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I never knew what I wanted but I never would have chosen this. I had a normal life until I was thrust into the dark, literally, when a bag was pulled over my head.

I didn’t even know they were behind me. The bag over my head was my first clue that all was not right with my world. The blackness was disorienting. They didn’t waste time before I was being shoved roughly forward. After half a dozen staggering steps I was lifted like a rag doll and thrown into what I assumed was a truck. Someone yanked my hands behind my back as the truck accelerated. Cold plastic encircled my wrists, and then the zip ties clacked as they were cinched tight. That sound sealed the hopelessness of my situation. 

The bag was scratchy and my cheeks were being sandpapered as it rubbed against me each time I rolled on the hard floor. My breath soon made the inside of the bag a sauna, sweat poured down my face. Some of it was the heat inside the bag, the rest was the sheer terror of my situation.

“What do you want?”

No answer came except a kick to the stomach. I didn’t repeat the question. I could hear several people in the truck with me. The only sound anyone made was the occasional grunt as the vehicle cornered. An acrid stench permeated the truck. I once roomed with a total jock. He’d regularly come home from the gym stinking of sweat. He smelled sweet compared to the body odor I was getting from this group. It smelled like a dumpster in the confines of the truck. 

We jerked to a halt and I heard the doors open and then I was alone in the back. I laid there for a few minutes straining to hear. The truck was silent, I was alone. I struggled to a sitting position. That’s damn hard when your hands are bound tightly behind you. I finally wiggled my butt under me. I had just about figured out how to get to my knees, when a fist the size of my head slammed into my face. My nose crumpled and hot wet blood poured down my face. 

The puncher tisked at me like my grandmother used to when I stole a cookie and was caught. The son of a bitch had been sitting there quietly, watching me struggle. I was left weaving as fireworks went off in my head, but at least I was still sitting. The door opened and something heavy and hard slammed into me, knocking me against the metal wall. Even bigger fireworks went off and then everything was dark for a while.

I woke up again, still in the dark and buried under several large heavy shapes. I tried to shift one off me and it groaned in pain. There were other people on top of me. The weight of the other - I guess they were victims - was too much to overcome. I was pinned in place and could only lie there listening to the sound of the engine, the roar of the tires, and the wet breathing of our captors. We didn’t stop again for a long time. The truck slowed at one point and I could hear moving water close outside. The truck rocked violently a few times and then the water sound receded. The truck slowed, I couldn’t hear the tires on tarmac sound that had become the totality of my world anymore. We were no longer on paved roads. The off-road portion of the drive didn’t last long. The truck rocked to a halt and the engine was switched off. The other victims were yanked off me, one by one until it was my turn. Strong hands grabbed my arms and dragged me from the truck. I was back on my feet and being herded roughly along. I could hear whimpers and sobs, some male, some female. Each time there was a sound I heard a meaty smack as one of the captors punished the one making the noise. We shuffled along what I thought was a dirt path, then I tripped over a solid lip and found myself standing on a hard floor. 

“Wonderful my children,” a deep male voice boomed. 

His voice echoed as if we were in a large room. Our captors made no response and I was soon yanked to a halt and forced to my knees. I heard grunts and assumed the others were being treated the same. I didn’t want to die like this. I’d seen enough movies to know that once the crazies brought you to their hideout and put you on your knees a bullet to the brain wasn’t far behind.

“Rejoice my friends,” Booming Voice said. “You are to be party to a great thing; a momentous event that will transform the world. We, the chosen, shall open the way to the coming of the true God of this universe.”

I didn’t feel honored. My tongue was frozen in my mouth, my heart raced like a greyhound and I desperately needed to piss. It was painful to maintain my bladder but I didn’t want to die on my knees and covered in my own piss.

“Brother Randy, light the candles. Brother Sean, fetch the dagger.” 

I smelled piss. At least I wasn’t the only one terrified beyond my ability to cope. My only consolation was that the source of the smell wasn’t me. 

Booming Voice started speaking in a sing-song rhythm but the words were foreign to me. I couldn’t even place the sound of the language. There were guttural clicks, croaking sounds, and combinations of consonants that should never occur in a language. Every so often he would pause and other voices would speak short phrases in the same weird language. I could hear both men and women chanting the phrases; there were a lot of people in this group.

I never would have thought that human throats could create such sounds. There were sibilants, guttural growls, and clicks in abundance. 

"Vrr'kat hakht k'ta. K’ta q’prasst,” Booming Voice chanted.

“K’ta q'prasst,” responded the congregation. 

The chanting went on for a long time. It had the effect of lulling me into a fugue state. I was disconnected from my body. The pain of my bruised body became distant and the hairs on my arms and the back of my neck stood up like I was in an electrical storm. 

Booming Voice shouted some word that sounded like he was yelling and vomiting at the same time and I heard a horrible squelching sound. That sound repeated half a dozen times and I smelled shit and piss and a tangy sour scent followed by a thud. I thought it must have been the sound of him killing one of the hostages. I should have screamed or tried to run, but I was frozen in place. His chanting resumed and came closer. After several minutes he shouted the same non-word again and the wet, slicing sounds were repeated.

The lights in the room must have been turned up, the inside of the bag was not as black as before. I could make out dim gray light leaking through it. Booming Voice repeated the cycle three more times, his voice grew closer after each repetition. With each death, the light level increased until it felt like a spotlight was focused on me. I needed to run but was still frozen.

An explosion ripped through the air. My ears popped as the shock wave passed over me. Distant shouts filled the room, dozens of voices shouting demands and orders. 

“Police!”

“On the ground!”

“Freeze!”

Rapid fire yelling, and then the sound of a gun.

“Delay them,” Booming Voice said. “I must be allowed to finish.”

Incoherent shouts rang out from around me and I heard several of my captors rush away, presumably to confront the charging police.

Booming Voice resumed his chanting, shouting over the screams of his cult and the police. The room continued to become brighter through the cloth. He rushed through the words, no longer relying on his companions to respond. I heard him cry out again and heard the dagger plunge into flesh. It was so close I heard the blade slicing cloth and flesh, warm liquid—the blood of my neighbor—sprayed across me. I saw light shining through the bag. It must have been one of those security type lights because it punched through the bag like it wasn’t even there. 

Booming Voice gasped and I heard him say in a strangled voice, “God.” I thought that the police were winning and he realized he was running out of time.

Booming Voice stepped in front of me, it was now or never and I didn’t want to die. I finally found my voice.

“No! Help me!”

Several explosions shook the room. I heard the crack of pistols and machine guns. I was in a war zone waiting for a psycho to butcher me like a pig.

More light exploded around me. My hair rose on my scalp in spite of the heavy bag and then the bag was gone.

Lightning flashed. I wasn’t in a building but out in the open. Booming Voice was nowhere to be seen. There was nobody in sight, even the sounds of the battle were absent.

Lightning flashed again, but it was not lighting. It was lightning-like but made of vast black bolts streaking across a dead, gray sky. The clouds stretching from horizon to horizon were the color of rotting flesh. Another bolt flashed down from the corrupt sky and struck the ground. The hillside recoiled like a living thing from the pain of the strike. The soil, black and moist, was more like black paste than life giving loam. It rippled near the site of the strike. Bubbles journeyed from some deep place up to the surface where they stretched the plastic soil upward into boils which popped, spewing noxious fumes and pus-like yellow fluids. Fluttering shapes swooped from the darkness seeming to feed on the ejecta.

A structure stood atop the hill, it was tall yet somehow appeared squat and menacing. The angles of its walls shifted as the eye traversed its height as if it were fluctuating or attempting to escape its original form and become something else.

Moaning sounds from wind or possibly vast creatures suffering in unimaginable ways filled the air. Gusts of wind drove liquid from the surface upward to the clouds, not downward as rain. In the distance, things moved. The shapes undulated and crawled, they hopped and staggered across the ever shifting ground. Energies erupted from the distant hills, blue white flashes, the polar opposite of the black lightning. The flashes coalesced to form writhing tendrils which quested across the landscape, enveloping and consuming the things moving there. Lightning flashed again and one of the blue white tendrils streaked upward to intercept the lightning. It swallowed the darkness into itself and increased in size as it drank in the dark energy.

The tendrils turned and regarded me; I could feel their attention as if they were living things intent on stalking new prey. The tendrils flowed across the shifting ground, racing over everything in their path like Saint Elmo’s fire. The electric forms of the tendrils piled one upon another until they filled my view. The rose up, towering over me and then they flung themselves at me, half lightning, half tentacled beast. 

I screamed. From the bottom of my chest, gut clenching, sphincter puckering screams which tore my throat; I screamed.

“You’re safe,” a man’s voice said. 

A scratchy cloth was pulled across my face. Brilliant light replaced the dark world, banishing the energy tentacles and cursed landscape. Screams still tore their way through my abused throat but wound down to whimpers as I saw that I was in the center of a barn, still kneeling on a wooden floor. Dozens of armed men milled. The smell of gunpowder and blood filled the air. Bodies covered the floor, most in sackcloth robes but half a dozen in normal clothing—my fellow victims. They lay bound and hooded, surrounded by pools of their own blood.

The man in front of me looked hard but kind. His bulging black vest displayed the most wonderful word I had ever seen: POLICE.

He clutched the black sack which had covered my head. I blinked at him stupidly. Part of me wanted to scream some more, but the images were fading now that I saw hard reality all around me.

"Are you hurt sir?"

I'm not ashamed to admit that I started crying like a baby. I thought I managed to say no but the flood of relief that the knife had not found me overwhelmed my ability to speak.

"Well you're safe now," he said. "I'll send a medic over in a minute. Tell you what, let me get your hands free so you can be comfortable."

He moved behind me and I heard the click of a pocket knife and in a moment my hands sprang apart. I couldn't feel my fingers at first but within seconds a roaring pain rushed down from my arms into my fingers as circulation returned.

The cop moved away, allowing me as much privacy as was possible in the chaotic charnel house where we were. I glanced to my right and saw a crumpled woman's body. Her hands were still bound and a black sack obscured her face. Her blouse was soaked with blood and was nearly torn from her body from the violence of the stabbing. Five bloody gashes opened her chest. The wounds were so large between her ribs that I could make out shapes inside her body through the blood. A final sixth wound had slit her throat so deeply that I was amazed that her head had not been severed. A shudder ran up my body from feet to head, and my stomach knotted; that could have been my fate. Five hooded corpses lay in a line stretching to my right. I was the sole survivor. I turned to my left and vomited. I remained hunched there alternating between sobs and dry heaving for what felt like an eternity. A shadow moved across my vision and I almost screamed again. I controlled myself as the darkness resolved into an earnest young man with a reflective vest bearing the letters EMS. He placed a large toolbox on the ground and pulled medical supplies from it.

"Sir, I'm going to examine you for injuries," he said.

I nodded.

"Can you tell me your name?"

"Lawrence, Lawrence Taggart."

"Great. Mister Taggart can you tell me if you have any pain or if you were wounded?"

"I think I'm OK," I licked my cracked lips and tasted blood; how could I have forgotten. "I think they might have broken my nose."

The medic poked and prodded me, took my pulse and inspected my head and neck. He wiped the blood from my face and then made me scream by grabbing my nose and wiggling it.

"Sorry sir," he stopped abusing my nose. "It doesn't appear to be broken, just badly bruised."

He pulled a penlight from his pocket and shined it in my eyes. Even with the light blinding me, I saw his own eyes go wide and he jerked back several inches before leaning in once more.

"Mister Taggart are you wearing cosmetic lenses?"

"What?" I didn't even know what that meant.

"Contact lenses, do you wear any sort of contact lens?"

"No. Why? Is something wrong with my eyes?"

"I'm not sure, it could just be the lighting in here. Do your eyes hurt at all?"

I shook my head.

"I don't think there's a problem but we'll want to get you checked out further at the hospital. You appear to be fine. Considering your ordeal you’re a lucky man. Let me talk to one of the officers and we'll see if we can get you out of here."

He stood and walked over to where a gaggle of cops stood talking. I needed to know. I looked around frantically for anything reflective. A small mirror was visible in the open medical chest which the EMT had left beside me. He was still waiting to talk to the burly cop in charge. I could probably get away with quickly digging in his kit without him returning to chastise me. I pulled the small rectangular mirror from the box and held it up to my face. I stared at my reflected eyes for several seconds before it hit me. I had brown eyes. I thought they were my best asset. They weren't dirt brown or dirty dishwater brown, they were a beautiful warm brown with flecks of gold around the pupil. 

The eyes staring back at me were black. The iris and pupil were an indistinguishable solid black. The bloodshot whites of my eyes only made the blackness more startling. What had they done to my eyes? After a few seconds of mourning the color change, I saw the highlights. Blue-white streaks criss-crossed the black center of my eye. I moved the mirror closer, hoping for a better view of the light colored streaks when the streaks moved. The thin line of blue-white moved independently of each other appearing to writhe. Thin tendrils reached from the white of the eye into the black center, questing for something to grab. I gasped in horror and my hand spasmed, flinging the mirror and its terrifying reflection away. It clattered to the floor, shattering.

I looked at the cops and EMT. The guilt of my vandalism warred with the horror of what I had seen making my face twitch. They were all staring at me. The EMT was talking to a woman with long auburn hair gathered in a braid down the back of a jacket bearing three lines of text:

POLICE

SPECIAL AGENT

HSI.

Homeland Security? Was this some kind of terrorist attack? I don’t know Arabic, but whatever Booming Voice was speaking I didn’t believe it was Arabic. She nodded at whatever the man was saying and spoke with him for several minutes. With a final, penetrating, stare at me, she walked out through the charred hole the violent police entry had made in the front of the building.

The EMT returned to my side and packed up his kit ignoring the shattered mirror. 

“Can you stand sir?”

I struggled to my feet by way of reply and the EMT, lending support at my elbow, walked me across the room toward the exit. The police watched us leave and then returned to the grisly job of dealing with the carnage. I was laid on a stretcher, stabbed with a needle connecting me to an IV bag. The EMT continued to make me comfortable but studiously avoided meeting my eyes. Once I was prepped, the ambulance roared away, carrying me to safety. 
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The hospital was a whirlwind of activity. I was palpated and poked, had blood drawn and fluids injected, received pressure checks, MRIs, and CAT scans. At least half a dozen different doctors stared into my unsettling eyes, although none for very long. After all that I was dumped in a room without any answers or any pants.

A thin cop stood outside my door to prevent a further attempt on my life. That was not as reassuring as it might seem.

I must have dozed off because when I opened my eyes the window was dark and there was a good looking woman sitting in the chair beside my bed. She had auburn hair with hints of brighter red throughout. It was pulled back into a thick braid that was draped over her shoulder. Her skin was smooth with a faint tan, not the tan of an obsessive sunbather but the color of someone who spent much of their day outdoors. She was not beautiful in the classical sense but possessed round cheeks, a pointed chin and a small nose which gave her a simple beauty. She was the girl next door who every young boy mooned over in his youth. She stood when she saw that I was awake. She moved with a  dancer’s grace. I could see firm but feminine muscles slide under the black tee shirt and yoga pants. A faint warmth spread across my face and through my core. I was on the cusp of arousal. I needed to stop that in its tracks, a hospital gown would offer no chance to hide my reaction.

“Um, hi? Are you with the police?”

“Special Agent Lawrence, Homeland Security. I need to ask you a few questions.”

Then I remembered, she was the one talking with the EMT. She seemed young to be in Homeland Security, she didn’t look any older than I did—late twenties. Of course, I hadn’t made it very far in life because, well, I had yet to find anything I liked to do. Maybe she was one of those overachievers like the guys who joined every school club but still kept a 4.0 grade.

“Sure, uh, officer?” I wasn’t sure how to address someone in HSI.

“Special Agent,” she said. “Do you have any idea who the people were who kidnapped you?”

“No ma’am, they grabbed me off the street. I never even saw them. I just heard their voices.”

I stroked the skin of my left wrist. Rubbing the ancient scar tissue calmed me. She flipped open a wallet and dug out a driver’s license. It took a moment to register that it was my wallet.

“Have you lived in Stephens City long?

“No, well yeah, I guess. Ever since I left college—so about seven years.”

“Do you have any family we can call for you: wife, parents, or siblings?”

“Don’t bother. My folks live in DC. Mom’s a doctor at Bethesda and dad, well, he’s a big shot at some financial firm. We don’t talk much—ever. My only other relative is my brother but he’s somewhere on the left coast. He’s probably busy with his rich friends and wouldn’t care that his little brother was in trouble. It’s just me.”

Oh dear God, why had I given her the Reader’s Digest account of my familial relationships?

“Did you manage to get a look at the leader of the cult?”

“No, there was a bag—wait, didn’t you catch the leader?”

She looked angry and chagrined all at once. A small muscle on the right side of her jaw twitched and she looked like she wanted to punch someone. Then she rolled her shoulders and pulled herself under control.

“No. The leader and a handful of his cult managed to escape in the confusion. Some idiot in the police department thought it was a good idea to keep lobbing smoke and flashbangs. The cultist used that as cover to slip away. Most of them are dead but a handful are still at large so anything you can remember could help us track them down.”

“I honestly don’t know a thing. I think he called someone Brother Randy and someone else Steve or maybe Sean. I know the leader had a loud voice, really deep. He was the only one speaking English.”

Her eyes went wide and she leaned toward me, intent.

“What do you mean? They were foreigners?”

“Well, I figured that’s why you were involved. Why else would Homeland Security be here? I thought they were terrorists but it sure didn't sound like Arabic when they were chanting.”

“Mister Taggart this could be important. Did you say chanting? Can you describe the language?”

“You know, chanting, like in church. Booming Voice—that’s the leader—would sing out something and the rest would reply. It was very guttural, lots of clicks and gurgling sounds. It sounded weird.”

I thought about it for a second and tried to imitate a few of the words I heard while Booming Voice stood over me waiting to gut me.

The Special Agent’s eyes went wide and she quickly placed her hand over my mouth to stop me. Her hand was soft with small callouses on her fingertips and the base of her thumb. I could feel the strength in her hand as it pressed my lips shut.

“Don’t strain your throat, Mister Taggart.” She didn’t sound worried about my voice, she sounded scared.

She released my face and stepped back. She pulled on the HSI jacket I had first seen her in and started walking toward the door.

“Rest easy Mister Taggart, we’ll find them,” she said as she reached for the handle.

“What about my eyes?”

She stared at me for a second and then walked out. 
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Home was a crappy studio apartment over an antiques store. I don’t believe the store had any actual antiques. Most of the things I saw in there were more akin to the cast-offs that people dump in a thrift store. The rent was low and the store closed by 5pm, so I could be as loud as I wanted at night without complaint. I had a bottle of prescription Oxycodone-Acetaminophen for pain and an appointment to follow up with the doctor in a week. Otherwise it was almost like the kidnapping had never happened.

It was almost a letdown. I gave my statement to three different cops who couldn’t seem to grasp that I was blindfolded and couldn’t see a thing. I was asked if I recognized voices at least a dozen times. I was grilled over and over about any enemies or enemies of one of my relatives who might have been involved. Did I recognize any of my captors? I went around and around so many times that it felt like something that happened to someone else. I was so exhausted that I somehow forgot to find out what was wrong with my eyes.

After being kidnapped and almost murdered, I spent twelve hours talking to cops and doctors and all I had to show for it was exhaustion and a free ride home. They would let me know if anything turned up. They promised that a patrol car would check on my house several times a day.

Somehow I expected it to be like a movie. The cops would bring me on as their sidekick. There would be exciting car chases as we tracked down the villains, shootouts, death-defying thrills. Instead, I was dropped back into my dull life and sitcom reruns on my 20-inch television.

The doctors suggested that I take several days off to recover from my ordeal. They said that emotional trauma could still affect me, even days later. The doctors didn’t know my boss at Rapid Delivery Service. Steve did not understand injury. Steve did not understand sickness. To him, if you were not at your RDS work station on time, every day, you were a slacker and a potential case for termination. 

I set my alarm and closed my eyes. A memory of black lightning in a gray sky flickered behind my eyes and I was instantly awake. I was safe in my bed, the dull red glow of the numbers on my clock was the only light. The blackness around me was too much. The floor bulged and pulse. Pale moonlight at my window became questing tendrils of light. I flicked on the bedside lamp. Paneled walls, threadbare furniture, dirty dishes, empty pizza boxes and too many empty cans of beer replaced the dark netherworld. I turned on every light in the place, much better. I was asleep in my safe, bright, room three seconds after my head was back on the pillow.

The insistent beeping of the alarm started my day, normal life. I readied myself on autopilot. My reflection in the mirror as I shaved stopped me. My eyes remained black and the streaks or tendrils or whatever they were still moved within the black. I closed my eyes and shaved blind. I couldn’t face those eyes anymore.

Halfway down the stairs, a spike of pain shot through my head. It was like the onset of a migraine: flashes of light at the edge of my vision, pain centered between my eyes, dizziness, and cotton mouth. The last time I had a migraine was in college. I couldn’t afford to let this one stop me, RDS and Steve-the-Shit were waiting. 

I reached for the door and smelled something foul. Outside the door was a homeless guy. He was sleeping in the doorway of the stairwell. He was wrapped in several mismatched blankets and a gray hoodie was pulled over his head. Small sparks of light, short and blinding, like a match flare or a flashbulb popped here and there on his body, the migraine was messing with my vision. I’m not bothered by the homeless, they’re plain folks who had a bad stretch they couldn’t beat. I often wondered what would happen to me if I lost my job. How long long would it be before I was on the streets? Mister Singh, the owner of the antiques shop, would have a different view of his uninvited guest. The homeless
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