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Dedication

 


We dedicate this book to the health,
happiness, and laughter of all those we love so dearly, and to the
treasured memory of those we've loved and lost.

Especially Danny - our family's
youngest son/brother.

♥ ♥ ♥
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A Word from the
Authors

 


 


 


Our story takes place
mainly in Arizona. Readers may recognize real cities and towns, as
well as mountain ranges and canyons, however, we have taken the
liberty to include fictitious places as well.

 


Several scenes and
expressions used were based on actual events and/or the authors'
lived experiences. These scenes have been fictionalized and merged
into our character's lives, with no malicious intent
implied.

 


We sincerely hope you enjoy
our southwest story.
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THERE IS THE WORLD OF THE
FLESH,

AND THERE IS THE SPIRIT
WORLD.

WHEN THE FLESH IS
GONE,

THE SPIRIT FOREVER
REMAINS.

THEIR VOICES SPEAK TO
THOSE WHO

KNOW HOW TO
LISTEN.

WISDOM IS BORN IN THE
HEART,

AND THEN
SPOKEN.

WOLF CLAN SONG
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CHAPTER 1

 


 


THE BOUNDARIES WHICH DIVIDE LIFE FROM DEATH
ARE AT BEST SHADOWY AND VAGUE.

WHO SHALL SAY WHERE THE ONE ENDS, AND WHERE
THE OTHER BEGINS?

 


~ EDGAR ALLEN POE ~

 


 


In the lonely reaches of the jumbled canyons
in the far northern part of Arizona, parched brown tendrils of
grass swayed as a hot breeze moved among the black rocks. Baking in
the languid desert heat, the deep ravine surrounded by thorny
mesquite trees stretched north and south under a metallic blue sky.
A tan lizard scurrying across a sun-bleached slab of caliche
stopped - its head turning nervously toward the two towering rock
formations that stood sentry at the head of the ravine. From the
clump of prickly pear cactus, from the nodding weeds, and from the
earth itself, a reverberating rumble arose - sounding like the
distant beating of drums. The fitful wind ceased. The surrounding
expanse lay still, waiting. The earth trembled. A small area of
ground began to bulge, split open, and like a miniature volcano,
gave birth to a rift of dust and ash. As it slowly emerged from the
dim interior, the dust coalesced into a vague, animal-like shape.
Gradually the rumbling subsided. A sudden breath of air swept
through the mesquite trees, bringing with it the distant
high-pitched wailing of a pulsing chant. As the sound drifted
through the clearing, deep within the depths of the shadowy entity,
a pair of yellow eyes opened. The dark form shifted and blinked.
Then started moving south – with purpose.

 


 


 


 


 


 


 



CHAPTER 2

 


 


LIKE A SHADOW, I AM AND I AM NOT.

 


~ RUMI ~

 


 


Silence. Silence and darkness. But not total
darkness. LexAnne Wayans’ lawn chair seemed to float in a lake of
utter black – except for the inverted indigo bowl that arched
overhead; its vast reaches strewn with distant, winking points of
light. The Milky Way traced a staggered path upward, rising from
behind the mountains to cross the sky and fall to the far-off
desert.

 


Some miles away down Highway 260, lights from the
nearest city of Cottonwood, Arizona glittered, and even farther and
higher in the hills, the twinkling of another tiny settlement - the
old mining town of Jerome sparkled in the dark like a diamond on
the shoulder of Mingus Mountain.

 


Not quite silence, either. A warm desert wind lifted
whispers from the dry grass lining the driveway that curved away
from her chair in an unseen rutted sweep to the dirt road
below.

 


Some fifty feet behind where she sat enjoying the
night, her house squatted on the hilltop, a dim silhouette against
the sparkle of the sky. Slowly dissipating the day's heat, its
windows were open, inviting cooler evening air that, hopefully,
drifted down from the mountain. Somewhere in the hills beyond her
property, a coyote yipped sharply, and then howled.

 


Leaning to one side, Lexi groped for her iced tea,
letting her eyes graze the distinctly etched skyline of the Black
Hills Mountain range to the west. Still no clouds in sight;
probably another week or so before monsoon season started. Hot and
dry. And more hot and drier yet - story of the Southwest.

“But don't worry, it's a dry
heat!” she reminded herself. “Yeah, sure. And isn't that what they
told the turkey on Thanksgiving?” Grinning at the old Southwest
joke, she settled back again, idly planning her activities for the
next day.

 


In front of her, the air shifted. Suddenly it
exploded with movement and hot breath in her face. Something solid
brushed against her knee. Claws landed heavily in her lap. She
screamed and reared back, heart hammering in her chest, thrusting
both hands forward to ward off the unknown thing. Her drink sloshed
over, soaking her shorts, and the glass clattered to the ground.
Urgent scuffling sounded right in front of her.

 


Panicked, Lexi scrabbled blindly for her flashlight.
She clicked it on and saw the furry rumps of three small dogs
galloping in a hasty retreat down the driveway. One of them turned
back to gaze at her reproachfully, emitting a low woof. The other
two high-tailed it around the bend and out of sight.

 


“Oh, I'm so sorry, pooches,” she
called out after them, laughing. “I guess we both scared each
other! I thought you were coyotes... or javelina. Or something
scary... but I suppose you're just more of Homer's babies.” Her
nearest neighbor was about a mile to the west, and his dogs seemed
to break out at least once a month.

 


Off toward the backyard where the forest property
began, where deep arroyos folded into the earth and foothills
covered in scrub rolled away into the night, a shape moved - a
darker mass against the black. She heard another soft woofing
breath. Lexi's head swiveled, listening. Another dog? Her troubled
blue eyes peered into the darkness, probing the fence line. A
sudden cascade of goosebumps ran up her arms and onto her
shoulders.

 


“Come on, LexAnne, get real.” Lexi
was talking to herself again. She shook her head, muttering,
“That’s enough spooky games for one night!” Jumping up, she headed
inside. And turned on all the lights.


Chapter 3

 


Do not depend on anyone too much in
this world,

For even your shadow leaves you when
you're in darkness.

 


~ Ibn Taymiyyah ~

 


 


The warm, crimson blood trickled down onto the stark
white sheets, seemingly in slow motion. Once it reached the edge of
the thin mattress, it spilled over and splattered down to the cold
tile floor of the infirmary, making loud, unpleasant sounds. With a
reproving headshake, Lloyd Winslow DeMarcus frowned at the lifeless
body stretched out on the exam table. “It appears you are creating
a mess, doctor,” he muttered through gritted teeth. Not that he
minded the freshly stained sheets, but the constant
splat-splat-plopping racket chafed his eardrums. Using his foot, he
slid the wastebasket nearer to the bed and, hoping to muffle the
noise; he crumpled up several pieces of paper towel and tossed them
into the container. In fascination, his attention focused on the
blood as it dripped onto the paper; each muted drop expanding out
like a lovely red rose.

 


“Carotid arteries can be so
messy,” he mused. Satisfied with the ensuing silence, a narrow
smile crossed his face, his cheek tightened, and his right eye
twitched in an involuntary tick – “but… so available. So
convenient. So beautiful.”

 


While clutching a clean corner of the sheet, Lloyd
started humming as he wiped the blood off the murder weapon; the
doctor’s ballpoint pen. He stepped out of his orange jumpsuit and
into the doctor’s scrubs and white lab coat. After hanging the
stethoscope around his neck, he secured the doctor’s nametag on his
lapel. He took a quick check in the mirror, ran a hand through his
black, thinning hair, and then rubbed his now clean-shaven jawline.
A renewed sense of excitement arose as he admired his reflection.
Ridding his chin of the decade-long scraggly beard might even help
cement the disguise.

 


He drew in a deep breath. The coppery smell of fresh
blood was an arousing reminder of his last encounter before being
thrown in the slammer. That one had accompanied an exciting assault
just prior to the killing, and as he recalled - with an extremely
voluptuous woman. To be fair, it wasn’t very often Lloyd had to
kill a male. But this one was unavoidable – rather necessary in
fact.

 


He had to admit, escaping from prison would be even
easier than he’d anticipated; it was absurd how oblivious the
guards were these days – and quite unorganized at this new
building. So many additional guards hired - still not accustomed to
their new surroundings -definitely seemed to leave them wide open
for at least one attempted escape. As he sneered in contempt, he
mused, incompetent fools. Keystone cops, all of them.

 


***

 


Two floors below, the husky corrections officer made
an abrupt stop when he spotted an empty cell and looked down at his
clipboard. Not all that concerned, he called out over his shoulder
towards the control room, “Hey, Joe, where’s DeMarcus?”

 


A moment later, the answer echoed down the corridor,
“He went to the infirmary. Some kinda nasty rash on his chest.”

 


“Great,” the guard mumbled as he
lumbered on, struggling to finish the afternoon head-count. “It’s
gonna take forever to get this frickin mess all figured
out.”

 


Lloyd DeMarcus dropped a tube of Calamine lotion and
the dead doctor’s keys into his pocket, grabbed the same pen used
to stab him with, bent over the desk, and in bold print began to
write.

 


A very tiny smudge of red preceded the words:
“Caution: Contagion. Do Not Enter!”

 


Before stepping out into the hallway, he grabbed two
surgical masks and the doctor’s phone and wallet. He pulled the
door shut, locked it with the key, and taped the note at eye level.
As he turned to begin the long trek down the corridor, he met his
fellow inmate. Vernon Trask’s eyes were wide and uneasy, and he was
also clad in a pair of blue scrubs.

 


“Did everything go as planned?”
Lloyd whispered as they fell into step together. Although for every
step Lloyd took, Vernon had to take two or three. He was much
shorter than Lloyd, quite stocky, and already gasping for air. His
set of “borrowed” scrubs were skin tight, but bunched up at the
ankle.

 


“Yup. Except my med-tech didn’t
have a white coat,” Vernon answered, reaching over awkwardly to
touch Lloyd’s sleeve.

 


Lloyd jerked his arm away and through gritted teeth
said, “Keep your fucking hands to yourself!” Seeing how tight
Vernon’s outfit was, he added, “By the looks of it, there probably
isn’t one big enough, anyway.” Handing him one of the masks, he
ordered, “Put this on. Keep your mouth shut and act like I’m
explaining something to you.”

 


They both slipped a pale blue surgical mask over
their nose and mouth, and Lloyd began his memorized speech
regarding contagion and spreading viruses. They walked deliberately
slow so as not to attract any undue attention. With a brief,
distracted glance up, the guard buzzed them through the gate, and
then again through the outside door. “See you next week Doc,” he
mumbled, engrossed in a mindless Solitaire game on the
computer.

 


Lloyd gave him a quick, confident wave as he pushed
open the heavy door. The sudden burst of sunlight nearly blinded
him. He blinked several times but had to look down as his eyes
adjusted to the brilliance of the outdoors and he spotted something
he had not seen in years; his shadow.


CHAPTER 4

 


 


AS A CHILD I NEVER IMAGINED
THAT

ALL OF THE REAL MONSTERS IN THE WORLD
WOULD BE HUMANS.

 


~ MOBEEN HAKEEM ~

 


 


Still squinting from the sunlight, Lloyd pulled the
stifling mask from his face and inhaled his first breath of
freedom. He clicked the key fob and, following the sound of the
beep, they wound between several other vehicles toward a sleek,
black Cadillac.

 


“Wow!” Vernon blared, eyes wide in
astonishment. He ripped his mask off and dropped it on the asphalt.
Edging his way around the shiny car to check out the back, still
marveling, he added, “Nice wheels, Boss!”

 


“Just shut up and get in, you damn
fool!” Lloyd hissed, opening the driver’s door. “And pick up your
garbage.”

 


Vernon picked up his trash, climbed into the front
seat, and immediately started touching all the buttons and knobs on
the dashboard. Lloyd rolled his eyes and started the engine. He had
zero patience for wasting time. His only goal was to get as far
away from the lousy prison as humanly possible. But first, they
needed to make it out of the lot.

 


As he backed out of the reserved parking spot, the
rear-view mirror lit up with reflections from the sun bouncing off
the thorny tops of the barbed wire. Lloyd rubbed his sore, yet
itchy chest, imagining for a moment the pain that the devil’s rope
might have caused if he had tried to climb over the fence. His fake
rash was actually the result of sand paper, confiscated from the
shop, and gingerly scraped until bleeding ensued. It hurt like hell
and the healing scabs were irritating, but perhaps less harrowing
than scaling a razor-edged wall.

 


Lloyd reached forward, grabbed a pair of sunglasses
off the dash, and slipped them on. The guard at the main entrance
seemed to be taking his time to open the huge sliding gate across
the driveway, and he was positive it was because he’d seen the
moron admiring the goddamn car. Regretting the decision to include
Vernon in on the breakout, he vowed to dump his sorry ass as soon
as possible.

 


“Pick up the newspaper and act
like you’re reading!” Lloyd bellowed at his new enemy.

 


Vernon did as he was told. Lloyd opened the window,
nonchalantly glanced up at the officer, gave him a quick nod, and
spying his nametag, he called through the open window, “Have a nice
day, Tom. See you next week.”

 


If Lloyd was anything, he was a great actor. How
else would he have succeeded in bedding all those women through the
years? Admittedly, as he’d gotten older, it became somewhat more
challenging, and he ended up resorting to desperate measures to
have his way with many of them. However, he never allowed himself
to think about that. Most true narcissists believe they are god’s
gift to all females in the general vicinity, but Lloyd was not only
a narcissist, he was far more evil than most. With each ensuing
rape, he was even more convinced that every single one of those
bitches had such unrelenting desire for him; he simply had to
comply with their wishes. Not once did he feel remorse over the
ones he had to kill…

 


The gate slid to the side, painstakingly slow and
grindingly screaky; Lloyd finally drove through and heaved an angry
sigh. “We made it… no fucking thanks to you!” He cranked the
steering wheel, turning left, and away from the prison.

 


Crumpling the newspaper in a ball, and tossing it
into the back seat, Vernon yelled right back, “What the fuck you
talkin about?”

 


“Your ignorant actions nearly
ruined everything when you stopped to admire the car!”

 


“Oh, blow me. We’re fine.” With a
nervous frown, Vernon peered into the side-view mirror. “There’s no
one even knows we excaped yet. We pulled it off, just like you said
we would, Boss!”

 


After a loud, annoyed groan, Lloyd said, “its
pronounced escape, you illiterate fool. Not EXcape. Try speaking
English, why don’t you?”

 


The longer they discussed their future options, the
more irritated Lloyd became with Vernon. He needed to get rid of
the half-wit before he got them both caught, and he came up with a
plan while driving north on Interstate 17. He exited the highway
when he spotted an outlet mall, pulled into the parking lot, and
realized he could kill two birds with one stone. Snickering to
himself, he knew that in reality, one kill would be literal, and
the other figurative.

 


A moment after he parked the vehicle, without any
emotion whatsoever, he stated, “We need to part ways now, Vernon. I
have to take care of some long overdue business.” He didn’t dare
say with whom or where, but this business was a long time coming.
It took some digging, but with all those prison computers and how
easy it had become to locate people, he knew exactly where the
bitch had moved. After he dealt with her, he could head to
Mexico.

 


Vernon’s mouth gaped open. “What? Why? We make a
great team, don’t we, Boss?”

 


Shaking his head, Lloyd said, “Not that I feel
obliged to explain myself to you, but look.” Lloyd raised a hand up
above his head, almost touching the headliner, as though showing
him levels. “This is God,” he announced. He then lowered his hand
about three inches, and in an air of arrogant superiority said,
“This is me.” And lowering his hand almost to the floor, without
shame or compassion, he said, “This is the rest of you morons.”

 


Vernon opened his mouth to speak, but before he
could get a word in, Lloyd announced, “You can take the car. This
is where I leave you.” And with that, he opened the door and slid
out into the scorching heat of the late-afternoon sun and headed
toward the main entrance of the mall.

 


One quick glance back told him that Vernon had taken
mere seconds before slipping into the driver’s seat. Pausing a
moment, Lloyd saw him speed out of the parking lot and head down
the road. With a chuckle, he mumbled to himself, “The freaking
moron will probably get caught in no time at all.” He opened the
heavy glass door and stepped into the cool air conditioning, still
grinning like a maniac.

 


For several hours he sat at a corner table in the
food court, sipping a diet Coke and planning his next move. He had
unfinished business in the middle of the state, but he figured he
may as well have a little bit of fun before heading north to
Cottonwood. Lloyd kept his eyes peeled for the perfect match. She
had to be alone, and it would be helpful if she was loaded down
with lots of shopping bags. And it sure wouldn’t hurt if she was
good-looking. As he finished his drink, he finally saw her. Medium
build, long blonde hair, very pretty. Slowly his head tilted to the
side as he observed her, his eyes glittering. His right eye
twitched violently, making his lip curl up as an ugly smirk began
to spread across his face. This one will do nicely, he thought.
Deep in his throat, an eerie hum began.


CHAPTER 5

 


 


MURDER IS LIKE POTATO
CHIPS;

YOU CAN'T STOP WITH JUST
ONE.

 


~ STEPHEN KING ~

 


 


Gathering up all of her packages, the pretty
woman with the long blonde hair finally got up to leave the mall.
Unnoticed among the shoppers, Lloyd DeMarcus followed her outside.
The hot breeze of dusk ushered in the promise of a cooler evening,
merely a tad better than the blistering sun had been. But the
weather was the furthest thing from Lloyd’s mind. This was the
first time in years he felt excited at the prospect of what the
immediate future might hold. Feeling the heat rush to his groin, he
casually adjusted himself, quite glad he was still wearing
loose-fitting scrubs.

 


As the lady neared her vehicle, she rummaged
in her purse attempting to find her car keys. Lloyd stopped at the
truck beside hers and pretended he was opening the door. He watched
her fumbling, cleared his throat, and said, “Need some help,
Miss?”

 


Her blonde hair swung around, her eyes grew
wide as she cast a fearful glance his way, and she dropped two
bags. But the moment she spotted the white coat, her frightened
expression relaxed. “Oh, no thanks. I’m fine.”

 


“Here, let me help,” Lloyd
said, approaching her car. He scooped up her things as she
retrieved the keys. “I’ll get that for you,” he said kindly,
smoothly taking the keys from her hand. He unlocked the vehicle,
they deposited the bags in back, and then as she closed the trunk,
he took several quick steps and opened the driver’s door. Like a
polished gentleman, he motioned for her to get inside. An amused
grin erupted on her blushing face; she thanked him profusely as she
neared the door and then slid in behind the wheel.

 


 


With a quick glance around to make sure no
one was looking, Lloyd smiled at her and acted as though he was
about to give her the keys, but as she held out her hand for them,
he slammed his fist into her jaw and knocked her out cold. In one
swift movement, he shoved her over to the passenger side and jumped
in the driver’s seat. As he drove off, he glanced over at the
unconscious woman and let out a quiet cackle. With her head thrown
back and to the side, the lovely line of her exposed neck caused
his eye to twitch, and he whispered, “You know you’re going to like
this.”

 


***

 


Heading north on I-17, Lloyd spied what
appeared to be a thrift store drop-off center. After seeing that it
was closed, he pulled into the lot at the back of the building. He
needed to locate something else to wear and get rid of the doctor’s
clothes. It had grown dark, and there was an amber light hanging
precariously above the door that illuminated only a small area. In
the dimness he discovered several loose bags and boxes of clothing
sitting near the over-head door, along with an old bicycle, a
television set, and a mattress. He drove up closer and parked.
Taking a brief glance at his mall lady, he saw that she was still
unconscious.

 


Lloyd crouched down and hastily rummaged
through the clothing, looking for non-descript shirts and pants. He
glanced up at the mattress and imagined it could come in handy once
she’s awake. Lloyd preferred his victims to be conscious, if at all
possible, for their enjoyment as well as his. But just as he’d
finished choosing his new wardrobe, which included a worn out black
baseball cap and a pair of cowboy boots, he heard the distinctive
cha-chunk of a revolver being cocked. He swung his head around to
find the barrel of a handgun pointing directly at his face.

 


“Give me my keys,
asshole.” Her voice shook with anger and fear.

 


The woman was braver than he’d imagined.
But, knowing he could overtake her in a second, he stood up and
gave her a sly grin. “Is this how you thank me for helping you, you
little bitch?”

 


“If that’s what you call
helping, I’d hate to see what you do to those you wish to harm.”
Her chin was red and swollen, and she rubbed it with her left hand
as she wiggled the one holding the gun - still aimed at him. “Give
me my keys… now!”

 


Lloyd slowly reached into the pocket of the
white coat and acted as though he was going to toss them to her,
but instead, he grabbed her arm and attempted to aim the gun away.
The tug of war only lasted a few moments, but being much larger and
stronger than she was, he succeeded in twisting the pistol towards
her just before it fired into her neck. The shot was deafening, and
the air filled with acrid smoke. Eyes wide with shock, she
sputtered and gagged when the blood began to pour out of her mouth.
Arms still entwined from the struggle, he allowed her to slump to
the ground and pried the weapon from her now limp fingers.

 


Right before she closed her eyes for the
last time, Lloyd muttered, “Dammit, lady. I had plans for you and
me. You would have been such a pleasant diversion.”

 


He set the car keys down near one of the
boxes, wriggled out of the white coat, now splattered with blood,
and wrapped it around the dead woman. He spotted a dumpster several
yards behind the back of the store and made a calculated decision.
After taking all of her jewelry off, he hoisted her up and into the
green bin – like so much garbage, exactly like the worthless trash
she’d turned out to be. Exactly the same as all the women in his
life had done - she turned on him. Like he was nothing. Every
single woman he ever knew, including his bitch of a mother. All of
them, backstabbing sluts and whores.

 


Quickly making his way back to the pile of
clothes, he detected a scratching scuffle near the dumpster and
assumed it was only a rodent of some sort. Hurrying now, he ripped
off the scrubs and shoes and climbed into a pair of baggy jeans, a
black t-shirt, and stepped into some boots. He picked up the gun
and put it in his waistband and threw the baseball cap into the
front seat. He then removed all forms of identity from the woman’s
purse. He rammed everything into his pocket, tossed the purse into
one of the donation boxes, keeping the money, credit cards, and
jewelry for himself. He grabbed a gray hoodie, should the night
turn chilly, and once again, heard the scratching sound. Some kind
of movement caught his eye. Swiveling his head and peering into the
darkness, he saw a large shadowy figure moving slowly, coming from
behind the dumpster and inching its way along the side. This was
not a small rodent.

 


Never in a million years would Lloyd
DeMarcus admit to being afraid, but the hairs on the back of his
neck stood on end and a steadily increasing sense of foreboding
caused him to lunge for the safety of the vehicle. Tripping over
one of his discarded shoes, he snapped it up and hurled it toward
the dumpster. It slammed into the steel with a clanging thud just
as Lloyd closed the car door. He cranked the engine on, slammed it
into gear, and sped away without looking back. As soon as he hit
the road, he slowed down, realizing the need to blend in with
traffic.

 


While heading north, he passed a prison bus,
no doubt on the way to the same place he’d escaped, and grinning
with malicious satisfaction, he flipped them the bird. “They’ll
find that imbecile, Vernon Trask just outside of Phoenix. That
ought to put them off my track, at least for a while.”

 


***

 


Even though Cottonwood is west on Hwy. 260,
Lloyd turned east, hoping to keep anyone from tracking him to her
town. He had realized that he’d have to ditch the car at some point
before getting there, anyway. His plan was to hide out in the
desert while he stalked his prey, monitoring her daily routines;
and then strike at the best possible moment. The vehicle was almost
on empty, and he needed some supplies, so he found an out of the
way gas station near Camp Verde, swiped a credit card, and quickly
began fueling up the car, murmuring to himself, “Thanks for leaving
me with an empty tank, mall-lady bitch.” Hoping no one recognized
him, he kept his hood up and his head down. It was the best he
could do under the circumstances. Mall-lady had very little cash on
her.

 


A glance toward the glass doors revealed the
name and hours of the tiny business. Henry and Helen Sipe –
Proprietors. Open 9a.m. to 9p.m. Monday through Saturday. Closed on
Sundays.

 


A bright red jeep pulled into the adjacent
side of the pump and a big burly man wearing a red plaid flannel
shirt jumped out. Within moments, a black lab popped his snout out
of the open window on the driver’s side and started barking at
Lloyd. The guy attempted to get his dog to stop, but to no avail.
The incessant yapping irritated Lloyd; he had all he could do to
not punch the man’s lights out and stab his obnoxious mutt.

 


As soon as the car was gassed up; Lloyd
backed it into a parking spot and waited. He kept his eyes on
lumberjack man as he finished gassing up and then trudge into the
convenience store. The interior clock blinked 8:48. He had to time
it just right.

***

 


“Hey, Helen!” Shirley
hollered from down the aisle, “Could you drop me off after work
tonight? My car’s back at the shop and I just got a text from my
mom. She can’t pick me up; apparently she’s suddenly developed a
case of the flu.”

 


Helen Sipe stood behind the cash register,
finishing a sale. She put the man’s drinks and chips into a plastic
bag, and said, “Thank you, sir. Come again.” The man in the flannel
shirt smiled and nodded, and after he left, Helen called out, “Of
course, Shirl. But not until you finish cleaning, dear.” She
glanced up at the clock. “You still have five minutes before you
can punch out.”

 


Shirley chuckled. “I’m almost done,
boss-lady.” As she continued sweeping, she noticed someone in a
dark gray hoodie approaching the glass doors. She flicked her pink
streaked hair back and grumbled to herself, “Dammit. Why do people
always have to show up at the freaking end of the freaking
day?”

***

 


Lloyd DeMarcus stepped into the store and
paused, surveying the area. To his left, an older, gray-haired
woman was busy organizing items behind the counter; she greeted him
and said hello without looking up. To his right, maybe four aisles
of normal convenience store merchandise. There was a display rack
of sunglasses, a small chest freezer with ice cream, a section with
t-shirts and souvenirs, and several shelves with canned and dry
goods and candy. On his way to the snack aisle he spotted a large
section of shelves with backpacks and he swiveled around to check
them out. He grabbed an over-sized army-green one, and as he
marched up and down the aisles, he filled it with things he would
need to survive. Matches, flashlight, snacks, water, easy-open
canned goods, and a large, sharp hunting knife.

 


He encountered a pink haired teenage girl
heading towards him just as he placed some soup into the backpack.
She squared her shoulders and said, “Excuse me, Mister, but are you
planning to pay for those things?”

 


He acted as though he didn’t hear her,
picked up another can of soup, and keeping his head down, pretended
to read the label.

 


Shirley stepped closer, and attempting to
get his attention, she bent forward and put her head right next to
the can in his hand and glared up at him with a questioning frown.
Their eyes met. He couldn’t allow anyone to see his face like this!
A flash of anger shot through Lloyd, and without a second thought,
he bashed her temple in with the heavy can. As she began to fall to
the ground, he caught the girl and her broom. A quick glance around
showed him an open door near the back of the store, and he dragged
her unconscious body into it without making a sound. While in
there, he peeled open his new knife, and with the ease of an
accomplished meat carver, he slid the blade across her throat,
opening up her carotid artery. The unplanned kill gave him a
salacious quiver, and he drew in a shaky breath. After positioning
her limp body next to the conveniently located floor drain, he took
a moment to watch the blood mingle with her pink hair and slowly
flow downhill toward the grate. He stepped back into the store and
quietly shut the door, humming to himself.

 


“Shirley!” a voice rang
out. “Put the broom away and get that OPEN sign turned
off!”

 


Lloyd made his way to the front of the
store, still trying to keep his head down. “Where is that damn
girl?” The woman hissed to herself as she came from behind the
counter, adding, “Why do I have to do everything myself?” With
another glance toward the neon sign that still proclaimed that they
were open, she sighed and paraded around the corner, nearly
knocking right into Lloyd.

 


She excused herself and said, “I’ll be right
with you, sir,” and she continued up the aisle.

 


Lloyd hesitated a moment, but rushed to her
side just as she stepped into the room to find her employee lying
in a pool of blood. Before the woman could let out her inevitable
scream, he reached around and clamped a hand over her mouth, pushed
her into the storage room, and with his other hand, pulled the
knife back out of his pocket. After a perfectly clean cut through
her throat, he dumped the woman beside the dead teenager. He
shuddered and an elated chortle escaped his lips. While wiping off
the blade, he noticed the light switch that controlled the OPEN
sign in the window; he flipped it off and exited the room. As he
stepped to the front once more, he spotted a young couple heading
toward the main entrance and under his breath, he mumbled, “This
fucking dump is like Grand Central Station!”

 


Before they entered, Lloyd hurried behind
the counter and opened the cash register. As the pair meandered
through the store, he pocketed the paper bills, and attempted to
make himself look busy organizing displays and products on the
shelves lining the back wall.

 


The help-yourself cappuccino machine hissed
and sputtered, and moments later, the couple stepped up to the
counter. As much as he enjoyed slicing and dicing, all Lloyd wanted
was to get out of this joint and find a place to sleep. Continuing
to face away from the couple, he said, “We closed ten minutes ago
folks. The coffee is on the house.”

 


“Are you serious?” The
young lady giggled and added, “Thanks, mister!”

 


The guy said, “Dude, that’s awesome!”

 


As soon as the door shut behind them, Lloyd
locked the deadbolt and turned off all the inside lights. Finally,
he could get on with his life, and get some rest.

 


He left through a back door, walked around
to the side where the car was waiting, and tossed the full backpack
inside. Behind the car, something rustled in the bushes, and a low,
rumbling growl floated out from within the darkness. Once again,
the sense of foreboding surrounded him, and without looking back,
Lloyd DeMarcus jumped into the car and sped away.

 


***

 


A few miles up the road, Lloyd was surprised
to see he had caught up to the familiar red jeep that was at the
gas station. Lumberjack man was a dawdler and had no clue how to
maintain the actual speed limit. Just as he was about to pass it,
the jeep’s blinker went on. Without even thinking, Lloyd followed
him into a rest stop and parked along the row of bushes near the
restrooms. From within the shadows of the parking lot, he kept his
eyes on the man as he walked the dog, scooped up the droppings, and
then put the animal back into the vehicle. After closing the jeep
door, the man deposited the plastic bag into a receptacle, and
turning back; he raised a finger at the window, and in a firm tone,
said, “Stay!” He did an about face and trudged toward the big brick
building, still in slow motion.

 


Lloyd waited for a moment, checked to make
sure the coast was clear, grabbed a piece of beef jerky out of his
backpack, and hurried to the jeep. The dog started barking
immediately, but the minute he waved the meat closer to the
half-open window, the animal sniffed the air and stopped barking.
He inched closer, and when the dog stuck his snout out to take a
bite, Lloyd jammed the knife into its throat. “That’ll teach you to
bark at me,” he hissed as he watched the black fur slump out of
sight. With his backpack already slung over his shoulder, he
slipped past the bushes, through the cactus and scrub, and into the
darkness of the desert.
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“Spirit of the Wolf,
You who wanders the wild lands.
You who is silent in the Shadows.
You who runs and leaps
Between moss-covered trees.
Lend me your primal strength,
And the wisdom of your glowing eyes.
Teach me to relentlessly track my desires,
And to stand in defense for the onesTlove.
Show me the hidden paths,
And the moonlit fields.
Fierce spirit,
‘Walk with me in my solitude.
Howl with me in joy.
And guard me
AsTmove though this world.”

Remember my name - Cheveyo.
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