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      Darkness surrounded Eva, ripping at her perception. People screamed all around her in Ellie’s Café, but she couldn’t tell if she was one of them. The dark was heavy, threatening to pull her into itself and consume her. Would she be gone forever?

      Eva’s blood ran cold, and she hugged herself as screams rose in escalating panic and chairs tumbled to the floor with a bang. She had the strange sensation the all-consuming darkness had been tormenting them for an eternity. It seemed impossible that just moments ago she’d been standing in a crowd of people she knew in Ellie’s Café with the normal lights blazing.

      Someone touched her hand, and she jerked away, the sensation foreign in this dark land. “Eva, are you okay?” The darkness stifled Alex’s husky voice. Even if they were new friends, or maybe on their way to being more than friends, she was grateful for the faint familiarity of his voice in the darkness.

      “I, uh, I think so. You?” Thunder cracked, shaking the old café windows.

      Ellie’s ever-confident voice cut through the darkness, a beacon of comforting light pouring from their fearless leader. “Now don’t be getting all panicked people. You were here to learn what to do if the darkness came, and I guess this here’s a crash course. Now don’t you worry. I’ve got you covered.” Ellie’s voice dropped at the end of each sentence, as if she could will confidence and calm into their souls as well. It reminded Eva of the way you talk to a dying person and tell them everything will be fine.

      A shiver ran through Eva’s body, and she tried to shake the creepy thought as Ellie continued. “I’ve been thinking about this for years now and making plans, people. I’ve got supplies downstairs ready and waiting for such a moment as this. First thing I need to do is get to my stash of blessed candles behind the counter. Everybody try to stay calm and give me a second.”

      Whispers went up throughout the crowd, but people obeyed Ellie as the shuffling and chaos calmed. In the dark, Eva could hear young children crying while their mothers tried to comfort them. Her own mom’s whisper met her ears with resistance from the dark. “Eva, where are you?”

      “I’m here, Mom, right where I was when the darkness hit.” Her mom moved up close beside her, their arms touching in the dark.

      Gram’s murmured prayers made their way to where Eva was standing too. “By the power of God, thrust into hell Satan and all evil spirits who prowl about the world, seeking the ruin of souls. Amen.” Eva recognized the Saint Michael prayer and wished she’d memorized the card Alex had given her with the prayer. No time like the present to learn. Under her breath, she said the words a second behind Gram, trying to memorize them as she went. Alex joined in, his voice strong. Such a good little Catholic boy.

      From the corner of her eye, Eva saw a light flash. She whipped her head around. A small candle flame flickered, then glowed a strong pure white. As a moth drawn to a flame, Eva moved toward the light without thinking. She could hear people stumbling to do the same.

      “Now hold on, hold on. Last thing I need is a stampede,” Ellie said. “I got about forty candles in this here box. That’s pert near enough for everybody, but don’t you worry none if you don’t get one. I got plenty more where that came from in the basement. Now Eva and Alex, you come on over here and help an old woman out.” To hear her own name surprised Eva and startled her into action, shuffling through the dark toward Ellie’s light.

      “Alex, here, you carry my box of candles. Eva, come around with me and help hand them out. We’ll make an assembly line. I’ll get the candle from the box, light it and hand it to you to give to people.” Eva nodded her assent, as if Ellie could see her in the dark.

      “Hand me one of them candles, baby,” Ellie said to Alex. Then she lit the candle and handed it to Eva. The candle’s surface was sticky with small divots on the surface. When Ellie let go, the flame disappeared. “Well, I’ll be. You’re shaking like a leaf, honey. Get yourself together so I can relight this wick.”

      Eva took a few deep breaths, willing her breathing to slow. Ellie held her flame to the wick for a long moment, but nothing happened. “What’s the matter with this old thing?”

      “How long have you had these candles? Are they expired?” Eva said.

      Ellie gave an indignant laugh. “I sure don’t think so. Here, let’s try another one.” She took the candle from Eva and Alex gave her a new one. The moment Ellie held her flame to the wick, the candle sparkled to life. She handed the candle to Eva, and the flame disappeared.

      Showing her stubborn streak, Ellie held her flame to the wick for even longer this time, but no matter how long she tried, the light didn’t catch. Ellie huffed. Would all this planning go up in smoke? “Eva, honey, don’t you believe?”

      “I do believe.” As soon as the words left Eva’s mouth, her candle flame blazed to life.

      Ellie burst out laughing. “Well, I’ll be darn. There, people, did you see that? These candles ain’t gonna light for just anybody. You’ve gotta have faith.” A hushed murmur spread throughout the dark café.

      Then Ellie, Alex, and Eva shuffled forward in the dark until they came to the first people they could find, Eva’s grandparents, Gramps and Gram. In their hands, the candle wicks burned to life. Ellie gave them a few candles and asked them to go around and help light others. The smell of smoke drifted past Eva as they turned to go.

      Then Ellie’s crew stepped up to Eva’s mom, Rachel. In Ellie’s candlelight, Eva could see her mom’s face pulled tight in worry, eyebrows up. Ellie tried to light the candle, but nothing happened. She held the flame longer, and then repeated what she’d said to Eva. “Rachel, honey, don’t you believe?”

      She glanced down at her feet, her answer quiet as a leaf falling to the ground. “I don’t know.”

      Eva couldn’t stand to see her mom embarrassed. On impulse, she stepped closer. “Here, Mom, take mine.” Eva shoved her candle at her mom, but the moment Eva’s hand left the candle, the flame went out. With a sigh, her mom handed the candle back. As she did, Eva’s hand brushed the ice cold wick where the fiery flame had burned seconds ago.

      “Just forget it.” She straightened her shoulders as if trying to gain back her dignity. Eva gave her a sympathetic look, but her mom wasn’t paying attention. Ellie stepped over to Eva’s father, Russell, and her mom’s face disappeared in the all-consuming darkness.

      Russell’s candle burst into flames right away, of course. With all the faith he gave off, a campfire at his feet wouldn’t have surprised Eva. Their relationship was new and fresh, after a lifetime apart. Eva was still getting used to him and his super faith, trying to figure out what she thought about him. But at least now she knew he was a good guy.

      Ellie leaned in close to Russell so she could whisper. “Go on over by Rachel, so she doesn’t have to be in the dark.” Russell nodded and Eva saw his flame move toward her mom.

      Eva finished handing out the candles and glanced up. Glowing candles filled the room, and their small light eased the darkness a bit, but their light didn’t stretch far. It was enough to see people's faces and some hand gestures.

      Why did some people’s candles burn brighter than others? It reminded Eva of her visit to church with Gramps and Gram when some people glowed brighter than others after communion. Ellie interrupted her thought. “Okay, people, I packed my basement with goodies. Food, water, basic medicine for pain, infection, even a little for diabetes I could manage to stock up. The steps are in the back. Follow my candle.” She waved her candle back and forth, and Eva followed the light.

      “But what about our families?” Eva couldn’t quite place who the familiar voice belonged to.

      “Yeah, they’re probably scared stiff,” someone across the room said.

      Ellie’s candle quit moving, and in the small light Eva could see her turn back toward the crowd. “I’m not gonna try to force you to stay here. This is just a gift I’m offering. You’re free to leave any time you want. But remember, we ain’t supposed to be venturing off into the dark. I don’t know what you’re gonna find if you go outside these four walls.” She gestured toward the outside with her candle. “Our instructions from the prophecy are clear. Stay inside, light blessed beeswax candles, and pray for God’s mercy. They don’t say anything about wandering around in the dark.”

      Prophecy? Did Ellie know something she hadn’t told them? Eva was irritated at the thought Ellie might have held back information when they went to her for help about the dreams.

      “I’ve gotta go,” a man’s frantic voice said. “I have a wife and baby at home.”

      “I understand.” Ellie’s voice sounded draped in shadows. “Child, if you go, you best be saying prayers on your way. Whatever you see, whatever you hear, don’t respond, you understand? The evil’s out and about in this town. Give it half a chance, and it’ll take you straight to hell.”

      A murmur went up in the crowd. Someone to Eva’s left said, “Can we have a few candles to take home? I’ve got a family of six.”

      “There’s a few more candles downstairs. Come get them. I should have enough to give each family two extra candles, whether you stay or go. Now follow me.”
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      While Nessy conceded the descent of darkness was ill-timed with the humans gathered together at the café, she relished in their lack of knowledge. They had no idea the incredible strength they could wield through unity. Her resolve was firm—to ensure their ignorance endured.

      Their simple human minds were no match for a demon of her prowess. Before the darkness, she orchestrated exceptional attacks on the children, which confused them and slowed their mission to find the truth. Now, in the darkness, she would do the same. No, she would do better. With effortless precision, she would discern their new and enhanced vulnerabilities. Even now, they had no idea the formidable foe they were up against.

      Invisible to the mortal eye, Nessy wove among the crowd, radiating panic and dread, a green mist drifting out over the humans. It caused their neurons to fire in ways they found most unpleasant. People cried out and the shuffling and screams rose. Amid the escalating turmoil, Nessy felt herself ascend, buoyed by the unrest. Darkness, her eternal sanctuary, embraced her with more power than ever as the humans joined her in this shadowy realm.

      A bulky middle-aged man crossed her path, his movements clumsy in the enveloping gloom. With malevolent glee, Nessy maneuvered a chair into his path. The cruel, scorching sound of her laughter erupted as he stumbled, arms flailing, and took down a woman nearby in his fall. When blood gushed from his head, Nessy’s glee was uncontainable.

      “Concentrate, you imbecile,” she commanded herself, furious at this momentary lapse. Laughter was a deceitful foe. True dominion required more than a mere manipulation of the physical and the spreading of dark emotions. Such child’s play was unworthy of a demon with her expertise and stature. No, to climb the ranks of her battalion, she must flex her tortuous skills.

      Enticing a human into her web of anguish might prove fruitful. An endeavor she could amplify with an eyewitness to spread terror far and wide. The question lingered: whom should she ensnare for this purpose?

      The Dream Havers, long disregarded with their impotent warnings, would serve her purpose well. She would employ the children as pawns, drawing the adults into her web too. Humans harbored such an absurd attachment to their young. What advantage lay in prioritizing others’ needs over one’s own? Nessy could not fathom such folly, yet she prepared to leverage it against the humans.

      The brilliance of her plan made the evil within her swell. This would get the attention of her superiors. At last she would rise above the imbeciles to take her rightful place as the ruler over this region of the dark realm.
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      The instant everything went dark, every neuron in Alex’s body fired with intensity worse than the moment before kickoff, when his muscles strained, waiting to act. It helped when Ellie asked him to hand out candles, and now they were on the move toward the basement.

      Something hit the café window with a loud thud. Several people let out startled screams. Alex’s curiosity propelled him toward the window to investigate, but Ellie’s words stopped him short. “Don’t look out the windows. Keep your mind on holy things. ‘Lord, Jesus Christ, we ask for your protection from all the wickedness and snares of the devil.’ Now let’s get ourselves to the basement.”

      Slow and steady, Ellie moved toward the café’s rear wall, waving her candle to show them which light to follow. When her candle disappeared, Alex’s heart dropped for a moment. Then he realized she had turned the corner to the steps.

      No matter how he strained his eyes, Alex couldn’t see anything past his candlelight other than people’s faces illuminated by their own candlelight. Normal darkness had forms and shapes you could make out. Your eyes could adjust. This darkness absorbed everything. It reminded Alex of foggy mornings helping Pops with chores when the mist erased the world. The sensation transformed the world into a thrilling unknown. But this darkness was the total opposite. When it erased the world, every obscured corner whispered danger.

      Man, what about Pops? The worry hit him as a punch. Could Pops handle the farm by himself? Sure, he’s pretty clever and all, but what if he took a nasty fall or something? Got hurt and there’s no one around? That’d be a nightmare. Oh, hold up—it was Saturday night. Pops would be at Mass in town, not out there alone.

      Then another thought crashed into him. The church didn’t have food, blankets, or Pops’ diabetes medicine. Alex had to get Pops out of there. They could head to the farm, just the two of them against the world. But was it dumb to trek all that way through the dark? Maybe swinging back to the café was the smarter move. It was closer, and they’d have everything they needed. Decision made. He’d snatch up the extra candles from Ellie and hit the road to get Pops before things got even crazier out there. It was a solid game plan.
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      Ellie had no patience for foolishness. Why were people so hard to help? One thing she knew for sure, she wouldn't be venturing out in that darkness, uh-huh she’d keep her old self planted right here in the café’s safety. Oh Lord, make them stay.

      Course the Lord wouldn’t make nobody do something they didn’t wanna do. Lord knows she oughta know that by now. Okay, Lord, protect them if they go. Come to think of it, Lord, protect them if they stay too.

      Ellie’s thoughts drifted to her family spread throughout the country. Lord have mercy, be with my kids and my grand babies too. She had taught them since birth how to handle the darkness, so they’d know what to do with the items she stocked in their houses. Even if they thought she was crazy back then, at least they’d be safe now if they followed the prophecy teachings.

      Ellie imagined her fussy cat, alone in the apartment above the café, prowling around, queen of the castle. Cats could see in normal darkness. Did the same apply now? Her foot slipped on a step, and she forced herself to refocus her attention on the moment at hand.

      The familiar wood railing was a solid anchor in her hand. It had been a constant on her many trips to stock the basement. Ellie took a mental inventory of the supplies she’d gathered over the years: blankets, pillows, food, drinks, toilet paper. Was it enough? It would have to be. Her time had run out. Of course, the truck had come yesterday to restock the kitchen. If her basement supplies grew low, maybe they could sneak upstairs for more. “It’ll be fine.” She told herself and tried to believe it.

      As Ellie stepped off the last step, she flipped on the light switch. Nothing happened, and she chuckled. Old habits die hard. She visualized the large room running across the café’s full expanse and her supplies piled high in cardboard boxes to the right.

      The building was well over 100 years old, and its familiar, musty smell tickled her nose. She heard a mouse scurrying across the floor and shivered. Mousetraps were on her shopping list, but there was nothing she could do about it now. She shook her head and cleared her throat to speak.

      “The room is big. Keep walking, hands in front of you. We don’t need any broken noses. We’ll get used to the darkness soon enough, I’m sure.” At least, she hoped they would. In normal darkness, your eyes adjusted after a few moments, but this all-encompassing darkness swallowed everything, even shadows. Ellie fought the sense it could swallow her, too.

      To get a grip on her thoughts, Ellie focused her attention outward on caring for others, calling out to the people on the stairs. “That’s it, almost there. Grab hold of that railing. It’s bolted into the wall, so it’s a good way to catch yourself if you fall. Used it a time or two myself.” Each person who reached the cement basement floor laid a heavy weight of responsibility on her shoulders.
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      As Eva turned the corner toward the basement steps, she heard a high-pitched wail, nails on a giant chalkboard, and a shiver rushed through her body. She held her hands over her ears, desperate to block out the sound, which caused her to stumble.

      A muscular arm grabbed her before she went all the way down. “Thanks.” Her voice faltered in the dark. Stupid Eva, learn how to walk.

      “Here, give me your hand.” Alex placed her hand on his shoulder. It was a sweet gesture, and she allowed it to remain there as she took her next step. Seriously though, how many times had she walked down steps in her life? Now she needed Alex’s help? She considered pulling her hand away, but the warmth of his shoulder was a constant reminder she wasn’t alone in this isolating darkness and she couldn’t let that go.

      Eva’s candle burned, weak and dim in her hand, but it was better than nothing and she was grateful to have it. She wondered where Ellie got the strange candles. Even when she flailed her arms, trying not to fall, it stayed lit. Normal candles were so fickle they’d go out in the slightest breeze. Eva pictured small girls at weddings walking with hands cupped around delicate flames, then waved her candle in the air. Somehow, the weak flame stayed lit.

      On the stairs behind her, Eva heard her parents’ footsteps thumping along. The old building had the typical, awkward basement steps that jutted out half the distance you’d expect, while being twice as high. With each step, Eva’s foot dropped for a second longer than expected, startling her with a jolt when it met its mark. Still, she was eager to get to the basement and tried to move faster. Who’d have guessed a creepy, dark basement would end up feeling like the safest place to be?

      As they drew closer, Eva could see candles dispersed throughout the room, reminding her of concerts where people held lights in the dark arena. Some candle flames merged in the gloom, revealing groups of loved ones reuniting in the shadows. She was grateful all the people she cared about were under one roof; Gramps, Gram, Mom, Dad, Jai’Lune. Even Alex and Russell. This ordeal would be unbearable if she had to go through it alone.

      “I’ve got those extra candles over here if anybody needs one.” Ellie’s voice rang out in the dark and people shoved closer to her. Annoyance simmered within Eva. When they shared their dreams with Ellie, she had held back secrets from them about the prophecy and her preparations. How could she do that? What reason would she have?

      When she reached the bottom step, Eva turned to her parents. “I’m going to find Jai’Lune.” The small crowd made her progress slow as Eva whisper-shouted for her friend, searching familiar faces in the candlelight.

      “Eva!” She heard Jai’Lune’s voice before she saw her. Jai’Lune grabbed Eva’s elbow. “Are you okay?”

      “I’m fine, considering. You?” She didn’t know why they whispered. Something about the dark told her brain hush.

      Alex walked up, interrupting them. “I’m gonna head to the church. I need to get Pops. If I don’t come back by tomorrow, will you tell Ellie I’m gone?”

      “What?” Eva’s reaction was loud enough to draw stares. She shifted back to a whisper. “Didn’t you hear Ellie? We shouldn’t leave. And based on the attacks we had before the darkness, I believe her. It sounds nasty out there.”

      “Pops is diabetic.” As if that explained everything. Eva moved her head sideways in confusion. “He needs food and medicine. They won’t have any supplies at the church, and the longer I wait, the worse it’s going to get. I need to go now.”

      “I’ll go too.” Eva covered her mouth, too late to catch the words that slipped out. The last thing she wanted was to go into the dark, but she couldn’t let Alex go alone.

      “It’s okay. I’ll be fine. I’ll be back before you know it. You should stay here where it’s safe.”

      “And what? Wait a whole day to find out if a demon ate you? That’s wasted time your pops goes without food and medicine.”

      Alex didn’t have a quick response to her logic. In the pause, Jai’Lune spoke up, “I’ll go too.”

      “What? No,” Eva and Alex responded in unison.

      Eva didn’t want to drag Jai’Lune into this, but Jai’Lune’s stubborn personality persisted. “If Alex gets hurt, you’ll have to go for help and then you’ll be alone. I need to go with to help. Three’s a crowd and that’s a good thing.”

      “I’ll be okay. We’ll stick together. Stay here with your mom and dad where it’s safe. Your brother is here too, right? He might need you. Plus, there’s no way your parents will let you go.”

      “Yours either,” Jai’Lune pointed out, lips pressed together and eyes wide.

      That thought hadn’t crossed Eva’s mind. Plus, now she had two parents to get past. “Maybe we can sneak out.”

      “Even if we could get past your grandparents standing sentinel at the bottom of the stairs, what happens when your parents realize we’re gone?”

      “We’ll do the switcheroo. It worked in fifth grade. Let’s try it again.”

      “What are you talking about?” Alex shoved a hand into his pocket, as if anchoring himself from leaving.

      “I told my mom I was at Jai’Lune’s. She told her parents she was at my house. Then we snuck into the barn and told creepy stories all night.”

      “At least until we freaked ourselves out and snuck into your grandparents’ house to sleep.” Jai’Lune
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using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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