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Against everything her mother and father
taught her, Sara Moon waited by the side of the highway and stuck
her thumb up in the air. In the hot, dry Nevada sun, she made the
mistake so many stars of crime shows had. She could see it now:
“Disappeared,” the Sara Moon Story—the ill-fated tale that began
with a girl hitchhiking across the desert.

But really, all she could think about at the
moment was her parched tongue, her dry, burning throat, and it
seemed in that moment that even her life was worth throwing away
for a bottle of cold water.

A station wagon zoomed by, a family maybe on
their way to San Francisco or L.A. or whatever lay on the other
side of this desert hell. One thing was certain: she wasn’t going
to make it on foot.

A car zipped by, going the other way, a
Volkswagen bug, a thin-looking man and his blonde trophy wife. Sara
Moon was ready to give up when a giant semitruck, going west,
started to slow down. Risky business, on the highway. And that
meant one thing: whoever it was wanted to give her a ride.

The man at the driver’s seat had a stomach
the size of a beer keg, a thin greasy mustache (what she called a
pedo-stache) and foggy glasses that made him look like a fish. Not
the kind of company Sara Moon wanted to keep, but beggars can’t be
choosers.

Against her better judgment, she hopped into
the semi, and saw—on the cupholder—a can of Coke, probably
half-finished. She didn’t care. She grabbed it.

“I wouldn’t drink that,” the driver said in a
nasal, weaselly voice. “A man’s got to relieve himself, and there
ain’t many stops in Nevada before Vegas.”

Sara Moon nearly vomited right there, but she
managed to keep her cool, firmly putting the Coke back where it
belonged.

“Where are we going?”

“You’ll have to wait and see,” the driver
went on. “I like to surprise the womenfolk.” He locked the door,
and a chill spread over Sara Moon’s skin. Her parents were
right—but they had abandoned her, dying before their time was up.
She hated them for it, sometimes.

As the morning bled into afternoon, and the
afternoon to the red Nevada twilight, tears formed in Sara Moon’s
eyes. She did not want to die. Maybe, in this crazy world, there
was not much to live for—between the Outsiders and the Red
Church—but still, she did not want to die.

As the sun went down, the semi driver’s
hands went closer to her body. Her self-defense class taught her to
go along with her attacker but she wouldn’t let him touch her. She
would fight, and she would scream. But no
one will hear me. For miles, all there had been were
sagebrush, cracked earth, and low red mountains… not a car in
sight, not even small towns, just convoys of trailers. She bit her
lip and told herself to stay strong as she rode with this creep
into the red Nevada night.

 

 

When the sun was just a twinkling in
the horizon, and the first hints of darkness appeared opposite, the
creep stopped his semi and turned off the ignition. His hand went
toward her breast. She jerked away from the bloodless white hand,
strained against it, tried the door but confirmed it was
locked. I’m dead. There was
nothing to console her.

The creep leaned over. His body odor was so
thick he smelled like aged cheese. She gagged. “You’re going to
make this tough on me, are you?” The nasally voice made her break
out in hives. “That’s fair game. I like the sport. You run, as far
as you can, and I’ll count to thirty. I like games, girl.”

His eyes bulged through the fishy glasses; a
dirty grin made his pedo-stache even creepier.

“Oh, God,” Sara Moon muttered.

He unlocked the door, and she nearly fell
out. She stumbled out into the fields of sagebrush, in the sight of
the low red mountains, and uttered something like a prayer. But no
god or goddess was watching over her. Not even the Outsiders were
here, and for once that was a bad thing.

She ran until she had no energy, and the
mountains didn’t seem any closer. In the distance, as the last
throes of sunset cast their light over the dry barrens, the shadow
of the creep distinguished itself; and he was carrying a rifle.

In an instant all the energy she had lost
returned to her, and she sprinted full-force back into the night.
The first shot of the gun eviscerated a sagebrush plant by her
feet. The second… there was no second.

In mid-sprint she turned her head to
look back, and the creep was nowhere to be seen. Something had
changed, something in her favor. Or perhaps
it’s more bad luck. The world had gone crazy, and who
knew what lay in wait amid the Nevada hills?

As night fell, she expected to feel the
shadowy, clammy presence of Outsiders. But the air seemed to warm,
covering her like a blanket; the area around her—though dark and
unlit by the sun—seemed to grow more pronounced in color, the brown
of the dry silty ground becoming richer and fuller like a painting.
Above her, the country night sky took on a blazing hue—the stars
seemed brighter than they had any right to be, even in a place far
away from the city lights. Something was changing, something
totally different from the Outsiders, but Sara Moon knew whatever
lurked in the desert night had just as much malice.

She stepped back, enjoying the new warmth but
untrusting of it, forcing herself not to take too much joy in it,
hoping to God that she’d keep calm, act rationally, and somehow,
someway, get out of this situation she’d been put in. She wanted
nothing to do with the Outsiders, or fighting them, or saving the
world. Sara Moon had been a cashier at Bubba’s Chik’n Hut. She
wasn’t hero material.

 

Out of the starry, primeval night stepped Mr.
Jensen, her science teacher… no, Father Damion, the priest of the
Red Church, wearing scarlet robes and horns. They were one of the
same. “Prometheus taught the first humans about fire,” he said as
he closed the distance between them. “Even in our infancy the Lords
of Chaos saw something in us.”

Oh, boy. More mythical gobbledygook.

“There is a power greater than shadow, Sara.
And that is fire.”

Sara Moon half-expected fire to appear in
Father Damion’s hands, but nothing of the sort happened. Instead,
the night only became quieter, the colors more alive, the stars
more radiant and bright.

“The Lords of Chaos are agents of change.
They formed the earth from the fires of ancient stars. When I
looked into Prometheus’ eyes…”

 

“I thought you looked into Lucifer’s…”

“Lucifer is a liar…”

“What are you talking about? That doesn’t
make sense…”

“Prometheus isn’t bound by human logic, Sara
Moon. Don’t try to question him.”

“What do you want from me, Mr. Jensen?”

“Father Damion. I want you to choose your
allegiance, right here, right now. The agents of change gave
mankind fire. They can give you fire
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