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For my babies - Bria and Ayanna.













“ask yourself:



Is the connection real if there

Is no space to be vulnerable?”

-Yung Pueblo
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(Last Chapter of Stone Blind)

Darkness descended from the clouds, creating a murkiness to the middle of the day. Heavy winds howled as the forces gathered, galloping down the open highway in brusque gusts, pushing leaves and debris like paper. Brushes with heavy winds pushed against the truck, nearly forcing the vehicle off the road. In the truck's cab, the driver’s hands clutched the steering wheel as anxious eyes searched the roadway for an ingress to rest until the storm passed. Seeing no options for safety, the driver continued along the roadway, careful of his speed.

For a moment, the pack of howling winds abated, allowing the driver to relax. If he could make it to the next town, there was a possibility of a chance. His journey thus far had been long and arduous, and more than anything, he wanted some ground time out of the vehicle. Two weeks. Two weeks he’d been driving, coming up from Guatemala on the Pan American Highway, taking back roads and narrow streets to avoid cameras and detection as he made his way to Elyria, Ohio. The driver needed a new start, a new life, and a new name. The one he currently owned was dirt. Along with the name being dirt, people whom he served beside for years wanted his body buried deep alongside his name.

“I shouldn’t have taken the job,” he said, grasping to the steering wheel for dear life.

A co-worker, if you could call him that, had come down with a hard case of COVID and couldn’t make a high paying black ops assignment in Central America. His first thought was to turn it down. Rarely, if ever, did he do work with a fresh crew that he didn’t know. Not only did he not know them, he’d also never heard of several of the men, but his eyes were on the paycheck. All he needed was one more fat check and he could pay cash for the farm he wanted in Kentucky, get a few horses, and live the tranquil life. In hindsight, the amount he had would have brought down the points and made the mortgage easier, but in his world, no one wanted a paper trail of monthly payments.

“Nothing in this life is easy,” he grumbled as the wind picked up again. This time, the howling turned to growling, and the friendly chase of the wind began an aggressive pursuit of the vehicle. The sound of a freight train on steroids came at him, pushing the truck sideways in the road against the strength of the wind.

“Shit,” he said, looking for a place to pull off, but the rain began to fall in heavy droplets.

The windshield wipers swiped back and forth, trying to keep pace with the aggression of the downpour, but failed miserably in keeping the windscreen clear. At this rate, he’d be lucky to find anywhere on the open road to ride it out. Just as he thought there might be a chance, a howling gust of wind encircled the truck, lifting it from the road, hurling the vehicle into the air across an open field, and dumping the truck on its side. The driver, strapped in and gasping for air, struggled mentally between staying inside the vehicle or taking his chances outside in the elements. Darkness covered the truck, then the driver as he passed out from the impact of the crash.

*****
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HE DIDN’T KNOW HOW long he’d been unconscious, but when he came to, his pants were wet, crusted blood was caked on his forehead, and a headache from hell greeted him like an old lover. In the backseat was his overnight bag with the last pair of clean underwear and a one semi-funky pair of jeans. He wore his last pair of socks with a hole in the toe and half the heel was eaten away from the wear inside of his second favorite pair of boots. Struggling, he unfastened the seat belt, pushed open the door of the pickup, and climbed out slowly.

The field where he’d landed, now littered with debris and what looked like the remains of a dead chicken, meant a farm was nearby. He knew there had been no sign of life from the direction he’d driven, and he prayed there were people ahead. Night began falling, and he needed to get a move on if he were to find a place to rest for the evening.

“Damn it,” he said as he tried putting weight on his right leg. Something was hurting, but he didn’t have time to nurse it. It wasn’t broken; therefore, he would not try to fix whatever was happening below his knee. Safety was his priority.

A sign ahead read “Butler County” and he did not know where that was, but the last reading on the GPS told him the end destination was 234 miles away from the current location to Elyria, and he had a busted-up truck, a stack of cash, and an injured leg. He began walking along the side of the road, weary from the two weeks of driving. He was weary from the life he led. He was simply too weary to continue on for much longer. The non-quit commitment in his head wouldn't allow him to stop even though his feet and body craved the rest. Five miles down the road, and a bit over the horizon, he saw lights.

A farm. A small farm with a barn. The barn meant he could rest in tonight, and maybe in the morning seek help from the farmer to get a tow for his truck. Right now, he simply wanted to rest.

He eased his way onto the land, searching for cameras and finding none, and he made his way to the outbuilding. Darkness descended, but he could clearly see half of the roof was no longer there after being pulled off by the same storm which put him on his feet; achy feet that wanted to rest. Inside the barn, an eerie feeling surrounded him and he stopped.

“Something is not right,” he said, looking about for a weapon. He spotted a spade on the wall and grabbed it.

Slowly, he moved forward as the tail of something slithery double-backed and came at him. “Holy shit,” he said as the hood of the snake spread wide.

He tossed his bag at the reptile, catching it off guard and bringing the spade down hard on its head, severing the body from the fangs. Barely having a moment, he turned to spot another venomous snake that had no business being in Ohio, or even in North America for that matter, and he made quick work of ending it as well.

“What in the hell have I walked into?” he asked, holding the spade and walking the space.

Carefully, he moved, checking each of his steps, looking for more, but finding the two vivarium cages. “Good, there were only two of those fuckers.”

On a shelf next to an empty workspace sat a jar of what used to be pickles. At least he hoped it was pickles. Unscrewing the cap, the tart scent of vinegar and pickling spices met his nose. There was an empty glass, and he emptied the pickling water into it. The jar would be the new home for the venomous heads that he scooped up on the spade, dumped in the glass jar, and sealed it tight. 

Fatigue came at him in a rush. In the corner, he spotted a cot with a pillow. Gratitude overwhelmed him as he leaned back on the cot, inhaling the soft scent of jasmine. The cot belonged to a weird ass woman who owned a pet cobra and a Gaboon viper.

“I bet in the back somewhere are a bunch of Bunsen burners with skeleton heads,” he said softly before succumbing to the need for sleep.
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WILL LIGHTENING, THE local weatherman, was a bald-faced liar. Each time that man put his face in front of Channel 8 WHMT- TV to broadcast the forecast, he got it wrong. Even on the days when it poured down raining cats, dogs, and limp lizards, Will Lightening stood in front of the camera with his oversized glossy white veneers, showcasing the randomly streaked highlights in his over permed hair, shouting to the rafters about the sunshine. Today he lied again.

Myrtle Kainker, PhD, a chemistry professor at Miami University, lay in the empty bathtub, holding onto the sides for dear life as angry winds howled in the late afternoon. It was a tornado. A tornado was bearing down on her, the farm, and everything she owned and that limp biscuit Will Lightening said prepare for sunshine and blue skies.

“As soon as I get on my feet, I'm going to bake that meat-headed meteorologist some brownies laced with laxatives to run the lying shit out of his tiny brain,” she said, slumping into the tub.

Loud winds whipped back and forth; each time the trees she promised to have trimmed next to the farmhouse scraped against the window panes, she swore under her breath. The rickety weathervane she promised to get repaired crashed through the back bedroom, breaking the glass. The barn roof, which desperately needed replacing, was being peeled off the building section by section, and her lab, reinforced in the barn's rear would be protected. A horrific thought went through her mind based on the type of research she was working on with live specimens and made her sit up momentarily in the tub. She’d forgotten to place the cages in the barn's rear within the protected room.

“Oh Lord,” she whispered, praying the specimens didn't get loose. The last thing she needed was for those creatures to mix with any of the local population. If they got free and managed to wreak havoc on the community, she would never forgive herself.

The following morning, clutching the pillow which made sleeping in the bath semi-tolerable and grateful the storm was over, she climbed out of the tub, treading down the stairs to the living room fearful of the amount of damage the farm had sustained. The girls who were her wards would be home soon from Cincinnati. The call had come through fifteen minutes ago. The girls were coming down the main road. Last night she'd been alone, not afraid but simply concerned.

Wearing rubber boots that came to her knees, she exited the front door, mentally prepared to see the damage left by the tornado. Instead, what she found was a strange, racially ambiguous man in her yard standing over the carcasses of her lab specimens. He also held in his hands her pickle jar which normally contained the morning pickled vinegar she enjoyed consuming before a cup of tea. Her eyes were then drawn to the contents of the jar.

“Are those my babies? Did you kill my babies?” she screamed at the man. “Who the hell are you? What are you doing here? And why did you kill my babies?”

The man, solid in form, loaded with muscles, and only wearing the remnants of a tattered wife beater tee, loose fitted jeans, and worn-out boots, frowned at the African American woman. He was surprised she was the owner of the home. After seeing the serpents, he had automatically assumed the property was owned by a man with missing teeth and a rebel flag on the front stoop, wearing a red ball cap. He also expected said owner to possess a mutt with a backwoods name like Butchie Ray. Instead, what he had in front of him was something entirely different. His curiosity was piqued.

Adding a bucket load of fuel to the fired-up situation, a car arrived with two teenage girls. Based on their expressions, there was a relationship between the woman in the boots who kept deadly snakes she called her babies and the teen girls. Jared found no familial resemblance, yet they were protective of the woman. Immediately, they flanked both sides of the snake whisperer. He respected that since he was, in fact, the interloper. He set down the pickle jar with the snake heads. He held up his hands to show he was unarmed and lowered the intonation of his voice.

“The tornado picked up my truck and dumped it with me inside behind the wheel in a field five miles down the road,” he explained. “I'm Jared Bane. I walked as far as I could with my injured leg and found your barn.”

“And you feel that gave you the right to walk into my barn and kill my babies?” Myrtle asked.

“No,” he said, “I walked into the barn and was greeted by the big one, standing upright with the full hood expanded. Then the Gaboon came around the corner at me, so I decapitated them both.”

“You had no right!”

“Right? You want to talk about right? You have two of the deadliest snakes known to man in glass cages in a barn in the middle of Ohio,” he said. “I'm certain no lab knows you have them, and in the middle of a storm, the glass was broken and they were free. What if, instead of me in the barn, one of these young ladies had walked in there? Would they have known what to do against a giant King Cobra? I think not. It could have been you as well.”

“So, I'm supposed to thank you? I think the hell not!” she said, snatching up the pickle jar with the two heads in it. 

As she opened her mouth to give him an earful, another vehicle arrived. The crunch of the tires on the gravel was enough to lower the temperature on the conversation. The car came to a stop as a black woman stepped out, observing everything around her. Her eyes went first to the man standing over the dead snake bodies. Next, she took in the woman with the pickle jar with two snake heads from the bodies on the ground. Then she looked at the teen girls. None of the items went together.

Her response was, “Hmph.”

The woman holding the jar gritted her teeth. “On top of everything else, I forgot about you coming today.”

The girls asked, “Who is she? And who is he?”

Helen McDaniel simply smiled and said, “I am The Cranberry. You can call me Helen.”    
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Chapter 2- Interest
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Myrtle Kainker had soured on the lemons life had given her years ago. She was always an exceptionally bright child, she never stood for the nonsense of being an awkward teenager who was not quite cute enough to be attractive. Her darker skin made her a target for fair-skinned kids in class with a better grade of hair, as well as made her what the boys believed was an easy ride in the back seat of their dad’s Buick. However, at a young age, Myrtle understood what knowledge meant and that her self-esteem wasn’t truly based on how she looked, but what was in her head.

Being born the same year on the same day that MTV launched the channel into the metaverse, she had developed an early love of music and how things worked. Her mother, who loved to dance as much as she loved to wear skintight leopard print pants, often held parties at the end of the month, charging a nominal fee for entry. As Myrtle grew and began to understand how to count past the number ten, her mother, Laney, put her in charge of the collected funds which were used to pay the rent. However, it never failed that once Laney got into her cups, the men at the party wanted a private audience with the door cashier.

“Mr. Johnnie, your daughter Latricia is in my class. I wonder how she would feel if I told her you are trying to get me in a dark corner, asking me to kiss you on the mouth? Do you think, while you’re at my Momma’s house that some man is at your house asking Latricia to kiss him on the mouth?” Myrtle asked, watching Johnnie Williams get the hell up and head home.

Soon, word spread that Myrtle wasn’t the girl to try out, but the boys at school didn’t get the notice. Several times she found herself surrounded when the other girls intentionally left her alone and in jeopardy from froggies feeling jumpy. Smart as a whip, she always talked herself out of the situation, but a day would come when she couldn’t. Instead of trying to prepare for the confrontation, Myrtle prepared for the now. The school bake sale was when she learned of her talent with chemistry.

The brownies, cooked to perfection with just the right amount of nuts and a shiny top which crinkled when you bit into the chocolate yumminess, were laced with a bit of leftover marijuana from Laney’s last rent party, along with a capful of Milk of Magnesia and melted chocolate flavored laxative. Myrtle had played it smart and baked two batches of brownies. The ones for sale were simple brownies, the freebies, in bite size increments, shared with the classmates in her homeroom. Myrtle knew that Mrs. Phillips, her favorite teacher, was diabetic, “Ma’am, with your diabetes, I wouldn’t want your blood sugar to bottom out, so don't eat these. Try the others where I used less sugar and chocolate.”

Therefore, Mrs. Phillips didn’t partake in the decadent delight. However, all the students in her class spent the remainder of the day racing to the toilets. Myrtle smiled, being the only student in her class to make it to the bake sale, selling out of the brownies within the hour.

Mrs. Phillips pulled her to the side. “Myrtle, did you put something in those brownies?”

“Yes, Ma’am, I made those brownies with extra baking chocolates and love. I think I may have gone too heavy on the love,” Myrtle said, offering a smile. “Is something wrong?”

“All the kids in your homeroom are sick,” Mrs. Phillips said.

“I don’t understand,” Myrtle said honestly. “I sold out of the brownies at the bake sale and no one is sick from those. Perhaps one of the kids brought in something else that everyone tried...you never know these days.”

Mrs. Phillips said no more about it, and the kids in the class seemed to back off harassing Myrtle in elementary school. The summer before Myrtle’s freshman year in high school, Laney’s rent party turned sour. A jealous woman accused Laney of sleeping with her husband, then called the police on the party. Although it wasn’t a Speak Easy per se, and Laney technically wasn’t selling liquor, nor was she selling illegal substances, the police deemed the living environment unfit for Myrtle to remain.

It was the last time she saw her mother when they placed Myrtle in the car with the social worker. She was taken into care that evening, and in the next two days, she was sent to Ohio to live with her Grandmother Evelyn, a quirky woman with a penchant for herbology. The farm she lived on bordered a stone house farm owned by James and Ella Neary, who had one daughter, Mary, who gave birth to three sons: Ezekiel, Gabriel, and Isaiah.

Myrtle didn’t trust the boys, although they were handsome young men, she learned to maintain a healthy distance. The middle son had dark eyes which kind of creeped her out, but he was gentle in his words. When he spoke to her, he never stood close, always far enough away that she didn’t feel threatened. He never spoke to her with his brothers around, or if she came to the house with her Grandmother Evelyn, he made a point of speaking with her in the presence of the adults. This approach built a trust between them, and when he’d return in the summers to spend time with his grandmother, whom he absolutely adored, they developed a friendship.

This friendship helped her get into college and helped Myrtle obtain scholarships and an internship with a chemistry lab at Langley. The Masters/PhD program she completed in chemistry earned her several accolades along with a few patents and side jobs working for a covert operation called The Company. The friend from her childhood siphoned her off to return to Ohio with a teaching gig at a local university with a private lab and a farmhouse nearby. Occasionally, per their collaborative agreement, Myrtle agreed to take in one or two young teens Gabriel was helping to find a new home or a new life.

“Would you like to keep the income flowing in Myrtle to work on private projects to continue funding your research?” Gabriel asked one evening.

“Of course; I would be a fool to say no,” she told him.

He spoke of anger. He spoke of anger needing a home and purpose. His pretty mouth talked about the greater good and being a part of something bigger. Then Gabriel said he needed her to make lemonade from the lemons she was handed.

“Lemons?”

“No, Lemon,” he said. “It will be your handle. We need specialized chemicals made. I have a friend, down in Arkansas who has the same specialization. Work with him to perfect the formulas and you have funding.”

“What’s with the lemon?”

“Your handle. Never tell him your name, just your handle, which is Lemon. He is Merge, a Direction,” Gabriel said. “In the Southeast region, each state is assigned a Technician to oversee special needs in the state. Some states have more than one, like Ohio has more than one. In the Southeast, they are the Directions whose handles are named after traffic signs. In the Great Lakes, there are the Fruits. You are a Fruit. Therefore, I deem you, Lemon.”

“You’re creepy,” she said. “Even as a kid, I thought you were creepy and grooming me. Silly me, thought you wanted to fuck me.”

“Honestly, I did have an interest,” Gabriel said. “I have always loved your mind, which made me love you, and I wanted us to be closer. Sex is too basic for our relationship, Myrtle, but I am a man. A man thinks of those things, but a man of purpose moves differently. I move differently.”

“So, that means a hearty fuck is off the table?”

“For now,” Gabriel said. “I would rather have your respect and loyalty, knowing you can trust me rather than a night in your arms as a lover.”

“Oh well,” she sighed, looking at the thick notebook in front of her. “What kind of shit are we making?”

“You’re perfecting a formula to break down a human body in less than 24 hours,” he said. “Include in the composition the breakdown for bones and teeth.”

“Ooh, I should be scared, but I want to know if I can do it!”

“I need you in Arkansas by the weekend,” he told her. “My friend has a farm. He’s a guy and you will be safe with him. Do the work, keep a low profile, and a bonus is waiting for you when you’re done.”

When they were done, she had enough to buy her own farm and set up her lab to continue her research on the benefits of snake venom to cure drug addictions. It was going well, and now a man she didn’t know had shown up and killed Frank and Larry, her babies. She was furious and the man needed to die. In her office was the perfect recipe she’d created with Mr. Merge, which went into a cup of hot tea. The formula took the sipper of the tea into a nice slumber, never to awaken. This dude was going to get a cup of tea with his breakfast.

It was then that she remembered the woman standing there who’d come to be trained by her.

“I’m Lemon,” Myrtle said. “These are my wards, Ayanna and Bria. I don’t know who this asshole is that came and killed Frank and Larry.”

When she said the names, Myrtle indicated the heads in the pickle jar.

Helen, her face expressionless, didn’t miss a beat. “I assume Larry was the cobra.”

“Yeah, how’d you figure that?” Myrtle asked.

“Because Frank is a name you give to a bad son-of-a-gun who looks cute but is deadly,” Helen said. “The Gaboon looks like a friendly little pet but is truly toxic, kind of like a mobster named Frank.”

“Exactly,” Lemon said. “I think I might like you. Him, I don’t like.”

“He was right to take them down versus allowing them to get away or find a dark spot to hide,” Helen said. “What if he’d bitten one of the girls or worse? Will it be possible for you to get more?”

Jared was watching the women closely. The one who arrived made him feel uneasy. Her eyes assessed everything and she was assessing him. He didn't like it in the least. It felt as if she were attempting to unravel his soul.

Helen watched the stranger with a mild interest. His eyes were scanning everything around him. Suddenly, the scanning stopped and his eyes fixed on an image.  He reached for the pickle jar, snatching from Lemon’s hand. In one motion, he scooped up the carcasses from the ground, moving at a clip to the barn.

Helen turned to see what the stranger spotted, noticing the arrival of the squad car.  When she turned back, the man was standing at a respectable distance from Lemon.

He spoke, barely moving his lips as the squad car approached, saying, “I’m Jared. Jared Bane.”

“Myrtle Kainker, Ph.D.,” Lemon added.

Helen said, “I'm cousin Helen McDaniel from Indiana.”

The squad car came to a stop. A Smokey the Bear hat came out of the vehicle first, followed by a burly man with a shock of ginger hair, a wide, bulbous tipped red nose, and mirrored glasses over a porn star mustache.

“Doc Myrtle,” the officer said.

“Sheriff Sparta,” she replied as the nosey man took in the new people who stood between him and wooing the woman he wanted in his bed.

“Tornado last night did some damage. We spotted a crumpled overturned truck in the field about five miles down the road, and this is the nearest farm. Figured if anyone made it out that vehicle alive more’n likely ended up here.”

“I survived and ended up here,” Jared said. “Not sure how my truck is faring, though.”

Sheriff Sparta didn’t like another cock being in the house with the hens he’d planned to take over. “You stayed here last night?”

“Yes, Doc Myrtle let me stay in the barn on a cot,” Jared said, maintaining eye contact with the officer.

His eyes went to Helen. “And you?”

“Just arrived,” Helen said. “I’m Myrtle’s cousin Helen from Indiana. My Ma still likes us girls to stay close.”

Jared drew the attention back to himself, diverting the shifty cop’s chances to probe deeper. “Officer, how bad is my truck?”

“Yeah, it’s gonna need some work for it to be to be roadworthy. I know a couple of tow places nearby,” the officer said, his eyes going to the girls. “You ladies made it in last night as well?”

“No Suh,” Bria, the oldest of the two said. “We were on an away volleyball game to Cincinnati. The bus dropped us off a little while ago at the school and we just drove home.”

Myrtle didn’t like Cletus Sparta. He was the worst kind of cop, overly fucking helpful to the point of being nosey and annoying. Several times he’d popped up on Myrtle while she was working and always when she was home alone. Thus far, he’d just been helpful, but she could tell he was always checking to see if there was a man about. She also didn’t like the way he looked at the girls, meaning she knew his type. If he worked his way into the door, he would end up spending the night in different beds. She had no use for a man like him. If the Jared fella was the same sort, he could get the hell on as well, and she’d pay his bus fare.

“You moving on once you get your truck?” Officer Sparta asked Jared.

It was the way he asked which raised the hackles on Jared’s back. His eyes went to the lady who seemed uncomfortable with the line of inquiry. He also noticed the tension in the girls, and the woman who’d just arrived, her body language also changed, registering the officer as a threat. He went into protector mode.

“Depends on how long it takes to repair the truck,” Jared said. “In the meantime, Doc Myrtle here has a lot of damage around here that I plan to clear out for her. I need to fix that roof, put in those missing windowpanes, and a few other things the storm damaged.”

Officer Sparta asked, seeming irritated for no apparent reason, “You’re hanging around?” 

“I’m going
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