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In the beginning God created the Heavens and the Earth.

In the beginning the Pendragon gave birth to God.

In the beginning the spawn of Pendragon murdered God.
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Prologue The Flames of War
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~The monsters and demons aren’t hiding in my closet or underneath my bed: I’d be fortunate if they were that far away. No, they are all running amuck inside my head, and they’re relentless!

***
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It was supposed to be a training exercise, nothing more, but on that day, a war hero walked into his own execution. Guns roared, and the engines revved. Bullets fired from all directions, striking metallic debris of crashed helicopters and planes. Blood painted the desert sand of Nevada crimson, and limbs were sprawled over the sand mounds. Iron carriages were blown to pieces. Many of those trucks still had bodies in them, the decaying carcasses were wreathed in flames as their arms hung out the windows, blood dripping down into the sand like oil. Ghost, in his black fatigues, smelled the putrid rotting of flesh, and he heard the buzzing of flies as they roamed above the corpses littering the desert. His limbs were heavy, and his body hot with the oppressive heating wind and pelting of sand.

Ghost ducked behind the bags of sand, his heart pounding. He knew his brain was searing these images into his brain, never to be forgotten should he miraculously make it out alive today, but did he want to? He covered his hand with his mouth as Slithers, Ticker, and Butcher crouched to the side, hiding behind the sandbags. The gunfire finally subsided. Slither’s bloody hand covered her mouth as she stifled a cry, knowing that even the slightest sound would give away their position from the Americans. The Americans they swore to protect and fight for! Did they?

Ghost took several measured breaths. His heart pounded, trying to free itself from its fleshy prison, doomed to die. He cursed himself, swearing under his breath, his right hand trembled, with his finger coming dangerously close to the trigger, ready to fire into the scorching hot sand. Words rattled inside his mind like an echo chamber, Treason. 

He felt the ground around him suddenly tremble, just like his hand did. He stifled a gasp. He jerked his head upwards, still covered by the sandstorm. Military trucks rolled over the dirt of the desert, driving on the roads, and shifting the sand around its line of driving. The vehicles drove past, and he was allowed a moment’s rest, just a moment. No telling when the helicopters would soar overhead and ping his location. What is happening? I don’t understand any of this! He thought to himself. 

“Time to go,” he said, his eyes scanning the horizon while he peered his head just above the sandbags.

“Ghost.” Butcher’s face was grave, her hands trembling at her side, her teeth gritted. “Why did we do nothing? They are dead because we did nothing. What did you do?” She turned her head to him, her blood-stained hair swinging in the air as she snarled at him.

“I did nothing. You did nothing. They did nothing,” he replied, knowing full well, and bearing the guilt of killing the four that were down there. 

That was his fault. He let them die! 

As always, whenever lives were lost, his heart felt weaker, being restrained by those imaginary lines that occasionally, if by accident, rose up to the surface of his skin. The guilt swept over his chest and his heart felt like it was bleeding inside his chest. 

“You and I both know, none of us were making it out alive tonight. These last few moments are going to be the most defining moment in our time. We were born to live and die in obscurity. But we need to go. We—we’ll see them again before the night is over; on the other side.” A tear escaped his eye and he choked on it. “But damn it all, we are blowing up Area 51, and taking every last one of those sons of bitches with us. That will be our legacy, and perhaps they’ll learn their lesson to not repeat this mistake ever again.” We were just unlucky. That’s all. We were just thirty-two monsters who got the unfortunate short stick. 

“Ghost! That is not enough. We need to do more than just—” 

Bang!

Ghost saw a flash in the distance. The bullet howled, whistling in the air. He immediately turned to face Butcher, knowing the trajectory of the bullet, he was filled with a sense of dread and he opened his mouth to scream, but nothing came out. Butcher was next, and then there would be three. He winced as the flashing bullet grazed his cheek. His heart raced as the shot missed him, and his pupil watched the bullet in front of him, spinning as it soared through the air. He was in a daze, not knowing how the sniper knew they were here, watching the firing squad. Or was he watching all along?

The bullet penetrated Butcher’s eye. Ghost’s brown eyes opened wide as he gasped. Blood sprayed all over the place as she was knocked down with the bullet shards entering out the back of her head. Fortunately for her, though blind in one eye now as she was, and in excruciating pain, all the shards miraculously missed the brain. Ghost blinked as the blood sprayed. 

Ticker ducked down immediately, pulling out his Barrett M82, relaxing his grip. His eyes scanned as he aimed down the barrel of his rifle. His rifle swiftly swayed as he surveyed the sandy horizon for the sniper. He found the sniper; the bright reflection of the scope got his attention as the sniper was taking aim again. His trigger finger curled around the trigger. The trigger clicked back, the rifle shot immediately, and flared the end of his barrel. The round reached the sniper’s cover, forcing the sniper to pick up his rifle and hide at a different location. 

The gunfire was so loud it nearly deafened Slither’s ears, who covered them with both of her hands, her face grimaced and tears streamed down her face. Her limbs trembled, and her eyes gaped open. Her brown hair dripped blood on the ground from her sides. Ghost heard the ringing in his ears, just like everything else, hand-me-downs for earplugs.

She cackled a raspy laugh, her voice cracking. “Pain. It hurts. Ghost, it fucking hurts! Isn’t it great! I can feel pain.” Her tone became soft. Her arms and fingers trembled; her other eye wide open. She set one hand over her wounded eye, and blood seeped through the cracks of her fingers, she took several deep breaths. “Did they—did they feel it too?” She sat up and ripped off a piece of her sleeve and wrapped it around her eye. “I bet I look fucking dashing.”

“Damn it all. We can’t sneak back there then.” Butcher struggled to get to her feet and drew her MK 16. “You said it. We are not getting out of this alive. Not one of us. I’ll buy you time. After tonight, we’re gonna make sure they know never to mess with Task Force 7 again! After all, there won’t be a Task Force 7.”

Butcher jumped out from behind the sandbags. Latching onto a flash grenade. Tossing the black cylinder, she closed her eyes. The grenade made a deafening explosion with bright white lights with the soldiers nearby. The noise deafened more ears as she aimed her rifle down, firing at the temporarily blinded soldiers, staggering over their own feet, some stumbling for cover behind sand mounds. Soldiers further away started firing upon her, bullets pelted her limbs. As if on instinct, she pulled out a smoke grenade and dropped it at her feet. “RUN, DAMNIT!” 

Ghost, Ticker, and Slithers immediately turned around and sprinted away from the execution zone. He could hear the rapid gunfire from the distance. He could hear the whirring of helicopter blades in the distance with his overly sensitive ears. He must stay focused on the mission, ignore the fact that this was the last time he would see Butcher again.

The remnants of Task Force Seven rushed at their inhuman pace, kicking the sands with their strides, which shrouded behind them. The sand got into their boots, heating their feet. Area 51 was not far from them, the base which kept so many people away successfully would be penetrated and devoured from within with the rage that filled what remained of Task Force 7. 

It was at this time, much closer to his objective, Ghost pictured Butcher dead, faced down on the scorching sand, blood streaming out of her body after being pelted with bullets aplenty. He pictured her dead with a defiant smile, a fake one, but perhaps this one in his mind was genuine. He heard the whirring of the helicopters and felt the rumble of the ground with tanks and armored vehicles with heavy machine guns mounted on them driving in this direction. What remained of Task Force Seven departed with such haste they couldn’t hide their tracks. It’s okay. It’s okay. Nothing is going to change tonight. We are all going to die, and I have accepted it. Butcher, I’ll see you soon. Ghost blinked his eyes and tears streamed down it, and his face cringed as he stifled another childish cry.

“Ghost,” Ticker said from the front. “Do we have a plan, or am I just blowing a hole in the front?”

“This was supposed to be training, I don’t have time for a briefing. Just get in, kill everyone, blow the hull and we go down into the facility to blow it!” Ghost snapped. “Nothing about any of this is normal! Maybe with this distraction, we can make it.”

Slithers never took her eyes off the horizon in front of them. “Don’t hide it, Ghost. Don’t give us hope where there is none. There never was. That promise was bullshit.”

“We can’t blow it up if we’re dead, now can we.” Ghost answered angrily. “Ticker, Slithers, switch. Ticker, while you’re running, I need you to prep that bomb. We won’t have time to do it when we get there.”

Ticker let out a deep sigh as he shook his head, his brown hair dropping crusted blood from his blond hair, slowing down to let Slithers pass him. “If I screw up, we’re going to be dead before we start.”

“You’re the best at it. I trust you.” Ghost frowned. “We’re dead anyway. What difference does it make?”

Ticker sneered. “Those might be the last words you ever say.”

Ghost saw Ticker swing his rifle over his shoulder and pulled up his satchel, and pulled out a large black device, which was just marginally larger than a claymore. The device had blue, green, and red wires of various thickness, attached to numerous knobs. Underneath the device was a metal magnet. Ticker moved some of the knobs and turned them. He shifted the wires around, moving them around the knobs and into various tubes inside the device. Ticker was meticulous, no one knew bombs better than he. 

Ghost saw the chain linked fences with guards stationed around, walking back and forth, patrolling the perimeter, the strobing lights swaying in the distance from the sentry tower. The soldiers patrolled in their camouflage gear: their charging American flag patches on their shoulders, something Task Force Seven was forbidden from ever wearing. After all, they were never considered soldiers; their sidearms holstered with single shot rifles aiming down to the ground. There were some unarmored trucks resting about with drivers inside, and other soldiers moving heavily reinforced crates onto trucks. Their eyes seemed to scan the perimeter and the horizon.

Ghost knew area 51. He knew of all the experiments and weapons development, but one thing they never invested in was security. I guess Task Force Seven was all they ever needed! Rumors and all that kept the common person out, and quite frankly, the absurd rumors of harboring aliens kept enemy interest in the classified air force base low, surprisingly, but there would be no more wars for a while, Ghost made sure of that.

I can’t afford mistakes; however, I can’t afford the time necessary to prevent them. But nothing about this damn training exercise would be considered normal. We are all that’s left. Ghost thought to himself as he considered his options.

“Slithers. Kill ‘em,” he ordered from behind, raising his rifle, his eyes barreled down the iron sights.

Ghost noticed, before he looked onward to something else, Slithers sighing heavily and shaking her head. She was exhausted, he knew that. They all were. Fighting these wars for years was finally taking tolls on them, but this battle, or training if they want to call it that, was taking an entire toll on them mentally, killing soldiers with faces they recognized. Ghost heard the sound of her rifle firing several controlled shots. They found their target’s heads, blood sprayed out of their bodies as they collapsed onto the ground. The ruckus of gun fire soon followed in front of them as the loud alarms went off. 

Ghost lobbed a grenade swiftly out to the fence. It shattered the foundations hidden underneath the gates, forcing them open. Soldiers swarmed out the buildings. Their eyes already aimed down their holographic sights, training their aim on Task Force Seven. Slithers slipped through and made a beeline to the left, dodging behind a building. Ghost moved in front of Ticker as he laid down suppressing fire. His heart jumped as bullets came for him. The temperature dropped, red veins covered his eyes; the bullets fired, they appeared to slow, he could track their trajectory, moving his body to avoid being hit in anything vital. The bullets pelted his arms and legs, but none were of a high enough caliber to sever him. Ghost knew these soldiers never saw real war, and their weapons were inadequate to the likes of him, a monster.

Ghost felt the wounds, the warm blood trickling down his legs. He felt the lead penetrate his body like needles and tore through the other side, spilling more of his own blood behind him. He felt the temperature drop around him as Ticker finished his calibration behind him, but what he could not feel was pain. Yes, they even took that away from them. From all of them. Butcher, what does it feel like?

Slithers rushed behind another building, shooting other soldiers who were distracted with Ghost and Ticker on the entrance. She tossed a flash bang in front of her as she dodged behind the cover of some wooden crates. The crates were not ideal, the bullets could shred the crates, sending debris, splinters, and ballistic fragments; sparks emitted from the crates upon impact.

Bright white lights emitted from the black cylinder as it exploded, blinding the soldiers nearby, some of which ducked, attempting to find some cover. Slithers breathed out, jumping over the crate with her eyes aimed down the barrel of her rifle, swiftly pulling her trigger, gunning down the disoriented soldiers, bullets penetrating their chests as they fell. Reloading, she jumped behind a crate where another soldier was down. He swiftly moved up, and fortunately for Slithers, he was in perfect melee range. 

He swung his rifle at her. She blocked the stop with her own arm, hastily pulled out a knife. The blade impaled his throat, she twisted the knife, rending his neck. She ran behind the last line of defense, and up towards the sentry towers, aiming up high, and unloaded into the sentries pushing on the alarms for more soldiers to come up from down below.

Slithers fired upon the last line of defense from behind, the remaining soldiers were immediately killed as bullets penetrated their corpses from numerous directions.

Ghost raised his hand and dropped it, motioning to Ticker to follow him as he ran to Slithers. “Slithers, turn that damn alarm off!” 

Slithers went to the sentry towers, climbed up the ladder, and shortly after Ghost saw her in the tower, the alarm stopped. 

“Ticker, plant it right here!” Ghost pointed to the ground where there appeared to be an almost unnoticeable crack in the ground, signaling a door for larger vehicles to come in and out of the base.  

Ghost noticed a little crack in the ground, with some sand which blew over their feet, the sand itself poured ever so slightly into the crack. He knew this much larger door was for much larger machinery. This would be the best point of entry, after all, every unfortunate soul down there already knew trouble was coming. He glanced over to Ticker and pointed at the crack. Ticker took out the device and attached heavy duty magnets on the bottom, planting it upright over the door. Ticker flicked a switch, and a red light turned on. Ghost exhaled deeply, taking just a moment to reflect on the magnitude of what he was doing, and taking a moment to realize this was going to be the closest thing to a funeral they would ever get.

“We’ll wait,” Ghost said with panted breath. “We’ll wait until they get here.”

The remnants of Task Force Seven pulled corpses together behind a building, about fifteen meters from the explosive. Ghost took an arm from one of the corpses and cut it open, pouring the blood over his face. The three of them pulled together some smaller crates in front of the body of corpses. Ticker and Slithers followed his example as they hid underneath the bodies, their eyes open, watching.

They all took measured breaths, allowing their heart rates to finally slow down as they hid underneath the mass of bodies. They had been racing ever since the first shot was fired, and none of them remembered how long ago that was. Three days? A month? Neither of them had any sense of time anymore. They hadn’t slept since it started.

Time had passed. Ghost couldn’t tell how much time, but he knew it was long enough for the enemy to regroup from Butcher’s efforts, but they took far longer than necessary. Ghost assumed security below was waiting for further orders before coming up from their little foxhole. Perhaps, General Snells assumed that the modest force at Area 51 would hold them off long enough for an appropriate response. One thing was for certain, General Snells was coming for them, and he never left a stone unturned. Ghost knew this from working with him for the last decade and a half.

They certainly took their time getting here. Ghost saw the soldiers walking on the premise, he saw their gazes and their heads turning, looking over the carnage. He saw their eyes always aiming down the barrel of their rifles. Their faces were grimacing and cringing with the stench, but there was one thing different about these soldiers than the rest of them: they had clean faces, as if they weren’t out today, or on leave and coming back from leave to see all of their friends dead, and who else to blame for that than them, Task Force Seven. These soldiers had a black eagle patch on their shoulders. 

Ghost’s eyes scanned from underneath the arm resting over his head, trying to get a count of these black eagle soldiers, many of them were hiding behind parked, armored vehicles, their sights trained on the corners of the buildings, places where Ghost would normally hide for cover, but not against this foe. He heard the whirring of the helicopter blades coming closer, dusting the sand off the perimeter, and into Ghost’s face. He closed his eyes and continued to listen to heavy boots clamor on the metal plates covering the ground. There was that one thing that deeply concerned him. Where is that damned sniper!

Ghost had no choice but to carefully listen to the number of footsteps taken, counting with each pace as the rapidly approaching steps were now faster than their beating hearts. It was almost impossible to discern where precisely they were. But they likely marched down the middle as he suspected they would, right to the device. He knew too well. He counted their footsteps. Right when he thought them to have passed over the device: “Ticker,” he whispered.

Ticker needed no more words. He pulled out the remote in his side pocket and pushed the black button. 

The device started whirring. The light blinked red repeatedly. The soldiers who were right in front of the device saw the device, glanced down swiftly, and stepped backwards. “It’s a trap!” one called. 

Boom! 

The explosion was like a small hurricane, blowing flames and debris in all directions. The soldiers immediately caught in the blast were now black, unrecognizable husks. Others were flailed into the nearby buildings and other objects, snapping their bodies, limbs were strewn over the vicinity. Ghost could hear the bones cracking and crushing underneath the tremendous velocity and sudden halting of their respective trajectories. Outside by the armored vehicles, the soldier’s eyes gaped open in a daze. Immediately, they retrained their aim at the vicinity, looking for movement for whoever remained from Task Force Seven.

“NOW!” Ghost cried out.

The remnants of Task Force Seven jumped from underneath the bodies, sprinting towards the explosion where the door into the bowels of Area 51 lay. They were more refreshed and confident, firing at the armored vehicles. They were right there, by the hole.

Slithers Jumped down, throwing a dazed soldier off the internal catwalk into a burning heap as molten metal seeped from the opening, melting through to the bottom of Area 51. Ghost was a few steps in front of the hole, and Ticker followed behind him.

Bang!

His heart raced again. His eyes shifted behind the armored vehicles to the flash. Sniper. You, again. He could see the bullet flying right towards him. The bullet was too close for him to dodge, being already midair. Good-bye. He closed his eyes, welcoming the precisely aimed bullet.

Thwick!

Ghost eyes opened. Blood sprayed across his face. In front of him was an arm, severed by the shot. He swiftly looked to his right, and Ticker was in front of him. The ballistic fragments scattered as they struck Ghost’s arms. He now knew the round of the sniper: a .50 Cal. Barret if he had to guess. Ghost saw Ticker pulling out a satchel with his other arm.

“Take this. Quick.” He looked at his arm, pouring blood out of his like a faucet, his other arm trembled as his body began to feel the effects of rapid blood loss. Ticker breathed deeply, shaking his head, “I can’t get you much time. But damnit! I’ll try.” Ticker kicked Ghost into the hole, and he charged towards the armored vehicles. It was not long before the roar of gunfire continued, drowning out the screams.

Ghost landed on his feet, following Slithers down the steel grated walkways. His calculations were correct, the damage done here was more than enough to send the soldiers on the upper levels to their untimely demise and sending significant disarray to everyone else.

The guards down here were disheveled, looking in every direction, not going to their battle stations, not knowing where everything was. Many kept their hands on top of their heads, limping to their next location, while others were laying on the ground, covering their wounds with their hands, trying to keep themselves from bleeding out. Perhaps if they didn’t rely on us too much, they might have a chance down here. We carried your burdens, you little shits. Ghost and Slithers descended to the second level.

Ghost sucked in the air through his teeth, stifling a whimpered cry. And then there were only two left. He knew it was time but that didn’t make this any easier. He raised his rifle, firing with Slithers the disorganized men below. Their corpses littered the ground, and their blood painted the walls. They made it down three more levels. The stench of gunpowder filled the air.

Red lights from the alarms flared, and the buzzing from said alarm pierced their ears. This level was more open, and the soldiers were more organized, preparing barricades and riot shields. 

There was reinforced steel for cover, even Ghost and Slithers’ rounds would not pierce them. Soldiers held their ground behind cover. 

“Slithers take right!” he pointed right. 

She went to the right, firing at the shield walls, keeping the soldiers behind cover as Ghost strode to the left. 

Ghost inhaled essence from the metal and blood in the ground. This essence passed through his body, and he suddenly felt refreshed as black veins protruded on his skin. He felt the temperature drop, his hair sticking on ends as he passed through the barricade, behind their iron defense. 

The soldier’s eyes stretched open, and their trigger fingers trembled as he opened fire behind them. These soldiers immediately turned around and shot through Ghost. Slithers slipped through the other side, crossing her fire with Ghost’s line of sight. The soldiers were in a disorganized mess as they started shooting in random directions. Their fire was immediately suppressed, their bodies strewn behind the reinforced steel cover. Their blood made a large pool at Ghost and Slithers’ feet. Ghost’s black veins receded back into his body.

“One more level,” Ghost said. “One more level, and we’re done.”

Bang!

A shot came from above. His eyes opened wide before hastily spinning around, aiming his rifle to the top of the catwalk, from which stood a single marksman. Ghost pulled the trigger of his rifle, and he felt an uncontrolled kickback into his shoulder as the bullet ripped through the marksman. The walls were painted with blood. Suddenly, Ghost realized that the shot was not aimed for him. Turning around, he looked at the worst thing he could imagine, Slithers, and suddenly, he knew pain.

She smiled as tears streamed down her face; she covered the wound with her hand. Black blood spilled through the cracks of her hand like the inside of a sinking ship. Ghost had enough medical training to assume the bullet struck the liver. She leaned against a wall, breathing heavily. He bolted over to her, pulling out a med-kit, hoping against hope to save her.

“No. There isn’t time.” She said, grabbing onto his hand with hers, “They’re coming down. I don’t have long. You know it’s not worth it. You don’t have time to waste. With what is left. I will stay behind and will myself to buy you what you need.”

Ghost didn’t want to be alone. He inhaled and exhaled deeply, trying to mask his frustration. He didn’t want to cry but couldn’t stop a singular tear from rolling down his face. She was the last person he ever wanted to say good-bye too, and now he couldn’t even muster the right words. “I understand,” was all he managed to say. He turned and sprinted to the set of stairs heading down to the last level.

“Ghost!” she shouted.

She shouldn’t be wasting energy talking. Hearing the echoes of military boots descending from above, he snapped at her, “Be quick about it.” If only there was more time.

“What little time we had in this world, I’m glad I got to spend my last moments with you,” she said, “I don’t know how to say this, so I’ll be blunt. I love you.”

He nodded. “I love you too.”

“Ghost, if by some miracle you make it through this, promise me this: that you will live. And hold no hatred in your heart for the hell we’ve been through. Promise me that you will find another light. Even a small fading one should suffice. Now go. There isn’t time.”

A tear escaped his eye. He could find no words. He nodded to her and turned. This isn’t fair. What did we do to deserve this? He sprinted down the stairs, down into the next level. 

Ghost inhaled the essence from the air, and red veins protruded from underneath his skin when he came to a whitely lit room, the metal rods were polished almost, some were rising with sudden changing in the water levels, there were four large bronze tubes connecting these tubes to more volatile parts of the reactor. His eyes scanned the top of the room to locate the command center, his eyes canned downward again for a doorway, red around the hinges. 

He moved around the first bronze tube and strapped the bomb to it. He placed the strap close to the bottom, now, if anyone was looking for it then they would find it, but Ghost knew too well that they would not be looking for it. They’d be too busy trying to kill him. 

Not more than five minutes passed and the room behind him was roaring with gunfire. It would not be long before he was completely, utterly alone, and they would be on him shortly like flies to a pile of feces. He could not be certain if he had enough time to prime the bomb for explosion. And he still didn’t know why any of this was happening. He finished priming the bomb, and he inhaled some of the essence from the air, and the veins crawled from his skin, moving themselves from him, and surrounding the bomb.

One of the silver rods ruptured, and steam filled the room. Ghost felt the radiation, and the tremendous heat filled the air. He felt the heat open up patches of his skin, the lightheadedness followed, running towards the exit, tripping over his feet. This continued as the radiation seeped into his body at such a high degree, he vomited on the door, swinging it open, he jumped inside and slammed the door shut behind him, panting, and breathing in more essence. There was an explosion in the reactor, followed by several rapid strikes against the door from chunks of radioactive debris.

The bomb was unnecessary. I literally came down here in the middle of a fucking meltdown! Are you serious! Well, that was part of the problem anyway, but that didn’t mean they couldn’t stop the reactor from blowing. One more thing left.

Glancing up the stairs, he saw the last door leading upwards to the command center. That reactor explosion bought him enough time. He inhaled the essence from the air, and the red veins on his skin faded into his body. The veins returned to his body a light cerulean. His strides sent him up the stairs, tackling through the door to an empty command center.

Hastily looking to the monitors, he tracked the soldiers move away from the reactor from where he was going. The soldiers placed iron blockades to the reactor before shifting down other corridors, congregating elsewhere. Ghost shook his head and sighed as he grabbed a chair and logged into the mainframe of the computer, disabling the failsafe procedures.

Locking the console, he took a breath. Good-bye, Slithers. I love you. And Ticker. And Butcher. And all of you. You’re my only friends. I’ll see you soon. 

Ghost was fatigued, pushing the chair out from under him, his eyes narrowed towards the door heading out the other end of the corridor, where he assumed the command center evacuated to. He took a deep breath of relief, this last-minute mission was to be a success, but now, he had to pretend to want to make it out, to keep them away from the command center to reset the protocols. I’ll see you soon.

He breathed in the essence from the steel and iron in the room and the blue veins turned grey and opened the door. The corridor was empty but clatter and clamor of heavy boots stamping down the halls. Ghost aimed down his sights as he ran down the hall. 

He turned down the hall, sprinting down some stairs, and rushed out the door. Bullets immediately shot past his head. He returned fire against soldiers stationed up in the catwalks. His eyes glanced to the side, and his best friend lay there in a pool of her own black blood. 

Slithers was pelted with bullet holes filled her body, and all her limbs were pelted and penetrated that they all severed, being scattered across the room. Blood overflowed from her mouth. As if that wasn’t enough, for good measure, someone left a military knife protruding from her heart, impaled blade deep.

One month ago, Slithers and Ghost were laying down in the fields of Paulding Forest, laying down in the empty space, staring at the break in the trees. The moon and stars shone bright this night. Ghost’s hands interwoven with Slither’s fingers. They were alone, together. They were not off fighting, not with the rest of Task Force Seven, and far away from the U.S. military. They were alone, except for a few crickets singing their songs.

Ghost felt her fingers tightly grip his, and she pulled him to his side, and they locked eyes. Slithers smiled that smile, but bags filled her eyes with exhaustion, the same bags he always wore upon his face. “We’ll be free soon.” She told him that night.

But she still held that smile, curled upon her lips.

The ground sparked as bullets continued flying towards him. He laid down suppressing fire. He lobbed a smoke grenade on his position and lobbed numerous grenades down the hall and through the catwalks. The halls echoed with gunfire as the smoke obscured his visibility. Taking off his equipment vest he ripped another vest off a corpse. Several more bullets came closer, penetrating him in the limbs and chest. Coughing, he donned on the enemy’s armor.

He sprinted through the smoke, firing at soldiers hiding from behind the cover of the other rooms. Three levels to get to the surface. Just three. Ghost grimaced, grinding his teeth as the fire from the guns lit up the face around him. His watery eyes glimmered with the bright lights of bullets emitting from their respective rifles. Bullets which struck him in these silver veins sparked around him. He never blinked as he rushed to the stairs.

Clunk! Clunk! Clunk!

A dropped grenade clinked against the stairs as it fell, the echo to Ghost was louder to him than the constant gun fire. His attention shifted focus as he was in midstride. The grenade started flashing fire from behind its pineapple-shape, sending shards everywhere. Instinctively, his veins breathed in more essence and he felt refreshed as if water coursed through these veins. He knew this was unnatural. The grey light in these veins over his body thickened.

Find the light. Whichever light flickers. Find it! Ghost thought.

The explosion sent the shards piercing through his body, ripping out the out through his back, blood sprayed out. He felt cold as the blood dispelled from his body. The explosion propelled him backwards. He landed on the ground, rolling on his side. He immediately stood up and sprinted back to the stairs. He aimed down his iron sights as he reloaded his rifle with his sleight of hand. 

He charged up the stairs, screaming as the grey veins persisted on his body, aiming down the iron sights, shooting everyone in his path. His aim was never faulty, despite the lack of spirit he had. His spirit felt like it was a man, hanging from a noose over the Grand Canyon. 

His heart was empty. He stopped caring as the bullets penetrated these monsters’ bodies, letting them plop to the ground like empty husks being prepared for their tombs. He stopped caring about the lives he was taking. He stopped caring about the country he fought tooth and nail to protect, but more importantly, he stopped caring about his life.

He ran, leaving his trail of blood behind him as he made it to the next level, which had little more cover than before. He simply jumped over fallen filing cabinets. Bullets sprayed from above as the roaring continued with heavy-machine gunfire. More of that essence filled his body and the veins on his body swelled, clunk, emitting more grey light in the room. Bullets hit Ghost but they struck the veins, coming to a halt, the bullet shattered, and fragments deflected off his body. He still felt the impact push vibrations through his body.

So much, so much blood. I fought for this? I never would have if I knew this was going to be the futile result! “Peace, is this your idea of some cruel joke? Because this isn’t funny and I’m not laughing!” he cried out loud, his voice screaming into the halls, his voice only silenced by the roar of the flames.

He made it through another doorway.

Boom!

A great ball of fire was hurled at him from the other side of this level. He swiftly turned, being hit by a burning filing cabinet. He felt the warmth of the flames, and the immediate thrust bruised his arms. His firm grip was nearly ripped away from his rifle. The filing cabinet pinned him against the wall. The fire burned his clothes as he hastily pushed the incendiary filing cabinet off him. He let the orange air burn as he got up, ignoring its caress on his body. It could only be described as an alien sensation: nothing more. Nothing more.

At last, Ghost made it to the morning, on top of Area 51. Sighing heavily with a pulsating chest, he breathed in more essence from the air, and the grey veins receded into his skin, returning to Cerulean. He carefully eyed soldiers training their sights on them from behind the rubble, no doubt thanks to Ticker, whose body was nowhere to be seen. Standing upon the rubbled plains, he stared, knowing full well, a gun fight with his exhaustion was suicide, Hell, why did he care anymore. 

He took a long look at the soldiers surrounding him like an animal in a cage. After all, that is all any of us ever were. Just an animal who needs to be put down. This had better have been worth it. 

His fingers trembled. Scampering with heightened pace, he raised up his rifle like a club, his cerulean veins crawled from his hand to the rifle. Swinging the rifle down, the rifle, and the veins attached to the rifle shattered as it sliced through the soldier’s ballistics helmet, and the soldier’s skull. He pulled the pin out of a grenade hanging from the soldier’s vest as he kicked the corpse, rolling him into the rest of his platoon. He turned to another soldier, who was running at him, using his own rifle as a club. Ghost ducked and swung his foot into the soldier’s windpipe. 

The grenade exploded, sending the corpse’s limbs flying, and metallic debris into the soldiers nearby. Ghost dashed at the group, loosely pulling out his kbar knife, and slit the throat of another soldier. Soldiers screamed out trying to put down this animal before more pin-less grenades fell from the body. Ghost dashed to another group of soldiers: bullets began to impale him again as an explosion sent more debris his way.

Only one platoon left! 

Ghost struck the man in the chest with a knife. The soldier, who had some life in him, ripped out a pin of a grenade as he stabbed Ghost in the arm, twisting the blade. Ghost felt the blade twisting in his arm, but pain was just as elusive as ever. 

Ghost ripped out the knife in his shoulder and stabbed the man’s tendon, ripping himself away before the grenade blew. Shards of fragments of the grenade penetrated Ghost, ripping apart flesh. His fingers trembled again. Swiveled to the side he threw a spinning knife, impaling a soldier between the eyes.

Taking a deep breath as he strode on the scorching hot ground with the blue veins, moving faster than before. As his body felt like a soulless husk, his face became still like it was carved in a mountain. 

Ghost pulled a grenade from his own pocket. He trawled the pin out and threw it behind him. He jerked out a second grenade. He tugged the pin out and threw it behind him. He started slashing at these soldier’s necks, with the knife, which dulled.

The grenades behind him blew. The roar of the blast was deafening, and the dying gurgling screams of soldiers behind him continued.

Ghost impaled the last soldier with an iron pipe from a plumbing apparatus. The corpse trembled and leaned on him before collapsing at his feet. He heard groans of soldiers who had not yet passed to the other side. He pulled out his sidearm, and pointed at the nearest one, and pulled the trigger. The man’s brains splattered on the ground.

Ghost retracted his sidearm to his holster. His eyes were stretched open, and he couldn’t bring himself to look at the mound of bodies around him, many of which he killed. The sands were stained in blood, and carcasses were blown away in the wind, and limbs were scattered all over the rubble. His heart sank as he realized again   the sanctity of life   and how easy it was for him to take it away. Violence, it’s all he ever knew, and even then, it succeeded, or was he perhaps the epitome of human failure.

Finally having a moment, memories swept over his mind of his comrades, their faces, and their smiles, as if compelled to remember them not in pain, but of happiness. A life filled with nothing but constant war, and this was the result. He gritted his teeth as he knew not what to fight for, not anymore. He was the last of Task Force Seven, the only survivor. Damn it all. Why was this happening? This was supposed to be a training exercise! He felt like a dull stake was being violently hammered into his chest without ceasing, as the guilt swept over him. I murdered these people. I murdered. Everyone.

Bang!

He looked up at the flash in the distance. His heart jumped, and then settled back down as he remembered he didn’t care anymore. The caliber round penetrated his chest and blood sprayed out of his back. The blue veins retreated back underneath his skin, and he resembled a normal human again. The numerous bullet holes in Ghost’s standing corpse were now flowing out of him, almost like he was a strainer. To live and die in obscurity. A corpse is all I ever was, and all I will be. He coughed as blood sprayed out of his mouth. He still looked   forward at the sniper. 

Finish it!

Just as he thought those last words, he heard a loud whistle in the air. His head tilted up as blood drooled from his mouth. Black birds in the morning horizon flew swiftly, their velocity rang in his ears as they came overhead. More whistling came, he looked right above him as the planes swept overhead, and large metallic cylinders dropped out of the tummies of these planes. He smiled, and he let out a chuckle as he grasped onto his elbow with the knife impaled in it. Uncle Sam spared no expense on them. Ghost covered his heart with his hand as he took a deep breath, not making a move. “I pledge allegiance to the flag—”

The bombs struck right beside him, clouding everything in sight. The explosions and flames pushed through him in a torrent of fire. The red air caressed his corpse as sharp debris penetrated him, ripping his flesh apart. Nothing would escape as the fighter jets turned back around and lit the field up with their guns. This continued, until nothing remained.

Area 51 became a crater filled with rubble, limbs and burnt faces, melted dog tags. The smoke was filled with radioactive particles, and the ground became a hazardous wasteland. The buildings were brought to ruin, the remains scattering in the wind. Blood watered the ground. Every. Single. Inch.
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Chapter 1 Peace in the Gardens
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~Not of my own choice, I became a hero for peace, and I did whatever I was ordered to do. I killed, and I killed, and I killed. I killed without halting. I killed until at last my heart stopped beating. Every life I removed meant I was one step closer to brokering world peace. And then, at last I achieved it. With such an impossible task, you’d think that would make me happy. But that wasn’t the reward I acquired ‘cause I became unnecessary, and I was framed for treasonous activity not of my own doing, and I was executed. Again, and again, and again!

***
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Samantha and Jennifer sat upon their checkered picnic blanket, their cooler onto the side, they were sitting at the Boston Common across the street from Park Street Church. The church overlooked them, the grand church spanned the entirety of the corner of Park Street and Tremont street, hovering over the opposite side of the common. The red bricks of the church were dotted with two rows of contrastingly white windows, square on the bottom row and grandly arched on the top. There was a clock on all four sides of the brick church leading up to the belfry, and the belfry above pointed upwards like a castle tower, was white, reflecting off the light of the bright sun.

Samantha and Jennifer took great care in getting the creases out of the blanket. Samantha was lying face up, letting the sun beat down on her face, shielded by large sunglasses. She was resting in her t-shirt and gym shorts with her arms resting at her sides. Jennifer was laying right next to her; her face away from the sun as she lay on her belly, her legs bent in the air, shoeless, and buried her face in Pride and Prejudice. Samantha heard the birds chirping as they fluttered to the treetops, and the dogs barking at squirrels scampering up the trees. She could hear the annoying sound of some pop music being played by some obnoxious college kid with their boombox. I thought those were out of style. Those shouldn’t even be a thing anymore. She saw at the corner of her eye, Jennifer twirling her brown hair with her finger.

Samantha glanced at her silver-chained watch wrapped around her right wrist. Her ponytails sprawled to either side of her golden head. “3:27.” She read aloud and enclosed her hand to a hard fist. Samantha didn’t like being kept waiting. “When are they going to get here? The sandwiches are going to get soggy! They really know how to ruin a good picnic.”

“Patience is a virtue.” Jennifer snickered, bowing her head deeper into her book before putting a plain bookmark in between the pages before closing the book before turning a playful smile to Samantha, “You know Michael. And Tim is usually only along for the ride. Michael likes to take his time, never in a rush to do anything.”

“You’d think he’d be able to keep time better.” She was being sarcastic, reflecting on the work Michael does: business consultations. “Maybe he’s working.”

“On a Saturday? Fat chance.” Jennifer cackled out loud, turning on her back and covering her face with her arms, “More likely he is just lounging around waiting to come until the last minute, Michael does as Michael does.” Jennifer twirled her left wrist in her air.

“Not like me,” Samantha spoke plainly, clicking her tongue. “Consulting and logistics are two completely different things.”

“No. But who comes thirty minutes early for everything except you? You are unnecessarily early for everything.” Jennifer chuckled, removing her arms from her face, squinting at the afternoon sun. “I swear, you wouldn’t be yourself if you didn’t get to your own funeral thirty minutes early.”

Samantha shot a sharp glare at her. Jennifer wasn’t looking, her eyes were closed as her face was focused on the sky. Samantha closed her eyes again and turned her face towards the sun. She looked up into the clouds and started to look at the shapes in the sky. Samantha reflected on this, yes, she was early for everything with anxiety if she wasn’t running at least fifteen minutes early but was it really all that necessary. Perhaps she could pray about her anxiety for such a trivial matter.

“I’m not that bad, am I?” Samantha didn’t think she was that bad, just punctual. Though, she found more often than not her version of punctual was typically fifteen-minutes early. She was never late.

“Well, yeah,” Jennifer told her, rather sarcastically. “I invited you over to my house after dinner, which was at five. I invited you at 6:00 p.m. You showed up in the middle of my dinner. You really are funny with time.”

“Wait!” Samantha pointed to the sky. “Look right there, it’s a cloud. It looks like—”

“What?” Jennifer interrupted, opening her eyes as she shielded them with her eyes. “Don’t tell me? No. Don’t. Sam. Sam. No. Bad. That’s bad! Sam! Don’t say it!”

“It’s a curtain van!” she exclaimed.

“You really need to stop taking work home with you.” Jennifer sighed as she gazed at the cloud which Samantha pointed at. She saw something different. “I see a cloud, an image of condensed gaseous water. Only you would be excited to see some logistic import solutions in the sky.” She peered closely at it and rubbed her chin and smiled. “That might be something, now wouldn’t it. A very entertaining idea to have freight stuck in the sky somewhere! No wonder my lab supplies never show up on time.”

“I’m not sure if that’s what clouds are made from. But it’s a curtain van!”

“I’m not a meteorologist. I’m a biologist. Something like that is a little out of my realm of expertise.” Jennifer shook her head.

“Cloud gazing?” came a voice above them.

“Late as usual, Michael.” Samantha scowled at him; his short light brown hair waved as the wind passed through it.

“Hostility is not appreciated on a Saturday, Samantha,” Michael said rather nonchalantly, smiling. “Besides, I brought a Tim with me.”

“Cloud gazing,” Tim repeated and pushed his glasses closer to his face as he looked to the cooler. “I see you brought the sandwiches. Did you get drinks too?”

“Really.” Jennifer put her hand defensively on her chest. “Really? You think we would forget such things? Do I hear a sense of distrust from you, Tim?” She stood up with Samantha as they went over to the cooler to open it. Inside the cooler were sandwiches, bottles of water, granola bars, and cans of soda.

“I never knew you to be reliable,” Tim directed his joke to Jennifer, wiping some sweat from his forehead.

“Wow!” Samantha exclaimed to Tim. “Rude.” She turned her attention to Michael. “So, anyway, why were you so late?”

“Well,” Michael sucked his teeth as he scratched his back over his shoulder. “I was with another friend. He needed someone to talk to. Today,” he deeply exhaled. “You see, his mother died eight years ago in an accident, I think. Today was the anniversary. She died in Nevada. There was some training accident with the U.S Army that apparently went horribly wrong, killed over two-hundred thousand people. So, he needed a shoulder.”

Samantha sucked her teeth in, her eyes stretched open and her chest puffed to take a breath. “You could have invited him to hang out with us, Jennifer and I wouldn’t have cared.”

“I did but he declined.” His smile faded. “He certainly needed a friend, I was there until he was over it, just to make sure he was going to be okay before I left him.”

“Well, let’s put these grim talks aside for now.” Jennifer said, clapping her hands together. “I’m hungry. We’ve waited long enough!” 

Jennifer started pulling out the wrapped sandwiches, tossed one each to Samantha, Michael, and Tim: Then tossed one each to them a bottle of water. They unwrapped their sandwiches and ate.

“What is this?” he almost spat it out. His face cringed as his mouth made obnoxiously loud chewing noises.

“Oh, that’s just peanut butter and jelly.” Jennifer shot a smile over to him with her eyelid drooped down halfway.

“What! You know this! I am allehgic to freaking peanut buttah!” he cried out.

“Well, well, well.” She snickered as she covered her smile with her mouth. “I hope you didn’t fehget yeh epi pen.”

“Tim, shut up and eat. We all know that’s a lie. You just hate peanuts.” Michael had some of his sandwich hanging out of his mouth.

Samantha said nothing. Samantha was a little distracted thinking of Michael’s friend, and those many people who died. That’s a lot of people.

“Michael?” she asked.

“Hmm?” he took a bite and was chewing on his sandwich.

“That incident you mentioned,” she began.

“Not this again.” Jennifer shook her head as she took a drink of water.

“Did you ever hear anything about that incident? I can’t imagine something like that happening here,” Sam asked.

“I have not. But then again, it was eight years ago. We were all likely still in middle school, except maybe Jennifer here.” Michael snapped his fingers to point to her. “Where were you eight years ago? Jennifer, you must have heard something. I mean, that’s a lot of people. I find it very hard to believe there wouldn’t be a lot of media attention. Maybe Uncle Sam covered it up well. After all, a mistake at that kind of scale would only tell our enemies we’re weak.”

“The only problem with that theory is that there weren’t wars we were involved in back then,” Tim argued. He raised his chin up. “However, there always was the possibility they were hiding something they didn’t want the general public to know, you know about the rumors on Area 51, aliens, spacecrafts, and so on.”

Jennifer took a drink of her water. “Not much. I think I was over in Texas with some family. I did hear something about it. But the news came in very briefly and in spurts. Almost like the news could have been censored, kudos for you Tim.” She snickered at him. “News censorship happens doesn’t it? We’ve had the most recent election to tell us that. Besides, with a wealth of information, any number of them can be falsified facts, and if someone reports on fake facts, they could get their butts sued! For the first few days all I remember was that Nevada was a war zone for over eight weeks. That was the only thing consistent regardless if you watched left-wing or right-wing news. U.S government officials finally came out and said it was a training accident. I didn’t believe it; still don’t.”

“A training accident killed twenty percent of a million people?” Michael nearly spat out his water. “I don’t know if I believe that.”

“Well, I don’t think many people believed it. But it did happen around Area 51. So, it is believable it could have been an accident, I guess. I mean they hide things pretty well there, and most people who believe in aliens would believe that. An alien laser just went off!” Jennifer waved both her hands excitedly with the last statement. “And it was eight years ago. Most people probably forgot about it by now, well, unfortunately except those who lost someone close to them, and it was in Nevada, so we probably don’t know too many people who would have been affected by it. That’s not exactly something someone likes sharing. Hey, my parents died in Area 51!” She attempted to sound gleeful. “Nothing. When would that ever come in conversation?”

“Almost never,” Samantha commented, she loved Jennifer, but sometimes she can feel cold. She knew Jennifer wasn’t a cold person, but with her bubbly and spontaneous personality, the things she says could come off cold. “But they had children who they left behind. It’s sad really.”

“It is in the past. For some, it is best left there. For others, they will never forget. And the memory will only die when they do,” Jennifer replied more calmly.

“Well, it serves no purpose focusing on something like this right now. It is in the past, and apart from Michael, none of us really know anyone directly affected by that, unless they are exceptionally good at hiding it. The only thing we can do is pray for their peace of minds,” said Tim. “Hey, I have an idea. Let’s throw the pigskin around.”

“That’s a great idea! I haven’t done that since high school!” Samantha jumped up at the suggestion. I guess it was my fault for keeping up with the subject. Sam was especially thankful for Tim providing an out of that conversation.

“That wasn’t that long ago, it’s only been six years,” Michael chuckled. “You say that like it’s some kind of throwback.”

“It is,” she replied.

“You were on the football team?” Tim seemed surprised.

“Yes. I was. A little-known fact, I was once a tomboy,” she answered.

Samantha proactively packed up the picnic blanket and cooler and then to her car, which was parked not too far away. She opened her trunk and put the picnic in, slamming the trunk shut. 

A lone man by the crosswalk caught her attention. His hand was in his shorts’ pocket and he stared blankly at the trees over by the common. He seemed happy, with a smile written across his lips, but his eyes told a different story, sunken with lack of sleep and outlined with puffy eyes.

She returned over to her friends, who were already tossing the football. She sprinted in and intercepted a pass intended for Michael. 

“Uhm. That’s my ball Sam,” Michael turned his palms to the sky.

She lobbed the ball to him. Tim seemed extremely focused on the ball. Jennifer seemed to be swaying back and forth as the wind blew. Samantha happy to have the football back in her hands again. It’s been too long since she held a ball, too long since she’d tossed the ball and had the feeling of her own enjoyment without the extreme pressure of winning a game.

The first signs of a city at dusk appeared with the streetlights flickered to life, illuminating the sidewalks, which were more hushed, and empty. The light over Park Street’s MBTS station lit up the faces of people standing in limbo of the station. Droves of people briskly walked through the station’s steel-frame doors to try to catch the train. Some individuals still lounged by the fountain, sitting on benches and chairs, others relaxed on the grass, laying down and looking up at the empty sky with no sense of time or place to be.

“Michael?” Samantha asked as she threw the ball to him.

“Yeah?” He let the ball strike his chest as he caught it.

“It’s getting late. I want to walk through the Garden before the sun completely sets.” She pointed at the shining streetlights. “Can we?”

“Honestly, that sounds nice,” Jennifer exclaimed, letting out a yawn. “We should all go. Isn’t that right, Tim?”

“Tim didn’t say no,” Samantha answered for him.

“Wait, I didn’t—” Tim opened his mouth to protest.

“Then it’s decided. Come on Tim, I know you don’t want to but it’s not far. It’s not a big garden, man,” Michael said. “It’s literally on the other end of the street.”

Tim sighed. “Fine.” He put the ball back into his little traveling bag he kept with him everywhere. “Let’s go see this Boston Public Gahden.”

The four of them walked through the other side of the Common, leading them across the street and into the Boston Public Garden through black gates. They were underneath the covering of trees. Some swans were floating down the body of water to the right side, and on the water was a covering of leaves, hiding something underneath.

Samantha found something peaceful about it. It was quiet, soft, almost like the good Lord’s creation. Everything seemed to be in perfect harmony here, nestled away from the city but protected from the loud busy noises of the car horns and alarms, the natural noises of the miscellaneous birds, insects, and squirrels drowned out what little cars drove by. It was a little utopia inside the hustle and bustle of the city, right in the center of Boston! It reminded her of the woods in Vermont, a place she rarely visits anymore now she’s left.

Tim and Jennifer were talking amongst each other. Samantha chuckled behind them as Jennifer, the bubbly biologist, had a way of annoying Tim, the introverted events coordinator. One might think that Jennifer should be the events coordinator and Tim the biologist. It was this irony of the personality traits and their respective careers that made Sam chuckle. Of course, one might think they were dating with the way they talked, but Sam knew better.

It was good to just slow down a little. Samantha appreciated that Michael had a similar busyness to their respective work weeks, being able to just simply settle and get drawn back in with the majestic pull of the natural world. They almost had no time just to sit back and relax.

Samantha suddenly noticed that the air suddenly felt wrong, and thin. Exhaling the frost from her breath, she stopped in her tracks with gaping eyes. She felt the cold air fill up her lungs. Her hair stood on ends. The cold air felt like a cold day of winter to her, she rubbed her shoulders to warm herself up. 

It shouldn’t be this cold. This is spring! She turned her head to see the man from earlier. 

His hand was still in his pocket, his smile was still wide, almost too wide. Again, just like before, he wasn’t looking at anything specific. His stare was just blank: his eyes sunken in, and overbearingly tired. This man was to the world as his smile is to his face: out of place, like he and it doesn’t belong here.

She moved her feet again, catching up to Michael before the man would notice her looking at him. There was something off about the man, but she couldn’t place her finger on it, the fact remains, the sudden temperature drop was unnatural. Shortly after returning to Michael’s side, the warmth returned to the air, or perhaps she just entered an area where the air was warmer. Perhaps she was feeling things that weren’t there.

“That’s much better.” She felt a little at ease returning to a sense of equilibrium, where the air felt natural, rather than the little pocket of superstitious air she walked through. Did anyone else notice?

“What?” Michael asked, turning his head to her but kept walking towards the end of the Gardens.

“Didn’t you notice the temperature dropped drastically?” Samantha’s eyes narrowed. “The temperature just dropped back there. I hope I’m not experiencing hot flashes.”

“I wouldn’t worry about it, I mean, I didn’t notice,” Michael said. “It’s New England. We experience four seasons in less than a week.”

“That may be, but it shouldn’t have dropped that much!”

“I told you, Sam, I’m not a meteorologist,” Jennifer called back to her, turning her head.

“I wasn’t asking you!” Samantha snapped.

“Well, that was rude,” Tim commented, looking back at them over his shoulder as he kept walking. “What’s got you all worked up?”

“I just—I just saw a man.”

“This is Boston. There’s always someone around,” Michael chuckled, likely finding Samantha’s little episode humorous.

“Not with a blank stare. Not with a smile as wide as his,” she replied. “And the temperature.”

Jennifer looked around behind them. “I don’t see anyone.”

“You could just be imagining things,” Michael asked.

She shook her head, clenching her fists at her side. “I know what I saw; I know what I felt.” She turned to try to catch a glimpse of the man again, only this time, he wasn’t there.

“You didn’t have a load to pick up, did you?” Michael asked. “You know, one of those Saturday loads that needs to be picked up, but you have no way to confirm if it did or not until Monday, and by that time it’s much too late.”

“Gosh no! I took care of that one already,” Samantha said as they finally exited the garden. 

“Aww. Where did the sun go? I still want to be out.” Jennifer yawned. “Kong’s is not far off from here.”

“Cheap beer,” Tim commented.

“Not me.” Samantha didn’t want to go out anyway, the presence and disappearance of this peculiar man made her want to curl up in bed with a book. She also didn’t want to spend more time with Jennifer or Tim, they especially didn’t seem to believe her. She was a tough girl, but she couldn’t help but feel hurt that none of them, especially Michael, believed her. “It’s too late for me right now. I’m still recovering from that nightmare those two drivers put me through yesterday.”

“What did they do?” Michael asked. Her trucking nightmares were never boring.

“The driver just dropped their trailer in the doors and unhooked their trucks from their trailer and drove off to get breakfast without telling anyone. Back-to-back. Then my customer got frantic because as far as he was concerned, he lost a truck but inherited two trailers he didn’t want anything to do with!” she said, letting out a deep sigh. “Oh well, at least he pays well for every other load he gives me. Alright, I’m tired. I’m going home, going to bed. I’ll start fresh in the morning. Tuesday?” 

“Yes,” Michael said. “As long as I don’t get caught in one of those overseas conference calls. Those are a pain.”

“I hear you. Michael, are you coming?” Tim asked.

“Nah. Next time,” he replied.

“Party pooper.” Jennifer frowned.
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