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The soft orange light highlighted her form as Jakai stepped into the shadowed corner. When the light faded, she tapped the face of the gold band on her wrist to send the homing signal back to her command post. A group of women crossed her path laughing about something she hadn’t heard. She watched them closely making sure they hadn’t noticed her there. The civilians couldn’t be allowed to see her. There were already too many conspiracy theories about aliens floating around as it was. She didn’t want to add to it.

The band on her wrist lit up and the three beeps sounded in her right ear, confirmation that home base received her communication request. She turned her attention from the raucous group to her mission. 

“B5713, checking in. Transport to sector six successful.” She reported in and waited for verification of her objective.

“Copy, B5713. Locate subject in initiate termination sequence.” Marcus, her assigned technician, spoke around a mouthful of food. The man was always eating something. 

“I’ve been gone for five minutes and you’re already stuffing your face again?” Jakai could almost picture the orange dust coating his fingers from whatever cheese flavored snack he’d pulled from his nibble drawer the moment she stepped into the pod. She only had herself to blame. She was his supplier, always bringing him treats back from her trips to Earth. 

“Hey, I’m a growing boy.” He joked, and his deep chortling laugh filled her head.

“You’re not growing.” She corrected him. “You’re expanding, horizontally.”

“Yeah, yeah, but the ladies still love me.” She heard the series of key taps and beeping in the background as he did his job locating her subject. “Your target is nine clicks away. Her favorite spot.”

“Right, time to get to business. Adjusting appearance.” She tapped the band on her wrist again and brought up a holographic wardrobe. She flicked through the options until she found something she was comfortable with opting for skinny jeans, a leather jacket and a pink crop top and wedged sneakers. She chose a pink mohawk style to show off her afro. The color popped against the dark skin that was typical of her people. 

Jakai had to change her look any time she touched down. She wouldn’t exactly fit in with the crew of women who wore bodycon dresses and heels higher than her ankles, but her new attire was much more fitting for the new environment than the standard white jumpsuit the washers wore. 

“Young woman, right?” Jakai confirmed more details about who she was there to find. 

“Yes, mid-twenties.” Marcus responded. “Full figured, blonde hair, and green eyes.”

“Got it.” Jakai stepped out of the shadows and headed down the street. She walked carefully, making sure to stay aware of her environment. “What’s this make, twelve this month? Numbers are high.”

“Yeah. The subjects aren’t responding as well to treatment anymore. Signs that the strain is evolving. Lab is working on a solution.” Marcus crunched on another chip. “They say we should have a new serum soon.”

“Not soon enough.” She scoffed. “You know this used to be a cushy gig. One or two washes a month and the rest of the time I got to hang out at the tearoom.”

“One day, we’ll get back there.” He said, hopeful even though it would mean fewer treats for him. 

“Wishful thinking Marcus? That’s not like you?”

“Well, you’re Miss Doom and Gloom today. Someone has to bring the optimism.”

“Right. Well, I’m checking out. Need to stay alert. I’ll let you know when I make contact.”

“Steady movements.” Marcus said, then the three beeps sounded again, ending their communication. 

Jakai was a washer, a medical scrubber for her people. The Elementals. Theirs was a species that had evolved passed the limits of humanity. Their connection to the earth and other elements allowed them to ascend to a plane separate from the Earth. 

For centuries the elementals lived in peace, abundance, and happiness. Not only did they evolve but so did their technology. With it, they returned to Earth in hopes of improving the world of their ancestors, whose roots were planted in the place now known as Africa, though in their text it was called Alkebulan. They had hopes to restore their home to its former glory as the origin of all life. Unfortunately, returning to their former home resulted in the introduction of a bacterial virus to their new homeland. 

At first, it seemed like nothing to be concerned with—a few sick people here and there. But eventually, it became so much more. The infection not only made them sick, but if left unchecked for too long, it changed them. And those people, the elementals who lived in light, turned into something horrible. Darklings.

First it started with a cough which was the telling sign that something was wrong. Elementals never got sick. Soon after the cough, the virus spread through their body, changing everything about them on a molecular level. Eventually, everything good about them was transformed and the energy they held, the power, was corrupted. The darklings trusted no one and only had one thing that motivated them: the destruction of others. Entire families were wiped out by a person they once loved.

The darklings had to be taken out or they would destroy everything the elementals had achieved. Eventually, the healers discovered that sending those who were infected back to Earth slowed the effects. And while they were on Earth, it gave them more time to produce medications to fight off the infection. 

Each elemental that was sent back was put under a form of hypnosis. A medically induced mental state that temporarily erased their memory of their home. Each subject was given a new life, one that would feel as if nothing was wrong. They did this because it made it easier on the subject. If they didn't know that they weren't home, they wouldn't miss it. 

When a subject was determined to have fully recovered from their infection, they could return home. Unfortunately, it had been years since anyone reached a point of complete recuperation and in the recent months, the number of darkling transitions had only increased.

That's where the washers came in. 

It was her job to do the thing no one else wanted to. She would find the subject and then inject them with a toxin that would break down their magic, both the light and the dark. Unfortunately, to destroy an elemental’s magic was to kill them. 

Jakai preferred the title, Washer. It felt more like she was there to clean up something rather than to destroy a life. Other people, the members of the families of those who were washed away, had another word for her. Deathbringer.

She walked down Peachtree Street and had to remind herself that not everything was as it seemed. Yes, the humans she passed were real, but some of them were a part of this simulation. There were elementals who had volunteered to return to earth so that they could watch over those who were sickly. They were a part of the reporting system. If an elemental took a turn for the worst before the healers realized it, one of the volunteers would sound the alarm.

She rounded the corner walking into the Atlantic Station. Apparently, it was one of the subjects’ favorite locations. She met a friend there shortly after her arrival and it became habit. In the middle of the outdoor mall was a small green yard with a large screen that displayed nothing more than ads for clothing. Jakai spotted the woman from behind. Just as Marcus said, her blonde hair blew in the wind, and her full hips spread over the edge of the seat designed for someone with a narrower frame.

As always Jakai would make it seem like a casual encounter. This would be nothing more than a stranger bumping into someone along the way of her normal day. She never pretended as if she was lost or in need of directions because she found that most of the subjects would avoid giving out directions. No, she needed an opportunity to get closer. 

The brief information provided on the woman only gave a physical description and general location of where she could be found. No picture, which was weird but not unheard of. Which meant Jakai needed to rely on the woman’s learned habits to connect with her.

“Are they planning anything good tonight?” Jakai slid into the seat next to the woman on the screen.

“Excuse me?” the woman asked, her blond hair still moved wildly as the wind kicked up. She didn’t look at Jakai, probably nervous about the new presence at her side.

“I was told that they played movies out here some nights.” Jakai repeated what little she knew of the area. “I didn't catch what film they were showing tonight.”

“Oh, sorry you wasted your time coming out here. Unfortunately, this isn't one of the nights that they're gonna show anything. I just like to sit here and for some reason it brings me a lot of comfort.” She pointed over her shoulder to the building behind the courtyard. “If you want a movie, the theater is just there. I was thinking of catching one myself.”

“So, this is like one of your happy places?” Jakai changed the topic focusing more on her than the movie.

“Happy place?” she asked, still not turning her head so Jakai could see what she looked like.

“Yeah, you know a place where you can go just to get away from all of your thoughts. I used to have a couple of those back home.”

“Are you new here?”

“Yeah, I am. I just moved here not too long ago. Brand new from Chicago.” The city was always the location she chose. She liked their pizza and therefore it was her chosen earth-based home. 

“I love Chicago. I haven't been there in years though.” The woman spoke of a memory that wasn’t real.

“You should definitely go back again.” She turned and offered her hand tell the woman to introduce herself. “I’m Jakai.”

“Gem.” The woman offered her hand back turning to face her for the first time. 

Jakai shook her hand and as she watched the wide smile stretch across the woman’s face her heart stopped. The subject gave her the name that the healers implanted in her brain but that was not her real name. Jakai knew her name as well as she knew her own.

“Jaylee?”

“I’m sorry?” The woman shook her head. “What?”

“I, uh.” Jakai hesitated as she tried to come up with an explanation for why she just called this woman by a name that was clearly not the one she'd given. “Sorry you just you look so familiar.”

“Oh, I have one of those faces.”

“Yeah, right. I'm sure.” Jakai stood from her seat. “I need to go. It was nice to meet you.”

She hurried away from the woman who stared at her in disbelief. Her pulse raced and her hands became clammy with sweat as tears formed in her eyes. She tapped the wristband and waited. Three steps later she heard the three beeps. Two steps later she heard the crunching of potato chips.

“Tell me you didn’t know it was her.” She didn’t allow Marcus to speak before blurting out her thoughts. 

“I did. I’m sorry, but that is why I sent you. I figured you would want a chance to have a few last moments with her. I know this is difficult, but if you don’t do this now, you know what will happen, what she will become.” Marcus was only focused on the task at hand, not the heartbreak that she was experiencing.

“Difficult? Talk about an understatement Marcus.” Jakai held back the curses that flooded her mind. “I can’t. How could you ever ask me to do this? How could you want me to do this? You sent me here to end her life!”

“I didn't think you would want anyone else to do it.” He gave the simple explanation.

“Marcus, I didn't even know she was here.” Jakai stumbled over her thoughts. “How could no one tell me she was sick? How did this happen?”

“I didn't know that it was a secret kept from you.” He paused. “I’m really sorry. I just assumed you knew. I left out her photo and other details so no one would question it.”

“How long?”

“You know I'm not supposed to tell you that information it only makes the job harder”

“Marcus, don't play diplomatic with me right now. How long has she been here? She is my sister!” Jakai’s voice broke with preemptive mourning, but she pressed the issue and when he didn't answer she repeated herself. “Tell me the truth. How long have you known? How long has she been here?”

“Six months.”

“Six? Six months?” Tears fell freely as she tried to understand how six months had gone by without talking to her sister. How much longer than that had it been? “How could you keep this from me.”

“I thought you knew. Figured you just didn’t want to talk about it. This job is hard enough without having to consider washing away our own.”

“No. I’m not doing this.” Jakai refused to do what she was sent there to do.

“You know you have to do this. If you don’t they will send someone else.”

“I'm not gonna kill my own sister Marcus. She's my flesh and blood.” Jakai shook her head as she watched a family walking together. They shared ice cream and laughter and it broke her heart. 

“I understand that.” he said. “But she is just like the rest. She’s going to change.”

“I don't care. I'm not gonna do this and you can say whatever you want. This isn’t happening. My sister is not going to change and I'm not gonna be the person who ends her life.” She wiped the tears from her eyes. “That’s not how this is going to go.”

“What are you going to do? You can’t come back empty handed.” Marcus’s voice lowered meaning there was someone nearby that he didn’t want to hear their conversation. “You know what that will mean.”

“I'm not coming back.” Jakai admitted plainly.

“What?” Marcus asked. “Jakai you can’t do this.”

“If they want to kill her, they're gonna have to find her first.”

“Don't do this. It’s suicide Jakai. You know that.”

“No. It was murder when you gave me this assignment.” She tapped the band on her wrist and ended the call.

Jakai turned and ran back to the courtyard, but her sister was no longer sitting in the narrow seats. She frantically searched the area until she saw her yellow hair entering the movie theater. She ran until she caught up with her on the escalator.

“I know this is gonna sound crazy, but you have to come with me.” Jakai said as she ran up the moving steps. “We have to leave this place now.”

“I'm sorry, what?” her sister frowned. “Look I’m sure you’re nice and I know you’re missing home and you said that I remind you of someone but I’m not going anywhere with you.”

“You have to trust me. There are people coming for you. They want to hurt you. I'm here to help you.” Jakai tried to explain herself, but her thoughts were jumbled, twisted by her own emotion which of course made her look like a psychopath.

“Okay. I don’t know who you are, but you've lost your mind.” she pushed past her to try to walk down the stairs. “You should get help.”

Jakai couldn't leave anything to chance. If Jaylee got away from her, there was no telling if she would ever be able to find her again, and if Marcus was doing his job, soon another Washer would be on their way to take over the job. Quick thinking, she did something she never did. 

From the side of the belt wrapped around her waist she pulled out a small pen with a little liquid in the chamber. Will look like a regular writing utensil was more than that. She popped the top revealing a needle that she then slammed into the arm of the woman who tried to get away from her.

“What the hell?” she looked back at the needle in her arm before she fainted.

Jakai looked around to make sure no one could see them. When she was sure they were clear, she used her power to shift them away from the theater. As an elemental she could blend with the natural world and use it to travel great distances. It was how the watchers did their job. Everything in nature was connected, a web of linked data. Elementals learned that by mixing their magic with the advanced technology, they could better work those connections in their favor. 

When the women reappeared, they were in a hotel room. Jakai laid her sister on the bed and waited for her to come to.

“What's going on?” her sister grumbled, touching the sides of her forehead as she sat up on the bed.

“Jaylee? Do you remember who I am?” Jakai wasn’t sure if the medicine had enough time to work on restoring her memory. The longer a subject was under the hypnosis, the longer it took to get them out. 

“Jakai?” she said less than confident before she shook her head and frowned. “Of course, I do. Why would you ask me that? Where are we?”

“Earth.” Jakai answered honestly. “In a hotel room, not sure which one.”

“What? Why are we here? Is everything okay?” Jaylee panicked and touched her sister’s face, concern in her eyes. “Oh no. Are you okay? I always thought this job was too risky for you. Coming face to face with the virus so often. Now you’re sick?”

“No, it's not.” she placed her hand over Jaylee’s and leaned into the familiar touch. It was the same thing her sister always did when she was upset. “I have to tell you something that's gonna be hard for you to understand. But I need to know that what I'm about to tell you is true.”

“You're scaring me. Just say what it is.” Jaylee frowned. “You know I never liked the lead up to bad news.”

“I’m not the one who is sick, Jaylee. You are.” She watched the horror in her sister’s eyes as she tried to process the news. Jakai thought to add more to the explanation to help. “Six months ago, you were sent to Earth to heal, but the virus has progressed, and you’ve only gotten worse since you've been here. I was sent here to-,”

“To do your job.” Jaylee’s hand dropped. “They sent you here to kill me.”

“Yes, but I'm not going to do that. I can't. You're my sister, there's no way I'm letting anyone end your life. I mean I don't know what we will do yet. I’m still working out the logistics but, but we'll find a way to survive. We can get away from this place. I'll take you somewhere safe and you’ll be okay.”

“Jakai, what are you saying?” Jaylee listened her sister’s desperate planning and sighed. 

“I'm saying I’m going to take care of you.”

“Jakai I love you but if what you're saying is true there's no way you can take care of me. If they sent you here to do your job it means that soon I'm going to turn into a darkling and there is no taking care of me if that happens.” Jaylee leaned back against the headboard. “It’s pretty messed up that they sent you to do this.”

“It was Marcus. Trying to do me a favor. He said he wanted to give us more time together.” Jakai sobbed. “Jaylee, I didn’t even know you were here until I saw you today. I feel so horrible about that.”

“Why?”

“You’re my sister. You got sick. I should have been there for you.”

“Don’t do that to yourself. It’s not good. Being there wouldn’t have stopped me from getting sick. Besides, it was like I made some great effort to keep in touch. We both sucked at being sisters.” She laughed. “Boo to us.”

“I just,” Jaylee grabbed her sister’s hand and held it between her own. “I’ve miss you so much.”

“I’ve missed you too. And well, thanks to Marcus, in some sick way, we get to have more time together before-,”

“No. That’s not happening.” Jakai still denied what they knew was inevitable. “They're working on something in the labs right now and soon they'll be able to fix you. We just have to keep you safe until then.”

“Keep me safe from a virus that is currently changing who I am internally?” Jaylee shook her head. “No.”

“You have that annoying responsible big sister look going on right now and there's no way that's gonna work on me. You're my sister Jaylee. I have to do something. I have to try.”

“I know I am and you’re mine. And I love you so much for even thinking of taking the risk that you are now. But ultimately if I am sick, I'm gonna become a darkling. But I won't allow you to do anything that will ruin your life once I’m gone. And I'm not letting you put everything you've worked for in jeopardy for me. Not now. Not when I need to know that you’re okay. Because I won’t be here to take care of you.”

“You want me to do what they sent me here to do?”

“I think you have to.” Though she smiled, tears fell from her eyes. “I prefer it be you than some faceless shadow. Isn’t that how you’re supposed to do this?”

“Not my style.” Jakai shrugged. “I haven't seen you in two years because of work. I thought I was protecting my family by doing this job. You know, I was helping the greater cause and somehow buying us all some good karmic energy, but I've missed out on so much. Now you're here in front of me and I should be so happy. This should be a moment that makes me smile, but I can't be because I can't do this.”

“How about this? How about this? We have an opportunity to make up for all the time we've lost. We will watch pointless human television, as dad would say. We’ll drink liquor, here on earth is really fun. I think my memories are kind of blended but I'm pretty sure there were a couple times where I landed ass up on the sidewalk and I had so much fun doing it.”

“Jaylee-,”

“I know it's not what you want to hear. I know that you are looking for something better from this, but ultimately this is the end for me. And I should be upset. I should be angry, but I just I feel this sense of calm. You know, my memories are coming back, and the last thing I do remember is the fear that I would be alone in the end, but I’m not alone. You're here and if there's anyone I would want spend the rest of my life with it's you.”

“You really want me to do this?”

“I really want you to do this because if not you, there will be someone else and they won't just be coming for me. I need you to take care of me and then take care of yourself.”

Jakai thought about her sister’s words, then gave in. She was right. No matter how hard Jakai wanted to fight it. If a washer was called in, it meant the woman was too far gone to survive and if she let her sister turn and hurt anyone, Jakai would be next on the washer’s list. 

She hit the band on her wrist initiating the three beeps again and waited for the crunching of potato chips.

“Marcus.”

“I didn't put the call out there yet.” He calmed her fears.

“Thank you. This one is gonna take a while though.”

“I figured it would. Take all the time you need to. Wouldn’t you know it, just when you left, we got the alert that it’s time for a system update. You know those things really can take quite a while.”

“I really appreciate this.” Jakai smiled. “I’ll bring you back more snacks.”

“I need you to come around to do that.” Marcus tapped the keys in the background. “Oh, and Cheetos. I don’t care what they say here, those things are heavenly.”

The sisters did everything that Jaylee said. First, they changed their outfits and Jaylee forced her sister to pick something more fitting for a night out on the town. And then they did all the things together that they never got to. The first night, they went to the club and danced until they were kicked out. The next night they stayed inside drinking wine and watching chick flicks, crying every time the girl inevitably got her heart broken and cheering when her knight in shining armor arrived. And the next night, just as the pizza arrived, Jaylee took a turn for the worst.

“I know you said you wanted anchovies but there was no way how I was getting that.” Jakai returned to her sister's role in the small rental house she lived in, but instead of finding her sister sprawled out across the bed still chomping on the sweet and spicy jumbo sunflower seeds, she found her crouched down in the corner face hidden in her hands.

“Jaylee, are you alright? What's wrong?”

Her sister gave no words, only snarls and growls as she started to pull out her own hair. It was then she realized her sister’s arms and hands were covered in scratches. This was the first phase of the change—the disconnection from self and the inability to feel the pain that they caused themselves. The darklings devolved quickly, first destroying their own body before turning on those around them.

“Jaylee.” she said her name once more, but Jakai knew it was too late. Her sister, whatever form she knew once, was no longer there.

As she promised her she would, Jakai pulled out the vial that had the toxin. She loaded the needle with the black fluid that would breakdown her sister’s magic, severing her connection to the elements, and end her life.

Carefully she approached, needle poised and ready for injection. Jakai tried to administrate the toxin, but her sister attacked. She slapped and pushed Jakai, knocking the needle out of her hand. The next thing she knew, she was in a fight for her life. Jaylee punched, kicked, and clawed at Jakai who only worked to defend herself from the attacks as she searched for the needle.

She tapped the band on her wrist but there were no three beeps this time, only silence. System update. She knew she couldn’t let her sister get out. There was nothing she would be able to do if that happened, so she locked the door hoping to contain her in the room, but her sister was strong even before the change and she phased through the door, blending with the material for a moment to step out whole on the other side.

Jakai spotted the needle on the floor beneath the bed, retrieved it then ran out of the bedroom, where she saw her sister staring at a photograph hanging on the wall. She charged her and tried to administrator the toxin again, but her sister felt her coming turn and smacked her so hard that she fell against the wall and cracked it.

“Jaylee if you're still in there please help me. I'm trying to take care of you like you asked me too.” Jakai spit blood from her mouth. 

When she looked into the woman’s eyes, Jakai realized that her sister was no longer there. All that was left was the beast. And maybe that made it easier. She charged again, this time with force. She kicked Jaylee’s legs from beneath her and quickly pinned her to the ground plunging the needle into her chest. The dark liquid disappeared into her chest and soon Jaylee’s fight ended.

“Jakai?” her sister said her name as her body seized.

“Jaylee.” Jakai sobbed, fresh tears rushing down her face.

“Thank you.” Jaylee managed a small smile before the light faded from her eyes. 

Three beeps sounded in her ear as Jakai held the limp body of her sister. 

“B5713, checking in.”

“Copy, B5713.”

“Subject terminated.”
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‘Never was there a clearer case of stealing the livery of the court of heaven to serve the devil in.’

-Frederick Douglass

Yes, it was partly the bourbon. But mostly, it was that it was two in the morning and early autumn. The night was cool. The air smelled like cut grass and discarded charcoal briquets. It was so late on a Thursday night, or early on a Friday morning depending on your philosophy of telling time, that the street outside the coffee shop was empty. That was part of it too – fully lit streets, stoplights turned to flashing, but no one in sight. He loved it. Maybe it was also that fall always reminded him of the first week of a new college semester, which meant old friends and new acquaintances – and now he was self-aware enough to know that feeling was really about new possibility.

Drexel tossed the butt of his cigar in the cigarette pail next to the door. The windows were long since darkened but the employees didn’t care if you sat at the stone tables out front after they were gone. The parking lot in the front was the size of a deck of cards so he parked down the street. A crescent moon, that hung so low in the night sky that it was like a tree branch you could reach up to and pluck an apple from, cast a glow so luminescent the hundred tinier lights around it strained to be seen. It was as if they were jealous of how much sky the moon took up. The soft clap of the leather soles of his boots on the sidewalk was only interrupted by the jarring infrequency of a car rolling by. It was so quiet. It was like that moment between when the orchestra finished a piece and the audience decided to applaud. It felt like the whole world belonged to him.

Drexel saw a flicker of movement from the corner of his eye and froze. The rear parking lot, nestled behind the shops like a backpack between the shoulders, was only open to deliveries and employees unless you wanted a three-hundred-dollar tow bill. Had he really seen something or was it just really late? He shrugged it off and started walking again. Drexel made it three more steps before he heard a muffled cry.

His mother had raised him to stick his nose in. He eventually learned it was also naturally in him. When you’re on the mat or in the ring, and you get hit, you learn something about yourself. Your instinct is either to step back or step in.

Drexel was also, always, incredibly aware of being a large Black man. Any time he forgot, even for a moment, someone would remind him by moving their purse to the other side of their body, locking their door at a stop light, or refusing to get on an elevator with him. So, he made sure to stay in the light and move slowly. He put his hands up as he rounded the corner.

The other thing was to mentally dial for a light tone and raise his voice from its more naturally deep one. God forbid it was a white woman doing some crazy shit. He did not need to have to explain to cops why he was in the back lot after midnight with a scared white woman.

“Hey, no need to be afraid. I just heard something as I was walking by and I’m just checking to make sure everything is ok.”

Did that sound friendly enough? Was it unthreatening? Ease inducing? This shit was exhausting.

He moved to his right so he would round the corner from the middle of the lot and be in plain sight. Hopefully they would be able to see him clearly.

“I have my hands up. Let me know you’re ok and I’ll move on. I was just heading to my car. Hello?”

Nothing. Fuck, he thought. 

If this was going to be a thing he was going to be pissed. This was America though. One moment you’re living your Black joyful life and the next you’re carrying the weight of all of America’s bullshit. In the back of his mind a small voice was saying move the fuck on. But the louder one was saying someone might be in trouble. He quickly considered and then tossed the idea of pulling out his phone and recording. Darkness, the late hour, and something in his hand, would be a pretext for some scared white person. And they’d get away with it. The last thing he wanted was to be a hashtag or have his name on a fucking tee shirt.

Drexel stepped around the corner and stopped dead. The smell of sulphur hit him like a cloud of joy-smoke at a house party. The first thing he saw was the black cap-toe brogues. They were glossy with polish. The suit was sharper than a thumb tack. It was slim-cut, royal blue, and chalk striped. The white guy wearing it was average height with close-cropped black hair. He was holding a white guy in jeans, a checkered shirt, and work boots with well-worn soles like he was a limp ragdoll. And his chest was torn open.

“Hey!”

It was instinct more than anything else. Drexel had barely processed what he was seeing. He took three quick steps toward them. The guy in the perfectly pressed suit dropped the dead guy. The body made a soft thudding sound when it hit the pavement. Then, suit-guy turned toward him. When Drexel got a good look at him, he instinctively threw his hands up, covering his face and chest. It was suit-guy’s face. It summoned something primordial in Drexel, a defense mechanism that was deeply biological.

The rest of suit-guy should have matched his face – like claws, fangs, or a misshapen body. But it didn’t. He looked like a wealthy businessman with a five-hundred-dollar haircut and a three-thousand-dollar suit. The incongruity was blood dripping from his lips onto his chin and the heart he was holding in his hand, which was still beating. And then there were the eyes. His eyes were completely black.

Drexel was frozen to the spot. He could not move. It felt like something was holding him there. A small voice, in the back of his mind, screamed. It said, run! But he couldn’t move. He wasn’t even sure if he was breathing. What the fuck was he looking at?

Suit-guy went from standing twenty feet away to right in front of him in a weird jump-cut, like a scene out of a Jordan Peele horror flick. But Drexel still could not move. His nose filled with the smell of sulfur. His mouth tasted like copper.

In an odd moment of clarity, the kind where you feel like you’re standing outside yourself watching, he realized he was going to die. It was a calm, clear, rational assessment. This was how it ended. The man reached out a manicured hand to grab him. Drexel watched the world slow to a crawl. His mind raced. His mom wouldn’t know what had happened to him. He would miss the next Black Panther movie. He would never get to find out what might have happened between him and Olive. And then creepy suit-guy howled.

The sound of it made Drexel’s heart beat faster and his head pound. Suit-guy shrieked and pulled his hand away. Suddenly, Drexel could move. Before he could run, a jagged slit of red light appeared a few feet away and creepy suit-guy stepped through it. In a flash, he was gone.

Drexel stared at the spot where he disappeared for a moment.

What the fuck just happened?

Then he looked down at the dead white guy, glanced around the parking lot, and said, “Oh shit.”

He should run, he thought. No, he should slowly, but quickly, walk away. If he was found with this dead white guy, they would put him on death row. No one would believe that he didn’t kill him.

“Interesting.”

Drexel nearly jumped out of his skin. He spun around to see another Black guy leaning against a pole, a few feet away, under the building’s covered walkway.

“Yeah, you should be as dead as that white dude.”

*   *   *
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His skin was dark brown, and he was nearly as tall as Drexel. While Drexel sported a thickly curled afro with a close-cut beard and mustache, the man was clean shaven – head and face. Right away he noticed the short-sleeved, black, polo sweater with waist band, slim black jeans, and black, Italian, dress boots. Drexel had an eye for fashion. It was casual but he still looked like he’d stepped out of a page of Gentleman’s Quarterly. Drexel also clocked the black Rolex, large gold ring, and Zulugrass bead bracelets stacked on his wrist. The beads were black with green, red, and gold interspersed in the stringed circles. But it took him a few moments to register the black 1911 handgun, covered in strange scrollwork, and the knife with the curved hilt tucked in his belt. It was also covered in decorative scrollwork accompanied by glittering blue and green gemstones.

“You can put your hands down.”

His voice was even deeper than Drexel’s.

“Uh, are you sure?” he said, indicating the gun with a nod of his head.

The man glanced down at his hand and said, “Oh, yeah, sorry. This isn’t for you. It was meant for the Infernal.”

Drexel cocked his head to the right and said, “Infernal?”

Azriel slid the gun into a leather holster, tucked inside his jeans, on the back of his right hip.

Then he smiled, extended his hand, and said, “I’m Azriel.”

Drexel’s hand shot out before he could stop it. It was such a socially ingrained habit that the man was already holding his hand before Drexel could decide if having him in his personal space was wise. He had a strong grip.

The moment where a normal handshake would end passed but Azriel did not let go of his hand.

Instead, the man stared at his hand and said, “Hmm. I see.”

“You see? What does that mean? And what’s an Infernal?”

Azriel released Drexel’s hand, pulled out his phone, and held up a finger while he dialed.

“Hey, this is Azriel. We’ve got another one. I’m pinging the location. Get some Cleaners over here immediately.”

He lowered his finger, hung up the phone, and said, “Look, you’ve got a lot to catch up on and very little time to do it. Come with me and I’ll explain what I can. Unless you’d rather stay here and hope nobody catches you with that poor guy’s body?”

Drexel glanced over at the guy lying prone on the ground and tried to avoid staring at the gaping wound in his chest.

“Oh, hell no. Do you know what kind of shitstorm would follow being caught with a white boy’s mutilated corpse? As long as you’ve got someone coming to deal with it, I’m good. Someone should call the cops – but long after I’m gone. You know those assholes. A slight breeze and they’re gunning you down in the street. Frightened bitches. You’d think if they were that scared they’d find another job.”

Azriel nodded and said, “Yeah. Facts. But don’t worry. After the Cleaners are done, I’ll call a new friend of mine. She’s an F.B.I. Agent. And this won’t be her first time dealing with something like this.”

*   *   *
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Drexel rode in silence all the way to what he assumed was Azriel’s house. He thought about the car to keep his mind from spinning out of control. It was a classic – a nineteen sixty-six mustang Fastback. But it was custom. Drexel loved a beautiful car and this one was choice.  The paint job was a unique blue-gray with a black hood, roof, and grill. Bits of red ran through the detailing as highlights. Large wheels with satin-black rims, red brake calipers, and matching red rotors, finished the look. It roared. Whoever worked on it dropped it, giving it a lower aggressive profile. He guessed there was an Edelbrock crate engine under the hood making his seat rumble beneath him.

The house was as beautiful as the car. It was spartan grays and creams. The furniture was contemporary, like the stuff you saw in the modern houses with concrete and glass interiors in gentrified neighborhoods. The kitchen was all stainless and Drexel spied a four-thousand-dollar espresso machine on the counter. It was way too late for coffee but as he leaned back on the leather couch, Azriel handed him a heavy crystal whiskey glass with two fingers of the smoothest bourbon he had ever tasted in it.

Drexel emptied the glass with a single tilt. Azriel must have known because he was standing there with a matching crystal decanter and poured another two fingers in his glass. He sat the decanter on the glass coffee table with a soft thunk and dropped into the oversized chair across from the couch. He took a sip and stared at Drexel for a moment with slightly narrowed eyes.

“What do you know about your ancestors?”

Drexel slowly rotated the glass in his hand as a half-grin spread across his face.

“Huh, you know the conundrum, right? Our guess is Madagascar. But short of giving a company I don’t trust a DNA sample there’s no way to know for sure. Even that would only give you a region. It wouldn’t tell you about your people. That’s a part of the crime perpetrated against us. Our names, family history, generational knowledge – all lost to time and barbarity.”

Azriel nodded and sipped.

“Are you in the clergy?”

Drexel tilted his head to the left. Took another swallow and said, “I was. For about fifteen years. I tried to help people be better versions of themselves, to follow the philosophy of the brown-skinned, Mediterranean Jew people claimed to believe in. But it was all smoke and mirrors. People just wanted to be excused so they could continue to be who they already were.”

“Yeah, he would be disappointed.”

Drexel noted the odd tone. It was the way you talked about someone you knew personally. But that was obviously not the case. So, he shrugged it off.

“I get that reasoning, Drexel. What I’m trying to ascertain is whether you were consecrated?”

Drexel shrugged. “Sure. Twice, in fact. Once, as what the church called a Deacon and the second when I became an Elder.”

Azriel made a satisfied grunt. “That’s it then. I suspect you are from a long line of Guardians.”

“Guardians?”

“Yes. They had many names depending on the region of the Continent. The Yoruba called them Babalawo, while the Igbo used the term Dibia. The Maasai called them Laibon. But behind the veil, a small number of them were recruited from across the Continent to serve as Guardians.”

Drexel said, “Ok. I’m with you so far. Guardians of what?”

Azriel sat there for a moment, took a deep breath, and placed his glass on the table.

He stood, crossed over to the couch, and said, “There’s an easier way.”

He touched Drexel’s forehead with his finger and the world went white.

*   *   *
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They stood on a small outcropping. The ground stretched out, unendingly, before them. It was sandstone and rocks for as far as the eye could see with a singular exception. A few hundred yards ahead was a mound that filled the rest of the horizon. The only sound was the wind blowing across the empty plain.

Azriel’s now familiar voice broke the spell.

“It’s called the Eye of Africa and it’s as old as life itself.”

Drexel had heard of it. It was so large it could be seen from space. It looked like a giant blue bullseye from orbit. He had no idea it was so old.

To his right a short line of men and women made their way to the mound.

“Who are they?”

Azriel glanced over at the handful of people and said, “They are why I brought
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