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Black draperies, likewise in the gloomy room,
shut out from our view of the moon, the lurid stars, and the
peopleless streets—but the boding and the memory of Evil, they
would not be so excluded. There were things around us and about of
which I can render no distinct account—things material and
spiritual—heaviness in the atmosphere—a sense of
suffocation—anxiety—and, above all, that terrible state of
existence which the nervous experience when the senses are keenly
living and awake, and meanwhile the powers of thought lie
dormant.

—Edgar Allan Poe—Shadow—a Parable
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Prologue

 


 


Byron Solstice trudged down the street in the
dead of night, a faraway sliver of a moon barely illuming his path.
Something wasn’t right. He knew it was coming, could feel it
really—a sense of dread that invaded as a small knot in his stomach
and twisted like a hissing snake through his throat. Now it was
constricting his chest as he moved—causing his breathing to come in
short, panicked gasps.

He stopped, frozen by a metallic click
echoing from a doorway. He fought to push the serpent back inside
his stomach or cough it out like an unwanted chicken bone. He
coughed for a second, cleared his throat and felt better. But not
much.

He was terrified.

A dark figure emerged from the doorway and
machine gun fire—short, shrill staccato-style bursts—cut through
the silent night, shattering the eerie calm.

Byron sprinted to a nearby building—the
setting was surreal, like an abandoned western-style ghost town.
But the ghosts were coming out to play. He dove behind a gray
run-down saloon, skidding along the dusty dirt as a trail of
bullets punctuated his provisional escape.

He waited, slowly trying to control his
labored breathing, searching his extremities for injuries.
Satisfied he hadn’t taken a hit, he crawled to the building’s
corner. The enemy stopped firing.

He searched around and saw it—an AK-47
machine gun right in front of him. He picked it up, taking comfort
in the feel of cold steel on his sweaty palms. He poked his head
around the building and saw the dark figure again—this time
charging forward and growling like a wolf.

He stood up instantly, machine gun leveled,
as the dark hooded figure with its fiery red eyes and shark-like
fangs came closer. He stepped out and fired—three short and
uncontrolled bursts that struck the enemy multiple times in the
head and across the chest.

The enemy ran about twenty feet from inertia
before dropping to the ground, groaning and twitching for a few
seconds before finally dying.

Byron continued down the barren streets of
the forgotten ghost town. About fifty feet later another dark
figure emerged, announcing itself with a threatening sneer and
fire-glowing eyes. Byron took no chances. He opened fire and cut
the beast down, not even bothering to watch him die.

He had no idea where he was. But it was
obvious he had to get out of here. And, like some macabre video
game, the object was kill or be killed. And he didn’t want to die.
At 42-years-old, he was much too young to die, still had many goals
he wanted to achieve before he came knock, knock, knocking on
death’s door.

He trudged on. In an instant, he saw a
four-legged, wolf-like monster, baring its formidable fangs,
rushing forward. He leveled the world’s most popular killing
machine and plugged it full of bullets. It lost its footing, fell,
and skidded along the road, howling and then whimpering before
falling silent.

Byron continued on. Three down. How many
more to go? He didn’t know.

A side street came into view and he took it,
thinking his journey, whatever it meant, wherever it was supposed
to lead, would be easier to complete off the main drag, off the
path of his attackers. He moved along stealthily in the darkness,
the diffuse light from the moon barely guiding his way.

The street was lined with old, abandoned,
decrepit buildings, houses mostly, with a smattering of small
businesses in the mix—a barber shop, a coffee shop, a small
café.

Some of his fear had left, the recent kills
serving as a confidence booster. Maybe he could get out of here,
reach the end game, whatever it was. Kill or be killed. He
knew he had to keep going, couldn’t stop or he would be overrun by
monsters.

He strained his eyes to see ahead. A small
yellow light shone in the distance from a window of an old
two-story house. As he got closer, he could see some movement
inside the living room, barely discernible through the faint glow,
but there nonetheless. He saw black arms waving frantically.

He stopped dead in his tracks. The door flew
open and dark creatures—some charging on two legs—others on four,
stormed out and attacked en masse. He sprayed the wave of attackers
with bullets and one-by-one they dropped dead, a few cut down
within a few feet from where he stood. They screeched, hollered and
whimpered as they died—a bloody massacre of gargantuan
proportion.

As the sound of the last round of bullets
slowly echoed and was swallowed by the night, so too were the
horrific screams of the dead and dying.

Once more, all was silent. And black.

A thought crept into Byron’s mind and slowly
formed. I’m dreaming. This is a dream. The realization
brought a smile to his face, a twinkle to his green eyes. He ran a
hand through a thick mop of wavy brown hair, gazing around at the
other buildings. He was sure he was dreaming. And, since that was
so, how about a few more kills? Play the game. Win the game. May as
well have some fun. No damage can be done anyway.

He walked on.

Monstrous beasts, fiery red eyes, slowly
poked their heads from buildings, advanced and he cut them down
joyously with the machine gun, really getting into his role, the
sound of the weapon, the horrific screams of the dying. He was
impervious. He would wake up and everything would return to
normal.

He felt like he had been thrown into a
larger than life amusement park shooting gallery. He couldn’t wait
to get to the end to claim his prize.

Strolling down the side street killing
everyone and anyone, he couldn’t have been happier. Then something
happened. His machine gun jammed. He fidgeted with the trigger and
realized he had no idea what he was doing. Other than a pellet gun,
he had never handled a firearm in his life, let alone a
Kalashnikov.

He heard a faint roar from behind. He spun
around and stared wide-eyed in horror. His victims, riddled with
bullet holes, slowly picked themselves up, dusted themselves off.
They roared in symphony, a blood-curdling hellish sound, and
marched purposefully toward him.

What? I killed them. How can they be
resurrected? Then another thought crept into his mind. Is
this a dream? But it must be. This shit doesn’t happen in real
life.

The creatures rushed him en masse, slamming
him hard to the ground. In an instant, they were on him, biting
large chunks of flesh, tearing piece by piece. Growling and
devouring. And he could feel the excruciating pain. It was real. He
tried to scream, opened his mouth, but no words emerged.

I’m dying. He felt the life draining
from his body, darkness take hold, and then there was nothing at
all. Nothing but total blackness and no comprehension of
anything.

Dead.

Abruptly, he jerked, tumbled out of bed and
landed hard on the oak hardwood floor. He slowly picked himself up,
waiting for his heart rate to slow.

Akila stirred, rolled over and went back to
sleep. He stared at his motionless girlfriend.

He was so terrified. He thought if he moved,
he would have a heart attack, the sound of his thumping chest so
pervasive and forceful.

He wiped a sweat-soaked forehead and waited,
glancing at the clock: 2:56 am. Finally, his heart rate slowed and
he stripped off his sweat-soaked underwear and t-shirt, replacing
them with clean and dry ones.

In the living room, he sat down on the couch
in the darkness and stared at a large unlit television screen for
twenty minutes before returning to bed. He tossed and turned for
two hours before falling into a restless and fitful sleep.

Byron had no idea how profoundly real and
frightening his nightmare would become. When he finally woke, the
details were indistinct—only a dark and ineffable feeling of doom
and despair lingered.


Chapter One

 


 


“If you linger long enough, you’ll buy it,”
Byron told Akila.

“Maybe I want it,” Akila Bartley said, a
twinkle in her deep green eyes.

Byron knew Akila well enough to know that if
she wanted something bad enough, she would just buy it. Working as
a public relations officer for city hall, she could certainly
afford it. It wasn’t a hint. But, if she really loved the little
gold necklace they were looking at in the small jewelry store on
Kent Street, Charlottetown, PEI, wouldn’t she love it even more if
Byron bought it? And, then, every time she wore it, felt it around
her neck, or looked at it, wouldn’t she remember him? He thought
so, knowing the associations people make with gifts seldom
evaporate. It was almost a form of Pavlovian conditioning. Hear a
song, see or touch a sentimental gift and you think of the person
associated with it.

But, in this case, he knew it would be good.
She drove him crazy. They were in love.

“I really like it,” she said, holding it to
her neck as she brushed away a lock of long, wavy blonde hair.
“What do you think?”

The gold necklace had a small dolphin that
smiled as it leaped in the air. Don’t dolphins always seem to be
smiling?

Byron tried to avert his eyes away from her
curvaceous breasts, the generous cleavage the green V-neck
short-sleeved blouse afforded. But he couldn’t.

“Not my boobs, the necklace. I know you like
them.”

“I love them.”

“I love dolphins,” Akila said with an
infectious smile.

“Do you know the dolphin was an early
Christian symbol?” a middle-aged shopkeeper said, approaching from
behind with a warm smile. She pushed horn-rimmed spectacles up a
long, pointed nose.

“No, I didn’t,” Akila said.

“Yes. It was a symbol for resurrection. Are
you religious?”

“No,” Akila said. “I’m very spiritual
though.”

The shopkeeper smiled again.

Byron took his cue. “How much is it?”

The woman adjusted her horned-rimmed
spectacles again, ran a hand through her gravity-defying beehive
hairdo and extended a hand. “Can I see it?”

Akila handed it over. She examined it
briefly. “This is an 18 carat gold Spiga chain. The dolphin is so
cute, isn’t he? This is regularly $249.95 but it’s your lucky day.
Guess what?”

“It’s on sale,” Akila offered.

“It is indeed. Today, August
11th, is the last day of the sale. It’s only
$199.99.”

“I’ll take it,” Byron said, wondering if he
refused would he be dragged into a back room for a good-cop-bad-cop
close.

Akila beamed. “You’re buying it for me?”

“Of course, honey.”

She hugged him, planted a wet kiss on his
lips as the saleswoman returned to the cash register.

“Now I’ll never die—and if I do I’ll get
resurrected,” Akila said, holding the smiling dolphin and kissing
it as they left. Outside, they stopped and Byron put it on Akila’s
neck and fastened the clasp securely. It glittered.

“A good luck charm,” Byron said. “It’s
beautiful.”

Akila nodded and smiled.

The bright sunshine warmed Byron’s bones. It
felt so good to be outdoors after spending the last few months
cooped up inside his home office hammering away on his ninth novel,
ironically, a story about resurrection. Was it possible for art to
mirror reality? He thought so but he didn’t care right now. He knew
he and Akila had the next month off—they were officially on
holidays.

And, that ninth work, Resurrected
Souls, at least for the time being, had been put on the back
burner.

An independent writer, or indie author, he
had been immersed in his work for the last eight months, cranking
out a novel a month. Although he loved reading, and supporting
fellow indies, he had been so immersed in his own projects he
hardly had time to do anything else. He was either doing editing
passes, cover design with an artist trying to render his vision,
last-minute proofs on formatted manuscripts, or creating a new
novel.

And of course there was the social media
marketing: Pinterest, Tumblr, Twitter, Facebook, Goodreads, to name
a few of the websites Byron used for book promotion. As an indie
author, to be successful, you had to remove the author hat for at
least half a day, don the marketer hat and go to work promoting—a
tough and, at times, daunting task.

At least it had become that way for Byron
after eight months working eleven hours a day for six days a week.
He had finally hit the wall—was physically and emotionally spent.
Writer’s burn-out. Done. Cooked. Fried. Toasted. Exhausted.

Last week had been spent entirely in his
two-story home in Charlottetown, mostly sleeping, eating, drinking,
answering Mother Nature’s call. He was manic about his writing and
it had taken an enormous toll. Migraine headaches, once unfamiliar,
had inflicted debilitating pain toward the end of the push and on
some days handicapped his creativity for long stretches of
time.

At first he didn’t recognize the symptoms.
But, his doctor insisted he take time off work or suffer the
consequences—a heart attack or complete nervous breakdown.

Even his publisher had told him enough was
enough. The company couldn’t process the books as fast as he could
write them. He had been told to take a break, spend some time with
his girlfriend and revisit the creative process with a fresh and
rejuvenated mind in a month or so.

But Byron couldn’t complain. His efforts had
finally resulted in monthly sales that averaged around $2,000,
generated by eight titles—all in the horror genre. And he had no
illusions about wanting to be rich, even a best-selling author. He
wasn’t greedy. If he could earn a respectable income, his work
could educate, influence and entertain then, hell, he was happy. If
he could afford to continue to create—follow his heart’s
passion—then he figured he was doing much better than most people,
not that it was a competition in his mind either.

They had no mortgage on their home. Akila
earned $55,000 a year, so how much did they really need? Be
thankful for what you’ve got. It could disappear in a New York
minute.

As if on cue, a maroon Quattro A6 ran a red
light at an intersection.

Akila quickly grabbed Byron’s arm and yanked
him back on the curb as he dazedly ignored a flashing DON’T
WALK sign. “Get back here. Are you still in a daze?”

That’s all she had time to say.

She was interrupted by the loud crash of
glass breaking, screeching tires skidding too late, a loud metallic
clang as the two vehicles collided. The Quattro slammed into a
newer gold Ford Fiesta with such force it careened across the
intersection for about fifty feet before grinding to a stop, steam
and water from the ruptured radiator spewing like a geyser while
smoke from the damaged engine swirled.

Byron heard screams, horns honking and saw
the twisted mass of metal, formerly two dependable automobiles.

Without thinking, he rushed over to the
Fiesta as crowds gathered, Akila following close behind. She darted
to the Quattro.

Byron tried the passenger door as he looked
in. It opened. His eyes widened in horror at the bloodbath of
carnage in the driver seat. His friend, Elias Masters. Oh no,
that
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