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Prologue

Sudicorp Research Center, Los Angeles, CA

 


Sudicorp Research Center, known for its
long-standing reputation as a place for scientific research for the
betterment of humankind, was nestled in the heart of East Los
Angeles where a bunch of grungy warehouses rested. The Sudicorp
building looked deserted and quiet, except for the dim light in a
window on the tenth floor.

Dr. Thomas Franklin, dressed in a white lab
coat, stood in a large room within the building.

A ruggedly handsome fellow in his late
forties, he wrestled with a machine oddly similar to a futuristic
rifle with the look and feel of metal. The lens, which sat at the
end of the metallic barrel, held a dark blue crystal, the size of a
golf ball. The lights in the room gave off enough radiance to cast
shadows.

"Haven't you got that crystal situated yet?"
came the angry words of Drake Carver, CEO of the Research Center.
Carver squinted behind his horn-rimmed glasses. They had been
working on this experiment since five in the morning. The clock on
the wall now said two minutes to midnight.

After readjusting the crystal, Franklin
looked up. "It did work. Three times in a row, but the crystal has
to be aligned just right," he said in a British accent. "Now that
I've programmed the prototype to my brain waves, this thing will
tear away any shadow from its origin."

"Why? So you can tear shadows apart?" Carver
paced around Franklin and the gun bearing the crystal.

"You don't understand. I'm not tearing the
shadows apart; I am separating them from the object of origin. For
example, I will separate that chair from its shadow. From there, I
will be able to command it. The theory is to remove the shadows
away from what makes them. These lone shadows become a living
entity. They can be controlled and given orders," Franklin looked
to Carver.

"So this is what you dragged me in here for?
You're trying to make shadow people?"

"No. A new kind of army; shadow soldiers at
my command," explained Franklin, pushing back a few strands of
light brown hair from his eyes. "It's all in bending the photons or
using negatively charged photons. That's where the crystal comes
in. We've discussed this before."

Carver looked around the lab, there were a
number of tables with bits and pieces of metal parts and clear
lenses scattered over them. On a table nearest Franklin was set a
framed photo of a pretty, young woman with shoulder length dark
hair and dark eyes. The smell of burning wires drifted about in the
stale air. Drake Carver wrinkled up his nose then looked back at
Franklin and the metallic gun holding the dark crystal.

"The cute girl in the photo, your
girlfriend?" asked Carver, as Franklin adjusted the crystal for the
umpteenth time.

"That's Francie, my future wife."

Carver lifted an eyebrow and smiled at the
photo. "Frances DeWitt?"

Franklin stopped what he was doing and stared
at his boss in disbelief. "You know her?"

"In another lifetime, my friend. Don't let me
distract you."

Franklin went back to adjusting the crystal
and said, "There. That should do it. Now watch!" Franklin lifted
the gun and pointed it at a nearby office chair. When he pulled the
trigger, a loud whirring noise exploded the silence and something
began to happen. Its projected shadow on the floor began to stir
without any movement from the chair. Had this been a cartoon, it
would have been amusing, but to witness the shadow peeling itself
up from the floor and pull away from the chair made Carver gasp and
shudder. A creepy tearing sound, like the ripping of fabric, echoed
throughout the room.

"What the crap was that?" Carver took a step
back and looked around.

"That was the sound of the shadow tearing
itself from the chair," replied Franklin with a grin. "Fantastic,
isn't it?"

Slowly, the chair's shadow crept toward them.
"The shadow is moving. Stop it! Stop it now!" Carver demanded as he
took several more steps back.

The shadow grew taller and moved across the
tiled floor menacingly.

"No worries. Watch this," Franklin turned to
the shadow and with great authority said, "Desine movment. Sustine me mandato. 'Cease movement. Wait for my command'." Instantly,
the shadow stopped advancing.

"What the crap was that?" Carver's eyebrows
knitted together.

"Latin. The commands work best in Latin."
Franklin grinned at Carver.

"Why?"

"Ancient language, I suppose. Greek works
sometimes. Watch!" Again, Franklin looked to the shadow and said,
"Μετακίνηση προς τα εμπρός
δύο βήματα και στη
συνέχεια να σταματήσουν, 'Move forward two steps and
then stop'." As before, the shadow obeyed, taking two steps forward
before stopping.

"That's incredible!" This time Carver moved
to the stationary shadow. It looked as if he stood next to a black
mass from a haunted house or some CGI from a horror movie. "Can I
touch it?"

Franklin shrugged. "Go ahead. Try it."

Gingerly, Carver reached out to the shadow.
As he did, his hand went right through it as if it were a spirit.
Yet, he flinched.

"I feel something, but nothing solid. Like a
spider's web, thin and fragile. That's creepy." Carver moved away
from the thing and sat on a chair that had a shadow.

"Latin seems to work the best. There're a
number of times that Greek commands are not understood. Can you
imagine what we can do with the power to control shadows? No
terrorist or any foreign power would ever know what hit them if
they tried to invade the US."

"So, this is what you've been looking to do
all these years, create a weapon?"

"No, not just a weapon, acquire more power.
Wait until you see what I can do with the darkness…" but Franklin's
voice trailed as the chair's shadow attacked him. Viciously, the
thing lashed out, ripping the sleeves of his lab coat.

Quickly he gave the command in Latin,
"Desine movment. Sustine me mandato." The shadow
froze.

Carver stood up and stumbled back. "Wh…What
happened?"

"That's what I was saying. Latin commands are
better."

"This thing nearly killed you. It's too
dangerous," Carver straightened his self. His hands shook and he
desperately gasped to catch his breath.

Then, without warning, the chair's shadow
lunged at Franklin again. Instinctively, he threw up his forearm to
protect his face. The shadow raked sharp, unseen claws over his
arm, once again ripping the sleeves of the lab coat. Red body fluid
squirted out over the linoleum and the white lab coat. Franklin
shrieked in pain as he held his bleeding arm. The shadow hunched
over and prepared to launch itself again.


Chapter One

Francie's Bakery—Los Angeles, California

 


Twenty-eight year old Frances DeWitt stood
behind the large display case of pastries and muffins. Behind her
sat rows and rows of various types of fresh bread, from rye to
nine-grain whole wheat. Every morning at this time, a crowd of
people pushed into the tiny bakery for hot drinks and tasty
sweets.

For the last hour and a half, Frances, or
Francie as her friends called her, had been bagging the sweet of
choice for dozens of customers, along with their drinks. Miguel and
Pedro worked in the back doing all the baking that had begun at
four am, so that all the goodies would be ready for the morning
rush at seven o'clock. Annalisa, a dark haired woman who had
arrived from Texas a few years ago, was dressed in a pink uniform
with a white apron like Francie and worked behind the display case
of pastries, serving customers and ringing up orders at the
register.

Five years had passed since Francie started
her bakery. Her life’s dream had come true. The sweet savor of
fresh bread and bakery goods permeated the small unit, but this was
the sweet smell of success for Francie DeWitt. Not many women her
age could truthfully say they owned their own business. If she
hadn't inherited money from her Aunt Paula when the dear woman
died, she would never have been able to be her own boss.

The tinkle of a bell sounded when the door
opened. There before her stood Thomas Franklin and his lab
assistant, Lon Jamison, a young man of thirty-something. Franklin
smiled cheerfully and eyed Francie lovingly.

"Good morning, sunshine!" He greeted her. The
door closed behind him and the bell tinkled again.

Subtly, the smile faded from Francie's face.
"Lloyd, you're here again. Good morning," she tried to sound
professional behind her annoyance. "Do you want the usual?"

"Yes, please, a blueberry muffin and coffee,"
he kept smiling as Francie filled his order.

When she placed the bag containing the muffin
on the counter top next to the register, Annalisa set a disposable
cup filled with coffee next to it. Francie placed the lid on the
cup and said, "That's okay, Lloyd. We've known each other for a
while. It's on the house."

"That's so kind of you, Francie. Thank you,"
his British accent flowed through. "Have you considered my
invitation to dinner this evening?" Suddenly, he caught her hand
with both of his and brought it to his lips. Francie flinched as
the world around her vanished.

Her mind seemed to pierce Franklin's very
soul and a roiling mass of blackness engulfed the scene. Dark
shadows danced in the eerie dimness, crawling about the growing
black mass. Immense fear clutched her heart, and she began to gasp
and choke.

"Are you all right, my dear?" Franklin's
voice brought her back to reality. Quickly, she claimed her
hand.

"Not tonight. We've talked about this
remember? I don't want to be rude, but I'm just not interested."
Francie shook her head to rid her mind of the visions of darkness,
as she wrinkled up her nose and narrowed her eyes at Franklin. He
only smiled and nodded. Picking up the bag and coffee, he turned to
leave. Lon Jamison caught his arm and asked in a whisper, "Why does
she call you Lloyd? Your name is Thomas."

Franklin didn't look at his sandy-haired lab
assistant, but replied, "That was another lifetime," and with that,
he opened the door and left. Jamison shook his head and
followed.

Annalisa adjusted her dark hair as she leaned
in to whisper to her boss. "He's cute. Why don't you give him a
chance?"

"I did once, but it just didn't work out. No
fireworks," replied Francie, as her thoughts wandered back to the
vision of darkness and the shadow that had revealed itself when
Franklin had taken her hand in his.

"No fireworks? So, now we have to have
fireworks? Well, he's pretty hot to me," Annalisa smiled. "Hah,
hah, hah!" she stuck out her tongue in mocked panting.

"Be my guest. He's all yours," Francie
started to turn away, but Annalisa pulled her back.

"Come on, Francie! I've been working for you
for the past four years, and we've been friends longer. What do you
want in a man? Lloyd comes in here every day. He keeps asking you
to go out with him and I have it from good authority he has a
terrific job at that research center near Spring and Flower."

"I don't know what I want. There's a darkness
about him. For some reason, I don't feel Lloyd is for me. Let's
drop the subject. I don't want to think about him." Francie
abruptly pushed passed her friend and employee and began helping
other people.

Annalisa frowned and mumbled to herself.
Darkness? What the heck does that mean?


Chapter Two

Sudicorp—Same Day

 


In a sterile looking office filled with
windows and a few pieces of scattered stiff-looking furniture sat
Lewis Avery - Chief of Safety and Security. He adjusted his chair
behind the clear, Plexiglas table as he read over several of the
papers scattered across it. Running his fingers through his short,
ash blond hair, he sipped his coffee as he studied the documents in
hand.

Now and again, he'd glance out of the window
and mouth the words; "Hades experiment" and "umbrakenesis."

The paper in hand read:

The Hades Experiment has been approved by
the Office of the President of the United States for the study of
umbrakenesis; the control of darkness and shadows for the purpose
of discovering a new defense for humankind.

Due to controversy, this experiment will
determine whether umbrakenesis is a science or of the occult
'magic', and if possible, capapble of enabling the absolute control
of darkness and shadows.

No animals will be harmed or killed in any
experiment. No risks are to be taken with the lives of any living
creature.

The project will be funded by a little known
department out of Homeland Security.

If at any time Drake Carver, CEO of Sudicorp
Research deems it necessary to abort this project, he has the
authority to make that decision.

The person in charge of the experiment will
be Dr. Thomas Franklin, PhD in Physics and Masters in Paranormal
Psychology. Dr. Franklin will have complete use of all facilities,
equipment, and staff of Sudicorp for the completion of said
experiment. Next to Drake Carver, Dr. Franklin is in complete
control of the Hades Experiment.

This approval from the Office of the
President will expire three years from the date of this letter.

As Lewis looked up from the papers, Drake
Carver burst through the door.

"I know you're the boss, Carver, but out of
courtesy, could you please knock before flinging the door open."
Lewis barked.

"Lewis, have you signed the approval for the
Hades Experiment? I need it now," Carver sounded cold and
demanding.

"No time to greet a long time employee? Not
even a smile?" asked Lewis.

Carver said nothing.

"Looks like you needed it nine months ago,
from the date. You've already started the experiment, haven't you?"
Lewis gave his boss a cold stare.

"Up until now we were receiving the funds.
Since we didn't forward the approvals, the funding may stop and we
can't have that. Please sign the papers," Carver stated, his hands
shook, even the bandaged one.

Lewis noticed the tremble and the injury.
"What happened to your hand?"

"Nothing serious. I'll live."

After a long sigh, Lewis narrowed his eyes at
his boss. He never liked when Carver avoided answering a direct
question. Lewis bit his lip then tossed the papers on the desk.
"Another need to know situation, huh, Drake? He nodded to the
damaged hand.

"You know these docs read like a comic book.
Secondly, the proposed procedures are extremely risky and
dangerous. If they don't kill the people conducting the experiment,
the entire building and its environs could be destroyed. There are
twenty pages of pros and cons, which includes a list of risks. As
head of Safety and Security I cannot, in good conscience, approve
this project." Lewis leaned back in the chair and stared Drake
Carver in the eye.

Carver sat down quietly and said, "I know I
should have told you about this experiment before, but there wasn't
time. Come to the lab with me, and Franklin will show you what he's
accomplished so far."

"What has he accomplished? From what I've
read, he's trying to control darkness and shadows. With the amount
of electricity he needs, the entire place could blow up or he might
create an electrically charged grid and kill everyone that comes
near it."

Drake Carver adjusted his glasses and arose
from the chair. "Come on. Let me show you why you need to approve
the project. After seeing what Franklin has done, I don't think you
will continue to refuse."

Lewis got up and followed Carver.

They had to walk past a series of closed
doors and several observation windows where a few tables filled
with test tubes, microscopes and Bunsen burners sat.

Finally, they came to a door labeled Room
606. Carver slid a card key through the slot on the door just above
the doorknob. A soft "click" sounded. Carver twisted the knob and
opened the door, but something pushed it closed.

"Do not disturb?" Lewis said with an ounce of
sarcasm.

"That's never happened before. I'll try
again," Carver said, as he slid the card key through the slot and
turned the doorknob again. This time, the door jerked forward and
pulled Carver with it.

Inside, the lab looked like it had earlier
with the stilted tables and office chairs scattered about. Franklin
was nowhere in sight. Lon Jamison, his lab assistant, stood
wide-eyed and pale as a sheet.

"What's going on? Why did you slam the door
in my face?" Carver waltzed in with Lewis in tow.

"I didn't," replied Lon, shifting his eyes
from side to side. With shaky fingers, he ran them through his
sandy colored hair.

"There's no need to lie," Carver
reprimanded.

"I'm not. I didn't shut the door. It did," he
nodded to the shadow on the wall.

"Huh?" Lewis looked around. "What?"

"The shadow; it shut the door on you," Lon
Jamison moved away quickly, flew past them, and left the room.

"What's he talking about?" Lewis stepped into
the room and the door closed automatically. Carver reached out to
the shadow on the wall, but it dwindled in size and skittered away
like an insect.

The two men exchanged looks. Carver motioned
for Lewis to follow him deeper into the lab. "Franklin! Franklin!
I've brought a visitor. He's anxious to see your achievements,"
Carver called out. As they moved closer to Franklin's workbench,
the framed photo of Francie DeWitt, the pretty brunette wearing a
pastel print dress, came into view. Once again, Carver hesitated,
and this time picked up the photo. His features softened and a
smile crept across his lips.

"Pretty woman," remarked Lewis with a grin.
"Franklin's wife?"

"No. He says 'future' wife," replied Carver,
setting the photo back in place on the workbench.

"Seriously? What does she see in him?" Lewis
examined the photo then set it down.

Without a sound, a black mass formed near the
entrance. It stretched as tall as a man would and moved quietly
toward the two. No longer did the shadow slither across the wall.
It came toward them upright along the floor, as a three-dimensional
being. Lewis turned and jumped back at the sight of the dark
creature headed toward him. Carver flinched at Lewis' reaction then
let out a gasp when the shadow was almost upon him.

All at once, Franklin appeared as if out of
thin air and commanded in a loud voice, "Et parce mihi exspectare
iubet.” Instantly, the shadow stopped short and waited for
further instructions.

"My apologies, gentlemen. I didn't expect
company so soon. We didn't mean to startle you." Franklin extended
his hand. "Lewis Avery, good to see you again."

The two men shook hands. "Nice job. You
nearly scared the life out of me. What is this thing?"

"The shadow of my lab assistant, Lon Jamison.
Lon was the young man that spoke to you briefly before running out
of here," Franklin gave a lopsided smile.

"I take it he wasn't prepared for the
results?" Lewis also gave a lopsided smile.

"Precisely! You haven't been in the lab
lately. You need to visit more often," Franklin smiled. Lewis said
nothing. Tension grew between the men and Franklin changed the
subject.

"I believe Drake brought you here to see the
progress of my work," Franklin continued as he picked up the
metallic gun from the workbench. The dark crystal gave off an eerie
radiance as the florescent light struck it at an angle.

"He did. What is this crystal? I assume you
analyzed it." Lewis stared at the strange gem. Franklin didn't
reply.

"By the way, where did you come from? There
is nowhere you could have been in here that we wouldn't have seen
you." Lewis looked around.

"I was here. Your attention was on the
shadow," Franklin lied. "Well, what do you think?"

"So far, I'm impressed but bristling with
questions," Lewis remarked as he looked about the lab.

"Allow me to show you what I've accomplished
so far," Dr. Thomas Franklin picked up the metallic prototype.
"This contraption looks much like a conventional gun, albeit the
metal and copper wiring. I've programed the small computer chip
inside to my brain waves. The dark crystal I found in Greece some
years back. It contains some properties unlike anything I've ever
seen. Therefore, I thought to test the power of the laser through
the crystal."

Franklin handed him the gun. "Lasers don't
use copper wiring." Lewis turned the gun over and over in his
examination.

"Correct. However, electricity does. May I?"
Franklin reached for the prototype.

Lewis handed it to him. "Drake, please hand
me the dust broom at the workbench over there," Franklin motioned
to the work area not far away. Carver walked to the broom, picked
it up, and brought it to him. The good doctor leaned it against his
workbench and motioned for the others to move back.

"Please note the shadow it casts on the
floor."

Then he raised the gun and aimed. When he
pulled the trigger, a weird dim light shot out from the barrel,
went through the crystal and struck the broom.

The broom quivered and a loud ripping noise
sounded, like fabric being torn. In a moment, the shadow pulled
away from the broom and stood up right from the floor, now a
three-dimensional entity.

"Good heavens! I've never seen anything like
that. May I touch it?" Wild-eyed, Lewis looked to Franklin, who
nodded his approval. Gingerly, Lewis moved to the broom's shadow
and reached out. His hand went through it with ease. He flinched
and moved back to Franklin.

"Feels like fine cobwebs or spider webs,"
Lewis remarked. "Amazing! So, you're tearing shadows apart to
control them?"

"No, I'm not tearing them apart. I've only
separated them from their object. When independent, they are no
longer two-dimensional. They become three-dimensional, with a mass
that is like thin webs, but a solid mass, nevertheless," Franklin
explained.

"Drake said they responded to Latin commands,
why?" Lewis ran his hand through the broom's shadow again.

"After trying different languages, even
ancient Egyptian, Latin seems to be the one they will obey most of
the time without dissention."

"Dissention? You talk as if they were
alive."

"In a sense, they are. When no longer
attached to an object or person, they have no direction. Without
it, the consequence would be disastrous." Franklin looked from
Lewis to Carver.

"Disastrous, huh? Drake, is that what
happened to your hand?" asked Lewis.

Carver moved his bandaged hand behind him.
Even Franklin glanced at his own bandaged arm and moved it out of
sight. Lewis noticed and grabbed Franklin's arm and pulled back the
sleeve of his white lab coat. His limb was bandaged as well, and
blood seeped through the pallid gauze.

"And you as well, Franklin?"

"Minor accident. No reason for alarm."

Seriously? So there is no chance these things
could run amok? From your wounds I'd say they could."

"As long as I have control, no. They answer
to me."

"What if something happens and you can't
control them? Say something makes your brainwaves disconnect from
these things. Can they be stopped? Don't mean to shatter your
theory, but it is my job to ensure safety and security." Lewis
questioned.

"Of course, Lewis, I understand. To answer
your question, artificial light as we have in this building will do
nothing to them," Franklin said, as he pulled a lighter from his
pocket. Then he grabbed a piece of scrap paper, flicked the
lighter, and lit the paper. As soon as the shadows saw the flame,
they retreated across the floor.

Quickly, he shook out the flame and
continued, "Fire will keep them at bay, however, sunlight,
true sunlight will destroy them. I'd show you, but I really
would like to link the shadows back to their objects."

"Of course. However, how do you know sunlight
will destroy them if you haven't tried it?"

"I have tried it. A red ball around here is
without a shadow. Such a sacrifice for science," Franklin said in
sarcasm. Lewis nodded.

"Would you care for tea?" Franklin looked to
Carver then to Lewis.

Carver nodded to Lewis, "Just say 'yes'."

"Yes. Thanks!"

Franklin looked to the shadow of his lab
assistant and said in Latin, "Oremus
hospitio aliquid tea. 'Pour some tea'."

Instantly, the human shadow moved to a table
next to the wall. After picking up a couple of china cups and a
teapot, it moved back to Franklin's workbench. Then it set the cups
on the bench, poured the tea, and set down the teapot. It picked up
each cup and offered one to Lewis, who accepted it. The shadow
offered the other to Carver. He took it.

Franklin turned to the shadow and said,
"Quod est in
omnibus. Sustine me mandato. 'That is all. Wait for my command'." The shadow
moved back in line with the broom shadow and waited for further
instructions.

"Since it cannot speak as humans, the shadow
cannot ask if you wish for milk or lemon, or even if you want
sugar. And I have yet to have it pick up the saucers along with the
cups," Franklin beamed with pride of his accomplishments.

Lewis grinned as he shook his head. "Half of
me is afraid of this thing and the other part marvels at the
achievement. Bravo, Franklin! You've made amazing progress. I'm
blown away. Congratulations!"

"Thank you."

"One last question; if you use a laser, why
high voltage electricity as well?"

"In order to control shadows and darkness, I
must bend light photons, negative energy if you will. Laser uses
electromagnetic waves. I cannot use electromagnetic waves to bend
photons, as it is both a particle and wave. What went through the
crystal looks like laser, but is not. Brainwaves are electrical.
They are grounded within the gun by the copper wiring. There is no
danger of electrocution, as I have embedded certain precautions. I
shall loan you my notes if you wish," Franklin sound very agreeable
and willing to answer questions.

Lewis pursed his lips and nodded as he sat
down the teacup. In the far corner, he noticed a black mass forming
itself.

"What is that in the corner? The black mass
over there," Lewis pointed to the void of darkness morphing into a
shape. He'd seen many strange things, many ghastly experiments in
his years with Sudicorp, but none as disturbing as an independent
shadow obeying on command and struggling to act on its own.

Without a word, Franklin turned slowly and
deliberately toward the distant shadow and said in a loud voice,
"Egredere, et
sta meae. 'Come forth and wait for my command'." The mass
stopped morphing; however, it refused to obey. It just stood at a
distance, quiet and still, as if glaring at its master in
defiance.

Drake Carver shuddered and he swallowed hard.
Lewis Avery stepped back slowly, his stomach trying hard not to
churn. His heart pounded in fear.

Again, Thomas Franklin said in a loud voice,
"Egredere, et
sta meae."

Still the black mass refused to obey. This
time Franklin grabbed up a strange, metallic headband and situated
it on his head. Then, he moved toward the misshapen mass with his
arms spread out. The others did not see the whites of his eyes
disappear and turn solid black, as he said for the third time, even
louder than before, "EGREDERE, ET STA MEAE!”

This time, the shadow slowly glided across
the tile in direction of its master's voice. When it stood about
four feet away from Franklin, it halted abruptly and awaited
further instructions.

Carver and Lewis exhaled slowly. "What was
that about?" Lewis sucked in a lung full of air.

The whites of Franklin's eyes returned and he
staggered back a little, nearly unnoticeable. As he removed the
headband, he turned to Lewis. "Sometimes my brain needs a little
boost. Therefore, I have to use this headband. As you can see,
there are six sensors embedded within. As they lay against my head,
the brainwaves increase and intensify the commands."

"Your brainwaves control the shadows?" Lewis'
eyebrows knitted together awhile he glared at the shadows standing
to attention. Franklin handed him the headband. Accepting the band,
he examined it carefully then looked up, still waiting for an
answer.

"Yes, my brainwaves, with the commands in
Latin, control the shadows. These creatures must have someone or
something to keep them in check. When they are attached to an
object or person, they are governed by the movement of that object
or person. However, without such attachment, they tend to get out
of control." Franklin moved to a stool and sat. As he turned away
from the men, he closed his eyes a moment and struggled for
air.

Franklin was sitting with a hand to his
chest. "Are you okay?"

At first, Franklin didn't respond. This time,
Lewis saw him gasping.

"Franklin, are you all right?" He moved to
the man and placed a hand on his shoulder. Franklin looked to him
and nodded.

"I don't think so," Carver said reaching for
the telephone, but Franklin grabbed his hand.

"I'm all right. Just need a moment."

"You don't look all right," Carver replaced
the telephone receiver. Lewis could see the weakness in the man's
blue eyes and his pale, drawn face.

"Really, Carver, I'm fine," he paused a
moment, then continued. "It takes a lot out of a person to control
these bloody things. The headband just augments the strain. I am
fine." Franklin finished speaking and took in a long deep
breath.

Lewis set down the headband. "You seem to be
in control now. I'll approve the experiment. Take it easy
Franklin."

"Thank you Lewis. Will you join us for
lunch?" Carver looked to Franklin, who nodded his approval. Lewis
shifted his gaze from one man to the other.

"I said I'd approve the experiment. Lunch is
not necessary." Lewis sounded abrupt.

"Lewis…"

"The approval will be on your desk within
half an hour. Take it easy Franklin. Carver." With that, he sped
past the shadows that were still at attention. When he reached the
door, he slid his keycard across the slot. The door opened.

As soon as he left the room, Franklin turned
to Carver. "He still doesn't like me, does he?"

"You tried to kill the guy, who can blame
him?" Carver leaned in to get a better look at Franklin's face. His
features looked more relaxed.

"You appear to be better now." Carver started
to move away.

"I still need to test the abilities of the
project as we've discussed," Franklin arose from the stool and
pulled himself up to his full height.

"I know. I hope that doesn't mean you're
going to attempt to kill him again."

Franklin shot him a dirty look, but said
nothing.

"Meet me in the lobby." With nothing more
said, Drake Carver turned and left. Franklin's eyes turned solid
black again as he glared at the shadows.


Chapter Three

Karaoke Bar—Evening

 


The karaoke bar always had a large crowd on
the weekends, but on a weeknight like tonight, not so much. The
small, round tables scattered about seemed nearly empty except for
Francie DeWitt and her cousin Meggie Caulder. Pushing back her
chestnut-colored hair, Francie grinned at the list of songs in
hand. Meggie laughed and pointed to the song ‘Music of the Night’,
pretending she was the Phantom of the Opera by standing up and
acting like she was twirling a cape.

The tiny one-person stage, now empty, seemed
to be waiting for the next superstar.

A handsome young man with short curly dark
hair served as the DJ for tonight's karaoke as he turned on the
machine and set up his display of CD's.

The simple atmosphere displayed no frills,
just plain round tables, straight back chairs and a couple of
posters advertising American Idol and America's Got Talent
decorating the walls.

"So, why don't you do ‘Music of the Night’?
It'd be cool to hear a woman sing it," remarked Francie as she
sipped a glass of water without ice.

"I'm thinking about it but I'd really like to
do ‘Let it Go’." You know that song from the animation; Frozen,"
Meggie replied.

"I don't think you know it that well. Do
something you really know all the words to."

"Maybe you're right. So, Lloyd brought you to
this place. Guess you like it since you wanted to come back."
Meggie grinned like a mocking schoolgirl.

"I like it because they have a great song
selection."

"Why don't you like Lloyd? He's so adorable!"
Meggie looked off into space with that glassy lovesick look in her
eyes.

"Puppies are adorable. Kittens are adorable.
Babies are adorable, but a grown man is not adorable," corrected
Francie playfully. "I don't dislike him. There're no fireworks. You
know?"

"You and fireworks! Come on. If only he'd
look at me. I'd snap him up in a minute."

"Be my guest. I want true love. I don't want
a relationship built on a physical attraction," explained
Francie.

Meggie sipped her soda. "What's wrong with
physical attraction? It works for me."

"Meggie, you're too easy to please."

"So, you admit you're attracted to him?"
Francie's cousin grinned impishly.

"In a distorted way. He's sweet, kind, and
thoughtful, but I am not in love with him. He annoys me with the
stalking, among other things. Every morning at seven-thirty, he's
there for coffee and a blueberry muffin. Every evening, around
seven when I'm about to close, he's there for whatever. I've told
him so many times why it doesn't work with us and he still says I
should give him a chance." Francie half lied. Actually, she had
strong feelings for the man, but due to the strange visions
received when he touched her, she’d broken off the relationship.
The darkness she kept seeing around him terrified her.

"What other things annoy you?"

"Maybe annoy is the wrong word for 'the
other things.' Something about him just isn't normal. There's
darkness around him," Francie looked away hoping she didn't sound
too crazy.

"Darkness? What does that mean?"

"I don't know. Darkness. I…I feel it.
Sometimes he creeps me out."

"That doesn't make sense. Darkness?
Fireworks? Loosen up, cuz. That is the only thing wrong with you.
Wound too tight!"

Meggie looked up from her soda to see
Franklin coming through the door. His eyes lit up when he saw
Francie DeWitt. No longer in his white lab coat, he wore a pale
blue denim shirt and jeans. As he approached the table, Francie
tried not to let him see her roll her eyes. Meggie's face lit up
and she grinned like a child meeting Santa Claus.

"It's my good fortune this evening; two of my
favorite, beautiful women. Meggie, Francie," like a gentleman
Franklin took the hand of each woman and kissed it.

"Hey, Lloyd! Come join us," Meggie motioned
for him to sit next to her, but instead he sat by Francie. Meggie's
smile faded into a pained look. Nothing hurts more than unrequited
love.

Meggie excused herself to prepare for her
song. "Looks like you two need alone time. I'll just go tell the DJ
what songs I'm going to sing."

Francie reached out to stop her, but Meggie
was too quick and she found herself alone at the table with
Franklin, the man that annoyed her so.

"I come to the bar every night, hoping you'll
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