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“Shall I tell you what the real evil is? To cringe
to the things that are called evils, to surrender to them our
freedom….”

 


-Lucius Annaeus Seneca


Prologue




Evil is everywhere.

It always has been. It always will be.

It dwells in murderers, rapists, terrorists,
sadists, bigots, and thieves. Sometimes it’s stark and loud. Other
times it’s silent and conniving.

Sometimes evil in others can be sensed by
those who do not possess it. Sometimes a person can look at someone
else and intuitively know, with chill bumps on their arms and
unease in their stomach, that they are not looking at someone who
walks on the side of the righteous.

But sometimes evil doesn’t smolder so close
to the surface. Sometimes its face is easy on the eyes and its
actions seem kind; sometimes it gains trust and makes friends and
wears its disguise so well that no one knows what lies underneath
until it is too late.

There are people who believe that Satan,
God’s eternal nemesis, is the reason evil exists. They believe
Satan calls to those who do not hold God in their hearts and
induces them to live against those who do.

There are those who believe evil is learned.
They think the details of one’s childhood are what shape them into
either a good person or a bad one. Perhaps a child’s parents simply
taught them that some people’s lives are more valuable than others,
or that violence is the way to get what they want.

Then there are people who believe an evil
mind is nothing more than a defective mind. They maintain that the
fragility of the human brain is such that if it’s damaged at all,
whether in the womb or during life, it can result in numbness to
the norms of society, or in dangerous insanity.

It doesn’t really matter where evil comes
from, though. What matters is that it’s always at work, always
lurking in shadowy places, always walking boldly in the sunlight.
And that is where the real problem is discovered: evil is too vast
to be stopped.

Too many people are full of hate. Too many
people crave control. Too many people want to see others bleed. Too
many people are self-seeking. Too many people see clearly-drawn
lines and cross them with a sickening smile.

But what if one could detect malevolence in
its most concentrated form? What if the evil that spans across so
many people was visible—what if it could be touched? Could
the splinters of it be removed from the world if they could be
taken hold of one at a time?

Instead of just leaving the fight to higher
beings or believing that some people are simply unfit to raise a
child or that nature just sometimes creates sociopaths, what if
there was the possibility of taking matters into one’s own hands?
What if keeping the world from sinking into rampant wickedness
wasn’t impossible at all?

What if just as blackness crawls through so
many people, light flowed through someone else?

Well, the answer is simple.

What hides in the darkness could be
found.

It could be challenged.

It could be destroyed.

 


1: Marienne




As I sit alone in an old tire swing in the
backyard of a decimated home that stands at the dead end of an
abandoned street called Grove Lane, staring at the cloudy sky and
listening to two birds bitching at each other, it occurs to me that
my life has not turned out the way I always thought it would.

‘Change is inevitable.’

‘Nothing stays the same.’

‘God works in mysterious ways.’

‘Expect the unexpected.’

Et cetera. We’ve heard it all, every one of
us. Even children know some of these sayings. The funny thing is
that even though these words are everywhere and seemingly always
have been, we forget all about them when shit starts hitting the
fan for real. As soon as things start deviating from the path we
know, we turn into a version of ourselves that we didn’t think
could exist.

Take for example my life Before. I was
twenty-one and part of a wealthy family. My parents loved me and
had been happily married for thirty years. My older sister and I
had figured out the perfect balance between being siblings and
friends, and we even lived together. I had a great group of actual
friends and among them were Audrey and Rafe, the best of the best.
I’d known Audrey since first grade. I’d known Rafe since I was
sixteen, and a couple of sunny months had gone by since we’d
transitioned from being just friends to being a couple.

I wasn’t expecting the unexpected.

I was thinking everything would stay the way
it was, the way it always had been: lovely, happy, fun, normal.

Then something bad happened, and it led to
something even more terrible. No, not terrible—abominable. And just
like that, I was a whole new Marienne Rose Connor.

Behold my life as it is now. I’m still
twenty-one. I’m still part of a wealthy family, but it’s fractured.
My parents are no longer technically married because they’re no
longer alive. My sister Claire still splits the apartment with me,
but I can feel her hatred of me even when we’re not around each
other. And instead of being out with all those friends I had, I’m
by myself in a neighborhood no one in Fayetteville, Arkansas gives
a shit about anymore because it was torched years ago by some gang.
In fact, it looks like those two particular friends I thought were
the best in the world give as much of a shit about me as
they do Grove Lane (not a single one).

And on top of all that, I’ve been seeing
monsters.

Mmm, yes, that’s right.

I don’t mean I see them because they’re
ghostlike entities that ‘visit’ me, or because I don’t sleep well
and my tired, overworked brain has started manufacturing imaginary
beings with which to disturb me. And I’m not crazy. No, in the two
and a half months since the car accident that killed my parents and
almost killed me, I’ve been truly seeing, with my own two blue
eyes, actual monsters where men should be.

I mean, they’re not everywhere. Don’t get me
wrong. They haven’t taken over the entire male population. But they
are there, somehow disguised as regular men. They walk
around the mall, flirt with girls, drive cars, have jobs. And when
I say they’re monsters, I mean that. They’re horrendous-looking.
They always look like they’ve just crawled straight out of hell.
They vary in size, in height, in awfulness, but they’re all
fundamentally the same: unnatural.

Stranger yet is that, as far as I know, no
one else can see them. I may not hang out with people anymore, but
I do still go to the grocery store and stuff, so more than a few
times I’ve been in public and spotted those creatures and found
that no one seems to look at them the way I do. I’ve gotten to
where I just try to steer clear of them, or ignore them if we have
to share space for some reason. They’ve never actively bothered me,
though they do look at me sometimes like they would any other
person.

But other people—I’ve definitely seen them
interact with other people. I’ve even seen them…well, lure
in other people. Like the girl at the bar at Applebee’s last
night.

I was by myself, of course, slumped over my
rum and Coke. It was a Tuesday night, but everyone else at the bar
was acting like it was Friday. I guessed it was the classic rock
song pounding through the speakers. The power of music and all
that.

The blonde girl on my right was scantily clad
and telling some lame story to the guy on the other side of
her.

“…and I was like, ‘Mom, oh my God! I don’t
care if it’s my birthday, I just got out of bed! I’m not even
dressed! Put the camera away!’” Her laugh was tinkling.
“It was so embarrassing. I almost died.”

No, you didn’t, I thought
bitterly.

(These days, I don’t have much of a sense of
humor about things like death.)

The guy told her, “Wow, that’s awful,” and I
could hear him smiling, but I knew he wasn’t really amused. I knew
because 1) I wasn’t inebriated like the girl, and 2) I had seen him
for what he really was when I first got to the restaurant. He was
one of those horrific, demonic-looking things. He had eyes
that were red and skin that was gray and deeply fissured, like the
cracked ground of the desert. His body was completely uncovered
except for a sagging clump of chains around his waist.

That wasn’t what she saw, of course, since he
can somehow change his appearance to blend in with humans. Hell,
I’d have mistaken him for a regular guy, too, if I hadn’t spotted
him before I got the rum in me. As it happened, I hadn’t consumed
my numbing agent yet, so I knew that fellow way better than the
other girl thought she did.

They continued chatting and I continued
drinking. The Coke fizzed down my throat and the taste of the rum
lingered on my tongue, and I wondered what I’d be up to right then
if things had gone differently with me—in turn, if alcohol affected
me the way it used to, the way it’s supposed to. I figured
I’d be out with Audrey doing the same thing I was already doing.
But I wouldn’t know about the darker things in the world; I
wouldn’t see seven-foot-tall monsters with rotting mouths and
razor-sharp fingernails where men should be. In fact, the girl next
to me—talking to someone she thought was attractive, totally
unaware of what lurked under that perfectly constructed mask—could
have easily been my former best friend. She could have been the one
flirting with danger.

Sickening.

I leaned back in my chair, tucked my long
black hair behind my ear, and got a good look at the girl. Her
loosely-curled hair tumbled down her back, which was bare for the
most part because of her black halter top. Her denim miniskirt was
fashionably faded and looked expensive, and the pumps on her feet
were a glossy red. She didn’t notice me looking at her because her
attention was entirely on the guy.

He was leaning casually against the bar,
seemingly absorbed by her. He had quite the façade worked up:
smooth pale skin, clear blue eyes, and brown hair gelled to
perfection. Nice clothes, too: black button-up shirt, dark gray
suit, sleek black shoes.

He turned his gaze on me then, and my skin
prickled. His expression didn’t change at all; he gave me the same
interested look he’d just been giving the other girl. Despite the
discomfort weighing on me, I stared back evenly. I wondered if he
knew I could see what he really looked like.

He didn’t look at me long enough to alarm the
blonde, nor long enough for me to determine what he did or didn’t
perceive about me. I wasn’t terribly surprised by his turning away;
her halter and miniskirt were much more provocative than my jeans
and lightweight hoodie. He straightened up and rolled his shoulders
gracefully, drawing an appreciative sigh from the girl, and then
held a hand out to her. Even though she took it nonchalantly, I
read excitement all over her. As she grabbed her coat, she asked
where they were going, managing to sound sweet and suggestive at
the same time.

“Somewhere a little quieter,” he told her in
a voice that could only be described as enchanting.

And he had her just like that. I tossed back
the rest of my drink and listened to her heels clicking on the
floor as he led her away.

It wasn’t my first time seeing one of those
horrifying figures reel in some innocent person, yet a cold sorrow
still seeped into my bones—does so even now, at Grove Lane, just at
thinking about it. I don’t actually know what the monsters do with
people once they’ve gotten them alone, but they can’t be of sound
intent. I mean, that one was wearing chains instead of
clothes.

I don’t have any idea what to do about them,
though.

 Presently, my
phone speaks up from where it sits in my lap to tell me someone’s
calling. I pick it up and see it’s Rafe. With a few too many angry
punches of the button on the side of the phone, I silence the
call.

So, yeah, as if that monster thing hadn’t put
enough of a damper on my mood last night, Rafe ended up being at
Applebee’s at the same time as me. Not a fun experience. He’s
probably calling me now to try to make me feel even worse about my
reaction to seeing him. Or maybe he’s calling to apologize. I have
no intention of finding out why he’s calling, though. If somehow he
hadn’t worn out his welcome with me on the night of my car
accident, he certainly wore it out last night.

I’d gotten started on a new drink at the bar
when someone popped up beside me and said enthusiastically, “Hey,
Mari!”

I almost choked on the drink—heart jumped
into my throat and everything. I snapped my gaze toward the voice
and instantly recognized its owner as Rafe.

I’d rather have seen anyone
else standing next to my barstool.

Not a joke. I wished that instead of him, I’d
been face-to-face with that kid I used to babysit who declared his
love for me on his fourteenth birthday and showed me the website he
made in my honor, complete with pictures he’d taken and poems he’d
written. He came to my house a week later while I was out with my
friends and told my mom he had a late nineteenth-birthday gift for
me. He ended up going into my room, hanging a huge ‘I LOVE
YOU’ sign on my wall, and stealing a pair of my panties.

Yeah, I suspected I’d find his company
more pleasant than Rafe’s.

Rafe, Betrayer of Hearts, Fucker of Best
Friends.

He clearly found our encounter delightful,
though, and said, “What’s up? It’s so good to see you!”

And it was funny to hear that since he lives
a whopping arm’s length away from me, in the apartment above the
one I share with Claire. Or maybe it wasn’t funny. Maybe it made
sense given that I haven’t seen much of him, or anyone, in
months.

 No, maybe what
was funny was him acting like he’s not part of the reason no
one sees me anymore. It was funny that he’d dare to smile at me as
if I never caught him having sex with Audrey in my bed while he and
I were dating. It was funny that if only that hadn’t happened, I
wouldn’t have witnessed it, wouldn’t have stormed out of my own
party before I’d really begun to enjoy it, wouldn’t have ended up
driving the car that I wrecked just a short half-hour later, and
wouldn’t be the Marienne Rose Connor of the Now Times.

(A loner who inexplicably sees monsters in
the places of random men.)

In fact, it was hilarious that Rafe
was acting like nothing is very different when everything
is—especially me.

But I didn’t say that stuff to him because I
didn’t want to chat. So at my leisure, I shrugged a shoulder and
answered him with the biggest lie of my life: “Not much.”

He laughed and it was infuriating. “Not much,
huh?” he echoed playfully. “Surely something’s going on with
you? Thinking of getting a haircut? Seen any good movies
lately?”

“No,” I said tonelessly.

“Well, that’s exciting.” He gave me the smile
I used to love. I wanted to slap it off his face.

I suppose it’s not hard to see why I liked
him, though. He’s more outgoing, more daring, and more entertaining
than me. He’s a year younger than me, even down to the exact day,
and something about me being slightly older but him being more
attractive was just too interesting. Before that party, he always
knew just what to say to make me smile. He’s also got eyes the
likes of which I’ve never seen anywhere else in my life: they’re a
clear aquamarine color, and they offer a stunning contrast to his
brown hair and tan skin. I always felt like the winner of the
lottery when those eyes gazed into my less-exciting ones.

The gazing was going on at that particular
moment, but I didn’t feel like a winner at all. I felt like a girl
teetering on the wire between careful impassiveness and knocking
the shit out of one poor bastard.

Rafe was oblivious. He asked if I wanted some
company since he was still waiting on his cousins to arrive. Then
he tacked on a question about whether someone was already on their
way to me.

I managed not to laugh out loud at the idea
of someone meeting up with me; my days of extracurricular
socializing are over. Since the accident, I’ve been keeping to the
apartment complex and Grove Lane. The only reason I was out is
because I went to Applebee’s for a drink two Tuesdays ago and
nothing awful happened, so I went back. I mean, one thing did
happen: I realized alcohol doesn’t treat me the way it used to.
That was one hell of a shock, and a disappointment, really. But I
figured out after a while what alcohol does do: it makes
those awful monster men fade away. And I decided that’s good enough
for me.

It didn’t mean I wanted anyone’s company,
though. Just because Rafe ran into me didn’t mean I wanted to hang
out. I’ve spotted Audrey twice recently, but that didn’t inspire me
to rekindle our friendship. So when I told him no one was joining
me, I was trying to convey to him my desire to keep to myself.

But he told me, “Well, I’ll sit with you for
a minute.” He got into the chair the blonde girl was in before and
nodded at the bartender in his dude greeting way. Then he looked at
me again. “So you’re just out by yourself?”

Did I or did I not just say that? I
thought crossly.

“We haven’t seen you around. It’s been a
while since you’ve really done anything, right?”

Yep, because fuck you guys.

After another second, he repeated,
“Right?”

I just pulled the sleeves of my hoodie down
over my hands and crossed my arms.

“So, what’s the occasion tonight?” he
pressed.

Finally, I grumbled, “There’s not one.”

“Well, how’s Claire?”

The talkative fuck wouldn’t give it a
rest.

“She still going out with that jackass who
drives the yellow Corvette?”

I didn’t answer him, but just the mention of
Shaun—who, in fact, my sister was out with and who I still haven’t
even met—made me roll my eyes, and Rafe noticed and laughed.

“Oh, Jesus! I’ve seen Claire go out with a
bunch of different guys over the years, and out of all of them,
that one is seriously the biggest waste of her time. I swear
to that.” He pressed a hand against his heart.

I didn’t reply to that, either. I just turned
my stare to my drink. With each passing second, it grew more and
more obvious that he wanted to act like there’s no rift between us.
He was joking around and acting adorable as usual, but I couldn’t
pretend for even two seconds that things hadn’t changed. I didn’t
want to talk about my sister or her date or anything with
him.

“…guy wears sunglasses when it’s dark
outside,” he was saying to an uninterested me. “He’s worse than
that guy with the ‘rock band.’” I could hear the
air-quotation-marks—God, he was trying so hard to charm me. And
honestly, I wished I could fall for it. I wished I weren’t too
angry and hurt to give him another chance.

But the truth is, the thing with Audrey
hasn’t been the only thing holding me back. There’s also the fact
that I simply can’t explain what’s been going on with me. I can’t
say I’ve been seeing horrible creatures lurking around, that I
can’t get drunk anymore for some reason, that I dissect jokes
normal people nonchalantly make about dying and wish I could just
scream at them because it isn’t funny. My only option has been to
step back from the life I used to lead. Being alone hasn’t been
fun, but continuing on as usual would be impossible. On top of
having to deal with my grief around a bunch of people who wouldn’t
get it, I think I’d eventually be tempted to bring up the
fascinating new changes in my life. And…just no. There’s no way.
Alone is the way to go.

Rafe still didn’t catch on to my disinterest.
“Do you remember him? The guy with the purple hair?” he asked. Then
he laughed. “Wait, that’s not right. He told us the color of his
hair was byzantium, not purple.”

He sounded so much like his usual self that I
felt like throwing up.

When he finally realized I wasn’t amused at
all, he turned imploring. “Come on, Mari. Smile. I’ve missed your
smile.”

“I bet.”

My response rolled right off him. “Come hang
out with us tonight. I can’t just wander off and leave you by
yourself once everyone gets here.”

“Don’t worry about me.”

“Aw, come on. You don’t really want to sit
here alone.”

“I’m fine with being alone, Rafe.”

“Oh, give me a break,” he complained. “You’re
here and I’m here and no matter what you say, sitting by yourself
isn’t fun. Besides, your sister isn’t home yet….”

“She could be.” Not like it mattered, since
Claire and I are on such bad terms. Needing to think about
something else, I tried to give my thoughts over to the colorful
bottles of liquor sitting behind the bar, but it didn’t work worth
a fuck. I could still hear him prattling on.

“She’s not and we both know it. It’s 9:30.
That yellow Corvette guy isn’t going to let his only taker go home
this early.” By his tone, I knew he was giving me his Don’t
Bullshit Me look, eyebrows lifted and everything. “You need to have
some fun, so just hang out with us. You don’t even have to talk to
the guys if you don’t want to. Just do it for me. Do it because I
miss you. I mean, you haven’t been the same since—since—”

I tensed up. I silently dared him to say I
haven’t been the same since the night I almost died and my parents
did. To say I haven’t been the same since I walked in on him
and Audrey.

He didn’t say those things. He didn’t say
shit.

Sad and incensed, I took a long, long drink
of my rum and Coke.

Finally, he told me, “Sorry.”

I didn’t know what to say, so I said
nothing.

“I mean, I know it was a hard time for
you—”

Ha.

“—it’s in the past, so don’t push people
away. You need people. You need your friends. You need to talk to
me again so we can work this whole thing out.”

Before I could think of something to say that
wasn’t downright hateful, some guy yelled, “Yo, Rafe!”

It turned out to be Jeff, one of his cousins.
I rolled my eyes at the muscle shirt he had on, because seriously,
it’s not June. It’s the second week of October and the weather this
year has been on the cold side already.

“What’s up?” Rafe greeted him. They said a
few guy things that I didn’t care about whatsoever.

I was just getting back into my drink when
Rafe touched a hand to my arm.

I glared at him and spat out, “What?”

“Hey, the guys got a table,” he said as
casually as he’d said everything else. “Are you going to come chill
with us?”

“No.”

“I really wish you would.”

“I can’t.”

“Of course you can.”

“I don’t want to.”

“Why not?”

I didn’t deign to respond to that.

He interpreted my silence as me not having a
good answer. “Okay, if you don’t want to hang out tonight, tell me
when would be good for you. Tell me and then I’ll be on my
way.”

I stared at him, growing more and more pissed
off by the second. I was thinking, What is this? He’s not going
to leave until I agree to hang out with him? That’s ridiculous. I
have the right to decline such an invitation after what he
did.

He stared back at me resolutely. “What do you
think?”

“I think you should wander away and forget
you ever saw me.”

He chuckled because, haha, apparently I’m
funny when I’m trying to threaten people. “Come on, I can’t do
that.”

“Oh, it’s not hard. I mean, walking got you
over here, right? I guess you just forgot how it works. Let’s go
over it. Step One: turn your body in that direction.” I pointed
away from the bar.

“I don’t—”

“Step Two,” I cut him off, “is to put one
foot forward and then put the other in front of it.”

“There’s no need to—”

“This helping you out any? It’s a really
simple process. You just keep putting one foot in front of the
other until you find yourself in a place that doesn’t have me in
it. Bam, there you go—you’ve wandered away.”

His eyebrows went up. Under them, his gaze
was dark, finally devoid of the stupid playfulness. “Okay, why
the hell are you doing this?”

I turned away from him. “I don’t have time to
explain your fuck-ups to you, Rafe.”

Silence fell for a whole five seconds, and
then he laughed. The sound was way off from its usual cheerfulness.
After I got an earful of the weird laughter, I heard, “Oh, I get
it. I see what this is about.”

It was about damn time.

“Why don’t you tell me what I have to do to
get you to stop feeling sorry for yourself?”

His words hit the air and hung there,
unexpected and absurd, between us. They rendered me speechless.
When I recovered, I took a slow breath and then looked at him, my
own eyes feeling dark. “I don’t feel sorry for myself.”

“Bullshit. You haven’t done anything for two
months but sit in the corner like an emo kid who lost her favorite
black eyeliner.”

My hand went up in a Stop Right There, Moron
way. “You literally have no idea what you’re talking
about.”

He turned incredulous. “Yes, I do! Look at
you!”

He went on to complain about how I didn’t
care that that was the first time he’d seen me in forever. How
unfair it was for me not to want to talk to him or even smile at
him. How he guessed wallowing in self-pity is all I want to do
anymore. Standard stuff.

But then he said, “People get cheated on and
people die, okay? You’re not the most victimized person in the
world, and you acting like you are doesn’t do anything but make you
look like a pathetic fucking bitch.”

And for the first time ever, I punched
someone.

And then I got kicked out of Applebee’s,
which felt sadder to me than the fact that I’d just assaulted
someone who used to be so important to me.

So, really, I guess Rafe is crazy for still
trying to talk to me. If someone hit me in the face, I’d
take extra-special care to stay out of their life from that moment
on. Indeed, as if he knows I’m thinking about how stupid he must
be, he calls again. And I silence it again. Why the fuck would I
want to talk to him after all that?

I spin around in the tire swing as a cold
autumn breeze rustles the leaves of this giant tree. I let the
stormy air move my hair around and send a chill down my spine.
Despite Rafe polluting my thoughts, this moment is beautiful. I
wish it didn’t have to end.

But then lightning flashes and I know the
moment has to end, like, now. The sun will be setting before long
and I don’t want to be caught outside in a storm when it does. So I
drag my Too Old But Can’t Be Trashed Because They Were A Gift From
Mama And I Miss Her sneakers through the dull dirt and stop the
swing. I extract myself from it with a sigh.

I trudge across the wide yard toward the
blackened home it belongs (belonged?) to. Most of the privacy fence
around the place is still standing, but it’s open in a few spots
and I leave through one. Then I’m in the driveway, then next to the
broken-down mailbox, then on my way down the road, making next to
no noise as I walk in the direction of home.

Fayetteville is a lively city, so I find it
odd that no one has gotten around to doing something with Grove
Lane. I mean, really, it can’t be that hard to clean up—everything
was either burned to the ground or exists now in a very sad, very
precarious fashion. Seems like it’d take no time at all to wipe my
charred sanctuary off the map and put something else in its place.
And it’s not like I haven’t heard people call what’s left of this
neighborhood things like ‘depressing’ and ‘dangerous’
and ‘ugly.’

I disagree wholeheartedly, of course, and I
hope they leave this place here until the day I burn
out.

When I reach the end of Grove Lane, I turn
right onto Blossombranch Lane. It’s an older, barely more populated
residential area that doesn’t give off quite the same vibe as the
burned-down street does, though half of the houses within view are
obviously uninhabited. The others are little homes to elderly
people who never found the will to move after the gang attack. I’m
thinking that the people who did move either had children to
protect from more violence/keep from playing in a
‘dangerous’ area, or they just didn’t want to live so close
to the ugly-fied Grove Lane.

In any case, this street is always quiet,
always closed up. It offers me the chance to bid Grove Lane one
last uninterrupted farewell until the next time I trot down this
way.

So when I make it around the curve in the
road after a few minutes, I’m startled to see there’s a disturbance
taking place on the faded asphalt not far from me.

And I go from being startled to being What In
God’s Name? surprised when I see one of the people involved is
glowing.

Like really, seriously, swathed-in-gold,
bright-like-the-sun glowing.

And then I’m five-feet-five-inches worth of
horror when I see that the people fighting with the glowing person
are not people at all. They’re two of those monsters.

Yes, there are two monsters
fighting one glowing person in the middle of this
half-empty, half-old-people neighborhood.

And you know what? The glowing person is
winning.

I practically fly toward the nearest tree so
I can observe without being seen, because this is something I
have to observe.

The glowing person moves with grace, with
deadly precision. I quickly deduce that it must be a man. He’s not
as looming or burly as his enemies, but he looks taller than me and
he’s noticeably strong. And good God, is he fast. One second he’s
on his feet, fists shooting out at one monster, and in the next
second he’s crouched low, swinging a leg out under the other
monster as it stands up from his most recent trip to the ground.
Then the man is up again, stepping wide over his fallen opponent,
pivoting back to the one still standing, sending a foot up to
deliver a powerful kick to his face that knocks him down to the
gray road, too.

My eyes widen and I gasp, totally awed.

And somehow, the glowing man hears me.

I don’t have time to duck back behind the
tree before he looks my way, so I see it when he sees me—I see how
his stance changes and gives away that surprise has taken the place
of combat-readiness. I see it when, as the man stares toward me,
the first monster to hit the ground finally gets up and leaps onto
his back. I see it when something luminous and slender falls from
the man’s form and clatters loudly onto the asphalt, and when he
bends hastily to retrieve it. And when he is interrupted by the
monster he kicked in the face angrily kicking the item.

Toward me.

The gleaming silver thing spins across the
ground in shrieking circles toward me until it collides with
the curb only feet away. I forget how to breathe as I jerk my gaze
from the thing to the monsters, who I know are running toward me,
livid and terrifying and murderous—

—except they’re taking the glowing man down
to the ground, not sparing a single glance for me.

My eyes manage to widen even more.

They don’t know I’m here.

They don’t fucking know I’m here! The only
person who saw me is the glowing man, who….

I watch the monsters tear at him. He’s still
moving, still fighting, but the odds have switched from somehow
being in his favor to being really, really against him. As I watch,
his opponents cover him with their horrible bodies and he
disappears from my sight. He lets out a yell.

Holy fuck, he’s going to die.

They’re going to kill him because I
distracted him.

Oh my God, no. No!

My mind doesn’t catch up with what my body is
doing until I’m halfway to the group, the silver object in my right
hand. But that doesn’t mean my mind isn’t working. Indeed,
it realized at one point or another that the object is a dagger,
and that my hand needs to go around the handle like this, and that
the blade needs to be angled in this way, and that the monster with
his back to me has given me quite the opening.

I put all of my weight behind the dagger and
drive it straight between his shoulder blades.

And I feel like the exact opposite of a
pathetic fucking bitch.

 


2: Gabe


My rash decision to attack two Hellions alone
has caught up to me. I’m about to die.

I find myself nearing the cold hands of death
for the second time in my life, and the odds of me escaping them
this time are infinitesimal. The Lightforce is about to lose the
only Gatherer they have left in this area. Beatrix and Wes are
about to lose the younger brother they never had.

And all I can really feel is embarrassment.
All I can think about is the fact that a new Light person is
watching all of this from just down the road, probably having no
idea what he’s watching because I’m fighting a losing battle
against a couple of Hellions instead of doing Gatherer things that
don’t involve fighting whatsoever.

A horrible scream erupts from the Hellion
with his knees on my ribcage, surprising the hell out of me and
damn near deafening me.

I’m confused as fuck as he staggers up and
away from me, still screaming. The other Hellion moves his
rock-hard forearm off my throat to back away, too, and when his
comrade falls silent and starts crumbling, my confusion escalates.
I know what a dying Hellion looks like, but I didn’t do anything to
fatally wound that one.

Then I tune in to a higher-pitched cry
piercing the air and the person it belongs to swings out from
behind the collapsing Hellion, glowing bright like a white-hot
summer sun, my dagger in hand.

In…her…hand.

Oh my God. My very cells are jolted
with my surprise. That’s the Light person I just saw, and it’s
not a guy. It’s a girl. That is a girl.

For a second, I think my brain is going to
explode.

It doesn’t, of course. So I force myself to
look away from her so I can see what the Hellion that isn’t
disintegrating into the stormy air is doing. He seems caught
between going for me where I still lay on the ground and going for
her, the nonthreatening-looking girl who just took down his
cohort.

That brief uncertainty is his downfall.

When his numerous spider-like eyes turn
toward me, the girl flings a surprisingly fierce kick at one of his
shins. He wobbles from the unexpectedness of it. I throw my hands
out and grab his ankles and jerk his feet out from under him,
bringing him down to the ground with me.

Understanding that he’s no longer on the
winning side visibly crashes into him, and fear takes over,
transforms him into a frailer being. A jagged howl leaves him and
he twists onto his stomach. He claws desperately at the asphalt
despite the hold I’ve still got on his ankles, trying to get away
because he knows what’s coming.

I know what’s coming, too, but I’m still
goddamn astounded when the girl with the bright white Radiance of a
Light person who’s never been around others of their kind throws
herself onto the Hellion’s back and, with both hands, sinks my
dagger into his putrid flesh.

He falls silent, goes still. She must have
pierced his heart—and the first one’s, too—because within seconds,
he turns from one solid being into chunks and flakes and ashes. He
dies.

The girl drops my dagger. She skitters away
from the Hellion’s remains, sucking in air over and over and over
as she stares at them, her pale face tinged with pink. And then she
turns her gaze on me, light blue eyes sparking with intensity.

I feel like it’s the first time anyone has
ever looked at me.

I stare at her.

She stares at me.

I stare at her.

She stares at me.

Neither of us says anything.

I’m so stunned that I can’t say
anything.

In all the years I’ve been working as a
Gatherer, seeking out people like me who can detect Hellions after
nearly dying, I’ve only found two new Light people whose ages were
within ten years of mine. Neither were females. I’ve found three
new Light females, period—two didn’t even believe me about the
Lightforce, and the third is Beatrix.

And here I’m looking at a girl who has to be
close to my age and is still Light. And she just jumped into
my fight with two Hellions and took down both of them.

And she’s fucking beautiful. Oh, she’s
beautiful.

Briefly, I wonder if I got hit in the head
during the fight and am either hallucinating or dead right now. But
no. My mind never would have been able to dream up something like
this.

I still can’t figure out what the hell to
say. Apparently, neither can she; all she does is return my
fascinated look.

Thunder cracks around us and we both
jump.

And her eyes are suddenly bright with shock,
not fascination. Shock and panic.

And then she’s up and tearing away from me,
long black hair flying wildly behind her.

“Hey—no! No, don’t!” I exclaim, my voice
returning to me all too late. “Don’t run away! Stop!”

She ignores me.

But I’m very fast. The only way this girl is
going to get away is if I want her to, and I don’t. She has no hope
of escaping me before I figure out how to ask her each and every
one of the questions pounding riotously against my brain:
‘What’s your name? How old are you? How are you obviously a new
Light person and yet so unafraid of Hellions? Have you fought them
before somehow? Are you seriously real?’

Except in the middle of flinging myself up
onto my feet, a sharp pain spikes up my back. I shout out and drop
back to the ground, teeth gritted, remembering pretty abruptly that
I sustained a few injuries during the fight—injuries that don’t
approve of me moving so quickly.

And just like that, the girl is gone.

Except fuck that.

I dig my phone out of my pocket. It appears
to have somehow escaped the fight unscathed. I dial Beatrix’s
number and, very slowly, try to sit up so I can get out of the damn
road.

When she picks up and says, “Hi, Gabe,” her
tone is way less cheerful than it usually is. I understand why
almost immediately, but I quickly shove the knowledge into a dark
corner of my mind. I don’t want to think about it, especially not
right now.

Panting against the rush of excitement in me
and the throbbing in my back, I say, “B, holy shit.”

“What?”

Upon swiping my dagger off the ground, pain
zips through my body. My thoughts twist wildly around one another,
and I groan as I stash the weapon in my jacket.

“What is it?” she asks quickly. “Are you
okay?”

“I’m fine.”

A little sharply: “Well, what was that
greeting about?”

“I—hold on—” I manage to get on my feet, but
my body screams in protest. For a moment, I think I’m going to fall
back down. Then I spot my Civic waiting a few houses down where I
parked it earlier, and I tell my body we’re done with the ground.
“Where are you?” I ask as I head to the car.

“Driving to the Sanctum.”

“Where are you, though? I’ve got to
know where you are exactly. I really need your help.
Something’s—something’s happened.”

“Gabe,” she says loudly, “I just asked
if you’re okay! Jesus, boy!” She sounds the way a real older sister
might sound when her younger brother has done something stupid.

“It’s not like I’m in pain or anything,” I
hear myself say defensively. Then I frown. “Okay, well, I’m in
pain, but that’s not the—”

“Oh my fu—”

“Just please get over here and help me find
her!” I cut her off. God, could my car feel any farther
away?

A moment of silence. Then, “Who?”

“This girl I just found! She literally saved
my life and then took off running and I was going to chase after
her, but I’m too—”

“You found a girl?” I hear her real question:
‘You found a Light girl?’ Before I can answer either one,
she tacks on another. “Okay, where are you?”

“Blossombranch Lane, right by that
neighborhood that burned down.”

I hear her tires squealing on the other end
of the line. “What a coincidence. I’m about a minute from
there.”

I don’t realize my chest is tight with
tension until it loosens a little. “Awesome. Just drive up and down
these streets around here and see if you can spot her. She’s lit up
like a star.”

“And if I spot her, indeed?”

“I don’t know, just—” My free hand jumps up
to flatten against my hair. “Remember when you told me you saw Wes
for the first time and just knew he was someone you wanted
to be around?”

She’s quiet and I know she’s reliving that
very moment, when she first met her husband. Then she laughs a
little. “I remember.”

“That’s what I’m dealing with here, so if you
find her, act accordingly.”

She says, “Understood, darling. I’ll call you
back soon.”

We hang up. I’m finally at my car, so I get
in as fast as I can and start it. I’ve taken off even before my
music starts back up from where I left it.

 


*

 


My phone says it was 6:09 this evening when
I first called Beatrix. It’s currently 11:30 and I’ve only just now
hobbled into my house. She and I spent every minute we had between
6:09 and now—what is actually 11:31, according to the clock on my
microwave—looking for that girl’s Radiance.

We never found it.

Disappointment lies like a stone pillar
across my shoulders, cold and dense and heavy.

I’ve never seen anyone like her before, and
I’ve been Light for eight years. I’ve been a Gatherer for seven.
I’ve traveled all over Arkansas and to Texas and Louisiana and
Oklahoma. She’s one of a kind.

And I don’t just mean I’ve never seen a Light
girl close to my age before, although, again, that is true. I also
mean that I’ve never seen any new Light people attack a
Hellion like she did.

Two Hellions. She got her hands on my
weapon and then ambushed two Hellions.

And killed them.

And saved me.

I would do anything to be able to see her
again.

Sad as it is to admit, though, if I do see
her again, it won’t be tonight.

I realized at some point or another just how
banged up I am from that fight. I’m not bleeding anywhere (the
Hellions would’ve ditched me and bolted the millisecond they saw my
blood, since that’s what harms them), but I’m dirty and bruised
pretty deep in some places. I desperately need to lie down, but
first I need to get cleaned up. I’ll probably fall out completely
if I try to stand up long enough for a shower, so even though I’m
not really a bath person, I run a hot one and sink into it.

If my back could talk, it’d thank me.

I sit in the steaming water for so long that
my thoughts eventually drift away from my wounds and the Hellions
and the girl. It’s not much of a relief, because they drift into
much more painful territory.

Em.

The hot water does nothing for the ache that
fills my chest.

Em’s dead. The thought is somehow both
dull and loud in my head.

Johnta Emilia, more commonly known as Em, was
my Gathering mentor and the only other Gatherer working in
Fayetteville besides me. He was the one who found me when I was
sixteen, shortly after I turned Light. He was a tall, strong, smart
African American man who was even better at Defender work than me.
But same as me, he had chosen to be a Gatherer. And in the years
I’d known him, I’d never seen him falter.

The news of his death came as a shock to me,
like the ground had fallen out from under my feet. I heard about it
this afternoon. He died at the hands of Hellions somewhere in
Dallas, Texas, but that’s all I was told. That’s all the Director
of our Lightforce branch, Nick Grayhem, even knew.

I was summoned to the Sanctum after I
received the unanticipated phone call because Grayhem wanted to
talk in person. Once I got to his office, he said, “I’d like to
tell you what happened to Em, Gabe. Survivors should know these
kinds of things. But we—we still don’t quite know what
happened. All we’ve got is evidence of Hellion involvement, and
there’s not even very much of that evidence.” His mouth pressed
into a thin line and his entire body seemed to sag. “There’s just
not much left of Em.”

That last sentence was the catalyst for me
picking the fight with the two Hellions I saw on Blossombranch. It
was all I could think about as I parked my car and snuck down the
lonely road toward them. It was all I could think about as I made
my first move and then let the rage overtake me.

My back aches now as I think about the fight.
It aches and pretend-says, ‘Hey, thanks for trying to soothe me
with this lava pool of a bath, but I think the bed is calling
me.’

I don’t have it in me to argue.

Even after I lie down, though, I spend a long
time trying to come to terms with Em’s passing. I am wildly
unsuccessful, of course. The failure both saddens me further and
pisses me off, but that’s the way it is. Grief doesn’t just
disappear, no matter how badly a person wants it to. Grief likes to
stick around, cling to organs, trickle into thoughts like a noxious
gas.

I turn to lie on my right side even though my
back disagrees with me, and I see the time is 3:24 in the morning.
Wonderful.

Thunder seems to shake everything, even my
bones, and makes me feel even more unsettled.

Em won’t ever get to see storm clouds again.
And the next time it snows, he won’t be here to complain about the
way other people drive. When I turn twenty-five, he won’t be here
to tease me about being a quarter of a century old. If I ever find
that girl from earlier, I won’t be able to share my excitement with
him—or if I never find her, go to him for advice on how not to feel
like total shit about it.

Here one second, gone the next.

Both of them.

 


*

 


Even though Gatherer life isn’t terribly
exciting, I truly love my job. On those occasions when a new Light
person accepts my invitation to join the Lightforce, I think I have
the best job in the world. There’s just something fulfilling about
offering fellowship to people who’ve been thinking they no longer
fit into society. There’s something remarkable about seeing people
who’ve been stumbling around, confused and scared, find that there
is a whole new life waiting just for them. I may enjoy killing
Hellions, may be skilled at it even after all these years of
putting Defender work on the back burner (I hardly ever fly off the
handle like I did on Blossombranch), but Gathering…. Well, just as
some people claim that being a parent is their calling, or being a
teacher or a doctor, I think being a Gatherer is what I was always
meant to do, even before I knew what the hell a Gatherer was.

But the next forty-eight-plus hours are total
bullshit.

For one thing, I haven’t found any new Light
people since I found that girl—well, okay, since she found
me. It’s hardly a surprise, though, since Light people are
so rare; I returned from my three-week-long traveling shift some
days ago and she was the first person I’d spotted with white
Radiance since before I even left Fayetteville.

Still, with each hour that has passed without
me so much as glimpsing a new Light person, I’ve grown more and
more annoyed. For a minute, I consider asking Grayhem to send me
back out of town to search for white Radiances in another city. It
wouldn’t be that wild of a request since all Gatherers are asked to
spend a few weeks out of town every now and then specifically for a
change of scenery. I just got back from mine, but Grayhem might not
refuse me. He might let me go.

But I don’t end up asking him, because I know
I don’t actually want to be in a city that doesn’t have that girl
in it. And the fact is that it’s my turn to be here, not somewhere
else. Fayetteville needs me to stick around, unbeknownst to its
inhabitants. Lastly, I know I want to run away from Em’s death, but
as painful as it is…well, I just can’t.

It’s like a ripple was born from it. There’s
the thing at the center that sparked it all off—the raindrop on the
placid surface of a pond, the unexpected death of my friend—and
then other things spread out from that. Em died and he was my
friend, and it hurt. He was also my only Gathering coworker, so I
am now responsible for figuring out how to handle his part of our
job. But he wasn’t just my coworker—he was my superior, so now I’m
in charge of things he was in charge of in that respect.

At least, that’s the plan Grayhem told me
about the other day when I met him at the Sanctum. And going along
with it will only further confirm that Em is, in fact, gone for
good.

After Grayhem offered me his condolences
about Em, he said, “I have an offer for you.”

“An offer?” I repeated.

“You and Em were the only Gatherers in the
area. Three is the standard for a zone the size of ours—you know
out in California and up in New York, they’ve got as many as five
or six in a zone like this—but you and Em were my best, so I didn’t
need a third.” He held up his hands. “And now I’ve only got one guy
and I’m looking at him.”

“So,” I deduced, “you need more
Gatherers.”

“I do, and what I’d like is this: for you to
decide on two Defenders to offer positions to and then start
considering yourself a superior, because—and I don’t mean this
flippantly, Gabe—you’re the new Em.”

What a thing to hear just an hour after
receiving the news.

The words inspired in me a terrible mixture
of sadness and responsibility. I told him, “Of course.” Then, as an
afterthought, “Thank you.”

“You can handle it, can’t you?”

“I can.”

He wanted to know if I had any ideas on who
I’d like to offer the positions to. I wasn’t really sure why he
asked, given that I’d had a whole ten seconds to think about it.
But I kept that thought to myself and told him I didn’t know, that
I’d need some time to figure it out.

He seemed to understand. He knows Gathering
can get slow for me, so I’m not in a huge rush, and he knows
choosing new Gatherers shouldn’t be taken too lightly. After all,
they’re the first representatives of the Lightforce that new Light
people encounter. Can’t pick just anyone for that kind of
thing.

In any other situation, I’d have had my shit
together in a matter of hours. This time, it took me two days to
make up my mind. I won’t lie: I put the thoughts at the back of my
mind for as long as I could because lining them out equaled taking
steps forward. I didn’t want to do that; I don’t want to be ‘the
new Em.’ Not yet. Not like this.

But at last, the lull in Gathering plus my
reminiscing about my late mentor became too much for me. I decided
to put my big boy pants on and do what needed to be done, even if
it made me want to throw up at times. I made my choices and called
both men to extend the proposition to them. It wasn’t too big of a
hassle, since both accepted.

Phillip Janssen has been in the Lightforce
almost as long as I have. He’s in his fifties now, and it took me
four years to figure out why I like him so much: he’s a father
figure. Of course, it was obvious from the start that he’s a good
man—likable, trustworthy, all that. He simply waited four years to
tell any of us what the reason had been for his turning Light, and
then it all made sense.

Janssen touches hearts like he does because
he’d been the jubilant, affectionate father of triplets. Three
girls who all had the same bright blue eyes as their mother, his
wife, the woman he’d loved since he was seventeen. He’d been a
police officer before the shooting that killed all four of his
girls and nearly fatally wounded him. Needless to say, once I found
him and explained being Light to him, he was on board for helping
destroy Hellions. And as it turned out, the guy who killed his
family had been one such monster; he was discovered and killed by
Janssen himself a year after the tragedy, which I think gave the
man a lot of closure. Since then, he has been both a strong
Defender and a warm friend, someone who might sit you down with a
bowl of homemade chili to give you advice on life just as naturally
as he can stab a Hellion in the heart.

I think Janssen being one of the people who
ease others into our lifestyle will be invaluable. He has a way of
looking at you like he knows your thoughts and a way of talking to
you that makes you feel like he knows exactly where you’re coming
from. And, really, I think it’s so effective because he does
understand. He knows both how high into the heavens you can fly on
joy alone and how far into the depths of hell pain and anger can
drag you.

The second man I’ve decided on is Alexander
Wright. He’s only been in the Lightforce for about two years and
he’s a fine Defender, but I think he will serve the Lightforce
better as a Gatherer. He’s a very serious ex-military man in his
sixties, and he’s unusual in that he seemingly has no sense of
humor. His intentions are always made plain, thus he is clearly not
a bullshitter. He wouldn’t pull one over on someone to save his
life, I don’t think, and that could be useful for my line of work.
People tend to think Radiance and Hellions and even me, though I’m
obviously tangible, are a joke. It’s my theory that one talk with
Wright will turn an amused skeptic into an earnest believer in
sixty seconds.

So it’s late on Saturday night now and I’ve
been sitting at my tiny dining table for a while, writing down key
points and pieces of advice for Janssen and Wright. They’re not
really starting from the bottom rung of the Lightforce, but there
are some pretty distinct differences between Gatherer life and
Defender life. Case in point: my job, first and foremost, is to
seek out Light people and propose they join the Lightforce. Only
after that do I get to even think about getting sideways
with a Hellion. Obviously, the other day was different, but
whatever.

That essential fact is the last thing I jot
down.

 


I remember making the transition from Defender to
Gatherer a year after I joined the Lightforce. I know it will be a
wild change for the two of you. However, the bottom line for a
Gatherer is this: new Light people come first and Hellions come
second. Always.

 


And then I think about that girl again. I’ve
driven back to Blossombranch Lane several times since Beatrix and I
searched around there Wednesday night, but I’ve never spotted
her.

It has only added to the pain and frustration
already plaguing me.

If only I’d used my head and taken my own
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