holly, “You’ll get your wish, dear child. Just wait till I deal with Daniel.”

    I put my hands nervously on Daniel’s shoulders. Images and feelings of my time with Holly kept popping up. I should just get this over with and break his neck, but there was that whole legal thing. But Holly.… No, I would not think about her! I extended myself and tasted Daniel’s aura, his soul, as Finn called it. It tasted like Finn with a mix of other flavors. It was delicious. All the while Daniel looked into my eyes—afraid but unmoving. 

    I asked Daniel, “I don’t suppose you would be willing to close your eyes?”

    He stared at me mutely. I started squirming. This was awkward and I hate awkward. I told myself that I was actually taking back what belonged to me. After all, if he hadn’t started pulling on me so greedily when I tried to help him, I wouldn’t have had to cut off such a large chunk of my soul. He was just a selfish bastard who deserved to die. Still he looked at me. Damn it! He and Holly were my wards. They were my responsibility to keep safe.

    That pissed me off. I’d never had this hard of a time dismissing old, irrelevant feelings and memories. Enraged, I yelled curses at Daniel, reached deep into him, ripped his soul from his body and devoured it. 

    Wow, what a rush! I’d never been able to do that before. I’d always had to kill my victims before I could feed. That’s going to save a lot of mess!

    Daniel fell limp onto the floor, broken and dead. Holly screamed and dropped to the floor next to Daniel’s body. Then I realized that when I had fed on Daniel, I had instinctively fed him directly to the Hunger. All of him, even the part of him that was me. It all disappeared into that infinite black void. It made me sick. I told myself I felt that way because I had succumbed to my base nature and lost the chance at even more power, but a part of me mourned the loss. I had killed Daniel for nothing.

    Meanwhile, Holly lay over Daniel and continued to sob. I hated seeing her that way. I didn’t have to be cruel. If I killed her quickly, at least it would end her torment. Suddenly, my feelings for her nearly overwhelmed me. She should be out of this nightmare. She deserved a chance at happiness. What the hell was happening to me? 

    I talked myself up. Come on Finn, there’s as much left with her as you just lost. You just have to reach out more carefully this time. You are nobody’s slave. 

    I worked up my courage, set aside my weakness, and reached for Holly. I touched her aura with a tendril. It was such an abomination to see that oozing blackness against her pure, untarnished aura that my heart quailed. Even worse, her sweet taste drove the Hunger crazy with lust! It called for her soul, and it would never be satisfied. I tried to steel myself to do what I had to do. I reached for Holly again, and she looked at me with tears in her eyes and said, “I love you, Finn, even if the black thing makes you do bad things!”

    Now I was crying, too, and my guilt over killing Daniel overwhelmed me. How could I do that? I was such a lying honky bastard! Taking what I wanted no matter what the cost! I wouldn’t do it! I wouldn’t. If I could have, I would have fed myself to the blackness right then and there, but the stuff I was made of was indigestible. I fell to my knees in utter defeat. The Hunger, momentarily thwarted, howled, and clawed at me from the inside. I could not resist it for long, but I’d never be able to bear this guilt! And now, I was just being a sniveling white-ass honky! I was such a drama queen. Even my little sister had bigger balls than me.

    Gregg? 

    I owed it to him to stop. He died saving me. I would not be like this! I denied the blackness within me and pushed. Suddenly I was separate from the freezing grip of the shadow, and warmth and light flooded me once more. I could feel the blackness within me and I took my chance to keep it away forever. 

    Instinctively, I tried to pull the necessary power in from the caduceus, but I couldn’t access it. The shadow had blocked it. Without that, I didn’t have a chance in hell of breaking free, let alone trapping the horrible thing. I thrashed around desperately looking for some salvation. Suddenly, Spring was there carrying a golden thread of power.

    Take it quickly! 

    I didn’t know where it came from, but I pulled on it with all my might. In response, power flooded into me, and I used it to make a cage surrounding the black shadow. This time I took care not to allow any holes in my barrier.

    When the cage snapped into place, the shadow went crazy trying to break out, and it took all I had to contain it. When it found it couldn’t escape, it made threats and pleas. I didn’t listen.

    With the shadow locked away, the full might of the caduceus was available to me. I pulled in more power and reinforced its prison. I needed to bind it the way Jen had shown me to bind Gregg’s spirit. I attempted to attach a golden thread of power from the caduceus to the cage, but as soon as I let go, it disappeared. It wouldn’t stick! Of course not, I realized. The shadow wasn’t alive. It didn’t have a soul. There was nothing I could bind the thread to. 

    I started to panic. If I couldn’t get the cage to maintain itself, I would have to consciously hold the cage in place forever. If I were momentarily distracted or fell asleep, it would unravel, and I would be under the shadow’s control again. 

    I had no idea what to do about it. I would not willingly go back to being that abomination’s bitch!

    I was kneeling there wracking my brains for a solution when Holly tugged on my sleeve. She had to do it several times, calling my name, before it registered.

    I looked down at her small, vulnerable face and didn’t see what she was offering in her hand at first.

    She said, “Here, Finn, take this! You need it. Please take it.”

    It took me moment to see what she was offering. There was a bulge in her aura. She was extending it to me. How she managed that was a mystery. Automatically, I refused, but then I realized that I had no other choice. I didn’t know how I would take her gift and still maintain control of the shadow’s prison, so I called in help.

    Spring! Here take this for a moment. I handed her the key piece of the cage. It was like asking someone to put their finger on a string while you knotted it. I said to Holly, “Sorry if this hurts.” 

    I grabbed her yellow-green aura and sliced it off quickly as I had with mine when Daniel had grabbed it. I winced at Holly’s yell, but I didn’t drop that precious piece of her. 

    I took that small piece of Holly and wove it into the cage. Once done, I asked Spring to let go of the thread, and I bound it into place with Holly’s soul. When I finished, I gingerly took my will off it and watched anxiously to see if the whole construct would unravel. It didn’t. It stayed nice and tight, while pulling on a constant supply of power from the caduceus. I mentally breathed a cautioussighof relief. I started to ask Spring if she would watch it for a little while to make sure it stayed secure. 

    Of course. Take care of the little girl. 

    Sharing your mind with someone rocks!

    I turned my attention back to Holly and Daniel. I Listened for life in Daniel. He was silent and cold, and there was no residual soul hovering around him. He was dead and gone. Grief welled up within me, and I wept freely, thinking about what I had done. I destroyed everything I touched. 

    As the guilt threatened to overwhelm me, I still remembered what it felt like to be free of both compassion and guilt. Part of me mourned the loss of that indifference, but playing sock puppet to that thing again was unthinkable. I was free, and now I had to deal with the consequences of my actions.

    When I looked back to the moment I was freed, I knew it was Gregg who had saved me. I looked for his cocoon, but the bundle containing his soul was gone. Gregg was gone. I’d lost him completely. I cried, feeling my heart break again.

    I wasn’t alone in my grief. Holly was there beside me offering me comfort. She was only a little girl and just beginning her life, but she understood my anguish and said, “It’s okay, Finn. He’s with God.”

    For a moment, I didn’t know if she was talking about Daniel or Gregg. I decided it didn’t matter. This brave little girl was trying to comfort me! I blinked back my tears, took a deep breath, and asked, “Why do you think so?”

    “Because, Daniel and I both know that God sent you to rescue us.”

    I grabbed Holly up in a giant hug that lasted a long, long time. It calmed me and eased my pain. So, of course, I got the hiccups again. Sheesh, sometimes it sucks to be me.

    After a while, I felt a gentle hand fall upon my shoulder. I gazed into Dr. Anderson’s cold stare. He handed me a large cup of water.

    His thoughtfulness surprised me. I waited for the next hic, took a deep breath, and then downed the water. I waited for a moment for that sort of weird backwards burp feeling. When it showed up, I was sure the water had done its trick. 

    Anderson’s voice was calm and soothing when he said, “I can feel that the shadow’s gone. Do we need to keep our eyes peeled for it taking someone else?”

    I shook my head, “No, Doc. It’s in here.” I pointed to my head. “It’s under lock and key in the hardest safe in the universe.”

    Anderson actually slightly smiled at that, but that alien expression on his face didn’t last long—too hostile of an environment I supposed.

    Tom and another orderly nudged me aside as they picked up Daniel’s body to take back to his room. I watched them go with a crushing weight on my heart. Holly grabbed my hand and stood beside me. Her forgiveness and understanding were all that kept me from collapsing.

    I noticed, for the first time, that no one else was in sight. I’d never seen it this empty, even at night. I put two and two together.

    “You set this up, didn’t you?” I said to Anderson. “You placed these two lambs out here to be slaughtered.”

    “It was actually Jen’s idea, but, yes, it was ultimately my decision.” Only a slight compression of his lips betrayed any emotion.

    That stopped my buildup of righteous mad. I said, “Jen?”

    “Yes. She called me when you headed this way. We evacuated all the other patients to keep them safe from you.”

    “But, how did? Oh.…” I didn’t have to finish the question. They had been following me the whole time. It never occurred to me to look in my rear view mirror. I would have thought I would have noticed.

    Spring laughed and said, You got it, monkey boy! You were outfoxed by an oak.

    What? How? 

    I could practically feel her jump up and down in pride. I have my feminine wiles… I used mental jujitsu on you. Any time you were going down a path that might lead to the memory of me, I redirected you with a new thought. Any time you decided to eat someone, I gave you a reason not to. The same went for noticing your friends following you or remembering Gregg.

    Spring, what happened to him? How did he break free?

    Well, I had no idea if that shadow bastard would want to eat him, so I buried him away in your subconscious. That seemed a pretty safe place, so I stayed there, too. 

    What happened to him? Why is he gone? 

    I could hear the uncertainty in her voice. I was desperate, looking for any way to get us free when I noticed the thread of power keeping Gregg safe. It then occurred to me that, somehow, after the shadow had taken you, and covered your soul with black gook, your morals didn’t hold. It made me wonder if it was your soul that carried those morals. I decided to take a chance. I released Gregg to see if his presence would bring you back to your normal guilt-ridden, tenderhearted nature. And it worked! I kept hold of the thread of power, thinking I might be able to do something with it, but because my plan worked, I didn’t need it, so I gave it back to you.

    Grief over the loss of Gregg hit me afresh. I realized that what Spring did saved me, and probably countless others, but it hurt. I didn’t want that hurt spilling onto Spring. I distracted myself and asked Spring, When did you get so smart?

    Hello? I’m thinking with your brain! And of course I’m amazing. I can’t believe you could forget that. 

    I told her earnestly, I’ll never forget that again. Then, I remembered what she had said about my friends.

    How did you know about my friends following me? How could you see them when I wasn’t looking?

    Are you kidding? Any moron would know that your friends would not abandon you! I guess that means you must be an idiot—or is that an imbecile?

    Gee, thanks…

    I’m in the book, baby, look me up under “the smart one.”

    When did you get so snarky?

    Hey, what else is there to do back here while you call all the shots? 

    Uh, yeah, makes sense, I guess… 

    Dave, Jen, Jeff, and Jim walked into the common room from the front hall and completely derailed my train of thought.

    Immediately, I choked up again. I really had no clue what I could say that might make things right. 

    It turns out I didn’t have to. Dave did all the talking for me, God bless his narcissistic little (violet) soul.

    When we caught each other up, I tried to explain how it felt under the influence of the shadow. I told them how the thought of hurting Holly had pushed me over the edge and broken me free, Dave started laughing.

    “What?”

    “Finn, you’re the only person I know who can defeat a ravenous beast from the dark nether-hells with your own guilt!”

    I looked at him sourly as everyone else laughed at me. But, I couldn’t stay mad him. Soon, I found myself laughing as well.

    It was only later that I thought about Gregg again. I had lost all of him forever and now I had no choice but to mourn. I looked deep within myself where he had been, only to find that little bit of Holly I had bound to the shadow’s golden cage. Even from within its cage, I could feel its hunger, its hatred, and its rage. I shuddered with the knowledge that it was inside of me. I wondered what extended contact with that cage would do to that piece of Holly—or to me.

    


Il Saia 

    The only person in the world who might know anything that could help me with the shadow was Il Saia, currently wandering around in Jen’s body. I saw her standing a bit away from the others, looking uncomfortable, so I went to see if she could help me.

    As I closed in on Jen’s body, I knew the mind that was using her body was not Jen, but I had a hard time thinking of her as Il Saia. That felt too much like inviting her to stay. I walked up and said, “Il Saia, I need your help with some things. Can we go somewhere more quiet to talk?”

    She nodded her head and, after checking with the good Doc, we retreated down the hall to his office. I told my friends I’d be back shortly.

    Before I could bring up my concerns, she said, “Finn, it’s time to remove me and do what you can to bring back Jen.”

    “Now?”

    “Do you want to see her again?”

    I nodded, but I started to panic at the thought of losing Il Saia’s knowledge. I said, “I need you to help me with something first.”

    “What is that?”

    I explained to her what I had done with the shadow. She listened with a mixture of surprise and concern.

    “Finn, that is truly a remarkable feat. I thought you had only managed to throw it out of you, but you must know that what you have done is very dangerous.”

    “I know, but what else was I supposed to do? This thing is not going to be happy in a cow like the others!”

    She nodded thoughtfully. “This is true.”

    “So what can I do?”

    “Perhaps, you could pass it on to another person—”

    I shuddered at the thought. “No! I couldn’t do that to anyone.”

    “Finn, if it is riding another person, it will not be as powerful as it was when it rode you. Perhaps you could find one of the gentle race to take it from you. They would be ideal, though I have not seen any around here.”

    “The gentle race. They’re real?” I asked in astonishment. I could see, by the way she looked at me that this comment didn’t make much sense to her. I tried to explain to her about the images and ideas I got out of the crystal and how we used them for our gaming.

    Now it was her turn to be astonished. “So, that is all my people are now…a game for young children.”

    “Well, we didn’t know it was real…”

    She held up her hand to stop me. “It is of no consequence. Time devours all things.”

    I closed my mouth and stuck my brain in reverse to get back to what was important. I said, “I know the gentle people lived in the north-lands, but I don’t really know who they were or why I would ask one to take the shadow from me.”

    Il Saia searched through Jen’s memory for the words. “They are our cousins. I don’t know what you call them today in your strange tongue, but you will know them when I describe them. They are one of the four faces of humanity. They are the closest in appearance to us, but they have a much heavier brow and no chin. They are terrifically strong and have thick bodies. Perhaps now they also have your people’s slug white coloration as well?”

    I didn’t process that last comment till later as a new and stunning understanding dawned.

    “Are you talking about Neanderthals?”

    With that name to hang the concept on, Il Saia was able to pull out Jen’s memories of the Neanderthals.

    Her shock was evident as she collapsed ungracefully into one of the doc’s chairs. “They’re all dead?”

    I hated to see pain on Jen’s face, regardless of who was looking out of her eyes. I tried to keep my voice gentle as I told her, “They went extinct a long time ago.”

    She sat looking out on some far vista of memory for a moment. She spoke softly to herself. “They are all gone. All the other faces of humanity…” 

    Sorrow weighed down her face. She closed her eyes and murmured, “Kaawen, I'm sorry... I thought...”

    “Kaawen was your aide wasn't she? What—”

    “How can you stand to be so alone?”

    I didn’t know what to say to that. “The other faces of humanity? Can you tell me about them? Who were they, when did they live? Please, just give me a little more time and information!” 

    Her look hardened, and she shook her head and said, “It is no longer important. I am more ready than ever to leave your tragic world. I can scarcely see how I can carry the burden of our sins another moment. Let us begin.”

    I tried to wade through the enormity of what had just been revealed. “Wait! You never answered me. Why would a Neanderthal be the one to carry a shadow?”

    “They are, or were, separated from the Source. They cannot feel its ebbs or flows and indeed, the flows of the Source will turn away and slow when they are near. I was certain that they would be the ones to thrive after… never mind. The shadows need access to the Source to consume life. Because of this, they’d be particularly impotent if they were attached to one of the gentle people.”

    “Oh.” My little burgeoning hope died. I flopped down in a chair across from Il Saia. Right now, I was too engrossed with my own problems.

    Jen’s eyes found mine and Il Saia said with Jen’s mouth, “If they are gone, then find someone with a very dim… aura. If the shadow rides them, it will be much less powerful and dangerous than it would be if it were to capture you again.”

    “I just couldn’t do that to someone. At least with me, it’s contained for a while.”

    “Then it is the burden you must carry. Be aware that eventually you will falter, and it will be free again. At that point, the damage it will wreak will be immense.”

    I felt sick at this pronouncement. “Okay, I get your point. Can you at least check the cocoon, and make sure I did it right?”

    She nodded and said, “Then we must bring Jennifer back.”

    In the end, she had to wrap her hands around the caduceus to be able to probe into my mind. Her touch in my mind was as light as a spring breeze but as unstoppable as a hurricane, and she was incredibly deft. Where I could see the surface minds of others like a large, blurry, canvas, she was a needle that could easily penetrate my canvas to see the depths underneath. She examined the cage I’d built to contain the shadow. For the most part, she approved of my “raw strength” and my “crude but effective” work, but she showed me some things that would keep the cocoon from unraveling quickly even if the caduceus were lost to me. I could power it with my own Source for a time.

    All too soon, she withdrew and said, “Now it’s time for me to leave your world and return to oblivion.”

    Imourned for all the knowledge that would be lost. “What do we need to do?”

    “I’ll teach you what you need to know and what you need to do to get this done.

    “Finn,” she started. “Your language doesn’t have the terminology to discuss this, so I am just going to try to get it close enough.” I nodded.

    “On Earth, all life is motivated and accompanied by a soul. From the simplest life forms to us, all have a soul. Generally, humans and other sentient races can support the largest souls.”

    That was one of the all too vivid memories that the shadow had left—the big, tasty juicy souls people carried around. I was revolted when thinking about it made me hungry.

    Jen continued, “The origin of the soul is unknowable, but most feel that it comes from the divinity that underlies all life. We called it the Boundless Light or simply the Boundless, but perhaps the Divine tracks better in your language. Your God could fit this description, though you have clothed him in far more trappings than seem necessary. In any event, your soul is a part of you from birth. If your soul is removed, you will die unless you find another way to sustain your life. Your death releases it to return to The Divine.” 

    Death. The memory of killing people and eagerly consuming their souls as they came free of their bodies once again tumbled me over like a snail in the surf. I shuddered.

    Jen didn’t pause. “Everything that happens to you is reflected in your soul. In effect, it becomes imprinted with your life, your mind, an image of your body. Some of us believe that the purpose for this is to bring the sum total of you, your life, back to The Boundless to enrich it and expand it. Thus, we all have a sacred duty to live life to the fullest.

    “Our soul extends beyond the physical world. It flows into other…” She searched for the word. “…dimensions.” She nodded with satisfaction, “Yes, that fits. It is this extension that lets your soul… again, never mind. It is not important.”

    I hated not knowing things. I prodded her. “What?” 

    She ignored me. “It is important to realize that while the soul influences you, and intrinsically knows right from wrong, it’s not you. It is not your mind—even though it contains a copy of your mind. Your mind is separate.

    “What you are going to do first is to erase me—my mind from Jen. That is what the crystal keeps locked in its structure. It is the knowledge and information that makes me—me.”

    I hated the thought of that. It would be like murdering her.

    As if she could read my thoughts, she said, “Only what I have experienced here will be lost. The amethyst crystal still contains a copy of me, so I have not permanently departed this world yet. That is also crucial to our procedure. When you and Jen grabbed the crystal, the higher potential energy within you, aided by the structures we put in place within the crystal, flowed through the crystal. That activated it and projected its information onto Jennifer Washington’s mind. When you completed it, she was, in effect, gone, except for the little bit you left. We will have to do that same thing, but with an additional step.”

    She pulled a brilliant quartz from her pocket. I recognized it.

    “Hey, that’s one of mine! Where did you get that?”

    “I got it from your room. It was necessary. The Washingtons did not have a crystal of sufficient quality. I have taken this quartz crystal and imbued it with a pattern. This pattern will result in the inversion of the mental projection onto Jennifer. All you will need to do is touch this and the amethyst together, hold the crystal with me, and everything else will be physics. In effect, it will erase my overlay from this mind.

    “That will be the first step. The second step will be trickier. I’m not sure you can even do it. Handling a soul is a delicate thing. The soul itself is immortal, and we thought indestructible till we encountered the shadows, but the imprinted information is not. For this step, words will not suffice. I will have to show you.” She laid down the quartz and held out both her hands. “Take my hands.”

    I was a bit nervous about this. I’d had my mind and my soul played with enough to last me a lifetime. “Is this going to hurt?”

    “No, you will be fine. Take my hands.”

    I did. Her hands were small, soft, and smooth, but I could feel the strength in them when she gripped me. Suddenly, she was there, a presence in my mind again. I felt a tug within me, and we were standing in a grassy field. It was a beautiful, sunny, cloudless day. The temperature was perfect, neither too warm nor too cool. There was a light breeze blowing through my hair, but no sounds of life or movement other than the grass and the abundant flowers. I looked around in awe.

    “This is beautiful. Where are we?”

    “It is merely a projection in my mind. This is a place where I come to meditate and clear my thoughts. It will do for our purposes. There will be little to distract you here. That’s why I didn’t choose my usual chambers.” She saw my question and this time deigned to answer, “Our homes and places of study are sufficiently different from yours that they would be distracting for you. This place should feel comfortable and familiar.”

    I nodded. “It’s very pleasant.”

    “Okay, sit with me, take my hands again, and we will begin.”

    I did as she instructed, and, suddenly, I could see her blue aura. It grew brighter and brighter until its incandescent splendor grew to encompass me. She said, “This is Jennifer’s soul —without the influence of my mind to color it. It is an exceptionally powerful soul. The most powerful I have seen, second only to yours. Here, we will find the echoes of her mind. Here we will come to save her.” I could still see Jen sitting across from me in the sunny field. “Part of what we are seeing and doing is conceptual. Part of it is real and literal. These are often the conditions you find when using the power of the Source to achieve a desired result.”

    “You keep talking about it, but I’m not sure what you mean. What is The Source?”

    She looked at me intently through the blue ocean of Jennifer’s soul. “I guess this is necessary for you to know. The Source is the sea of living energy, which surrounds us and permeates us. It flows through the entire universe and is the key to continuous creation. Its depth and size dwarfs all other aspects of physicality. It is what we tap into when we need to shape the physical to our will.”

    I tried to think about this: An energy that flows through the entire universe? “Are you talking about Dark Energy? That’s too cool! We’ve seen evidence of its existence, but we never knew what it was.”

    “How have your scientists discovered this without direct access?”

    I thought her reaction peculiar. I considered my answer. “Well, we can see it in the way the stars move. It counteracts gravity over great distance, and it is pushing the stars apart.”

    It was her turn to look amazed. She shook her head and said, “I almost wish I could stay and explore your strange world and see the universe through your eyes. What a fascinating place this must be. It would never have occurred to us. In fact, it would be beyond our capabilities to measure the movements of the stars.”

    I didn’t feel like this was really the time or the place to discuss space telescopes and red shift, so I went back to something she had said earlier. “What do you mean ‘without access to it’? How did you discover it if you had no access to it?”

    She shook her head. “It is not important.”

    “But—”

    “Enough. You need to focus on Jennifer.”

    I couldn’t believe she was cutting me off. Just when I felt like I was on the verge of understanding, she backed away. “But, you can’t just leave me like this! I have no idea what’s happening to me. You have to tell me more! I need someone to teach me and show me what I can do! Right now I feel like a toddler with a light saber! I seriously messed up my dad because I didn’t know what I was doing! You have to tell me something. Give me a starting point.”

    “Finn, your raw abilities should be enough to give you an edge in your world. Be content with that. It is only with the root of the Tree of Life you carry that you have enough power to hurt yourself or someone you love. You should encase it in stone, drop it into the deepest ocean, then never worry about it again.”

    “I can’t do that! It’s what is keeping the shadow in check in my mind. If I get rid of it and that monster breaks free again, hundreds or thousands of people could die.”

    “Then, just keep the tree fragments and the whistles away from it, and, in time, the shadow will diminish back to near impotence. Finn, I know that your life is important to Jen. She’s quite fond of you. Her feelings have influenced my judgment, and that is why I’ve told you as much as I have. I am unable to tell you more. This was one of the limitations we set ourselves when we created the crystals. What we know cannot fall into the ancient enemy’s hands. If it did, every living thing on this world could die. The shadows are a burden your society must carry, since, as far as we know, they cannot be destroyed. Be content that they are now just parasites and those infected can still live a full life. A few thousands or even tens of thousands of people are not a bad tradeoff when you consider the totally incomprehensible number of human souls living on this planet. I’d have never thought such numbers possible.”

    It seemed like Star Trek morality didn’t hold sway over her. She did not feel that the needs of the few equaled or exceeded the needs of the rest. Even though I didn’t really believe that moral code sounded right either, this was me and my loved ones we were talking about, and it pissed me off. It made me feel like I was five years old again.

    “Listen, just give me some lessons before you go—”

    “Enough! There is no time to condense thousands of years of research and wisdom into the time we have left. There is no more to discuss. Do you wish to retrieve Jennifer or not?”

    I swallowed my anger and nodded.

    “Good. Now, look around you. See the patterns flowing in her soul? Those are the patterns you must transfer back to her mind. Follow me and I will show you how to effect that transfer.”

    She did, and she was right: there just aren’t words to describe it. I can oversimplify it by saying that I needed to make a projector capable of transferring Jen’s mind back to her physical body. It was similar to but different from the way the crystal overwrote her mind. It was also scary as hell.

    When we finished, I asked one more question. “Will this bring Jen back just as she was?”

     “It depends on how well you do your job. She may retain some small remnant of me, and she may or may not remember what has happened since I invaded her mind.”

    I knew the answer to my last question, yet I had to ask it anyway. “What if I fail?”

    “Jennifer will be gone. Even if you allow her body to live, all that she has been will be lost to the universe forever, never to join the body of the Divine. At best, you will have a person who is like a newborn baby. She’ll remember nothing of who she was or what she experienced in her life.”

    Shit! No pressure here.

    She didn’t give me a chance to worry about it. “Come, let us return to the world, and we can take the first step. Waiting much longer will diminish your chances of success. And, I might lose my will.”

    “I thought you wanted to be erased.”

    She said seriously, “No one ever wants to be erased, Finn. Life is sweet, and we cling to it sometimes far beyond what is reasonable. Now, let us begin.”

    Suddenly, we were back in Dr. Anderson’s office. I was sitting across from Jen-Il Saia, still holding her hands. Sometime during our absence, Holly had crept in, sat down on the couch next to me, and laid her head on my lap. She was sound asleep.

    I released Jen’s hands. She grabbed the quartz in her right hand, I grabbed the amethyst in my left.

    I asked one more time. “Are you really going just to leave me this way? I mean, is there really no way you’ll tell me more?”

    “I have told you my answer.” The high priestess had spoken. 

    I looked into the amethyst’s familiar depths. At least now I knew why it had always seemed so deep. I held it out in my open hand. Without hesitation, Jen put her hand on top of it. The quartz she held connected with the amethyst. This time the roar of power that flowed through me was familiar, and I was ready for it. It howled though me like a raging fire, spiraling down through my arm. I watched carefully as the red of Il Saia’s aura faded under the onslaught of the power coming through the crystals from me. There was still some red in her aura when the flow of power slowed to a trickle. Unsure of what else to do, I broke the connection. 

    Jen looked around her with wide eyes and then fell forward from the chair. I lunged to grab her before she hit the floor, dislodging Holly in the process. Holly yipped in fright as I put Jen back into the chair. Holly’s presence left me no time to consider what I had done nor to mourn Il Saia.

     “Is she okay, Finn?” asked Holly nervously.

    I tried to smile at her. “She’s just resting, Holly. I’ve got to help her now, and it’s going to be very tricky. Can you go outside the door of the room and make sure that no one disturbs us?”

    She nodded. “I will.” She left without asking questions.

    I nervously considered Jen. I said to myself, “No pressure here, Morgenstern, just merely life or … amnesia.”

    Relax, Finn, you will do just fine, Spring said soothingly.

    I answered her out loud. “Thanks, Spring. Were you around for all of that?”

    She sounded amused. Of course, I was. Where do you think I would go? Now, do what you have to so we can go out dancing with her.

    I snorted. If you think that’s a good idea, you haven’t seen me dance.

    She snorted right back. If you think it’s a bad idea, then you haven’t seen me dance.

    Imagining her luscious form dancing started some of the wrong pumps going—even though I thought she was just kidding. Reluctantly, I shifted my attention back to the task at hand. I gingerly reached into Jennifer the way Il Saia had taught me. I was acutely aware of the delicacy required. 

    I don’t know how long it took, but I was nearing completion when the door to the room slammed open. I jumped in my seat and slammed abruptly back into myself—with the transfer unfinished. 

    Dr. Washington roared from the doorway. “Get your hands off my daughter, you perverted demon!”

    I yelled right back, “You idiot! If you hurt her, I’ll make sure you hurt even worse!”

    Perhaps that wasn’t the best approach to take. He charged into the room at me. I dimly noted that Dr. Anderson was outside picking himself up off the floor while Tom charged in after Dr. Washington. 

    Of course, an outraged father beat a professional orderly any day. Mr. Washington got to me before Tom could intervene. It wasn’t really a thorough beating. I’ve had one of those. He just slammed his fist in my face, and I went down faster than a twenty-dollar hooker.

    When the darkness receded, I lay on the floor with a splitting headache and Dr. Anderson leaning over me. 

    Anderson’s face showed a nice baby bruise around one cheekbone. I could tell it would be a real shiner when it grew up.

    I stared into his cool blue eyes and ignored the hand he proffered. Instead, I asked, “Do you ever get the feeling that the universe is telling you something?” He nodded. “Me, too, and right now it’s telling me ‘and stay down’!” 

    A month ago, I would never have dreamed that I’d pass out, or get knocked out, so many times in my entire life! My head hurt.

    


Missing Persons 

    Anderson pulled me up to a sit and I gently felt my bruised face. “Who asked that asshole to the party, anyway?”

    Anderson sort of half scowled, favoring the bruised part of his own face. “I’m afraid that was me, Finn.”

    “What the hell for? I never pegged you as the stupid type.” My outburst caught us both by surprise.

    Before I could apologize he said, “Finn, he’s Jen’s father. He needed to know where she was.”

    I shook my head but stopped as my brain sloshed around. As soon as the nausea-inducing waves faded away, I asked, “Where is Jen? Is she okay? Did it work? Is she back?”

    “She’s with her father, and I don’t know if anything changed. She didn’t wake before he took her.” He offered me his hand again and pulled me up from the floor. “Let’s get some ice on that bruise. It’s going to be a beauty.”

    I waved him away weakly. “I’ve had worse. I’ve got to see Jen. I don’t know if I finished bringing her back and I don’t know what that means. What if she’s still not whole? Damn it, I have to see her.” I tried to blink away the vertigo that suddenly hit me and stumbled out the door. 

    Holly tackled me around the waist. I grabbed the door frame before I could go down. She was crying. Between sobs, she choked out an apology.

    “Oh Finn! I couldn’t stop him! I’m so sorry, but he was so big! I tried—”

    Her panic stopped me more thoroughly than a brick wall. I forgot everything else and squatted down in front of her. I gave her a hug and she embraced me back, still sobbing.

    “Hey, it’s okay, Holly. It’s okay. He was way too big for you, but he’s gone, and I’m going to be fine. That was Jen’s daddy, and he was just very worried about her. That’s how daddies get sometimes, if they think their little girl is in trouble.”

    After a few minutes, her sobs subsided. She pulled back, sniffed, and tried to wipe off her snotty face with her robe. I was too slow to stop her and get a tissue, so I just picked her up and carried her to her room. The whole way, a part of me was screaming to go find Jen, but I couldn’t abandon Holly.

    Once back in her room, I tried to keep the anxiety out of my voice. “It’s getting late, Holly. I have to be getting home, and you have to be getting ready for bed. It’s been a long and tiring day.” 

    She nodded and then wrapped her arms tight around my neck. “Can I go home with you, Finn?”

    I didn’t realize that anything of my heart had been left to mangle, but there was. I swallowed “No, not tonight, Holly.”

    “Can you stay with me tonight?” 

    Yeah, that’s right little girl, get in there with that knife and mangle me some more. I sat down with her on her bed. It would have taken a crowbar to get her off my neck. “Holly, I’m so sorry, but I can’t tonight. I have to go find Jen and see if she’s all right. I’ll tell you what though, go get yourself ready for bed, and I’ll sing you to sleep.”

    She was quiet for a moment, then she nodded and said, “Okay.” 

    She let go of her stranglehold, hopped off my lap and got herself changed in the bathroom.

    She came back out after an unsuccessful attempt to clean up her face. I told her to get in bed and retrieved a warm wet washcloth. I came back in and carefully wiped her face clean. Just that little act of kindness helped her to relax into her bed with her stuffed animal. It was a mangy, well-loved penguin, of all things. 

    Smiling, I said, “Are you ready for your song?” She nodded, and I began singing to her little nonsense words to the tune that Il Saia had almost taken me out with—twice. 

    What I sang wasn’t identical to what the priestess had sung. Something told me this was a different time, and it demanded a different song. As I sang, the song seemed to call out for a little power, so I fed it as I sang. Holly relaxed even further. Her mouth formed a contented little smile and her eyes, still glued to my face, closed… opened, looked for me… closed… and stayed closed. I sang for a little while longer. 

    After I stopped, she didn’t stir. I made sure to tuck her securely under the light covers, kissed her on the forehead, and got up to leave. I should have expected it, but I jumped when I saw Anderson leaning on the door frame watching me intently with half-lidded eyes. Even after all this, I felt like I was a fascinating experiment for him.

    When I approached the door, he shook off his sleepy expression. He stepped out of my way and said, “You’re very good with her, Finn.”

    For some reason that made me feel self-conscious, so I just said, “She’s a good kid.”

    “You almost had me falling asleep on my feet with that chant you sang to her. It seems very familiar, but I can’t place where I’ve heard it before. Do you know whose song it is?”

    I shrugged, moved past him, and said, “Just something I heard from Jen. It got stuck in my mind.”

    He walked with me down the hall. “So, where are you going now, Finn?”

    “I’ve got to see if I can find Jen, make sure she’s all right.”

    He was silent. As we walked up to and through the common area, he said, “You should consider just going home for the night, Finn. This has been a tough day for everyone. There is little chance that Dr. Washington is going to let you near his daughter. Let it go, and see what tomorrow brings.”

    I couldn’t just let it go! I wanted to whirl around and hit him on his other cheek. I wanted to yell at him and throw things. I didn’t.

    “You’re probably right. Good night, Doc.”

    He offered me his hand, and reluctantly I took it. Amazingly, he didn’t mangle my hand this time. I guess all the excitement had wrung him out, too.

    “Finn, you have helped a lot of people in this last week. You’ve made a big difference in their lives. Please concentrate on those victories instead of your losses, otherwise the guilt will overwhelm you.”

    “I don’t know if I can. Daniel—” I choked up.

    “Daniel’s death is a tragedy, but he willingly took the risk, Finn. You freed him from his bondage and he believed that you were worth dying to protect.”

    “Are you going to take care of him? What are you going to tell his family, the police?”

    “Like Holly, Daniel was alone in this world. We are the most family we had, and we will arrange for the funeral so you can say goodbye. ” 

    “I—” I didn’t even know what I wanted to say. 

    “You have all the strength you need to deal with this. Just allow yourself to be fallible and human.”

    “I’ll think about it, Doc.” I left. 

    He called after me. “And Finn? When everything has had time to sink in, you will really need to talk to someone. My door is always open.”

    I just kept walking and waved my arm as I went through the door. “G’night, Doc.”

    On the way to my mom’s car, I thought about Dr. Anderson. Part of me really wanted to like him and treat him as a mentor when he said stuff like that. Another part of me really wanted to hate him, with his oh-so-calm and manipulative ways—especially that right-through-you stare of his. But, each time I decided one way or the other, he invariably gave me cause to swing the other direction. It was unsettling.

    While driving home, I tried to shut down, to stop feeling, but it didn’t work. All my mind would think of was how easy it had been just to discard every moral value I had. I had been a willing collaborator with the darkest, most purely evil thing I could conceive of.

    Spring, following my thoughts as usual, spoke up. You didn’t do any of those things Finn.

    Yeah, because you stopped me! 

    One thing is for sure, This One. I couldn’t have forced you to do anything if a part of you didn’t want to do it. 

    I wanted to believe that, but part of me didn’t. Images of slaughter and feeding ran through my mind. Daniel’s cooling corpse in front of me. I could still feel the hunger and pleasure that they had brought me just a few hours earlier.

    Spring, can you talk to me or just give me something else to think of? 

    Sure! 

    I heard a driving, techno drumbeat in my head, and she started to sing.

    I hooked up with yo best friend 

    I stole your girlfriend, 

    I stood you up again, 

    Guess what? I’m still hot. 

    I bummed your last cigarette, 

    I lost your car in a bet, 

    I may be drunk, but so what, 

    I’m still hot. 

    Once again, I should have been drinking something so I could have spit it all over the car. I asked in astonishment, What the hell was that?

    She answered a little defensively; You wanted something to distract you…

    I laughed and said, It sure did the job. Where did you hear that song?

    She hesitated before answering. I mistakenly put it down to embarrassment. Uh, I couldn’t say.

    Did you write it? 

    Oh, no. It’s called “I’m Still Hot.”A girl named Luciana wrote it. It’s a classic! You don’t like it? 

    I tried to stifle my laughter since she seemed self-conscious about it. I reassured her. No, Spring, it just took me by surprise… Spring, how did you do the drums for that song?

    She seemed relieved to talk about that. Oh, it wasn’t hard. I just projected it from me to you. It’s actually easier than doing a full-sensory sim for you.

    Spring never failed to flabbergast me. Full sensory sim? Did you really just say that? 

    She answered, The words are all there sitting in your brain, and it’s not like I have anything better to do. It’s just like the worlds I created in your mind when we were courting.

    Courting? I wouldn’t call wild monkey sex every night courting. I suppose there were a couple of dreams before she started having her way with me. Holy crap! Those had seemed so real! Could we try it again tonight?

    Of course, This One. 

    I warmed when she called me the name she had given me so long ago, back when we were innocent and carefree—last week. For the rest of the ride, we talked about it. My mind was so busy boggling at the possibilities that when I got home, I didn’t even cry when Mom and Dad embraced me in a big hug. They had no clue what had been happening to me. They just thought I was with friends, mourning Gregg all night. 

    I couldn’t even begin to dredge up the strength to tell them about what had happened, so I excused myself quickly and headed up to bed. I jumped into my PJ’s, considered not brushing or flossing, but I just couldn’t do it. Lifelong conditioning is hard to break. I settled for doing it quickly. The need to hold Spring in my arms again made me half-crazy.

    “Okay, Spring! Bring it on,” I said aloud.

    It works better when you’re almost asleep. 

    I knew there would be a catch. “What? There is no way I’m going to be able to sleep while I’m thinking about seeing you again!”

    Shhh, just relax… A delicious feeling of lethargy hit me. It was like how you feel when you’re past bone tired, and on your way to overtired, and you finally got to lie down. You knew sleep was going to come and pull you down into its liquid, warm embrace…

    


To Sleep, Perchance to Dream 

    I was in a warm, still forest. The sun penetrated the leafy canopy above and dribbled little bits of sunshine across the wild growth of the forest floor. I recognized it as the place where I had first met Spring in my dreams. Just like then, I heard her mischievous giggle. Just like then, I couldn’t see her. She wanted me to chase her: definitely not what I had in mind. 

    I pleaded with her. “Spring, please! I just need to be held. Please, let’s not do this.”

    Spring giggled and stepped out from behind a tree to my right. She was a goddess, dressed in flowing white robes, which showed off her generous breasts. She had decorated her long wavy evergreen hair with leaves and flowers. I ran to her and swept her up into my arms. I spun around effortlessly with her before I put her back down in front of me. I buried my face into her warm neck and took in the smell of flowers and earth and spring rains. My desire flared into incandescence. It didn’t seem possible that one person could hold so much passion and not melt or explode. 

    I hungrily kissed her warm full lips, tasted the honeysuckle and thyme of her breath. I couldn’t pull myself away. I held her face with both hands and started kissing every inch of it. I pulled my head back just enough to look into her deep, inhuman, emerald green eyes, eyes that I could drown in, eyes that I had last looked into as she died in my arms.…

    I couldn’t bear thinking of it, so I crushed her to me and just held her. “Oh, Spring, I love you so much. I’ve missed you so much! Thank you! Thank you.”

    I held her like that while she held me and stroked my hair. “And, I love you, my sunshine, my rain, my source.”

    I pulled back again and gave her a long passionate kiss as I put my arms around her shoulders and dragged her down to the ground on top of me. Her weight upon me was an anchor that filled me with peace. She giggled as I kissed her some more.

    That’s when I realized what was different. I’d never had to take the initiative with her. I never once had to take clothes off her. She always came into my room, naked, luscious, and ravenous. The only choice I had was to sit back and sing my praises to God—the God who, at the time, obviously loved me. Yet, now she lay on top of me, returning my kisses, but not making any other move.

    I stopped and pushed her up a little so I could look into her heartbreaking eyes, searching them for answers.

    She smiled at me fondly, making my heart flutter again. God, she was beautiful. Her next words broke my heart. “Finn, I don’t think we should make love.”

    That was a bucket of cold water over my burning libido.

    “What?”

    “Finn, what you are feeling right now is a need to affirm life. You feel the need to procreate—to deny death and celebrate being alive.”

    I blinked in shock. “So, what’s wrong with that?”

    She propped herself up on her elbows and ran her fingers through my hair. “There is nothing wrong with it. Nothing at all. It is just that coupling with me is no longer an act of life. I am part of you now, and nothing can come of our lovemaking.”

    I tried not to pull my hair out. “Don’t you get it? That’s a bonus! We don’t have to worry about you getting pregnant!”

    “It is ultimately pointless, Finn, and it is not fair to you.”

    I pushed her off of me and sat up, angry now. “What do you mean, not fair to me? What the frack does fair have to do with it? Was any of this fair? Was it fair that Gregg died protecting us? Was it fair that I didn’t even give enough of a frack to try and save him?”

    She sat back on her knees and looked at me, compassion written across her impossibly perfect face. Even now, her beauty distracted me—and she knew it.

    “Finn, if we were to make love this way, it would do nothing but turn you in on yourself. It’s not fair to you. I’m the embodiment of beauty to you. You chose this form for me. There is no woman on earth who can compete with me for your seed. If we do this, you may never find a true human woman to mate with. You would never find love, you would never have children, and your seed would die off. The world will have nothing left of you.”

    “I don’t care! I thought I had lost you forever, and now I’ve found you again. Don’t you see? Don’t you see that you are the only one I want?”

    “And you do have me. I am part of you and you’re part of me. That will never change, but I will not be a part of your complete extinction. You are too important for that. Too vital. Too strong.”

    I could feel her resolve on this. I knew I couldn’t break it. Sometimes sharing a mind sucked. I wanted to kick and scream and throw things, but I knew it wouldn’t help either her or me.

    I crumbled. “Please, Spring, I need you so much! Please! Just this once! One last time and then we.…” I choked. “Let it be done after that. If I don’t make love to you tonight, I think I’ll die.”

    She knew I was being sincere. There could be no doubt in her mind that I really felt that way. Drop a line like that on a human woman, and she will laugh at you. With Spring, she could feel my sincerity, and she agreed. I knew the moment she changed her mind, and my heart surged. It rocked when someone could read your mind.

    As soon as she changed her mind, she smiled at me mischievously, setting off her dimples, and slowly started peeling off her lacy white gown. I drank her in like a man might drink from a lake in a desert. Words kind of fail here. I was intoxicated. I was flying. I left everything behind but her, her smell, her taste, her touch.

    We consummated our love one last time. At first, I was frantic to remember every part of her, every feeling and emotion. I made love to her as if I was afraid she would dissolve. But, with her encouragement, I slowed down to immerse myself in every last moment. Before that point in my life, I’d have rolled my eyes at someone who talked about bittersweet moments. After that point, I realized what a shallow little jerk I could be.

    A long while later, we fell asleep under the green canopy, dappled with brilliant blue sky, in the warmth of each other’s arms. That night went a long way toward washing away the dirty greasiness left behind by the shadow’s touch on my soul.

    


Jen 

    The next morning, I stood in front of the Washington’s, watching the movers going into the house and carrying out boxes and furniture. They reminded me of a stream of worker ants. My heart was again visiting my stomach. Knowing that they were leaving and taking Jen with them just emphasized the loss of Gregg from my life. I steeled myself for what was to come and went up to the open front door.

    Inside, I saw Dr. Washington himself directing movers.

    I cleared my throat and said, “Dr. Washington?”

    His face filled with more loathing and hatred than any face should be able to hold.

    “Get out of my house and off my property!”

    “But, sir, I just wanted to know—”

    “I don’t care what you want. Get out!”

    “But, I need to know how Jen is—”

    He crossed the room and loomed above me from where I stood, down one step from the door. “It’s none of your damn business! Now get out, or I won’t be responsible for breaking your miserable neck.” He held both his hands clenched at his sides. I believed him.

    Uh, maybe you better listen to the very large, very angry man Finn. 

    Damn, this sucked. I didn’t stand up to adults much, and Dr. Washington was truly a frightening man when he was angry. But, I was getting angry, too. I thought of everything I had gone through. I thought about not being able to see Jen and talk to her at least one more time. That stoked my own anger right up.

    “Look,” I said, “just let me see her, and then I’ll be gone from your life.”

    “I want you gone now. Now go!”

    “No.”

    “No?” A young man, one-third his size, thwarting him momentarily had him stymied. He was a doctor, a healer, and obviously not used to violence. The respite didn’t last long. He pulled his right fist up and back to smite me where I stood.

    Now, fear added to my anger. Getting hit with a sledgehammer couldn’t be scarier.

    I put my fear, anger, and will into my words when I commanded him, “Don’t move! You’re going to stand aside while I go see Jen. You’re not going to stop me!”

    He just stood there. No lights or special effects to be seen. He just stood there like a wax statue of Dr. Anderson. That scared me almost as much as his fists. I relaxed a little when Spring told me, He’s all right, Finn—just stuck.

    I didn’t waste any time marveling at what I had just done. I went around him and headed for Jen’s room. I found her there, packing. Her eyes were red and puffy from crying.

    I called out from her door hesitantly, “Jen?”

    Her eyes grew wide and then she shouted, “Finn!” She rushed me and grabbed me in a bear hug that I gratefully returned. 

    I murmured with wonder and stroked her black hair. “You’re alive. You’re all right…”

    We stood that way until I noticed that her breasts were pushing into my chest in an interesting way. I scolded myself, Morgenstern, you are such a pig.

    Which, of course, invited comment from Spring, No, it is natural to feel this way. You have been wanting to mate with her for quite some time. She would make a fine—

    Not another word! Hot flames licked up my face.

    I wrenched my mind around and let up my hug, hoping to signal that she should do the same without me having to push her away.

    After a very long minute, she backed away.

    I met her deep, brown eyes and searched there for the Jen I knew. I said, “Jen? Are you okay?”

    She nodded quickly. The tears ran freely down her face. It was such a flood of relief to finally have her back, and to release that burden of guilt, that I was crying, too. Of course, my tears were more, uh, masculine, yeah, that’s right. You got a problem with that, punk?

    “Jen, do you remember what happened?”

    She nodded again and said, “Thank you for saving me.”

    My cooling face started heating up again. “I’d do it again.”

    Her smile crinkled her eyes at the corners. “You’d give me half the personality and memories of a priestess again?”

    I sputtered. “No! That’s not what I meant, and you know it! You’re just being mean now.”

    “I’m sorry, Finn. Thank you for everything you did.”

    I searched her eyes for a moment. “I’m so sorry about Gregg.”

    Her face fell again. 

    “Me too. I miss him. Has he said anything yet?”

    I shook my head and said, “No, I’m so sorry, Jen. He was released in the fight with the shadow. I didn’t have any say in it, but I think he saved me.”

    I didn’t give her time to get confused; I told her what had happened with the shadow. As I was telling her about it, something clicked into place. “He let me borrow what was left of his soul. That’s why I was able to pull out of the shadow’s control. It felt like he was only around for a few seconds, but it was enough.”

    I teared up again. That earned me another hug from Jen. It felt right having her there, and this time I didn’t question it. I stroked her thick, shining black hair, pulled back a bit, and said, “You want to know what his last words were?”

    She nodded silently.

    “He called me a sniveling, white-ass honky and then basically said I was white trash.”

    That made us both smile. “Then he suggested that even you have bigger balls than me.” She laughed out loud, and I joined her. It didn’t last long, but it went a long way in helping both of us.

    She pulled on my hand and said, “Can you stay for a while?”

    “I’m not sure if your Dad… Oh shit! Your Dad!”

    “What, what’s wrong?” asked Jen in alarm.

    “I just left him standing there! I’ve got to go and let him loose.” I ran back to the front door.

    Mr. Washington was standing where I’d left him, ready to punch the air.

    “Oh, my god, Finn! What did you do?”

    “I…uh…just told him to stand still. And, he did.”

    She stared at me, “Like that spell I cast, I mean, Il Saia cast on you?”

    “Sort of, but I didn’t have to sing anything.”

    She clapped her hands in delight and said, “This is awesome, Finn! Do you think he can hear me?”

    I shrugged and frowned. “Beats the hell out of me. I didn’t tell him not to listen, so he probably can.”

    “Oh, this is fantastic! Finn, I have been trying to talk to him ever since I got home last night. He won’t listen! He just storms around and blows me off!”

    She went up to him and stepped into his line of sight. She craned her neck to meet his eyes and said sternly, “Daddy, you’re all wrong about Finn! What happened to me was an accident. It wasn’t anything he did to me on purpose.” She slowed down and became sadder. “He did everything he could to help me. Finn is the only reason I’m still here. He saved my life and a lot of other peoples’ lives as well. He tried to save Gregg, but was too late because he was busy saving me.” She started choking up and continued unsteadily, “Gregg was already gone when Finn finished helping me. Daddy, Gregg died saving all of our lives. He died a hero, and he wouldn’t want you to blame his death on someone else. That would be like… be like denying him credit for his bravery. 

    “Daddy, you can’t keep being mad. I need you. Momma needs you.” She finished with a whisper, “I need you to hold me and tell me that it’ll be all right.” 

    By this time, I could see that Mr. Washington’s ears were working just fine because tears were running down his face. I slipped out the door behind Jen and applied my will. I told him, “You can move now.” After that, I beat a hasty retreat. I was hoping that he was hugging Jen and not coming after me with a shotgun, but it didn’t hurt to be careful. I ran home.

    Once I got there, I just wanted to curl up and sleep, but I had one more thing to do that day. I picked up the phone and called Dr. Anderson.

    


Erik 

    I borrowed my mother’s car again and headed over to Shady Oaks, where the courts had placed Erik. Once there, I headed to Erik Parmely’s room. When I walked in, I received a pleasant surprise. 

    The usual matronly nurse was not at her welcoming station. Instead, there was a petite, pretty, young woman with a beautiful, and an unusually bright, violet aura. She wore her curly dark brown hair at shoulder length, which nicely framed the sunny smile that she had pointed right at me. 

    Before all the chaos, I would have assumed that I was just engaging in wishful thinking, but now I didn’t have such a hard time imagining her smile really was directed at me. It felt nice.

    When she spoke to me, it was with a heart-stopping singsong French accent. “Good morning, Monsieur. Welcome to Shady Oaks. How may I be of service?” 

    I gave her a wide smile back and read her name tag where it sat on a significant slope. I said, “Good Afternoon…Colette.”

    She blushed prettily. “Your pardon, Monsieur, I am still getting used to speaking ze the Englaise again. It was just a, how you say, mistake of the tongue?”

    I waved away her apology and said, “I’m Finn. I work with Dr. Anderson. Could you tell me where Erik Parmely is being kept?”

    “Oh, I am so sorry Monsieur, but Monsieur Parmely, he is in the locked room.”

    I thought about that for a minute. “No problem, may I go and see Dr. Anderson then?”

    “But of course! Walk this way s’il vous plait.”

    I followed her quite fetching, heart-shaped derrière to Anderson’s office. 

    Spring, of course, noticed my attention and had to put in her two cents worth. She is quite petite, Finn, I don’t know if she would produce strong children, but her bright aura might mean that your children will be strong-souled. In any case, she is on birth control and is not fertile right now. Save your seed.

    I blushed. Who wants to know that kind of stuff? Spring please, too much information! Then curiosity got the better of me. How do you know she’s on the pill?

    I could feel her smugness. It’s obvious, Finn. I’m sure if you were paying more attention to what your senses tell you, you would see it, too.

    Huh. That was an interesting thought, even if it was embarrassing.

    Colette stopped abruptly in front of me. Since my mind was more on her derriere than on our location, I almost ran into her. She turned to me and suddenly we were standing face to face.

    Guiltily, I met her eyes, and I blushed even harder. Her eyes were knowing and mischievous. “Here we are, Monsieur Finn.”

    I stammered a little. “Uh thanks, Colette…”

    Her smile grew wider. “You are most welcome.”

    Awkwardly, I moved out of her way and headed into the Doc’s office. 

    Once there, it was an easy matter to convince the Doctor Anderson to get me past the guard stationed at Erik’s door and give me some time alone with him. On our way there, I casually asked him about the new attendant. He gave me a sly smile and said, “She’s a cutie, that one.” It was my turn to blush again, but I didn’t have to say anything more. He added, “She’s an exchange student from France. She’s doing an internship here to learn about my work with paranoid schizophrenia. Her arrival was rather precipitous, but that was fortunate because Nancy was called away from her job here for an indefinite period. The best part about an intern is that they’re free. Her position is unpaid, and she would undoubtedly welcome having a nice dinner bought for her.”

    That Anderson even noticed women or would make a comment like that to me was astounding, but in terms of immediate interest, that was a distant second to hearing she might like to be taken to dinner. That gave me something to chew on. Unfortunately, that pleasant distraction only lasted a short period before my thoughts turned back to darker things.

    “Doc, is, uh, Daniel’s body still here?”

    “No, sorry, Finn, he was taken away last night. We are holding the funeral in town tomorrow night. I’ll send you the details. I hope you can be there.”

    “Uh, yeah, I will.” Of course I would go. Daniel had died for me. He had died because he had misplaced his faith in me. He had trusted me, and I had killed him. The memory of the joyous rush of satisfaction that had filled me as he died made me want to vomit.

    “There was nothing you could have done, Finn. He made his choice freely. For him, you were worth the sacrifice.”

    Oh God. How could I live with that?

    “Yeah...” I tried to push those feelings aside and returned to the reason I’d come here. “Can you let me in to see Erik?”

     “I can, but why?”

    “I just... I just need to see him. Would that be okay?”

    The doc’s regard was steady and impotent against the wall of introspection I’d erected. “Okay, follow me.”

    Unsurprisingly, no one else was in the room when I walked in. I knew from my memories of being him that he had no close family. He was all alone. I walked over to the bed and looked at Erik. A dozen different bags and instruments sprang from lines or tubes inserted into his body. He seemed a lot smaller and certainly less scary lying there unmoving. His ragged, fluttering, and intermittent aura was barely visible. I still wasn’t really sure what the aura represented, if it were actually the soul or not, but I knew it was important. I pulled up a chair and sat beside him for a while. I studied his slack face and wished I could hate him, but I couldn’t. I had his memories now. They had faded somewhat after the shadow was gone, but I still remembered the loneliness and the fear that had accompanied him all his life. 

    Finn, I think this is a bad idea. We should just let him die or rot or whatever is happening. He tried to kill us and he did kill Gregg! 

    I know, Spring. I couldn’t believe what I was contemplating, either. I mean, turning the other cheek was fine as a goal, but never seemed actually viable as a lifestyle. What I was thinking went way beyond that. Unfortunately, what I had seen inside Erik wasn’t something I could turn my back on—especially given the weight of my recent sins. Life was hard enough with parents and people who cared about you. I couldn’t imagine being brought up in a place where you only had one parent, a parent who showed only hatred and abuse, who resented your very existence.

    I dwelt on that for quite a while, ignoring Spring’s uneasiness, before I worked up the nerve to touch him. I placed my hands on his chest and stretched my aura over him like a blanket. This time, I was much more careful than with Daniel. I really didn’t want to go through that again. Using Spring as a shield to keep down the backlash, I cradled him gently in my thoughts, urging healing and providing sustenance to his tattered aura. It bore the scars of each and every terrible thing visited upon him in his life. The pain of feeding him even small bits of my aura was intense. When I felt that I was nearing my limit, I pulled back and opened my eyes. His half lidded gaze startled me. He didn’t say anything as I flinched and jumped away. He still scared me.

    I studied him from a distance one last time. I hadn’t helped him as much as I had Holly and Daniel, but his aura was now covering him. It was weak, but it wasn’t sputtering off into who knew where.

    I had no idea the price I would pay for putting yet another hole in my aura, but the satisfaction of seeing him whole again balanced that fear. Just as I was turning to go, he muttered something. I turned back, but his eyes had closed again. I dragged myself out of the room.

    It was getting late, and some nasty bugger had reattached the lead weights to my legs, butt, and eyelids, but I had promised Holly I would visit with her. As I left Erik’s room for Holly’s, I ran into Colette again, and we exchanged pleasant greetings one more time. I headed directly to Holly’s room where we hung out for a while. She was such a cool kid that she was a joy to be with. For just for a moment, I lay down on her bed while she was drawing at her table, and fell sound asleep. When my mom called my cell to find me, I woke up to find Holly snuggled up against me. She was so tiny! Protective instincts I never knew I had surged within me. I knew then I would do whatever it took to keep her safe. 

    Gently, I disentangled myself from Holly and headed home. My nap left me partially refreshed, but still tired. I knew I would sleep well that night. On the drive home, it occurred to me that things could get back to normal now. Erik was in the hospital. The shadow was locked safely away for now. I wasn’t wanted for any crimes. Nobody was chasing me, stalking me, or trying to kill me. My dad was still strange, but he seemed happy and stable. That was a very satisfying and relaxing train of thought. When I arrived at home, I had a great meal with my parents. They attributed my silence to sadness at losing Gregg. I didn’t disabuse them of that notion.

    I hadn’t told them what I’d been doing with the shadows since what had happened with Holly, and I could conceive of no universe where I would tell them what had happened that day. The guilt at what I’d done was crushing me. I couldn’t add destroying my parents’ fragile equilibrium to that burden. Instead, I took up the guilt of not telling my parents, and I headed to bed with my heavy load.

    My room was still trashed, but I could handle the guest room until we got the insurance company to grant our claim. I climbed into bed and vowed not to get up until noon the next day. Almost feeling content, knowing that it was over, sleep grabbed me and dragged me deep. That should have been my warning flag. 

    


Dancing Fever 

    Finn! Wake up! 

    Spring’s warning came with a jolt to my adrenals that carried me out of dreamland like a catapult. It wasn’t fast enough. I had only a brief moment to see the fist coming for my face. I had just enough time to wonder what was happening before it landed. Pain blossomed in my cheek, which was still tender from where Dr. Washington had smacked me. Music blasted in my ears, and the surrounding light pulsed with the music. I took my only option: I fell over. Once on the floor, I shook my head, trying to get rid of the deafening, pounding sounds, and the flashing lights, but they wouldn’t go away. 

    Get up, Finn! You have to get up! 

    I tried, I really did, but confusion and the blasted dregs of sleep still tangled up my brain. The boot that was coming for my side landed with a sickening thud. New pain blossomed from the kick. 

    I snapped. I jumped up from the floor and sprang at my attacker. I took him down. Mercy or consequences never even crossed my mind. I was in survival mode and my uncle’s training kicked in. I caught the weak roundhouse he was aiming for my head with my right arm and followed the block with a hard blow to his throat. 

    Spring screamed, No Finn! No! As I drove it down, my arm twitched to the side, and my strike hit the floor with full force. The pain of impact stunned me momentarily. I didn’t get a chance to scream before someone’s strong arms grabbed me from behind and pulled off my attacker. The noise, pain, and flashing lights assaulted my senses, and I went a little crazy. Being grabbed by my arms brought back memories of being held down and beaten by Erik and his gang before the end of the semester. It wasn’t going to happen again, not while I was still able to move.

    With every fiber of my being, I screamed, “Get away from me!” 

    My unseen assailants let me go, and I nearly fell as the strong hands I was fighting suddenly went away. I caught my balance, stood up straight and looked wildly around. Suddenly, everything clicked. I was in the middle of a dance floor! Moments before, a ring of people had surrounded me, but now everyone in front of me was struggling wildly against each other to get away from me. I could see my assailant and the two bouncers who had pulled him off the floor pressing frantically into the crowd. I was at the center of a growing ring of empty floor. People were screaming now and frantic to get away from me. My heart was pounding louder than the music and my adrenalin rush left me shaking. I contemplated going after my previous assailant.

    Spring was frantically trying to get my attention. Finn! It’s okay, it’s okay! No one’s trying to hurt us! It’s okay.

    The rage that flared from the unexpected attack hadn’t left me yet. I yelled at her out loud. “What the hell is going on, Spring!”

    It’s okay, it’s okay, Finn.

    Stop saying that and answer my question! 

    It was just a misunderstanding; I think he was just jealous that you were dancing with his boyfriend. 

    That made absolutely no sense to me. I yelled at her some more. Tell me what just happened or, so help me god, I will toss your green ass back into a poison ivy plant. 

    You don’t have to be so nasty! I was just dancing, and I saw this guy. He was very well built, and he danced really well…

    Dancing? How did I get here? I was in my bed! 

    Um… I could almost see her looking at the ground and scuffing one foot across the dirt in shame.

    I growled, Spring…

    Well, I, uh, wanted to go dancing and so, when you fell asleep, I got up and came here to dance. 

    You have got to be… 

    Suddenly, someone was yelling in my ear with excitement. “Tiger! You’re still alive!”

    I jumped about twelve feet in the air, and landed gracefully on my butt at his feet. I started screaming just as the music shut off and the house lights came on. “What the fuck!”

    A strange man stood over me. He had on black lipstick and dark eyeliner. He was wearing skintight latex pants and an odd gold-colored half-shirt, which showed off his muscular stomach and a lot of his baby-smooth chest. His thin eyebrows rose in affronted disdain. “Really, Tiger! I’m shocked. That was totally rude. I never imagined that you could be so pedestrian!” He pouted his lips and said, “I’m sooo disappointed.”

    I was shocked even more. I knew this man! He was at the McDonald’s when I was with Gregg. I was suddenly flaming in flustered embarrassment. I said, “Uh, sorry. Uh…”

    Max. 

    “Max, you just startled me.”

    “Darling, I would never have even conceived you would even know such a word!” I was ready to stammer something when he smiled lasciviously and said in a sultry voice, “There is hope for you yet, Tiger.” He offered his hand. I hesitantly took it, and he pulled me up quickly, with surprising strength. When I was standing next to him, he ran his finger down my chest and said with a purr, “Really, you’re god’s own sex machine on the dance floor, Tiger, but you’ve had us all despairing!”

    I had nothing to say to that. I was rooted to the floor in horror and embarrassment.

    He laughed and slapped me playfully on the chest with his hand. “Relax, Tiger. You should know I don’t bite.” He gave me a completely unnerving coy smile. “Unless you want me to.” He rolled his eyes at my continued panic. “I swear. How you, of all people, can be such a prude.” His gaze swept  the empty, quiet dance floor and said, “Now what sort of bad boy have you been?” He narrowed his eyes but was still smirking. “Did you fart?”

    I pleaded internally with Spring, What’s going on?

    I didn’t get a reply before another voice called to me. 

    “Finn?” Detective Hunter stood at the entrance, gun in hand, looking around the empty dance hall. Her beautiful face was a study in astonishment.

    “Darling Victoria! Such a pleasant surprise! Have you come to rescue little ol’ me? Oh, be still my twittering heart!”

    I stammered. “Uh, Detective…”

    She gave Max an impatient look. “Down, Max. I got a call on a disturbance here.” She took me in. For the first time, I looked down at my own clothing. A ripped up black tee shirt, my black Speedo swimsuit, and my sandals were the sum total of my wardrobe. I self-consciously put my arms down to cover as much as I could. She said, “Could either of you fill me in on what happened here? I couldn’t get a coherent answer from anyone outside. I heard everything from a fire to a crazed crack-head in a ripped shirt with a gun.”

    “I certainly don’t know, darling! When I saw Timothy Hanson come in drunk and mean, I sent Jason and his boys over to rescue Tiger before Timmy killed him.” I gaped like a fish. “Really, Tiger, I warned you not to dance like that with Jonathan. Timmy is positively insane about his Johnny.”

    The detective stepped up and examined my face. My hand went instinctively up to where my face still throbbed. When I touched it, pain shot through my broken hand. I yelped involuntarily and quickly pulled my hand away, causing more pain.

    That was how I ended up, a short time later, half-naked in Detective Hunter’s unmarked car, sitting in the gravel circle in front of my parent’s dark house. After I had adamantly refused to press charges—ol’ Timmy was nowhere to be found—she had insisted on giving me a ride. First she insisted on the hospital, but I insisted that I’d be completely healed in the next couple of days and asked her just to take me home. Along the way, a chastised Spring shared with me what had happened. Apparently, she had been hijacking my sleeping body to go dancing. That very neatly explained all the mornings I had been waking up tired and sore lately. I also recalled a comment she had made about me not knowing how well she could dance. Sheesh!

    As soon as we stopped at my house, I tried to get out and flee, but the door wouldn’t open. The detective gave me a poorly controlled smirk, and said, “Here we are… Tiger.” 

    She regarded me closely for a moment and her slight smile faded. I quailed under her stare. I hoped she and Anderson never got together. My embarrassment just made it worse. I sat hunched in the seat with my hands covering bits that I really wished were better covered right then. In a small miracle, her appraising look didn’t even stir a peep from Spring about making babies.

    “Finn, is there anything I should know about tonight?”

    “Uh, Detective. Look, it was a mistake, I’m not gay or anything…”

    “I’m not talking about that, Finn. I wouldn’t care if you liked sheep. I’m asking about what happened. Why did that place clear out so quickly?”

    I toyed with the idea of claiming ignorance, but I could tell that would go down like a chocolate covered turd. After all, she knew about Dave the Bear and Spring, sort of. I hesitated and then said, “Well, you know how I told you that Gregg and Jen were trying to kill the dryad living in my tree?” Her face was closed and guarded when she nodded. “Well, they didn’t actually kill her. She, uh, moved in with me.”

    “I’m assuming you don’t mean your bedroom, do you?”

    I shook my head and then I pointed to it. 

    “She’s… living in your head.” I nodded. She squinched her eyes, pinched her nose, and muttered, “I have got to introduce you to my grandfather. I’m going to get such an ‘I told you so. So, you’re carrying around this dryad spirit. How is that relevant here?”

    “Well, apparently she wanted to go dancing.”

    “Apparently?”

    “Uh, yeah. She did it while I was sleeping.”

    “So, she cleared that dance floor?”

    “Nooo… I did that.” Her steady regard encouraged me to go on. “She woke me up right before that guy attacked me. I woke up just as he hit me in the face. I knocked him down and was ready to lay into him, but the bouncers grabbed me, and I flipped out. I could only think about how Ricky and Chester had grabbed me so…” I looked at my hands. “I told everyone to go away.”

    “And they did?” 

    I nodded, still looking at my hands, oddly ashamed even though I couldn’t tell you why. 

    She added in a monotone, “Every last one of them?” 

    I nodded again.

    She got out of the car and came around back to let me out. She opened the door and watched me like a hungry cat might eye a mouse. I got out and stood awkwardly when she didn’t move very far back. She said, “At least now I know what’s different about you.”

    “What?”

    “All that dancing is getting you into shape.” A short pause and she said, “Finn, I want you to promise me that you’ll come see me and my grandfather sometime in the next couple of days. Your dad knows the address.”

    I agreed uncertainly.

    Apparently not that contrite, Spring crowed. I knew it! She wants to mate with us!

    


Grave R obbery 

    Late the next morning, after a nightmare-filled sleep, I crawled out of bed. My arm and my face still hurt, and I wasn’t looking forward to going downstairs and facing the questions my face would bring. Hunger and inevitability won out, so I tromped down to the kitchen. To my relief, I didn’t run into my parents. I rummaged around, ignored the cornflakes, and heated up a big chunk of pot roast from the night before. I scarfed that down, and then pulled out an apple and the leftover salad. I was busy working on that when I heard a crash from the garage.

    I dropped my fork and ran out to see what had happened.

    My dad was in the garage, looking at his car. Its rear end had smashed through the garage door as if he had backed it out without opening the door. He looked at me, and I had another (increasingly common) moment of harmonic dissonance: he broke out into a wide smile.

    “Dad! What happened? Are you all right?”

    “Sorry, Finn. I forgot that the back wheels spun freely if the parking brake isn’t engaged. I kind of overbalanced.” He took in my blank expression and his own lit up. “Finn, I lifted that car! Without a jack! It was amazing.”

    “No way.”

    “Oh, yes, I did! It’s these acorns you collected from the back yard? They’re like Popeye’s spinach for me!”

    “Who’s Popeye?”

    “He’s the sailor who gets very strong when he eats spinach! You had to have seen that cartoon.”

    “Never heard of it.”

    “Well, anyway, I noticed that basket of acorns, and it smelled really good. So, I cracked a few open. They make me feel so alive! I felt so strong I thought I could lift the car, so I did.” He looked ruefully at the garage door. “Unfortunately, it started rolling backward, and I overbalanced.” 

    He gestured me over. “Come on, Finn, we need to get this fixed before your mother gets home. If she sees it like this, she’ll kill me.”

    I just sighed. Just how weird could my life get? So much for my plans for the day.

    “Hey, son. What happened to your face?”

    “Long story, Dad.”

    “Anything I need to know about?”

    There was a lot more to that comment than it seemed. He was telling me that he felt I was adult enough to deal with my problems, but that he was still there for me. It made me feel good. I thought about that for a few seconds. I shook my head and said, “I think I’ve got it covered.”

    “Okay, then. Did you see the paper I left on the table for you?”

    “No, I didn’t. Sorry.”

    “Looks like somebody did another number on the Seaman Mound.”

    I stared at him blankly. “The Seaman Mound?”

    He pointed his chin to my chest and said, “The mound we helped excavate—where you got your magic stick.”

    “Oh, right. What happened?”

    “I don’t know if you’ve been following it, but Hatzer’s son donated the land around the mound to the Feds for conservation. Someone went down there during the night and did some more digging on the east and the north sides of the mound. The local Shawnee kicked up a big fuss about it. Turns out whoever did it committed a federal felony.”

    The memory of my—the shadow’s—final battle against the four warriors flashed into my head. There had been four of them—the snake, the bear, the eagle, and the cougar. I knew then that whoever had been digging was after the eagle and the cougar totems.

    I shared this with my dad, and he gave me an odd look. He said, “What makes you think there is an eagle and a cougar whistle there?”

    I said sheepishly, “Well, that’s long story.”

    “I think I need to hear this one.”

    I nodded and told him about my vision of the battle with Wendigota. 

    When I finished, he regarded me for a long moment before he started to say something. He stopped, shook his head, and made another unsuccessful attempt before simply saying, “I’m so sorry, Finn.”

    “Not your fault, Dad. Nobody was holding a gun to my head for any of this.”

    “I’m sorry, I wasn’t here for you. I’m sorry that I made it impossible for you to bring this to me.”

    I had nothing to say to that so I just gave him a hug. I needed to remember that I wasn’t the only one carrying a backpack full of guilt.

     

    


Afterward 

    A couple of weeks later, in spite of continuing nightmares, things had calmed down a bit. Jennifer and her parents were gone. Jen had actually been able to talk her father around a bit. He wouldn’t tell me himself, but he no longer felt that everything was my fault. Even so, he had already accepted a job elsewhere, and neither he nor his wife wanted to stay in the same house with all its reminders of Gregg. It made me sad, but I guess I understood. On the plus side, Jen and I were texting each other constantly. Il Saia seemed to have left some memories behind. We spent a lot of time talking about it.

    I’d been putting off talking to Detective Hunter and her grandfather, but she was putting the pressure on, and I would have to go see them one of these days. 

    Erik Parmely was awaiting trial for the murder of his father. In the strange but true department, Erik, the guy who had terrorized our entire grade, was younger than nearly all of us. They would try him as a juvenile. On top of that, Dr. Anderson planned to build a temporary insanity case for Erik. He wanted me to testify for Erik. 

    I had some seriously mixed feelings about that. I was waffling between, “In your dreams monkey-boy!” and “What have you been smoking?”

    On the most excellent side, I was getting a little sister. Holly had moved in with us with Dr. Anderson’s blessings. Once my mom and dad met Holly, they just about fell over themselves to get the paperwork started for the adoption. She fits right into a hole in our family that we never knew existed. Speaking of which, the holes that I had created in my aura seem to be slowly healing. When I realized that, it was a relief from a fear that I hadn’t realized I had.

    On top of that, there seemed to have been no fall-out from the incident at the dance club. That was another relief.

    Dave found me doing pull-ups off one of the new oaks in my back yard. The first I knew of his presence was his exclamation.

    “Jesus, Finn! Are you pumping steroids or something?”

    I tried to jump in several directions at once and landed on my butt yet again. “Crap, Dave! A little warning next time? You just about gave me a heart attack!”

    His self-pleasure bubbled over. “Nothing that you aren’t gunning for by taking all those steroids.”

    I said with exaggerated patience, “I’m not taking steroids, Dave. I’ve just been working out.” When he gave me a disbelieving look, I added, “A lot.”

    He plopped down beside me in the grass. “Finn, nobody loses that much weight and builds that much muscle in two weeks. You’re cheating!”

    I’d been caught. Spring and I were using some of the knowledge left behind by the shadow to try and encourage my body to grow. It was working, scarily fast, but it gave me a voracious appetite. I considered that a bonus. I love eating.

    Unfortunately, I couldn’t help but think about how the shadow’s bodies had twisted and deformed. I was really hoping that it was the shadow’s presence and not necessarily the changes wrought with the help of the caduceus. What can I say? I was an idiot.

    “Show me the rule book that says I’m cheating! Besides, I think you could do it, too. You have that bear totem. You could use that to help you. I’m pretty sure that the bear totem gave me the strength to throw Erik across the driveway.” 

    “Hmm. I think you’d have to loan me Spring for a while.”

    I snorted at the same time Spring did. “In your dreams, monkey boy!”

    He leered at me. “That’s just it, I want to have your dreams.”

    I’d made the mistake of telling Dave and the others how Spring could create a virtual world for the two of us. Now, they wouldn’t stop ribbing me about it. I sighed, but it was worth the price.

    “So, inquiring minds want to know: How did your English final go? Are you a graduate?”

    “Sorry, I thought I had texted you about it already. It went great. I passed with a D.”

    “Way to go, dude!” He offered me a high five, so I obliged him.

    “So, why didn’t you just hoodoo her into giving you an ‘A’?”

    I squirmed a little at that because I had spent a lot of time thinking the same thing. I finally gave him my winning argument. “I felt bad enough making her let me take the test over, even though I felt justified doing it. I just couldn’t bring myself to push it further. Besides, it doesn’t matter. Either way, you can now call me ‘college boy.’”

    He squinted his eyes at me and said, “After all this, you’re really planning to go to college?”

    “Yeah, I don’t know what else to do, when I move out of here, I’ve got to make a living somehow. Anderson keeps asking me to come work for him, but I’m not going near that place.”

    “What’s he want you to do?”

    “Scrape the shadows off the rest of the patients there.”

     “You’re kidding, right? He knows what just happened, right?”

    “Nope and yep.”

    “Tell him to screw off. You don’t need that kind of grief, and you don’t need college. You’re a superhero now, and I know how you can make a cool million dollars real quick.”

    “Forget it. I’m not robbing a bank.”

    “I’m not saying you should rob a bank. Have you ever heard of the Randi Prize?”

    “Sure, he’s the debunker guy who has offered a million dollars to someone who can show him a bona fide psychic ability.”

    He saw the look on my face. “Ah, the light dawns.”

    I grinned, thinking about what I would do with my million dollars when I won it. Things were looking up.

    Dave said, “Once we win the million, then we can get started.”

    “With w hat?”

    “Obviously, we will let that prize be the seed money for our new league of superheroes. A million won’t get us very far these days, but it is a start.”

    I rolled my eyes. “Dave, that’s just goofy. We’re not superheroes.”

    “Sure we are. We’ve got a good start. You’ve got your stick, I have the bear, and Jim has the snake.”

    “Did Jim get it to work for him?”

    “Naw, but I think he’s just scared.”

    I could never turn down a chance at sarcasm. “I can’t imagine why the thought of turning into a giant, killer snake would scare him.”

    My sarcasm was either lost on or ignored by Dave. “Me neither. I’d do it in a heartbeat.”

    “I know you would. You’re insane. How is turning into a snake or a bear going to make criminals quake in fear?”

    “Well, it would completely freak them out, for one.”

    “Yep, it would freak them out, enough that they’d be even more likely to shoot you full of holes.”

    “Finn! Mom wants you to come in for lunch!” yelled Holly, leaning out the sliding glass door.

    “Tell her Dave’s here for lunch, too!”

    “Okay!”

    “I can’t believe that you actually wanted a sister!” said Dave. “I’d have given you one of mine if you’d asked. They’re just a pain in my ass.”

    I gave him a hand up and said, “Naw. Holly is really cool. We get along really well. It’s like she’s always been a part of the family.”

    “Just wait till the honeymoon period is over. You’ll regret this. Mark my words.”

    I laughed and said, “Not going to happen. She’s got a big chunk of me in her—only in her it looks good.”

    We walked into the kitchen through the glass door. My mom had us sit down with Holly while she made a sandwich for Dave as well.

    While we were sitting there chatting, my dad came in from the front door with a cage holding two chickens. He came into the kitchen with a cheery hello to everyone.

    “Jack! Birds are filthy. Take those into the garage.”

    He gave his owl-eyed look to my mom and said, “Well, I was told that it is too hot out in the garage so I was going to take them down to the basement.”

    “Oh, that is so not going to happen, Mr. Morgenstern. Get those birds out of my house. You can put them in the shade in the backyard until you get a coop built for them.”

    My dadpausedand then obediently took the birds through the kitchen into the backyard.

    Dave laughed and said, “What is your Dad going to do with two chickens?”

    “Don’t ask… No, seriously, don’t ask.”

    My mom chimed in, “He’s on a special diet, Dave. Only fresh ingredients.”

    Dave seemed to take this at face value. He and my mom got along famously. They chattered away as I sat quietly chewing my tuna sandwich.

    I was still thinking what I was going to do with a million dollars when my iPhone announced another message. I pulled it out of my pocket and grimaced.

    “What’s wrong big brother?” asked Holly.

    “Nothing, it’s just Dr. Anderson again.”

    “What does he want?”

    “He wants me to come work with him. I told him I’d never touch another shadow, but now he wants me to try and teach his patients how to stop them like I do.”

    “Aren’t you going to do it?” Holly’s face became stricken.

    Uh oh. “Uh, no. I don’t want anything to do with those monsters.”

    Holly’s voice became strident. “But you have to!”

    “But Holly—”

    “You have to help those people! You don’t know what it’s like!”

    Oh yes we do, said Spring.

    We certainly did, but I hadn’t told my parents about that part. That limited my responses.

    “Listen Holly—”

    “No! You have to help them!” Holly’s eyes filled with tears. She ran out the kitchen crying.

    Ah crap. “Holly wait!”

    I looked for help from Dave and my Mom. There was none to be found. Neither of them truly comprehended how right Holly was, nor how much she meant to me.

    I squeezed my eyes shut and muttered surrender. “Crap.”

    I texted my response to Dr. Anderson and headed up to tell Holly the “good” news.

    You are an idiot. You know that right?

    Yeah, Spring, I know. 

    ***

    




A Note From Me

    Thank you for reading The Shadow's Touch. I hope you have enjoyed reading it as much as I enjoyed writing it. 

    Love it or hate it, please help me out and post a review on Amazon.com or GoodReads.com or whatever sites are important to you. With over 3000 books being released every month, it's tough to get the attention of the readers. If you did enjoy this story and would like to see more of Finn, please let your friends, connections, and followers know about it. 

    Check out scenes from Finn's next adventure—The Templar's Legacy below. Look for more books by me at your favorite booksellers.

    


 Excerpt From The Templar's Gift
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Surprise 

    No one ever wants to be attacked in their sleep, but I've found it can be uniquely stimulating—especially when you share your brain with a dryad. The last time it happened, I awoke just in time to get punched in the face and fall onto a dance floor, so this time, when the call came, I was ready. Heh.

    Finn! Wake up! Spring yelled right into my mind while she simultaneously jabbed a metaphysical finger into my adrenals. I shot up straight out of bed and shouted. “I'm awake!” 

    I landed gracefully on my butt beside my bed, still half covered in bed sheets. I groggily poked my head up and looked wildly around the room to find the threat. The sliver of moon and the twinkling Ohio stars cast practically no illumination, but it was enough to highlight the dark figure escaping through my window. To my second sight, he was surrounded by almost no aura.

    I yelled, “Stop!” and put some force into the command. The intruder froze. I smiled in self-congratulations. I could really get used to these Jedi mind tricks that my Caduceus—my magic piece of black driftwood plundered from the corpse of a monster at the bottom of a burial mound—let me perform. 

    Still buzzing from the adrenal surge, I bounced around my bed and grabbed the stalker's shoulders. His aura pulsed bright violet, he twisted in my grip, and a poorly seen fist flew at my face. I tried a Krav-Maga style elbow block-attack designed to stun my assailant while simultaneously protecting myself, but I mostly failed. His fist connected with the side of my head and rang my clock good. I fell back, pulling the ninja-wannabe backward into the room—on top of me. 

    Happily, he landed on my up-thrust elbow. His explosive exhale of air was followed by a gasp for breath. I grappled with the slim figure and was immediately distracted by some oh-so-interesting soft and squishy bits in my hands. He—was a she—and that discovery shorted my brain. In my defense, I was a horny 18-year-old boy, and my gonads frequently overpowered my higher cognitive functions. Anyway, her gender stunned me more than the blow to my head and stopped me long enough to allow the slender and very female attacker to spin in my grip and stab me in the chest with the knife I hadn't seen in her hands.

    Let me tell you, that can really ruin your evening. There was little pain at first. I didn't even realize that I had been stabbed when she tried to grab the caduceus from its permanent place, tied on a string looped around my neck. I grappled with her for possession momentarily before the lights to my room turned on and my dad yelled wordlessly in alarm.

    The light caught us both by surprise. Her eyes were all that was visible of her face behind her standard-issue black ninja-hoody-mask thing. They were wide, and the pupils were hugely dilated. The tableaux held for a long split-second before she leaped off of me and was out the window with the flowing grace of a mongoose. As she went up and through, her bright violet aura now accented her slender legs and shapely derriere. That compelling, and oh-so-enticing, combination seemed very familiar. Unfortunately, I was distracted from the pursuit of that thought. 

    As I possessively clutched the caduceus in my hand, the pain in my chest finally made it through the ultra-dense gray matter that composed most of my brain. The pain flared through me like white-hot fire. I looked down in shock to see the handle of the knife sticking horribly out of my chest.

    Freaking out and panicking, I had to get that knife out of me. I grabbed it and pulled it out just as my dad was yelling at me to leave it in place. 

    My dad tossed my double bed out of the way, so he could get to me. It crashed against my room's door and slammed it shut.

    I looked up at my dad in shock and dropped the bloody knife. I then related the most important fact about the attack. “Dad! It was a girl!” I looked back down at the spreading blood and unnecessarily added, “She stabbed me!” 

    The pain in my chest doubled when I tried to inhale, and my brain ejected everything else. 

    I panicked and struggled to sit up, but my dad forced me back down.

    “Lie down Finn! Don't move!”

    When I flopped back down, I exhaled and a fit of coughing exploded from me. Specs of blood spat out from my mouth onto my dad, myself, and my room. My cough got harder until I had no air left in my lungs. I raggedly tried to inhale again. Some air came in through my mouth, but the hole in my chest made a sound like the one you get when you are slurping the last of your milkshake through a straw—I still hate that sound.

    I started feeling light headed as I tried to breath. This time, not so much blood came out of my mouth, but I managed to blow blood bubbles through my well-ventilated chest. That is seriously disturbing.

    It seemed like no matter what I did, I couldn't get enough air into my lungs and damn it hurt! 

    My dad pressed his hand on my chest causing more pain. He yelled to my mom. “Helen! Call 911, and then bring me some duct tape!”

    I really wanted my dad to stop pushing on the knife wound, but every time I tried to talk, I ended up trying to cough my lungs out, so I gave up and tried to concentrate on my dad's voice.

    “Finn, you have a sucking chest wound, do you understand?”

    That sounded bad. Fear thrilled through me and my panic stepped it up a notch, but then it felt like someone poured a bucket of calm over my head, which then flowed through my entire body in a cool wave. The pain didn't go away but became distant and less important. My constant struggle for breath didn't go away, but my fear did.

    I relaxed and concentrated on breathing. My coughing stopped, and while I still felt short of breath, it didn't really bother me any more. 

    As I calmed down, my dad's controlled panic became more obvious to me. I found I could now focus on what he was saying.

    “Stay with me son. I've got you. You're going to be okay. That's it, just relax and breath.”

    I nodded and tried to reassure him. I pushed the words out between my breaths “Got it...dad... I'll be...fine.”

    My dad gave me an odd look, and then my mom pounded on the other side of the bedroom door.

    She sounded frantic. “Jack! The doors blocked! I can't get in!”

    My dad grimaced and then met my gaze. “Finn, I've got to go let your mother in. When that happens, I'm going to have to let go of your knife wound. I need you to put your hand on your chest here, can you do that?”

    “Sure dad.”

    My dad took my hand and slid it under his. It was really painful, but I didn't mind. In fact, I was feeling pretty good. I lifted my head, spit a gob of bloody phlegm at the floor and studied the intricate pattern it made on the hardwood while my dad jumped up and over to the bed. With one quick shove, he pushed it away from the door and let my mother in. She was followed by my little sister, Holly

    As he did this, I sat up by sort of shimmying my back up against the wall and panting heavily. When my dad turned, he let me know what he thought of that. “Finn! What the hell are you doing? I told you to stay on your back!”

    I smiled and waved weakly at him with my free hand and said, “S'okay dad...I'm feeling better.”

    He didn't believe me and forced me back down. Back on my back, he used my sheet to get as much of the blood as possible off me and then ran a strip of duct tape over the knife wound. He followed that with several more until I had a big duct tape bandage covering a third of my, fortunately hairless, chest.

    I thought to myself, Wow, that is really going to hurt when they pull that off. That struck me as funny, and I started to giggle. What the hell was wrong with me? Who laughed at a sucking chest wound?

    Spring answered that question.

    Finn! Stop laughing. I'm releasing endorphins to control your pain, but you are going to hurt yourself if you keep laughing and moving around. I'm trying to encourage healing and I don't need you tearing it all up again. Your lungs are in bad shape. There is fluid in the left lung, and a pneumothorax is preventing it from fully inflating. 

    Spring, how do you know all these medical terms when I don't even know them? 

    I have to do something to while away the night—now that you won't let me go dancing. 

    Spring, the last time you took me dancing, I got smacked in the head, and several people ended up injured from the stampede I caused when I lost it! 

    So, now we stay home all night while you sleep. Tell me, how's that working out for you? 

    Damn, you're cranky late at night. 

    That seemed even more funny, and I felt another laugh bubbling up, until I noticed my mom kneeling beside me, stroking my head. I had no idea how she got there, but she looked terrible. Her face was white with tension, and her eyes were full of fear and brimming with tears. Behind her, Holly was standing stricken with her hands over her mouth.

    I tried to lift my hand to pat my mom's face, but my dad and Spring both growled at me. Instead I misquoted Monty Python to her, “It's okay Mom, it's just a flesh wound. I'm feeling much better now. I think I'll go dancing.” I turned my attention to Holly. “Don't worry sis. Big bro's gonna be fine. Spring's got it all under control. She's fixing me.” 

    Aren't you? 

    Spring growled in my brain. I'm working on it. You can help by not talking so much.

    Okay! You don't have to be such a grump. 

     My dad looked seriously at me—thinking through what I had just said. While he did that, he was unconsciously licking the blood from his fingers.

    “Dad! That's just gross.”

    When he realized what he was doing, he actually blushed and snatched his fingers out of his mouth. “Oh! Sorry Finn. Just a bad habit.”

    In my dad's defense, I have to say that his condition was my fault. It's a long story, and I don't want to repeat it here, but the short version is that I had inadvertently turned him into some sort of ghoul or something. Now, the only thing that would sustain him was living flesh and the magic acorns that had grown when Spring was, uh, sexually harvesting me for her tree.

    It was only a short time before the paramedics showed up, but it was plenty of time for me to think about my growing hunger. This always happened when Spring supercharged my body's healing with power from the caduceus.

    I knew they wouldn't let me up, so I asked my mom. “Mom?”

    “Yes, sweetie?”

    “I'm starving. Can you make me a fried bologna sandwich?”

    It seemed like a good idea to me, but she obviously wasn't expecting it. Her surprise was so comical that it almost started me giggling again.

    A spear of pain stabbed deep into my chest and all desire to laugh went away. I gasped.

    Now stay still!  Spring's satisfaction with my immediate attention came through loud and clear. 

    When the paramedics showed up, they made approving noises over my father's field dressing, and then they moved me carefully to the stretcher and took me down to the waiting ambulance. All the while, I kept up a steady stream of happy chatter which I don't remember. They were pretty bemused by my good mood, but I had the time of my life looking at all the cool toys they had in the back. Unfortunately, I can't recall much of what I saw or said.

    By the time they brought me into the emergency room, the euphoria was wearing off, and I was starting to feel sorry for myself. Everything had been looking so good. How could it have gone south so bad? First there were two murders and then mysterious figures spirited Colette away in the night—and I'd only got to kiss her that one time!

    I missed her. Her kinky brown hair, dimples and ready smile. Her beautiful violet aura...

    And, she had just stabbed me… 

    That bitch! snarled Spring from where she sat somewhere inside me auditing my thoughts. She's not a spy. She's an assassin!

    I seriously doubt it Spring... 

    Oh yeah? You still think she didn't kill Richard? 

    Well... 

    Remember how we found her? 

    Of course I do! 

    She had been alone in the room with the gun that had killed him—her gun. Which probably meant that she was the one who had killed Pietro too. After all, she did admit to me that she had a history with both of them. 

    I wondered if it also meant she didn't actually like me.

    Gee Finn, ya think? 

    Damn it Spring, I really liked her! 

    I'd say your taste in women is pretty pathetic, she retorted. 

    Oh yeah? Well I really liked you too. 

    Beginner's luck. 

    Damn it!

    



A Note from the Author

     

    Thank-you for reading The Shadow’s Kiss. I hope you enjoyed it. But, whether you liked it or hated it, please help me improve my writing and take the time to review this book on http://www.Amazon.com, or http://www.Goodreads.com.

    




    If you did like it, the only way I can continue writing is if people like you spread the word, so please go and tell everyone you know about this book. 
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