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	See you in the shadows,
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After Effects
By Ian Fortey

	 

	There is a certain character to a genuine scream that is hard to fake. A theatrical scream, or a delighted scream, does not have this character. A true scream of terror, of panic, is unlike anything else. It is, after all, the sound of pure fear. Humans have the ability to vocalize thoughts and feelings. We can express emotion in a myriad of beautiful and poetic ways. We can detail the logic of an event or grasp at concepts that seem almost otherworldly, and it is through the use of language that we are able to do such things clearly and concisely. Until fear overcomes all of that.

	A true scream is what happens when the brain is not able to process the fear it feels in any meaningful way. It may only last for a split second. Literally, it may last for less time than it takes to scream. But the scream was already formed in that deep, dark part of the brain that doesn’t understand logic and so it bursts out unhindered and unfiltered.

	Perhaps the brain is then able to make sense of the situation. Perhaps the scream was caused by the presence of a spider or mouse and the person has that instinctive reaction. And then the brain takes a moment to sort out all the stimuli and the person may then calm down.

	But there is a significant difference between a scream of surprise and a true scream of hopeless dread. And that scream can never be faked. To hear it is to understand it.

	It was that scream which pulled Alton Dockery from the darkness. That scream that welcomed him to the world as he blinked his eyes in a haze, feeling groggy and confused.

	His vision was blurry, and his eyes felt gummy. He could feel crust and dampness in the corners. His hearing seemed to come back from far away, as though earplugs had just been removed or he’d fallen down a deep tunnel of silence into the sudden presence of sound.

	The screams were everything.

	He felt his heart racing, and he gulped a deep breath of air. Had he even been breathing a moment earlier? He had no idea. It felt like he had been sleeping, locked away somewhere cold and alone and then dumped into some kind of mayhem.

	He scanned the dim room around himself. There were faces, people seemed familiar and some didn’t. A glass vase that he knew was placed on the left side of the room lay broken in shards on the opposite side, as if thrown with so much force. A lamp had crashed to the floor at his feet and books were strewn about.

	The people in the room ducked and cowered as he looked at them. Some covered their heads with their hands. There was crying, a deep and despondent wail. The sound a person made when their entire world had been taken away from them.

	Alton knew the sound of despair. He remembered, as a child, being woken by that sound. That horrible cry. His father had died of aneurysm in the night. Unpredictable, unexpected. His mother had discovered him in bed next to her and that sound, that horrible sound, had been what woke Alton. The sound of his mother’s heart being torn in two. The same sound he heard now.

	He looked at the floor in front of him. A body lay crumpled as though it had been thrown like trash, and a woman crouched down with it, holding the broken and bloody head in her lap as she wept in despair. Even with blurry eyes in the dim light, he knew the face. It was his sister Elisa.

	The body on the floor was Carlos, her husband. One of the eyes had been torn from his skull. His arms and legs were bent at too many angles. He looked to have been crushed in some kind of machine. He was dead, there was no doubt.

	“What’s happening?” Alton whispered. The terrible scream rattled to a halt, the voice producing it too hoarse to continue. Alton looked at his wife Marlena, her hands at her mouth as the final vestiges of that scream trickled out between her fingers as nothing more than strained groans.

	He had never seen such fear in his wife’s eyes. They were locked on his, searching as though looking for answers to a question no one had bothered to ask him yet. She was pale and disheveled. There was a spray of blood up one side of her cheek. Her hands shook and trembled as though palsied.

	The others in the room slowly straightened themselves, uncovering their heads or turning back to face his direction. His sister still sobbed and Alton breathed in deep, heavy breaths.

	He scanned the room once more. He was in the bedroom of his home, with the windows drawn and sealed against the light. The room was torn asunder. Everything that could have been broken or knocked over seemed to be that way. And Alton himself was strapped to a dining room chair. His body was laced with the blue paracord he kept in the garage. It was wound around his chest and abdomen, his thighs and shins. He felt it around his wrists and ankles, secured with knots the size of fists.

	He was drenched in sweat. He could smell himself, and he stunk, like body odor, and much worse. His mouth tasted of smoke and acid and blood. His arms and legs ached and his back was on fire. Movement was all but impossible.

	“What’s happening?” he asked again, his voice cracking. One of the people in front of him took a step forward. It was a man Alton didn’t recognize. He was old with wings of gray in his black hair. His face was craggy, one of those faces of a man who looked twenty years older than he truly was. Around the neck of his black shirt, a white collar peaked out.

	“I speak your name, Barabakuzz!” the priest said, holding up a crucifix in Alton’s face.

	“What?” he said, struggling in his bonds. “Marlena? Elisa? What’s happening?”

	“Begone, Barabakuzz, and plague this man no longer!” the priest yelled, pressing a coin into Alton’s forehead. Alton simply stared at him, unable to slow his breathing. The priest’s expression was grim and determined, but as he held the coin to Alton’s forehead it began to slip. Confusion seemed to seep in, and he slowly lowered his hand.

	“Father Malcolm?” Marlena asked slowly, her voice little more than a shaky whisper. Another man came to the priest’s side. He was younger, and bleeding from a wound above his eye.

	“Alton?” the younger man asked.

	Alton looked at him.

	“Please tell me what’s going on,” he begged. He wanted free of the chair. The pain in his muscles was like nothing he’d ever felt before. It was like he was burning from the inside. The ache was so bad. He wanted to know what was going on, what had happened to Carlos, what had happened to himself.

	“Alton, is that you?” Marlena asked, taking a tentative step towards him. The priest put his hand out, holding her back.

	“Do not be deceived. The demon is clever. We’ve seen these tricks before.”

	“But the medal, father,” the other man said.

	The priest lifted a glass vial and swung his hand forward. Tepid water splashed Alton’s face, and it felt cool and refreshing compared to whatever was already coating him. He sighed, feeling an odd moment of relief.

	The priest then pressed the crucifix against Alton’s cheek. The wood was cold and smooth. He looked up at the priest, tears welling in his eyes.

	“Please, just tell me what is happening,” he begged.

	The priest lowered his hand, his face going slack as though he’d finally ended a long shift at work.

	“Alton,” he said quietly. Alton nodded his head.

	“I don’t understand what’s happening.”

	Marlena pushed past the priest, coming to Alton’s side. She moved as though to hug him, but then stopped herself at the last moment, holding his face in her hands.

	“Is it really you?” she demanded.

	“It’s me… why wouldn’t it be me? Why won’t anyone tell me what’s going on? Why am I tied to a chair? What happened to Carlos?”

	Tears rolled down his wife’s cheeks, and she looked up at the priest, who stood behind them.

	“Alton, what is the last thing you remember?” the priest asked.

	Alton struggled against the ropes at his wrists and looked up at the man.

	“I don’t… I don’t know. Getting up for work this morning?” he said. It was hard to actually pull a memory into the foreground of his mind. He certainly had no idea how he ended up tied to a chair. He remembered feeling sick for several days, and then that morning he was planning to head to the warehouse where he worked and… he couldn’t remember.

	He remembered getting dressed. He remembered looking at himself in the mirror. What else had happened? He couldn’t recall if he’d eaten breakfast or even gone to work at all.

	“What day is it, Alton?” the priest asked.

	“What?” he said, confused.

	“Tell me what day you think it is.”

	“What I think…? It’s Monday. Today’s Monday.”

	“The date, Alton.”

	“I don’t… It's June sixth. Monday, June sixth,” he said, and Marlena choked back another sob. “Isn’t it?”

	“Today is July twelfth,” the priest told him.

	Alton shook his head. No one was explaining anything to him. It was just becoming more and more confusing.

	“Please, Marlena, I don’t understand. Please tell me what’s going on,” he said to her.

	“Do you remember a man named Leo Dubrovnik?” the priest asked then.

	“Dubrovnik?” Alton said. The name sounded vaguely familiar, but he couldn’t place it.

	“This man was killed by police outside a pub in early June, do you remember?”

	Alton tried to think back. He did remember. He couldn’t recall the man’s name, but he did remember what happened. There was a killer on the run, the police found him and killed him outside Hannigan’s just as Alton and Marlena were leaving after Sunday brunch. He remembered hearing the shots ring out and ducking down with his wife just as a man stumbled towards them. He fell onto Alton and was dead by the time they both hit the ground.

	“This man, Leo Dubrovnik, had killed many people before he died. But what the police did not know was that, like you, Dubrovnik was a victim himself. He had been possessed by a demon called Barabakuzz. The same one that has inhabited you all this time since it transferred bodies from Dubrovnik into you, Alton.”

	Alton simply stared at the priest. It was nonsense. Madness, even. And yet the room was a mess. He was tied to a chair. And Carlos was still crumpled on the floor.

	“That’s impossible,” Alton said quietly.

	“It is the truth,” the priest said.

	“There’s no such thing as demons.”

	“No? Can you explain your lost time? Your current condition? Your brother-in-law?”

	“It’s a trick,” Alton said, shaking his head. “I was sick. I’ve been sick.”

	“It’s not a trick,” his wife said.

	“Marlena…” he whispered her name, sad and desperate.

	She shook her head.

	“The things you did… it wasn’t you. It could never be you.” Tears started streaming down her face again.

	Alton looked past them to the floor. His sister was all but frozen, her head hanging down over her husband’s face.

	“I did that? I killed Carlos?” he asked.

	“The demon did that,” the priest corrected.

	“No. No, there’s no such thing.”

	“It wasn’t your fault, Alton,” the young man with the priest assured him.

	“Of course it wasn’t my fault! I just woke up!” he yelled. Elisa lifted her head. Red puffy eyes stared into his own.

	“Elisa, I didn’t do that,” he said. She shook her head and began sobbing again.

	“Please, get me out of here. Untie me, we can help him. I didn’t hurt him, I didn’t hurt anyone,” he pleaded.

	“He’s dead, Alton!” Elisa screamed. “He’s dead because of you!”

	He could only stare. It couldn’t be true. How could any of it be true? And yet, here he was. Here they all were. Why would they lie to him? And what else could have happened?

	The priest and his assistant asked more questions. Alton could answer little. He didn’t remember anything. He didn’t know what had happened, or why he did anything. He didn’t know what Barabakuzz was.

	Then they showed Alton a video. It was footage of him from that morning while the priest was conducting the exorcism. Objects were floating around him as he cursed and yelled in a language he’d never spoken before, in a voice not his own. He was raging and saying horrible things.

	Marlena told him his mother was dead, a victim of the demon Barabakuzz. Everything within him that was trying to believe in another explanation deflated in a single, pathetic sob. He had nothing left.

	They cut the ropes holding Alton in place after more than an hour of questions and tests. The priest kept saying they needed to be sure the ritual worked and that the demon was gone.

	When he was free, Alton fell to the floor. His legs would not respond. His arms could not even hold up his weight any longer. The priest and his assistant took him to the bathroom and helped Marlena get him undressed and into the bathtub. She ran the water for him and used a cloth to wash his face as his muscles slowly started to relax.

	“I didn’t know,” he whispered weakly.

	“I know you didn’t,” she agreed. He could not look at her.

	He didn’t want to face the truth. But he needed to know.

	“How many other people did I hurt?” he asked. Marlena would not answer. She rubbed the cloth gently down his sore arms.

	“How many?” he asked again. She looked him in the eyes.

	“A lot,” she said, and then looked away again. He took a deep, shaking breath.

	“Are the police looking for me?”

	“They are,” she said.

	He had killed people and didn’t even remember doing it. And surely no one would ever accept the defense he could mount. Demon possession? The best he could hope for was people thinking he was crazy. At worst, they’d think he was just making a joke out of it.

	He had killed his mother and brother-in-law. And others. He could mount no defense. He didn’t want to. He didn’t want to put Marlena and Elisa in a position where they needed to defend him. They’d be labeled crazy. Or co-conspirators. It would ruin what was left of their lives as well. He couldn’t do that.

	Alton closed his eyes. Images flashed in his head. Impulses and feelings that were not his own. He tasted blood on his tongue. Felt bones breaking in his hands. He heard the screams. There were so many screams.

	He splashed in the tub, disoriented suddenly, as he tried to sit up. His back was impossibly sore. Marlena was in the doorway talking to the priest. She came back to his side quickly.

	“You fell asleep,” she said. His heart rate slowed.

	“I… er, remember things. Horrible things,” he said.

	“The memories will come back to you,” the priest in the doorway said. “The demon used your body. But it was only sharing the space. The things it did will come back to you. It may happen quickly, or slowly over time. But remind yourself, always, that it was not you. It will feel like it was, but do not be deceived. The demon does not deserve to have that victory over you.”

	“Are you leaving?” Alton asked. The man wore a coat now and carried a bag at his side.

	“My work is done. I need to go home and sleep and perhaps endure my own nightmares.”

	“I’m sorry, Father,” Alton told him. The priest waved it away.

	“I am sorry, my son. Sorry I could not free you sooner. You have done more than enough penance, and there is much more to come. Do not apologize to me.”

	“Will you tell the police what you know?”

	“I will. But they will still come for you.”

	Marlena saw the priest and his assistant out. Alton stayed in the tub, staring at the ceiling. He didn’t want to close his eyes again, despite how exhausted he felt. It wasn’t even that the nightmares frightened him. The idea of seeing what he had done come back to him was terrifying. But something in the short dream he had already experienced had already proven to be much worse.

	In the dream, when he tasted the blood, felt the breaking bones, and heard the screams, Alton was not terrified. In the dream, he was elated. The sound was like music to him. The taste was sweet, the feeling infinitely satisfying. He was terrified of remembering how good the horrible things he’d done made him feel.

	He had been tied to the chair for days. He had soiled himself and remained stationary long enough for his muscles to start eating themselves. He had lost weight and not been able to keep food down at all, Marlena told him. The fact he was alive at all was almost miraculous.

	The priest’s assistant told him that the demon likely fled because his body was so weak already, on top of their efforts to perform an exorcism. It had been a war of attrition, and the demon gave up first. It fled, cast out in a weakened and desperate state. No one could say when and where it might turn up again.

	Elisa had to call someone for Carlos. To come for the body. Marlena tried to convince Alton they needed to leave. He could go somewhere and hide, at least until they figured out what to do, or what to say. But it was not an option. Not just because he could barely move at all, but because it was not fair to do so. He would not make his wife into a fugitive. The only people who ran and hid from police were those who had reasons to do so. And Marlena did not.

	Emergency crews arrived after Marlena helped him from the tub and into clean clothes. He was on the sofa. The bedroom was not fit for anyone still.

	Police swarmed the property. Detectives questioned Elisa and Marlena and Alton. He did not know what his wife and sister were saying to them. If they were lying or being honest. It didn’t matter.

	Alton was arrested. They already wanted him for six other murders. His mother wasn’t one of them. They didn’t know about her yet.

	He had to be taken out on a stretcher. Paramedics said he was dehydrated and malnourished. His muscles had begun to atrophy. They didn’t understand how he could have done anything in the condition he was in. They cuffed his wrists to the stretcher, and a police officer rode with him to the hospital.

	Things happened very quickly. Maybe that was a side effect of having lost so much time. It seemed like the world was on fast forward. They kept him attached to machines in the hospital, with bags of fluid rehydrating him. They monitored his blood and urine and asked him again and again how he had gotten to such a state. He said he had been sick and had no memory of what had happened. Neither the police nor the doctors believed him.

	Marlena hired a lawyer. Alton was charged with eight counts of murder. They’d found his mother’s body in her basement. His lawyer said the case was not as bad as it looked. The doctors even admitted he was barely able to move when they brought him in. The idea he could have manhandled his two-hundred-and-fifty-pound brother-in-law, and broken nearly all of his bones, was not consistent with something he could have physically done.

	The detectives began to change gears with their questions. They had decided that Alton had been in an advanced state of malnutrition, likely for a few weeks. If that was the case, then no less than three of the murders couldn’t have been done by him. They started to ask him questions about Marlena and Elisa.

	Did Marlena and his mother get along? Were Elisa and Carlos having marital troubles? Did he know that Carlos had a life insurance policy?

	“I did it,” Alton told them. “It wasn’t anyone else.”

	The police asked him for details. How had he killed his mother? What did he do to cause so much damage to Carlos? He gave them answers—stories and lies. They called him out immediately.

	“I used a hammer,” he said. The detective slammed her hands on the table next to his hospital bed.

	“There was no hammer in your house. No trauma consistent with use of blunt force on the body. Which one are you protecting, your wife or your sister?”

	“It was me!” he insisted.

	“You’re covered in bruises consistent with being restrained. We found the paracord in your bedroom. That chair was covered in filth. How long did they have you tied up?”

	“I wasn’t!” he told them.

	“They were going to kill you next, Alton. Why are you protecting them?”

	The case began to move away from Alton entirely. They were beginning to build evidence against his wife and sister.

	His lawyer explained the new theory the prosecution had. They were looking to put all three of them in prison. Alton for the early murders and his wife and sister for the later ones.

	“You can’t let them do that,” Alton told the lawyer.

	“It’s not on me. They’ll file charges if they believe they can make a case.”

	“But they need to know that it didn’t happen like that,” Alton insisted. “You need to find the priest.”

	“What priest?”

	“Father… Malcolm? Older guy with graying hair, rough face. He was there. He can tell them that Marlena and Elisa had nothing to do with it.”

	“What about you?”

	“My wife and sister are not going to jail,” Alton said.

	“I’m not selling you down the river, Alton.”

	“You won’t. Find the priest.”

	It took the lawyer only a day to find Malcolm. He returned to Alton, agitated and annoyed.

	“Demonic possession? Did you know he was going to say that to me?” his lawyer demanded. Alton nodded.

	“I’m not ruining my career on a Hail Mary play like that. Not a chance.”

	“It’s what I want,” Alton insisted.

	“No, absolutely not. And if you’re going for insanity, it won’t work. They’ll see right through this.”

	“I’m not.”

	“Forget it, Alton. I can’t bring that to a judge. I won’t.”

	Alton fired his lawyer. He called for a meeting with prosecutors and the police. He told the story he knew, despite the holes in his memory.

	“You think you can waste my time with this crap?” the prosecutor asked him after he explained what had happened. He told them of Dubrovnik and his possession. He told them of the missing time and waking up in the chair. He told them that whatever they initially thought he’d done, he was admitting to it. He just couldn’t remember.

	“It’s what happened. I’m admitting guilt,” he said.

	“It’s crap. You’re protecting your wife and your sister and it won’t stand.”

	“I’m admitting guilt. Forget the possession if you want. Make up a new story, I’ll sign a confession No trial, no defense. I’ll go to prison. I’m saying it was me,” he said.

	“Not good enough,” the lawyer told him. “I’m not letting two killers walk free.”

	They wouldn’t believe what he’d done. They offered him a plea on the murders he had done and reduced time if he would testify against his sister for the death of her husband. They wouldn’t listen.

	They kept him chained to his bed, shackled like an animal. But he’d been crafty. They thought he was too weak to move, but he still had some strength. He’d managed to get an empty syringe after a nurse had gotten distracted. All he needed to do was fill his IV with air.

	He could leave a dying declaration. An admission to all the murders. He’d swear Marlena and Elisa were innocent. There was no real evidence against them. And with Alton dead, their case would fizzle out.

	He was the guilty one. There was no reason for anyone else to suffer for his crimes. Even if the demon had done them. It was still him.

	He waited until after the nurse came to check his IV for the last time in the night. They would be heading to court the next day. He’d have to face his wife and sister as they were formally charged with murder. He wouldn’t allow it.

	He lifted the syringe, drawing it full of air. It was hard to maneuver with shackled wrists, but he was able to grab the IV tube.

	“Why would you quit now?” someone asked him. The voice was the barest whisper in his ear.

	“Who’s there?” Alton asked, trying to see behind him.

	“There’s so much more you could do.”

	“Who are you?” he demanded.

	“You could save them. You could be a hero.”

	The voice was familiar to him. It reminded him of someone he knew but hadn’t seen in a long time.

	“Let me in,” the voice urged. “Welcome me back.”

	“Barabakuzz,” Alton whispered. A thin, dry laughter filled his head.

	“Have you missed me, Alton? I’ve missed you.”

	“You’re a monster,” Alton whispered.

	“We are monsters, you and me both,” it corrected. “And if we show them tomorrow… then what? Then Marlena and Elisa will be safe. Don’t you think?”

	“No. You killed my mother. I can’t trust you.”

	“Trust that if they see what we can do, no one will dare think of putting poor Marlena in jail. Isn’t that what you want?”

	“You killed people,” Alton said through clenched teeth.

	“If not you, I’ll find someone else. Maybe someone willing to do everything to keep Marlena safe.”

	Alton’s anger grew. The threat was clear and also something he was powerless to stop.

	“Let me in,” the demon urged. “Or I will make sure it hurts before she dies.”

	Alton whimpered, despite his efforts to hold it in. What choice did he have? No one believed him. No one would ever believe him. And if the demon was back, it had no reason to not do as it said.

	Alton closed his eyes. He wished he’d never woken up in that chair. He wished things had ended for him like they had for Leo Dubrovnik instead. Then he’d be free. Truly free.

	 

	***

	 

	The public defender stood along with the others in the courtroom. Alton was allowed to stay seated in his wheelchair. He was still too weak to stand. The judges and the lawyers talked. The judge listed the charges against him. They asked him how he pleaded.

	Marlena was being charged with murder, along with Elisa. Four murders between the two of them. The rest were on Alton. They just needed to enter their pleas.

	Alton gripped the edges of the wheelchair and slowly got to his feet.

	“You don’t need to stand, Mr. Dockery,” the judge said. Alton shook his head.

	“I want to,” he said.

	“Very well. Do you understand the charges against you?”

	“Oh, I
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