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            Gift From A Night Wind
                  The night blew in from the 
heavens, and the fire shed warmth onto 
the ardor of our souls.
Thoughts of eternity swallowed
the past, lighting the beacon that brought us
into the arms of serenity.
The certainty of the first
look remained unscathed, finding a
future towering above the stars. 
And then...the night blew
away, leaving the gift of memory for the 
treasures of a new beginning. 
Gregory R. Baier


    

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter One
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EMILY Freemont found herself propped up behind the steering wheel. It was nighttime, and the vehicle was parked under a streetlight in a snowy, tree-surrounded lot. The last thing she remembered was grocery shopping. What was baffling, was she could not recall anything else, as if her memory had been erased. Sensing a tingling sensation on her forehead, she instinctively reached up to touch it. As she pulled her hand away, she saw there was blood on her finger, which surprised her. In a panic, she adjusted the rear-view mirror to get a better look at her forehead. When she examined herself closer, she saw a series of deep scrapes above her right brow. Upon checking herself again, she noticed her right cheek had a light graze, and after extending her right hand, she saw that it was scratched as well.

There was a box of Kleenex in the console beside her, and taking a tissue, she dabbed her forehead. Even more confusing was the yellow-gold wedding set on her left hand; it couldn’t be hers, she had never seen it before. None of this made sense. The dashboard looked unfamiliar as well. As she surveyed the interior of the car, she noticed it was a four-door sedan, definitely not her old Jeep. A blue ice scraper rested across the back seat, but she didn’t have a blue ice scraper... or did she? She shut her eyes for a few seconds, desperately trying to recall what had happened to her, but that didn’t help. When she opened them again, she noticed a soiled white mitten lying on the console next to an open pack of cigarettes. She found that to be odd, especially since she had quit smoking a few years ago. She looked at the navy sweater she was wearing, thinking it was very strange because she had never seen it before.

She took a tissue and wiped the condensation off the driver’s side window and looked outside: there were two sets of foot prints in the snow leading to either side of the car. If one of the tracks on the driver’s side were hers, who did the tracks on the other side belong to? She glanced downward; there was snow melting on the passenger side floor mat. Had someone been in the car with her? From what she could see, she had not been alone. A chill washed over her entire body, a result of the cold and from being on edge about the situation.

Big snowflakes began falling from the evening sky. She tried to recall something—anything... her mind went blank once more. Again, she wiped the window and looked outside. A clump of snow-laden trees surrounded what must have been a small parking lot. To the right was an opening through the trees that appeared to lead to a path. She realized that she was lost in the middle of nowhere, and a sense of fear and loneliness washed over her. She scanned the car again and noticed a black Brahmin handbag on the passenger seat. Certain it didn’t belong to her, she picked it up and opened it. Inside, she found a wallet, and when she unzipped it, it contained a driver’s license with her photo. It was her, but different, as her hair had always been chin length and auburn, yet in the photo, it was shoulder-length. She glanced at her full reflection in the rear-view mirror and was astonished: her unruly hair was brown, past her shoulders, and tangled with dried leaves. Why were there leaves in her hair? Leaning closer to the mirror for a better view of her face, she noticed her bloodshot eyes had mascara smeared around them, making her appear much older than in the driver’s license. Perhaps it was simply because she was tired.

She continued searching through the handbag and found nothing of interest. After a few moments, she took another tissue and began wiping her mascara- smeared eyes. She stopped, crumpled up the tissue, and looked at the ID photo again, and try as she might, she couldn’t remember ever having it taken. Everything was foreign to her. She began to shiver again, this time because she was extremely disoriented. She tried to calm herself by breathing slowly and deeply. That seemed to help, when she suddenly remembered that she had always put her cell phone in the jeep’s glove box. She leaned over and opened the car’s glove box; inside was not her usual smart-phone, but a newer model.

Only after a few minutes of fiddling with it did she realize it was a cell phone. Everything around her was completely unrecognizable. It was as if everything had belonged to someone else from some other place and time. She couldn’t get the phone to work, so she threw it to the floor in frustration and began to cry hysterically. After composing herself, she wiped away the tears and moved on to devising a plan. She was in a strange car, a strange place, and wasn’t sure if she was really Emily. She didn’t even know how to find her way home.

Maybe at least she could start the car? She looked through the handbag again for the car keys and pulled out a keypad instead. How could she start the car if she didn’t have any keys, only this unfamiliar keypad? In fact, as her eyes swept over the dashboard, she  couldn’t find an ignition. Her eyes slid down the dashboard and came to a large power button. She pushed it and everything powered on, including the engine, all the while praying it had powered on because she couldn’t hear it. Hesitatingly, she put her foot on the gas and the car jerked forward. Eventually, she pulled out of the lot and drove a few miles until she came across a gas mart with its neon sign flickering away.

Oddly enough, there weren’t any vehicles or people in the parking lot. The snow was pristine and smooth, without tire tracks or footprints. A set of old gas pumps stood like rusted relics beneath the flickering light. She got out of the car, staring over at them briefly before making her way into the gas station. It was eerily cold inside, and the only light available was from a bare bulb hanging from the ceiling. Although it was bright, it still made the room look spooky and shadowy.

There was a girl and three men all standing around, as if waiting for something to happen. Emily quickly went to the counter where an olive-skinned man in a white turban and tunic stood. He looked Emily up and down, staring at the bits of dried leaves threaded throughout her unruly hair. His eyes swept downward, and he eyed the scratches on her face and arms, and her off-season clothing. He mouthed in a heavy accent, “Lady, it’s the waxing moon tonight, and soon you will be one of us. What can I do for you until then?” For a split second, it seemed as though he might be joking, but his tone was unfeeling, and his face was completely void of expression.

Thoroughly convinced that she was hearing things, she brushed the snow off her sweater and asked in a distressed tone, “Could you please tell me where I am?”

Without taking his deep-set eyes off her face, he replied, “Do you want me to call a hearse ahead of time, lady?”

“Excuse me, but where am I?” Convinced that she was hearing things, she repeated her question.

He completely ignored her. “Not to worry! I will call for a hearse!”

“No! I don’t need a hearse. Just tell me where I am,” she repeated once more. For some reason, she wasn’t entirely scared and didn’t know why. Now, the few people who were in the gas mart were beginning to move around her. She couldn’t figure out what was real anymore... or was anything actually happening, or was it all just a dream?

“If you’re not hurt, then surely you must be dead!” He grinned, revealing an assortment of hideous, black teeth.

She stared at his ugly smile and replied, “I’m not dead—just lost and...” she trailed off and glanced about the room. “I’m sorry, something about this place is really strange and creepy.”

“Yes, and either way, you’re neither here nor there.” His eyes rolled back into his head, and he began chanting in a strange language.

Confused, she questioned, “What the hell are you saying?”

He quit chanting and answered in a matter-of-fact tone, “You’re in the middle of nowhere, and now you’re going to die. I will chant to call for a hearse, okay?”

She screamed, “Stop it! I’m not going to die! Why do you keep on saying that to me?” When he glowered at her silently, she responded, “Look, Mr.—uh—whoever you are. I think we got off on the wrong foot. I just wanted someone to tell me where I am right now, that’s all.”

He didn’t answer. Instead, to distract her, he smacked a roll of coins against the drawer and cursed under his breath as some of them ricocheted onto the floor. He slammed the register shut and bellowed, “You’re cursed, and either way, you WILL end up just like the rest of us!”

She backed up. “Oh, my god, you are a very rude man!” Feeling a migraine coming on, she placed a hand on her temple. Suddenly, another creepy man with a deep, raspy voice called out from behind her, “Hey, lady, did you whack your thick skull on the steering wheel or what? Is that how you got that cut?” He stepped over to her and jeered, “Hah! You don’t even know where you are, huh?”

She turned around to see a large, bald man with pitch-black eyes. He clutched a half-empty liter of soda and a half-eaten bag of corn chips against his beer belly as if they were a coveted treasure. He belched then chortled loudly. Disgusted by his appearance and bewildered as to why no one would tell her where she was, she shot back, “If I did, I certainly wouldn’t be stuck in this hell-hole talking to you, now would I?”

“Lady, get lost again, and again, and again, cause that’s gonna be your fate,” another man called out before laughing hysterically. He had an extremely long, filthy beard with dozens of tiny pentagrams tattooed across his face.

Ignoring him, she asked, “Is there someone in this building who would know how to work this thing?” She held up her cell phone. “It looks like new technology to me. I have no idea how to work this thing. I’ve never seen it until now.“

The large man began to laugh uncontrollably. He stopped abruptly and stared at her coldly with dark, demonic eyes. “You are a lost soul,” he said in a raspy voice. When he moved under the flickering drop-light, his face had a gray hue to it, and his mouth appeared chalky with bits of corn chips stuck at the edges. To Emily, he was grotesque.

The man behind the counter popped up abruptly with another fistful of coins. “We’re all lost, dammit! Now, make your phone call and get out while you still can!” he screamed.

She moved back to the counter. “W-what did you mean by that?”

He blasted, “Lady, can’t you see I’m trying to run a business?”

“A business?” She looked around at the handful of supposed customers, and no one seemed to be purchasing anything. In fact, most of them were empty-handed and standing around with a lost look in their eyes, as if they were indeed “lost”. The counter-man with the turban was acting as if he had a store full of customers. If anything, he seemed terribly annoyed by her presence, as if she were interrupting his evening and was nothing more than a nuisance. She found this ridiculous, as all she really wanted was to find her way home... home to her beautiful king-sized bed, with the goose down quilt and her—

A young woman called out from behind, with a gravelly voice, “Aww, look! The poor little flower is lost!” Emily heard the harshness in her voice, and it made her uneasy. She turned toward the source of the sound, and to her surprise, it was a young butch of a girl holding on to the arm of a skinny guy with a wild Mohawk. “Well, I’ve been here for way too long. Where did this sweet little dahlia come from?” she asked metaphorically. She pulled down her hood to reveal a ghoul-like face, framed with spiky platinum hair. In fact, everything on her person looked monochromatic and gray, except for the blood-splotched, pink bandanna tied snugly around her neck.

Chills went down Emily’s back, and she asked, “Just what do you mean by ʻbeing here too long’?”

The ghoulish-butch of a girl fired words at her like red-hot bullets, “None of your fucking business, bitch!”

“You don’t have to be so hateful!” By now, Emily felt more alone and frightened than ever.

“Gimme,” the ghoul-girl demanded, ripping the phone from Emily’s hand.

Emily tried to get it back. “Please, I need to call my husband. He’s probably beginning to worry about—”

“Don’t sweat it, bitch. I got it covered.” The girl backed away from Emily’s reach and began scrolling down the list of phone contacts. “Hah! Well, good luck with that!”

Emily felt more confused. “WHAT?”

“Which husband are you trying to call?”

“Did you just ask me WHICH husband?” she questioned in an anxious tone.

“That’s exactly what I said, dummy.”

“As far as I know, I have only one. His name is Artie and...”

“Are you sure you only have one?” The ghoul-girl was snickering as she continued scrolling through the contacts. She stopped abruptly and glanced up at Emily with a dark, malicious expression on her face. “Oh, you’re sooo fucked,” she spat out with an evil hiss.

“I’m what?” Emily blinked stupidly.

“You don’t have anyone listed under that name. I only see someone named Richard. Face it, bitch, you’re just doomed like the rest of us! Welcome to the dark side!”

Emily’s stomach tightened into a nervous clump, but she managed to gather her thoughts quickly and blurt, “Hey, I could have lost my phone and picked up someone else’s by accident!” Her nervousness quickly turned to anger. “Wait a minute, here. Who the hell do you think you’re talking to?” she snapped. She quickly snatched the phone from ghoul-girl’s clutches to search for Artie’s number. To her surprise, the same number was there, but under a different name... RICHARD! Now panicked and frustrated, she dialed the number, and an unidentifiable male voice answered. Confused, she hung the phone up, but whoever had been on the other end called back immediately. She stared at the unfamiliar name on the screen and began to feel dizzy with stress.

Ghoul-girl flashed an evil grin, and replied in a sarcastic tone, “It’s Richard, your hubby. Aren’t you going to answer it, bitch?” Emily, not seeming to hear her, just stared at the phone in silence. Ghoul- girl snatched the phone out of her hands and canceled the call. “Oops,” she taunted.

The counter-man called out, “Okay, goodbye, or I will call the hearse to come and get you now, lost and crazy lady. Hearse will come and take lady bye-bye for good. You go bye-bye now.” Laughing at his own sick words, obviously, he found them to be funny.

The ghoul-girl rolled her sunken eyes at his muttering and laughter. They had been in this same loop, countless times, and she was sick to death of it. Literally. Detached and uncaring to the actual nightmare Emily was experiencing, the ghoul-girl turned to her with a creepy gaze. “You have issues,” she stated blandly.

“Uh, YEAH! I’m lost,” Emily fired back at her.

“Bitch, aren’t WE all!” She eyed the scratches on Emily’s face and put her face up to hers, yelling, “Would someone please tell this sad, pathetic little flower where she is?”

Emily gagged from the strong smell of decayed flesh emanating from ghoul-girl’s face and stumbled backwards. Ghoul-girl snapped, “Oh, what’s your big problem now, bitch?”

“I need to get back onto route 66. I don’t know why, but I feel like that’s the way home!“

The skinny dude with the beard and demonic tattoos, began belting out a song in a smoker’s voice, “Get your kicks on route 66...”

Ghoul-girl hissed, “Shut the fuck up, Al!” She turned back to Emily, and demanded, “Come on, confess bitch—did you forget something?”

Emily, upset from the constant name calling, stood up to ghoul-girl and said, “No, but I would really appreciate it if you would stop referring to me as ʻbitch’.” Anticipated another outburst, she was taken aback when the girl laughed hysterically at her request. However, Emily was growing desperate and tired. “Um, why don’t you and your little friends just tell me where I am. While you’re at it, maybe you can tell me how I can connect to my route. I need to get out of here ASAP!” She finished in a placating tone, “And maybe, just maybe, I can help YOU get out of here.” Now, they began crowding around her.

It was silent for a moment, and then the same skinny dude as before, belted out another tune in the same raspy voice, “Been dazed and confused for so long, it’s not true...”

The ghoul-girl began howling with laughter, and then stopped abruptly. “How can you possibly help us if you don’t even know where you’re going, you wacko-bitch?” She cackled loudly and added, “Poor little flower. You’re stuck here now, just like me. Hell, I’m going to be stuck here with these idiots, forever and ever,” she paused and added with a crappy grin, “and they were already here when I tried robbing this shit-hole.”

The skinny, tattooed dude yelled out, “I wasn’t ALREADY here. You shot me and then left me here to die!”

Ghoul-girl pointed a finger at him and spat out, “Yeah, well, that wasn’t exactly part of the plan—things kinda got all fucked up, Al!”

“Well, what the hell... I only wanted a frigging carton of cigarettes! I didn’t know you were gonna go on a wild shooting spree,” he whined.

She threw her hands up in the air. “Cut me some slack, will ya? It was an honest mistake. Besides, I came back for you, you ungrateful fucker. Oh, I wish I hadn’t, because now I’m stuck here with you!”

“Mistake my ass! YOU didn’t come back for me. Your soul was FORCED back here because you’re nothing but an evil bitch,” he sneered.

She rolled her eyes. “Oh, do me a huge favor and get lost.”

“Well, I can’t, now. I’m stuck here because of you,” he fired back.

They began shoving each other, and for some reason, it was then that Emily remembered her address. Refusing to leave without her only means to the outside world, she demanded in a stern voice, “Give me my phone back, or else.”

They stopped shoving each other, and the girl turned to Emily and sneered, “And what if I don’t?”

Emily now became furious and fired out, “You little ass wipe, give me that phone or else I’ll...”

“Or else you’ll do what?” Ghoul-girl grinned sardonically.

A cold chill rippled down Emily, and refusing to leave without her phone, she spat out rebelliously, “Or else I’ll yank every single scraggly hair out of that pea-sized skull of yours!”

“Oh, you wouldn’t dare. I have a gun,” she threatened.

Emily looked her over carefully. She didn’t see one and called her bluff, “Whatever, just try me, you worthless ghoul!”

“Wow! You’re the first person who didn’t back away from me,” the girl answered in a defeated tone.

“Give me back my phone, you little bitch,” this time, her voice reverberated powerfully, as she was catching on to ghoul-girl’s game. Her weak smile dissipated into a pout as she reluctantly handed the phone over. Emily snatched it back quickly and stepped away from the bystanders who were still congregated around her. She slowly edged toward the door, past the skinny singing dude with the beard and the pentagrams.

Knowing where she was headed, he called out, “Hey! Take me with you!”

The ghoul-girl snickered and said, “You’re not going anywhere, Al.”

He turned to her with a grim expression. “Why not?”

By now, Ghoul-girl’s smile was heinous as she spat out,  “Because you made a pact with the devil when you found me, dumb-ass.”

Emily, making the most of the diversion, quietly slipped out the door.

The man with the corn chips around his mouth called out, “Wait! Where are you going? We need your soul!”

Emily heard the sounds of bullets being fired and people screaming. Of course, that made her stop running and look behind her. The gas mart with its rusty gas pumps and dilapidated appearance, was now completely dark, with not a soul in sight. Thoroughly shaken by this weird event, she jumped into her car and drove home, rendering the eerie event as only a bad memory.
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