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But ye shall receive power, after that the Holy Ghost is come upon you: and ye shall be witnesses unto me both in Jerusalem, and in all Judaea, and in Samaria, and unto the uttermost part of the earth (Act 1:8).

Then Jesus said unto them, Yet a little while is the light with you. Walk while ye have the light, lest darkness come upon you: for he that walketh in darkness knoweth not whither he goeth (Jn 12:35).
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Darkness gathered its legions together to prepare the fate of the boy. He stood alone from the rest of the world, a bright Light in a dark place, a place captured by his malice. One by one the human race headed toward a hideous demise. 

Led astray in many ways, they worshipped things which couldn’t see or hear, things which they’d created. They spent their dollars on financial decadence, sensual pleasures, lust and perversion and greed on a scale unimaginable. They were lovers of unnatural things, convinced in their beliefs, defensive in the rightness of it, yet blind to the damage their humanness, their reckless sightlessness, caused. (1)

People poor at heart, who didn’t see it. Destitute souls, unbelieving of their state. Damaged. Injured. And diseased. They died in droves, their lives cut short by a multifarious list of the most unimaginable sicknesses, as well as unforeseen accidents, and, greatest of all, their hatred of each other. Twisted and misshapen, their lives warped by the power of the abyss, yet ignorant of it, they harmed one another, from the smallest babies to the eldest among them, using their fellow man for their own distortion and greed. 

His plan was in action from the lowest of men to the highest government official, all were involved. All were affected. All would capitulate once he had his way. Even better, they’d blame their troubles on the Creator Himself and so turn their back on the Man who’d died to take their place. 

Except for the Few, the Called, the Chosen, who resisted the Darkness, using the power of the Light to hold him at bay, who rescued those captive in his power, bringing health and healing, safety, peace, and love to a generation lost in their own sins. (2)

Darkness clapped his hands and sparks flew outward from his fingertips. He drew a circle around the boy. “See him,” he spat. “I have found his weakness and will use it to destroy him once and for all.”

The demonic forces assembled around him all tossed back their heads and laughed, maniacal, lunatic, mad.

“And once he falls,” Darkness said, “the girl will follow.”

REFERENCES

(1)  Psalm 115:4-8;Romans 1:25-27;Colossians 3:5

(2)  Jeremiah 33:6;Matthew 5:14-16;Luke 4:18
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CHAPTER 1
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A crowd of twenty-somethings in various forms of summer dress danced around the edges of the pool, the crystalline water casting random patterns on their surroundings. Potted palms set at regular intervals and flowers in a tropical display all reflected the low light. A handful of partygoers swam, their laughter spilling out into the muggy night air. 

Angus Finlay weaved his way through the mesh of college students, his eyes on a group standing near the refreshment table. Long and low, covered in a paper table cloth, several brands of beer in bottles and cans poked from buckets of ice.

“Angus, dude, you came!” The guy speaking, a tall, lean jock named Ethan extended his hand and they clasped palms, exchanging back slaps.

He and Ethan had nothing in common, but had struck up a friendship anyway. Being here, so far away from anyone he knew, he’d been grateful to find a friendly face.

Angus turned to the guy at Ethan’s side and repeated the gesture.

“Somebody’s been looking for you,” Ethan said, with a nod towards a girl standing six feet off.

Cindy Harrell. Petite, blonde, a coy smile on her face. She acknowledged his frank-eyed stare with a twist of her shoulders, her arms folded tight across her chest. 

Ethan shoved him between the shoulder blades. “Go. We know what you’re here for.”

Laughter accompanied his movement forward. He dodged a partygoer that tipped into his path and halted in front of her, his hands shoved deep in his pockets, his gaze angled down. 

Cindy tossed her head, sending her hair fluttering down her back. “Hey, you came.”

He bobbed his head. “Said I would. You ... you look great.” Better than great, her mesh swimsuit cover-up not covering up much at all. Beneath it, a floral print bikini displayed all her young curves. He drank them in unashamed.

“Thanks. Pool party, you know. Although ...” She cast a glance around the area. “I could stand some air.”

Taking her cue, he grasped her hand, folding their fingers together, and led her back the way he’d come. He ducked beneath a large pergola and exited the side gate. The garden here was quiet and abandoned, except for a couple making out in the bushes. He pushed past, eager to find someplace quiet and alone, and halted by a fish pond. Golden-orange koi swam in leisurely circles.

Cindy took a seat on a bench a couple feet off. He joined her. “I should have asked,” he said, “but ... you want a drink? I can go back ....”

She shook her head. “You don’t care for that stuff, so it’s okay. I’ll do without.”

The light from a strobe at the corner of the house cast long lines on her face. He leaned forward, his head turned in her direction, propping his elbows on his knees.

She reached one finger outward, tracing the mark on his hand with a pink-painted nail. “Can I ask? It’s an unusual tattoo.”

Angus studied the mark that’d arisen overnight three years ago, strangely numb. Usually, he forgot it even existed, then someone would notice and he’d be forced to explain. Overtime, he’d adapted the truth, unwilling to appear too out of the ordinary. “Had a girlfriend,” he said. “We got them together.”

“Had?”

Thought of Sara soured in his gut. It hadn’t ended well.

Miami? But we talked about our future, about what we’d do after high school. I never thought ... Why can’t you go around here?

Because if he’d stayed around there, he’d have killed his stepdad, and he didn’t like feeling that way. Also, he’d grown incredibly tired of sleeping in the Benedicts’ garage, tired of working a bottom-end job for minimum wage. He needed space to grow up on his own. He’d thought he could do that and stay connected with her. Breaking up had come out of left field, their argument about him leaving town only one of many.

“Look, we can’t see eye to eye, so it’s best we split up.”

“Split up? Have you forgotten everything? We’re marked for life. This was me and you together always ...”

But what they’d dreamed about at seventeen had faded somewhat in his mind, the eagerness of a young, newly-saved teen wavering in the light of everything else going on around him. Eventually, the visions had stopped. He worried about that because he knew the creatures were still there, still following people around; he felt the shadow of one on himself sometimes. He comforted himself saying he still believed in God. He was just tired of getting up so early to greet the dawn. Technically, he argued, he wasn’t obligated to do that. He wasn’t Sara, a Light-Bearer, and so not obligated to behave that way.

“Hey ...” Cindy poked his side. “Where’d you go?”

Angling himself toward her, he raised one hand to her cheek and kissed her. Her mouth was warm, her breath moist. She pressed in earnest, one hand reaching for his face, and reversed after with a smile.

“That was ... nice.”

“Mmm. More where that came from.”

“Oh, yeah?”

He’d hooked up with Cindy a few weeks ago, having held himself off from other girls for a couple years. That’d drawn a certain amount of negative attention, which he’d ignored for the most part. He’d argued with himself long and hard about whether he should pursue her at all ... for all the same reasons he and Sara had fought about breaking up.

If the Creator had put them together, then why had things fallen apart? Campbell, Sara’s older brother, had said it was the human flesh fighting against the Light inside. (1) He was right, probably, but anymore, Angus tired of thinking about it.

“Let’s split from here,” he said.

Cindy eyed him, her face lined with questions. He didn’t bother to answer any of them, but taking her expression as a willing one, led her around the front of the house to his car. He helped her in the passenger seat and reversed out of the driveway.

Parking on the shoreline, fifteen minutes later, he led her around to the hood and took a seat, pulling her up beside him. The Atlantic Ocean rushed in and out in the near distance.

One glance at the sky reminded him, briefly, of days past, of things he’d seen with Sara that he probably wouldn’t ever see again, then he shut off his mind, unwilling to live there, and curled Cindy against him tight.

Her cheek tucked to his chest, her hair trailing over his shoulder, she draped one arm across him and snuggled in. “I don’t have to be anywhere tonight,” she said.

“No?”

She shook her head, tilting it upwards. “If ... if you want ...”

He smiled, though in his mind it was half-hearted, and kissed her forehead. What good intentions and faith and patience he’d had with Sara didn’t apply here. What he’d been as a boy, hopeful, determined to live the perfect godly life, had dissolved. Instead, he lived in the moment, taking what was given him when it came, because, as he’d discovered, change came on you suddenly and you could never get the moment back. His dad had died; his mom had remarried; he’d met Sara, all of those sudden. Now, he was here with a girl who he liked, who he felt something for, he thought, and shouldn’t waste the opportunity.

“I want,” he said, low. 
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Angus moved to shut the door to his dorm room, but first faced his roommate returning from wherever he’d been all night. A phone call the night before had confirmed he’d be out and the room private.

Bobby Mouch glanced down the corridor briefly then flashed him a grin. “Was that Cindy?”

Angus quirked a smile and reversed, allowing him inside.

“You and her ...?” Bobby let the thought extend. “So, okay, you did,” he finished. “You look like a happy man.”

“Happiness is relative,” Angus said.

Bobby’s expression changed. “You’re going to go and get all depressed on me again? Man, you’ve got to lighten up.”

One hand carving a wake through his hair, Angus groaned. 

“A man who’s just spent the night with a girl as great as Cindy cannot have anything to worry about.”

But, as great as she’d been, the same, old guilt picked at him again. He’d done what everyone else he knew did, yet that didn’t make it right. In fact, the Scripture said the way that led to destruction was broad, and many traveled in that direction. (2) If he believed that still, then he’d compromised his values. He’d treated the Creator’s rules as worth nothing at all and, now, dragged Cindy along with him.

“Man, if I could have one word with that old girlfriend of yours ... She, like, permanently affected your head,” Bobby said, tapping his temple.

Bobby wouldn’t be able to handle Sara. 

He’d heard from Campbell once, and he’d said Sara had grown even stronger in the Light. Worse, she hadn’t given up on him.

I love you, Angus Finlay. I will always love you. You may think this is over, but what the Creator has joined ...

What the Creator had joined, he’d set aside to be like everyone else.

Angus stared the thought in the face then shook it off. “She’d read your mail,” he said with a forced grin, “tell you stuff she had no way of knowing. Used to do that to people all the time. She once located a woman with Alzheimer’s that had been missing for two days.”

“Like a freak thing?” Bobby asked.

Angus shook his head. “Like ... She’s at 1024 Willowwood. She knew the address.”

“Man, I’d have run as far as I could to get away from a girl like that.”

And he had, yet all these years later, she remained larger than life.

Bobby flopped down on his bed, emptying his pockets. Tossing spare change in the floor, he unfolded a square piece of paper. “Wait ... I was supposed to give you this.” He slung it in his direction.

Angus leaned over, scrabbling the paper from the floor.

“Couple big goons showed up yesterday before I left. Looked like cops.”

“Cops?”

Bobby nodded. “Said they needed to speak to you in person. Asked you to call that number.”

Angus’s brow wrinkled. Why would cops want to speak with him?

“Wouldn’t tell me why, though I asked,” Bobby added.

Angus read the number twice then stuck it in his pocket. He’d call in a few. It couldn’t be anything important. No one here past Bobby, Cindy, and a handful of others even knew he existed.

“So was she good?” Bobby asked.

Angus released his breath and smiled. “You have no idea.”
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“Sara Benedict?”

Sara eyed the man standing in the doorway, knowledge slipping into place. Thirty-eight, married twice, one child, a daughter named Heather. Career lawman with nine years on the force, two of them in homicide.

Homicide. The word glowed in her thinking.

She nodded once. “Can I help you?”

“Detective Amos Spitz. If I can come in ...?”

She backed away, giving him room, and waved him into the front living space. He entered, but came to a halt only a short way in, feet planted shoulder-width apart. Creases crisscrossed his shirt, and an orange stain lit on his collar.

“I was given your name by Detective Jimenez,” he began.

Juan Jimenez, also a career cop, and a believer. He carried the Light inside. Again, Sara nodded. “I’m familiar.”

“He said you know Angus Finlay.”

Angus. Her heart squeezed. Letting go of Angus had been hard and awful and painful. She’d cried buckets, but known if she didn’t release him and trust the Father for his care, she’d push him away forever. He’d never quite gotten past his bad home life, never forgiven his stepdad for how he behaved, and that held him back spiritually. Watching the Light dim in his heart in the months before he’d left had sent her into a negative spiral she’d been a year climbing out of.

How could God, who she trusted with everything, not keep them together? She’d asked, really, more begged and pleaded, but been given no answer except “wait.” Wait for such a time as He’d prepared. However, waiting was the hardest thing anyone desiring something ever had to do. 

“We dated,” she said evenly, setting her emotions aside.

Emotion was never a good thing. It always clouded her judgment, blocking the leadings the Creator gave her.

“But we broke up three years ago.”

This didn’t seem to surprise the detective at all. “There’s been an unfortunate event ...” he began.

She knew instantly what it was, saw what had happened, and sorrow gripped her heart. She listened as he related it, yet not hearing him at all, and accepted his business card on his way out.

Shutting the door, however, what rose in her was a prayer. She spoke in her heavenly language, the one the Creator had endowed her with, and her strength arose. Hands lifted, she poured out her heart, mixed with faith, and confessed the results, though she hadn’t seen them yet, though the months ahead would be difficult.

Her mom walked out of the den, pausing in the narrow hall. “What is it?” she asked.

Sara faced her, unflinching. “Angus is coming home.”
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The officer stretched out one hand in comfort and laid it on Angus’s sleeve, but anger shoving upwards, he shrugged it off and stepped aside to face the cold, gray walls of the Interrogation room. A perfect picture of how he felt – empty and dead.

“I’m very sorry, son,” the officer continued, “but we have to ask you some questions.”

“If they’re about that bastard ...” Angus began. Hatred clogged his thinking; black, oozing, it filled his mind and his heart. He despised his stepdad, had wished him dead long ago, only now, the person gone was his mom instead, and his stepdad out there, roaming around free.

“You’re referring to your stepfather ...” The officer consulted his notes. “Dustin Granger?”

Angus nodded. “He’s a drunk, used to beat her within an inch of her life, and I told her he’d go too far one day.” And now, he had. Sadness caught in his throat. His mom was dead, the most beautiful, loving person, her life snuffed out ... just like that.

“What’d he do to her?” he croaked.

What’d he do, and why hadn’t he been there to stop him? He should’ve been. She wasn’t safe, but he had left to come here, just the same, and pretend he was the man he wasn’t. He’d danced with Darkness and reaped the result. Now, he was angry and confused and afraid.

“I’m sorry to say it, but he shot her,” the officer replied.

He shot her. Dustin shot his mom, and his mom was dead. Had she asked for her son as she died? Or was it instant, with no thought?

The officer seemed to sense his question. “She passed on her way to the hospital,” he said. “The local pd will be able to give you more details. I know you’ll want to go home ...”

Go home? To bury his mom. To face Sara. That surfed through him. To face her, but he didn’t have to do it alone. He shouldn’t subject Cindy that that, but one look at him, and Sara would figure it all out anyway.

“If you’re done with me,” Angus began, “I’d like to go ... make arrangements.”

“Of course.”

The officer arose and escorted him from the station. At his car, Angus climbed in, but didn’t crank. Instead, he dialed Cindy.

“Hey. Look, something’s come up. Something bad. You ... you think you can take a trip?” The reason lay leaden on his tongue. He held it there, his heartbreak returning, then pushed it the rest out. “My mom died,” he said, “and my stepdad killed her. I
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