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ONE

 

 

 

Blaze awoke in a cold-sweat panic. There was something wrong in his apartment. No light came in through the windows; no glow came from his alarm clock.

Must be a power outage, he thought.

Wind howled outside, sucking at the windows, bowing them outward and then in again. Clattering sounds echoed faintly in the night. Maybe a soda can tumbling down the sidewalk.

Suddenly too hot to breathe, Blaze kicked off his covers. The disorientation of sleep faded and he came into focus.

There was something wrong in his apartment.

Listening, he slipped out of bed and crept to the threshold of his bedroom. Something was out there, in the hallway, waiting in the dark.

The back of his neck prickled and Blaze suddenly felt naked in his underwear. Scooping jeans off the floor, he kept watch on the doorway as he pulled them on. He fumbled in his nightstand drawer for the elastic headband with the LED light and turned it on. The light was weak and pitiful against the murky darkness. He grabbed his walking pole and held it ready, wishing it was a baseball bat.

Peeking into the hallway, he could sense the intruder, but his light revealed nothing. A whiff of a foul stink teased his nose. Sour milk. Banana peel. Cat shit.

Movement in the darkness caught his eye and he stopped, watching to see it again.

More shadows moved just outside of his beam of light. The curtains, maybe.

The wind beat against the apartment building, shaking it beneath Blaze’s feet, adding to his unease. He stalked into the living room. A black shadow darted along the back wall and vanished.

The wind stopped.

Blaze felt the skin on his skull tighten. Goosebumps ran up and down his bare arms. There was nothing he could see, but he sensed movement and felt eyes on him.

 “Who’s there?” His voice sounded reedy to his own ears.

Distant, quiet laughter answered. An ambient sound, almost below his ability to hear, the quiet, baritone laugh filled the darkness, yet left Blaze wondering if he were imagining it.

Shaking with fear, Blaze spun in a circle, trying to make out more of the room than was revealed in the light from his headlamp. He made a slice through the air with his walking pole, then turned and did it again, testing to make sure nothing was behind him. Shadows flickered all around.

“Daniel…” A voice hissed within the sound of the laughter.

Blaze froze, waving his light frantically. “Who’s there?” He choked on the words, steadied himself and then demanded forcefully, “Who are you?”

 “Daniel…” The laughter stopped, leaving the world strangely empty and silent. Then the voice spoke clearly. “It is time, Daniel. I have come for you.”

A door that had never been there before opened at the end of the hall, bathing the apartment in an unholy crimson light. Black shadows spilled out, dancing across the red-lit walls of the hallway, some spidery, some humanoid, none human. They surrounded Blaze, and one reached outward, taking corporeal form, and shoved at Blaze’s shoulder.

Blaze stumbled and then fell, sprawling wildly and floundering in his panic. He slapped and kicked at the inhuman things around him as they pressed at his body, pushing him down the hallway toward the open door. The floor became slimy, and he began to slide as the demons shoved at him. Out of control, he gained speed as the floor tilted to an angle, sliding him down toward the gaping maw of Hell.

He screamed as his body fell into the open doorway. Flailing, he caught the doorframe with one hand as his body passed through. Desperately hanging on, he found himself dangling over a bottomless pit containing a blazing red sun. The cold of the blackness around him bit at his bare arms, chest, and feet. Even as the radiation from the inferno below began to burn him, frost formed on the side of his body facing away from it.

The laughter began again, this time it was a deep rumbling from somewhere in the direction of the burning light below. “Welcome, Daniel.”

Blaze’s fingers began to slip as he fought to hold on, to reach the doorframe with his other hand.

Please, God…, he silently prayed, unable to take a breath in the airless void.

The door slammed close, banging down against his fingers, numbing them with pain, trying to make him let go.

God. Please help me…
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TWO

 

 

 

Blaze took a deep breath and tried to shake off the dream. Something was banging outside in the wind. A trashcan lid maybe. Loud enough to wake him and steady enough to give him dreams. He glanced at the alarm clock. It was two in the morning. Throwing back the covers, he stumbled to the bathroom, relieved himself, and drank some water. He stared into the mirror for a moment, not really seeing himself at all, but just being grateful for the feeling of normalcy.

Then he heard it. A quiet mewling sound.

He cocked his head, trying to hear it better over the banging noise and the moaning wind. A kitten? He followed the sound to the sliding glass door on his balcony. Seeing nothing, Blaze opened the door into the night.

The cold gale washed over him, sending shivers down his body. The sound was louder now, and it wasn’t a kitten. It was a girl.

He could see her in the next apartment building, across the grassy common area, and a floor lower than his. A large tree branch had snapped and broken through her window as it fell. There were glass shards on the floor around her bare feet as she sat on her bed, wrapped in a nightshirt, sobbing.

Blaze looked down at her for a moment, then went back inside and shut the door. He had never seen her before, but that wasn’t surprising. He hardly knew any of his neighbors. He’d only been here for a couple of months.

Taking a job in a new city had been like starting a whole new life, which was exactly what Blaze had wanted. His parents had been killed shortly after he graduated college, and, well, after settling out their estate and dealing with all the bills, he had needed a fresh start. There hadn’t been anything left of his old life but memories anyway.

He pulled on his jeans, rummaged through the dirty laundry for a clean-ish t-shirt, and put on his shoes. He grabbed duct tape from the mess drawer in the kitchen, pulled a couple of trash bags out from under the sink, grabbed his keys, and accidentally kicked the headlamp lying on the floor.

Blaze stopped and looked down at the LED light.

Chills raced across his arms as he remembered taking it out of the nightstand drawer and coming out of the bedroom—in a dream. He swallowed hard, wondering how it had actually gotten here.

Looking around, with the lights on, everything in his apartment seemed normal. He peered back down the hall to where the nonexistent door had once been. Or had never been at all.

Picking up the headlamp, he tested it. It worked perfectly. Much brighter than it had been in the dream.

Dream? Or power outage? Had he been so tired he had walked around in a dream? Sleepwalked?

Shoving the light into his pocket, he walked slowly down the hallway, remembering how slippery the floor had felt, how it had tilted up to dump him out. He kneeled and touched the carpeting, running his fingers across the short pile, knowing it was irrational, but searching for any sign that it had been slimy.

The sound of the girl’s crying caught his attention again. Blaze stood up and turned his back on his imaginary fears.
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THREE

 

 

 

“Hello?” The girl’s muffled voice was soft and uncertain from behind the closed door to her apartment.

“Hi. I’m Blaze. I live across the way, in the other building over there, third floor apartment with the lights on. I, uh, saw what the tree did to your window, and I came to help.” Blaze held up the trash bags and duct tape for her to see through the peephole.

“Oh. Um… Just a minute.”

After a moment he heard the rattle of locks, and she opened the door.

Her eyes were red rimmed from crying. Her blonde hair was disheveled and tangled, making the dark roots stand out. She smiled thinly at him as she dabbed at her nose with a crumpled tissue. She looked to be in her twenties, probably close to Blaze’s own age, but in her jeans, oversized nightshirt, and striped red socks, he thought she could have passed for a kid who had just lost an argument with her parents.

“Hi.” She did a quick, nervous wave with the tissue hand. “I’m Steph. I… Thank you for coming to help. I was kind of lost as to what to do.”

“I was up anyway.” Blaze realized his own hair was probably suffering from a serious case of bedhead. He hoped not. On a bad day, if he had been a redhead instead of a blond, he could have passed for Larry from the Three Stooges. Not the impression he liked to give. “The wind was pretty bad. Kind of gave me nightmares.”

A haunted look came into Steph’s eyes as he mentioned nightmares, and she nervously glanced around.

“You okay?” Blaze asked.

“Yeah.” She took a breath and shook off the stress visible on her face. “Yeah. Come on in.” Steph waved him into the room. “Sorry about the mess.” She tried to smile but it looked more like a wince.

Blaze wiped his feet on the mat and stepped in.

Steph’s apartment wasn’t any warmer than the chill autumn air outside. She closed the door and rubbed her arms with her hands as he turned to look back at her.

“Let’s cover up that window and see if we can get it warmer in here,” he suggested.

Steph nodded and led him into her bedroom. The tree branch, sticking three feet into the room and dangling out the window, rocked back and forth in the wind, sweeping back and forth across the room like a giant clawed hand. Broken glass covered her bed, the floor, and the dresser.

“Wow! I can’t believe you didn’t get cut.” Blaze stopped and looked at her again. “You are okay, aren’t you?”

Steph nodded, but tears welled up in her eyes as she hugged herself tighter.

“Don’t worry. We’ll clean this up. And if you’re not hurt, there’s no real damage done, right? Everything else can be fixed.”

She nodded again but did not seem convinced.

Blaze examined the tree branch, trying to figure out the best way to get it out of the window. He was testing how heavy the tree branch was when Steph blurted out, “It wasn’t a tree.”

“What?” He looked up at her.

With a quick, shaky hand movement, she pointed at the branch. “When that came through the window, it wasn’t a tree.”

A snapping noise came from outside, and the tree branch twisted and began falling out of the window, slashing Blaze across the cheek and catching on his t-shirt as it went. Steph screamed. The scraggly limb snagged on his shirt, dragging Blaze toward the window, trying to pull him out with it.

Blaze fought the weight tugging at him, grabbing at the bed, and then the floor, and finally at the windowsill itself, trying not to be yanked out into the night. He gasped for air as his shirt collar choked him, the weight of the tree limb dragging him halfway out through the window. Then his shirt ripped free from the branch’s grasp, spinning him around as it tore.

The tree limb disappeared out of the window, scraping all the way down the side of the building like screams falling away into the pits of Hell.

Blaze gasped, looking down at the twenty-foot drop as the limb hit the ground and shattered into a small explosion of dead twigs and dried leaves.

“Oh my God! Are you all right?” Steph rushed over to Blaze and put her hand on his shoulder.

“Yeah. I’m okay.” His face stung hotly, his back and arm burned from the scrapes.

“Ew. That’s a nasty cut on your cheek. I’m so sorry.”

Blaze put a hand to his face, and it came away wet with blood.

Steph turned and pulled some clean tissues out of the box by her bed and handed them to him. “Come on. Let’s clean that up.” She headed for the bathroom and he followed.

“Sit.” She pointed to the closed toilet.

Blaze sat, feeling uncomfortable about having invaded this girl’s personal space. He watched her dig through the medicine cabinet, taking out cotton balls and hydrogen peroxide.

“It’s not that bad.” He stood up. “Don’t worry about it.”

She put a hand on his shoulder and looked him in the eyes. “It is that bad. Sit down. I’ll clean it for you.”

He flinched when the soaked cotton ball dabbed at his cheek. He could hear the peroxide foaming in the cut.

“Looks like there’s still something in there.” Steph grabbed a pair of tweezers and leaned close.

Blaze could smell her. She smelled warm, comforting, and real. No perfumes. Her brown eyes caught his as she looked up from the wound, and he felt himself flush. She certainly did not remind him of a little girl anymore.

“Not too bad.” She held up a splinter a quarter inch long. “But I think you should go see a doctor tomorrow, or you’ll end up with a scar.” She dropped the bloody piece of wood into the trash can and he heard it hit with a dull tink.

He looked at the wall, trying not to stare at her as she put a bandage on his cheek.

“That should keep the infection out, anyway.”

Blaze nodded and stood up, not sure what to say and uncomfortable with the attraction he was feeling for her.

“Wait. Turn around. Let me see.” Steph put her hand on his arm and spun him. She lifted the back of his shirt so she could see where the branch had scraped him. “These are a lot bigger, but not as bad. Makes you look like a skater.” She pulled at his shirt, lifting it all the way up to his neck so she could clean the scratches.

Staring at her shower curtain, an abstract pattern of colored shapes on black, he felt like he was dangling over the abyss again, feeling the radiation burning his skin. Except the hot spots were where her hands brushed his skin as she cleaned the scrapes.

“This one might need a bandage, too,” she told him and put one in the middle of his back. “All done.” She let his shirt drop back into place.

“Thank you,” he murmured. He moved around her, being careful not to brush up against her as she put things back into the medicine cabinet. Grabbing the duct tape and trash bags, he began sealing the shattered window. Small shards of glass crunched under his feet as he taped a trash bag onto the wall around the window frame. Oddly, the room seemed brighter with the black plastic covering the window and blocking out the night.

“It’s warmer in here already. Thank you.” Steph came back into the room.

“What were you saying, just before the tree…before I got cut?” Blaze asked her. “About it not being a tree?”

Steph looked away. “Nothing. It was stupid. I just had a nightmare.” She grabbed a small plastic trashcan from the side of the bed and began putting broken glass in it. “Like you said. The wind was giving me nightmares. I just freaked when the window broke.”

“I can’t say that I blame you.”

Blaze joined her in cleaning the mess, and they worked in silence as he thought about his own nightmare.
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“Thank you again,” Steph said as Blaze dumped the last of the glass into her kitchen trashcan. “I’m really sorry you got hurt.”

“You’re welcome.” He smiled at her awkwardly for a moment then stepped toward the door.

“Blaze?”

“Yeah?”

Steph looked shyly at the ground before meeting his eyes. “Can I ask another favor? I mean, I know you’ve already done a lot for me, too much really, but…”

“Sure. What is it?”

She chewed nervously at her bottom lip. “Honestly, I’m just scared. The nightmare, and then the tree, really freaked me out. Could you keep me company, just until morning?” She looked anxious and then quickly added, “We could watch television, or talk. Or we don’t even have to talk. If you are tired you could sleep on the couch. Or my bed. I’ll sleep on the couch. I—I just really don’t want to be alone.”

Blaze looked at her pleading eyes and her worried face, and his heart nearly broke. She looked so vulnerable and afraid.

“Yeah, I’ll stay.”
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