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From the deepest, darkest corners of existence, there have been enemies lurking. They have been patient and cunning. They are able to anticipate all strategies of attack with the most unexpected defensive maneuvers with ease. This enemy knows man better than men know themselves. Mankind is on the verge of coming face to face with this greatest of all threats that has existed throughout history. This enemy has been closing in on the human race for centuries. They are the Cacodemons.

Off-world observers recognized the threat and devised a careful plan to help the people of Earth, so that they might be ready and have a fighting chance of defeating them. They are called Rapah, and they are strategically assigned to work with millions of key people on Earth, one-on-one. Their methods, though covert, are intended to give mankind the advantage that will be needed when the war begins in earnest. But time is running out, and the threat is ever-increasing.
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Chapter One: The New Girl in Class
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“OUR FEAR OF DEATH IS like our fear that summer will be short, but when we have had our swing of pleasure, our fill of fruit, and our swelter of heat, we say we have had our day.” - John Donne, 1620

The summer had been short; it was September already. School began the end of August, and after only two weeks, the fear and burden of not doing well had consumed the students of Ware Junior/Senior High.

It was Friday, September 7. Cameron was ready for the week to be over, even though it was just the second week of school, and it was going to be a short week because of Labor Day. He had gotten all his homework done last night, and even though he knew it wasn’t done to perfection, he felt the relief of being able to turn something in. He didn’t spend too much time on it because he had just gotten a new video game for his sixteenth birthday, and he just had to reach a respectable level before attending to anything else. Even with his mother’s directive to get his room straightened up, along with cleaning the bathroom and taking out the trash, he felt that those chores could wait one more day. He did, however, get to his homework eventually, and that felt like quite an accomplishment for him on a Thursday night.

Cameron was tall for his age and well-proportioned despite being rather sedentary in his lifestyle. He had short, curly, dark brown hair that he hardly ever combed much since it always sat nicely up on top of his head. He lived in Ware, Massachusetts, all his life and had friends that he would play video games with, but that was about the extent of his social life. The other kids at school would call them the “cave dwellers” because of their pale skin from being indoors much of the time.

He was a little early to school, so he took the long way through the multicolored hallways to the upper-class end of the school. He liked the journey through the earlier classes that he attended in his past. Not that it went back very far. He grew up in Ware and his past at Ware Junior/Senior High School was only the ninth and tenth grades. The halls were a dingy red for ninth, faded yellow for tenth, dark green for eleventh which was where he was, and bright blue for twelfth. When he reached his locker, there was no need to remember the combination since the handle was broken. He didn’t mind as there was never anything of value that he left in it. Of all the lockers on the wall where his was, he had the only one that was broken.

When he arrived at home room that morning, his teacher, Mrs. Fletcher, introduced a new student––Sonja Olivetti. Cameron was instantly smitten. He had never felt this way before, and apparently, it showed. Bill and Kevin, his two closest friends, started laughing out loud as Cameron realized that his mouth and eyes were wide open, and he flushed red with embarrassment. She was tall and her shoulders served as cascades for her dark brown hair to flow over. She was also a bit more mature in places than most of the other girls in his class. Her family had just recently moved from Boston.

At lunch that day, Sonja was sitting at the last empty table. Bill and Kevin grabbed the last two seats at their table, forcing Cameron to have to sit across from Sonja. 

“Awkward, right?” Cameron said to her as he sat down.

She looked at him and then at his lunch and then back at him. 

“So, do you play baseball?” she said out of the blue. 

Shocked that she would even speak to him, Cameron replied, “I play the video game version, so I know how to play, I mean the rules and things, but no, I don’t play in real life.”  

“Real life, eh? What do you do in real life?” she replied. 

“Well, I, you know, things, but I don’t play sports,” he said.

“What do you say we throw a ball around a little some time?” she asked. “You have to get up off your backside and get out there into the real world. The world is filled with questions that have to be answered.”

“I guess I could do that. Do you know where the field is?” asked Cameron, before immediately adding, “Memorial Field, it’s over by Family First Bank off South Street, but there’s a field here at the school too.”

“Yeah, it’s not far from where I live in the Maple Street Annex, but we don’t want to go there,” Sonja replied.

“Wow that means that you take the bus to school. That’s a little too far to walk or bike,” said Cameron.

“Well, sometimes my old man will be giving me a ride, I’m sure; I don’t like the bus either. No, the field I’m talking about is not too far from where you live, Cam,” said Sonja.

“Wait, how do you know where I live?” said Cameron, all frazzled.

“You have your address on your lunch bag, ya nerd,” Sonja pointed out. “The field is just north of Eddy Street through a strip of woods. It’s an old field.”

“I remember playing catch with my dad there, but it wasn’t the dad I know now. Do you ever get those memories that just don’t make sense, like they might be from dreams or something? It’s strange, but I know he was my dad. Anyway, I’m sure that my first baseball glove was a gift from him. I couldn’t have been more than four or five, but there was something special about that time and that glove, playing catch with him.” Cameron was suddenly startled and added, “I don’t know why I’m telling you this; I don’t even know you.”

When he went back to where Bill and Kevin were sitting, they wanted to know all about the conversation he had just had with Sonja. Cameron brushed them off and acted like they hadn’t asked anything and said, “Have either of you ever played on the old field near my house?”

“Sure, when we were younger and Memorial Field was being used. We haven’t played ball for a long time, though, at least at a ball park,” said Kevin, picking up the trash from his lunch.

“Yah, why would we want to play with amateurs when we have all of baseball’s greatest players on the console?” said Bill. 

“The difference is reality and getting some fresh air and exercise with real people,” said Cameron rather judgmentally. 

“You’re one to talk, Cameron. You’re whiter than all of us put together. King of the Cave Dwellers, that’s you,” Joked Kevin.

Cameron would usually have joked back, but somehow, after his very first meeting with Sonja, he just didn’t have the frivolity that he used to have. He didn’t like this new seriousness that he saw in himself. 

A random thought formed in Cameron’s mind. It had a completeness about it that was unusual for him. His thoughts were normally not like this. “Sometimes change comes along and breaks you out of your comfort zone and regular routine. It forces you to look beyond yourself. Problems that you notice with this new view become personal and internalized. You could offer solutions, but would you? And why should you if you could?”

On Wednesday the following week, as Cameron was helping his mother bring in the groceries and putting them away, his mom suddenly asked him:

“I bumped into your home room teacher in the store and got talking with her. She tells me that you seem more distracted in class than usual lately. Does it have anything to do with the new student that just started?” 

Cameron flushed red. “No definitely not. It’s probably because baseball season is about to start up and I can’t wait to play. I’m thinking about trying out for the team this year,” he said. 

“That’s a switch. You mean actually play outside on a baseball diamond instead of in front of your video screen?” asked his mom.

“That’s not fair. I can play real baseball,” Cameron defended himself.

“I know that you can, but I’m just surprised that you would,” said Mom. 

“Well, Mom, to be honest, I did meet the new student. Her name is Sonja, and I can’t believe it, but she loves baseball,” confessed Cameron.

He was a little at a loss as to why he told her that and he was also a little giddy and lightheaded when he thought about Sonja. His confession to his mom made it hard for him to concentrate on his chores, and he didn’t quite get to everything he was supposed to do.

Later that evening when Cameron finally started playing video games, he opted for his favorite baseball game. He could play it alone or with his friends, Bill and Kevin. He had other friends online that he would team up with on occasion, but this time he just wanted to play alone.

As he journeyed into the night, he suddenly became aware of the late hour and thought about whether he had washed the dishes or not. He went to the kitchen to check, and, sure enough, they were done and put away. Then he wondered if he had done them or someone else. Surely, they would have given him grief if that had been the case.

He headed back to his room and realized that it was not straightened up, nor the bathroom either. Everyone had gone to bed, and he thought that if he tried to clean up this late, he would wake them, so he didn’t. 

On his way back from the bathroom, he noticed a smell. ‘Dog poop, unmistakable.’ As he passed the kitchen, he saw it by the back door.

Things were really getting out of hand. The dog had pooped on the floor below where the leash hung. Cameron thought how it must have been for the dog to agonize over needing to get out and finally relieving himself there at the door out of neglect. It made him feel really bad. So bad that he wanted to take Sandy out for a walk that very instant. 

Cameron had been playing baseball on his video game console until the small hours of the morning––it was 3:30 a.m. now.  

“Come on, Sandy, let’s go for a walk,” Cameron called softly.

Sandy was tired but reluctantly got up to have his leash attached, and out the back door they went. They headed towards the base.

Cameron was nervous about going to the old ball diamond to play catch with Sonja. The stands were dilapidated, the water fountain didn’t work because the local bullies would put sand in it all the time, and the fences were rusty and falling down. He gave Sandy a dog treat, but he only ate half of it and left the other half on the ground. Just before he took it from him, there was a flash of light, like lightning only without any thunder, and he couldn’t tell where it came from. It made the hairs on his arms and the back of his neck stand up.

Here he was, at four in the morning, with Sandy standing where the gate would have been before the fence fell away. Suddenly there appeared a ribbon of light like a seven-foot-tall zipper that opened from top to bottom. Before he realized that he was not holding the leash tightly, Sandy bolted through the opening and was gone. The light split further open, and he frantically called for Sandy to come back. It felt like hours passed, but it was only about ten minutes. The strip of light began to close up, and with just enough space left, Sandy jumped back through, and it closed up the rest of the way and was gone. 

“There’s a good dog. Are you okay, Sandy boy, huh, where’d you go boy, huh?” he said as he rubbed his neck and hugged him. Cameron put his hands in his jacket because it was a bit chilly. The dog made a beeline for the biscuit that Cameron had given him before the light appeared. To his amazement the biscuit was whole. How could that be when he saw Sandy eat half of it? He distinctly remembered that the other half fell to the ground, and he had only brought one with him.

“You must be hungry now. You didn’t much want it before ... What am I saying?” said Cameron. 

As he stood there puzzling over it, the entire event became ridiculous in his mind. He felt like his whole life was so out of whack in the first place, which explained why he’d thought it was right to take Sandy for a walk at four in the morning. Had the whole incident been his imagination? 

As he crouched down and continued to pet Sandy and rub his neck, he started talking to him.

“How does it make sense to walk you at such an hour? I know that I’m just trying to catch up on my chores, but I should know that you have a routine for needing to be walked and going to the bathroom. You are a living being after all,” Cameron reasoned.

“So are you, Cameron,” came a familiar voice from the woods. 

He froze. He thought that it sounded like Sonja, but that couldn’t be. Why would she be way out here at this hour? But also, why was he here? Maybe his ears were playing tricks on him. After all, he had been rather preoccupied, thinking about Sonja and all the other things that seemed to be spiraling out of control in his life.

He decided to ignore it and take Sandy home. Just before he went to bed, he sent a text to the guys, asking to meet in the morning. He would only get a couple hours of sleep before he had to get up for school.

Cameron got up early before anyone else in the house and took his bike to meet the guys. Whenever there was something important to discuss, they would all meet in the parking lot of George’s Astronaut Pizza House before school.

“I’m telling you it was like a seven-foot-tall zipper of light that opened up from the top down to the ground and Sandy jumped through it and was gone for about ten minutes,” said Cameron.

“I’ve read about this kind of thing,” said Bill.

“You mean in comic books, right?” said Kevin.

“No for real.”

“Well, when Sandy came back through, he went right for the biscuit that I had given him, and it was whole again, not just the half from him eating part of it,” explained Cameron. “That means there is some kind of a time change thing going on. I’m hoping that it is all just my imagination, but ... I also thought that I heard Sonja’s voice from the woods.”

“Wait, I’ve seen that on Supernatural. The gateway to the alternate earth where everything is charred and burnt and demons are fighting a war with humans,” said Bill.

“You know, that’s not really helpful. You need to stop doing that,” said Kevin. “Apparently something really did happen, and Cameron is pretty shaken up over it.”

“Well, what are we going to do about it?” asked Bill.

“Well, tomorrow night I’m supposed to meet Sonja at the old field to throw the ball around. I’ll go and do that, and then I’ll go from there. I am not expecting anything to happen, but if it does, I’ll let you know,” said Cameron.

The next day there was not much interaction with Sonja, and it was a good thing since Cameron had to work on homework that he didn’t finish the night before. At lunch, however, she did remind him to meet at seven and added that he didn’t have to bring his ball and glove. 

“So, we’re going to play catch and she’s bringing the equipment, some kind of tomboy, right?” said Cameron to his friends as they were getting on their bikes to go home. “Don’t get too far in the game without me. I’ll have to get caught up with that too.”

“Have fun on your date, Cam. Don’t leave out any details when you tell us about it, lover boy,” teased Bill.

When he got home, Cameron didn’t want to tell his family where he was going for fear of being teased. They wouldn’t leave him alone; they would all poke fun at him. It was 6:30 p.m. and they were supposed to meet at the field, so Cameron was in a rush to get finished so he could leave. After eating supper and doing up the dishes, there came a knock at the back door. Cameron felt shocks through his body. Why was he sure that it was Sonja at the door? He became anxious at the thought of Sonja being at his house instead of at the . He would have to change his story of going to the library to study.

It was hard for him to think on his feet in such a situation because he never had to before. His brother, Chuck, opened the door and invited her in. Right away Sonja introduced herself and told him that she was going to the library to study with Cameron. How did she know? He hadn’t told her the story he had thought up to tell his family, and how did she know that he would have needed to make up a story to cover for what he considered to be a date?

“You didn’t tell us that you were going to study with a friend,” said his mom. “Where are you from, Sonja?”

“I’m from Boston. Our family is originally from Italy, though,” she answered. “My folks thought we needed a less cluttered skyline.”

“Well, we should be going now, Sonja. See you all later. Should be home around 8:30, 9:00ish,” said Cameron quickly, and ushered her out the door. “Why did you come to my house?” he asked when they were outside. “I thought we were supposed to meet at the field.”

“So, you’re ashamed of me, eh?” Sonja said as they started walking to the field. 

They had to head off toward the downtown library and walk around the block so that nobody would be suspicious. Cameron thought, ‘Is this what young love makes you do?’

“I’m not ashamed; I just don’t want to be made fun of and teased. So, that didn’t work out too well, did it?” said Cameron. “So, your family is from Italy. Were you born there?”

“No, my grandparents came over with my parents just after they got married,” said Sonja. “It’s kind of too late to play a full game of baseball now, but if you want, we could just throw the ball around, get used to the place a little. We can come back another time with Bill and Kevin and some others and play a real game.”

They walked towards the field, Cameron growing more nervous. He remembered the events from the night before. As if on cue, they approached the spot where the old ball field gate would have been, the zipper of light began to appear. Cameron froze again, turning to Sonja. He was surprised to notice that she didn’t seem to be shocked by it; rather, she acted as if she expected it to happen. 

“Don’t you see that strip of light there?” Cameron cried, pointing to it as she looked him right in the eyes. 

“Have you seen it before?” Sonja asked.

“I saw it last night, I, I saw my dog jump through it.” Cameron was panicked. “What is it? I thought that I was seeing things.”

“It’s nothing to be afraid of; it can’t hurt you,” said Sonja. “Did it hurt your dog?”

“Well, it didn’t hurt Sandy, but it did something weird,” said Cameron. “If I didn’t know better, I’d say that there was a time shift. I know that sounds pretty science fiction to you, but it’s the only way that I can explain it.” He took a deep breath to calm himself. “How is this happening?” Then he turned to face her straight on. “Do you ... do you have something to do with this? Was it ... was it really you that I heard that night?”

“Really, Cam, you don’t have anything to worry about. The only thing that will be shifting is your perspective on life. And trust me, that is for the better,” said Sonja.

“You are avoiding the questions! I need answers, or I’ll sound like I’m crazy to anyone I tell this to. Not that I have a lot of friends and just my family to tell, but that’s not the point. Do you get that?” asked Cameron. “I feel like I’m caught up in a dream every time I’m with you.”

“Now, that is nice to hear you say. I don’t know how far our relationship can go, but for now, I am pleased with it,” said Sonja. “I will give you more information along the way, but this journey is only just beginning, Cameron. Don’t you want to see where it goes? Sometimes change happens that breaks you out of your routine and comfort zone in life and forces you to see beyond yourself.”

She beckoned to him, and he was obliged to follow. He felt oddly calm now. As they stepped through the ribbon of light, there was a sudden flash that intensified to a bright white burst. It slowly condensed and spread out to reveal a brilliant blue sky with puffy white clouds and a pristine, well-manicured base at noon. It all had sort of a cartoon quality to it. 

“What the hell?” Cameron yelled as he looked down at his hands and arms. “I look like CG! How is this happening?” He turned to Sonja who was standing next to him, totally calm. “You owe me an explanation!” he cried. “I’m having a hard time believing this is real.”

“Let’s play catch while we have the field to ourselves, Cam,” said Sonja. “Just like in one of your video games. Just try to enjoy it for now. We’ll get around to explanations in due time.”

She had a full baseball uniform on and when Cameron looked at himself more closely, he discovered that he did too. Sonja went to home plate; Cameron took the pitcher’s mound. He had no idea what was going on but decided to just go with it. There was a glove for each of them, and on the mound, there was a ball. Cameron reached down and grabbed the glove and ball; he was amazed to be able to actually feel them. He put the glove on, and it fit perfectly as he slammed the ball into it several times. Then he reared back and wound up to pitch and as he released it, had the sensation of releasing the buttons of his game console at just the right moment––only he wasn’t playing a video game. As the ball soared toward home plate, it was followed by a vortex of a speed graphic, just like in a game. If Cameron hadn’t been so freaked out by the experience, he would have been having fun.

Sonja caught the fast ball, letting out a puff of dust from her glove and a loud smacking sound, louder than it would have been in reality.  

“This is too weird for me, Sonja. Are you going to explain what is happening?” Cameron asked.

“Just settle down and try to catch this high fly,” Sonja said as the ball came screaming down out of the sky to him. Cameron caught it just in time but as if it were meant to be caught. It was like being in the catch zone of a video game hand when an object is either caught or dropped––it has to obey the coding built into the game.

“This is so strange,” said Cameron, shaking his head. “Here, throw it back,” he added as he hurled it to her. 

“Here it comes, rookie,” she said. Cameron held his glove out just short of where the catch zone would be, and the ball landed on the ground. He wanted to see if the direction of the ball would have been affected without his interaction with it. He was satisfied, knowing that it was not a “can’t lose” situation; there was some skill involved. The whole thing looked and felt faked.

“Cameron, if there was something that you could do to make life better, would you do it?” Sonja suddenly asked. Why was she asking this now, in this strange situation?

“You mean for me, my life?” asked Cameron. “If you mean life for everyone else no. For what? I would prefer life to go on without my involvement in it. Let someone else fix it.”

“But if you see solutions for life’s problems, problems that you didn’t even know existed, wouldn’t you, shouldn’t you try to offer those solutions? How could you go back to your old way of life knowing that you could have offered a solution?” she said with a melodious tone. “Why would you go back?” 

Cameron just stared blankly at her and kept on catching and throwing the ball. Her words brought him back to the thought he had the day before he met Sonja. ‘Sometimes change comes along and breaks you out of your comfort zone and regular routine. It forces you to look beyond yourself. Problems that you notice with this new view become personal and internalized. You could offer solutions, but would you? And why should you if you could?’ 

After a long time of playing ball in this strange reality, Cameron was ready to go back.

“How do we get out of here, wherever this place is?” asked Cameron. 

“You just have to want to and I was going to tell you ...” Sonja began to say as she came running up to the pitcher’s mound. She began to move in slow motion, and everything became a bright white light. 

The next thing Cameron remembered was hitting his head while being put in his bed.
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Chapter Two: A Walk in the Woods
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“WHAT WAS IT THAT YOU were going to tell ...” Then Cameron’s dreams fade to black. 

When he finally got up, it was earlier than he thought, especially for him on a Saturday. He noticed that he was wearing the same clothes that he had on from the day before. His head hurt a little. He quickly changed and began rushing around doing chores that hadn’t been gotten to during the week. As he walked Sandy, bits and pieces of yesterday began coming back to him. When he was almost back home, he noticed Sonja on her bike just turning onto Eddy Street. He quickly brought Sandy back into the house. He was ready to face her with some questions. He opened the door, about to go after Sonja, just as she was about to knock.

“I’m glad you came over,” he said immediately. “I want to talk to you about last night, the old ballpark. What the hell happened? Ever since I met you, it’s like my life has been turned inside out. Are you some kind of witch or wizard? What was that place and why did I forget about it until I woke up this morning? I don’t remember coming home and going to bed.”

“Have you ever been to the woods around Snow Pond?” Sonja asked calmly, not even acknowledging that he had said anything. “I think it would be a wonderful place to explore, don’t you?”

“Did you hear what I said?” cried Cameron. “I had strange dreams last night, and I don’t know which were real and which were of that odd place we went to.”

“Oh, hi Cam good to see you too,” Sonja said with sarcasm in her voice. “If you can believe it, I am trying to help you. Not only that, I’m trying to help humanity, your whole race.”

That took Cameron by surprise. Was she kidding or just being overly dramatic? She seemed like a completely different person than she had been last night. He thought, “Why did she say, ‘my race?’”

“What do you mean? You didn’t even know me a few weeks ago. How can something so disturbing be helpful?” asked Cameron. “Sometimes I feel like you have a hallucinogenic effect on me, like a drug.”

“You do remember what we did last night now, don’t you?” she said.

“I don’t remember leaving the field or getting home. What happened to me?” Cameron asked.

“It was just you and I in there. One day you will have a lot of others to help you, and then you will see how dynamic it can be. You never see the real players in the games you play online, just their avatar, right? This will be different once it is ready and set,” said Sonja.

“You’re not making a whole lot of sense right now. What are you doing over here, anyway?” asked Cameron.

“I want you to come with me on a walk in the woods, Cam,” Sonja said matter-of-factly. 

“Well, that is just odd,” said Cameron. “Why would I want to do that? And especially on a Saturday.” 

“I thought we needed to spend more time together, you know, try and get to know each other better,” she said. “I know that I want to know you better ... and your friends.”

“Hey, what do they got to do with it?” Cameron said kind of defensively. “I can tell you whatever you want to know about them.” He sighed, resigning himself to going along with her. “So, maybe we should go on this little walk in the woods.” 

Snow Pond was surrounded by the Town Forest. Aspen Grove Cemetery is at its southernmost end, and its boundaries lie north of Pleasant Street and west of Aspen Street. Further north is the Quabbin Reservoir which takes up the northern third of Ware County. The man that works the grounds at the cemetery is always referred to as the Caretaker of the Forest. No one knows his name, but that’s who he has been for as long as Cameron or any of his friends could remember.  

As they walked along, the undergrowth became increasingly denser and the air mustier and heavier with moisture. There were trees, plants and undergrowth intertwined, all growing in harmony. Flowers and weeds, mushrooms and evergreen berries growing around the bases of trees older than Cameron’s grandparents and in rotted tree trunks and limbs
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