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      Whispers of Gray is my second novella. I dedicate this to my parents. They passed several years ago. I can picture how proud of me my mother and father would be.

      My mother got me interested in the horror genre. I remember watching Frankenstein, Dracula, or The Wolfman as a kid and being scared to sleep that night until I crawled into bed with my parents.

      It was such a joy to return home from school or watch Dark Shadows with Mom in the afternoons on days when I did not skip school.

      My father, to whom I talk every time I start up his 79 GMC Sierra, was not as much of a talker but a thinker. When I was a kid, he did not speak much, but what he said was valuable. One of the lessons he taught me was to be comfortable riding in silence, just enjoying each other's company.
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      The man looked up, his hands folded on the metal desk. He saw the blood on his arms. The left forearm was bent at a very odd angle compared to the other. With a determined look, he grabbed his left hand with his right and pulled it; after a moment, there was a loud pop. "There, that's better," he said to the empty room.

      He saw a wireless speaker on the desk that he knew must contain a microphone. The room was dark, lit only by two battery-powered lanterns, one on low as if he was going to sleep.

      He stood up and walked around the room. Concentrating, he looked at and felt the walls with his hands. "There must be a weakness in this cage." His pants were torn as if they had been dragged through the bushes. He could feel the scratches on his legs and knew the ankle was broken. No, it's sprained.

      The room was square, about twenty by twenty, and the ceiling was about twelve feet high. The remnants of dinner laid in the corner on the floor next to a metal rocker with a book on the seat. The rocker looked like someone had yanked off an old porch in the country. He looked down at the title of the book and laughed. "Fitting," he spat out to the empty room.

      The room was completely enclosed. No obvious doors. The man knew there was one, but it was some type of lever system. It could only be opened if another was closed. No way out.

      Outside the room, the Man in White asked the technician beside him while the mic was muted, "When can we get visual? And are the other sensors online?"

      "With a sealed metal box? It is all we can do right now to have this. We are working on it and hope to have something in the next few months. This is a---" The technician was cut off by the man in the cage, who had started to yell.

      "Hello! Whoever you are, I want my lawyer!" he demanded, then in a lower, more controlled voice, " You know who I am. You know that I have friends all over the world, and you would not like them." Then, after another short pause, he started to scream again. "You have no right to hold me!" He picked up the wooden chair he had been sitting in and slammed it against the wall, shattering it.

      "Who are you?" asked the Man in White over the microphone.

      "Who are you?" he responded quickly and started to laugh before he added, "Names have power, don't they, my friend? We are that, are we not? How long have we been friends? I don't know why the cage. Your plan didn’t work, so let me out. It is all OK now."

      The Man in White frowned; he remembered his friend. Remembered the first time they met. He had been hunting shadows, but this man was troubled by something else.

      "Is my girlfriend there? You should have a go with her. You would like her, very sexy," the man in the cage added as he cackled with laughter.

      "Who are you? Name yourself; are you not proud of who you are? You have told me you have so many friends. Who are they, and why are they not here or looking for you?" he asked in a rush, unsure how to best communicate with him.

      Sniffing, the man in the cage said, "Wait. One of my friends was here. I know it; one was here, and I could feel him. The stench of his death is all around."

      The technician transcribing the conversation for later hands shook, and he backspaced a few times because of mistyped keys. He looked up at the Man in White and mouthed, "How does he know?"

      "Was it one of the babies? Is that what you had? The young ones are so weak." Then sniffed again and said, "No-no, you did not. You killed the father." He picked up a blanket from the bed, laid it on the only other chair in the room, a metal rocking chair, and sat down.

      He saw a book on a metal table, picked it up, skipped a few pages ahead of where someone had marked it. Where he, must have stopped reading; with a wicked grin, he folded one page and ripped it out. Then, he skipped a few more ahead, ripped out another, laughed, and continued the process as he crumpled all the pages, placed them in his mouth, and chewed slowly.

      "I am sorry I threatened you. That was not very nice of me. You see, it has been a long time since I was in a cage, and never one as good as this. I was upset for a moment. No more threats," he said and then laughed again a wicked laugh.

      "I am not threatening you because you are already dead. She is awake, and she is coming for you. I could tell you where she is if you want?" suggested the man in the cage, a question in his voice.

      "Why would you do that?" the Man in White asked.

      "Because if I am nice to you, maybe you will let me out. What do you say? I tell you where she is right now, and you let me out." Then, paused for dramatic effect, added, "But wait---I have a good idea, and this will be fun. I will tell you where she was this weekend, and you will know that I speak the truth. See if we have a deal," he finished.

      Smiling at the speaker, he tasted the air, and they unconsciously leaned toward the speaker; he started the story off with, "There once was a boy named Gary who had puke on his shoes." Gary could not believe that someone had puked on his shoes.

      What a crappy thing to do to someone. The water rushed by; he stood beside the creek and dipped his feet in one at a time. He did not care if his shoes got wet; they would dry quickly. He just wanted to get rid of the puke. He had pulled up his jeans. They were off-brand but new, and he did not want to get them wet.

      He had swimming trunks for later if people wanted to swim in the creek. As he stood beside it after washing them, he felt the squishing in his shoes and wished he had just wiped them off. That was something to worry about later.

      For now, he was on a quest. A quest to find a cave that he and his buddies, one of which had puked on his shoes, could explore. His father had told him of its location when Gary mentioned where the bonfire would be. It was a party, but Gary thought calling it a bonfire would make his father not think it was a drunken college party.

      His father had told him to avoid the cave. But Gary's drunken mind decided for him, and he blurted out that there was a cave. How hope was to impress everyone and make them all like him more. Especially his ex-girlfriend.

      Shoes cleaned, he walked on the path; he finally saw the way to the cave and stopped. The sounds of the night creatures were so loud here and so beautiful. He reached into his pocket and pulled out his phone to record some of the sound, hoping it would sound fantastic as a ringtone.

      He continued down the path and stopped again. He listened, but nothing but a faint sound of the music over the other hill. The noise of the creek mostly drowned that out, and there were no more night creatures, no more frogs, no insects, nothing.

      He turned around a couple of times and almost fell. Then, he stopped, turned back on the path, and walked ten steps before he heard the night creatures. It was not as loud as earlier, but he knew if he kept going, it would get louder. "Wow, I have drunk a lot," he said in slurred words. Gary figured it was just his imagination and wanted to check out the cave so badly that he kept walking toward it.

      Sweat broke out on his forehead. He brushed it away and looked around. Turned on his phone's flashlight. "Don't be a baby, Gary; it's your imagination." He made it to the mouth of the cave. Shining the light from his phone on the entrance, he saw it boarded up. The boards appeared to be ancient, with lots of space between them.

      Gary grabbed one and pulled. It came off quickly, and he forgot that he was in danger. He forgot that there was no sound from the night creatures or insects. It took him a few minutes to clear the boards off the front of the cave. He stacked them all in a nice pile. "Maybe I'll do a bonfire here," he said. "Bring my ex back for a little fun," he continued with a laugh. Knowing that he didn't stand a chance with her anymore. They had dated when he was eleven; now, at nineteen, he had never quite gotten over her. If you hadn't guessed yet, Gary was a virgin.

      He sat down at the mouth of the cave, bowed his head and said, "Why doesn't she like me?"

      "I could tell you all the reasons if you are interested?" asked the man in the cage.

      Gary turned his cell phone light off and leaned against the cave's outer wall. He flipped through the apps and started to play some candy game on it. His plan, if he had one, was to rest there for a few minutes and head back to his tent. His friends would be so happy that he found the cave; maybe she would be proud of him.

      The light from the phone illuminated the cave, and patterns of light appeared between the shadows. Gary didn't notice the tendrils of darkness that reached out of the cave and surrounded his face; he didn't feel them on his legs as they traveled his pant legs. The shadows circled him, and they made sure not to touch him. They knew the life-draining power they had, and it was not yet his time. They wrapped around each other moved over his clothes, but never touched his skin. Gary, eyes locked on the game, never noticed them.

      "I never win at this," he said to no one and then looked up freezing in place, as he noticed them. Something like this had happened to him once before; he had been swimming in the ocean. He swam as deep as he could, and when he resurfaced, he was surrounded by jellyfish. He'd found himself in the middle of them, knowing if he moved, he would be stung by all of them.

      In the ocean, his bladder had let go into his swim trunks before they floated away. Seated on the ground in front of the cave, a wet spot appeared on his pants as his weak bladder had let go, as Gary finally realized the danger he was in.

      The creatures appeared to not have noticed him wet himself and continued to circle around his legs; they curled under his chin, behind his ears. They are toying with me, Gary thought as his body shook uncontrollably.

      "Gary did not know how right he was. For them, food that was terrified tasted so much better, and to them, he was only food," said the man in the cage before he continued.

      Some of the shadows were as long as snakes, but some were as short as pencils and very thin. Kind of amazing; what are they? His mind wondered. For a second, he thought he saw one that looked like a spider as it crawled up his pants.

      He saw one go under his hand and flipped on the phone's flashlight. The creatures stopped, and all of them scattered; they pulled back into the cave. The one he was shining the light on had appeared to be in pain or discomfort. Like an earthworm when you cut it in half, wiggling, he thought. He shone the light on it; he wanted to find its head. Gary noticed it no longer floated in the air as it first appeared. It was attached to the cuff of his shirt. The creature started to turn transparent as Gary held the light on it. It only took a few seconds before he could through it, and then the light, as if it was fire, burned entirely through, and the tiny shadow was gone.

      "What the… ?" he said aloud. Gary stood up and proclaimed, "I don't know what that was, or they were, but I'm out of here." He started to get up, and planned was to run toward the path.

      "His body sensed more danger, and while he should have run away, he turned toward the cave, holding his phone's flashlight before him like a cross to hold back the darkness. A cross might have held more power over the creature that came out of the cave. The smaller ones followed in its wake."

      Gary screamed, and the creature wrapped itself around him; his screaming stopped with the touch of the creature; he no longer had control over his body as he was laid on the ground, arms spread wide.

      His eyes were open. He noticed the colors starting to fade from his shirt as it dissolved. All of his clothes appeared to age and fade away to dust. Gary lay there. He tried to scream and move, but no sound or movement was possible. You see, his body was completely numb from her touch.

      The shadow moved upward and blocked the moon's light that had appeared through the clouds as if it wanted to try and save him. The moon had little power over the leviathan-like creature, though. Her little shadow children started to move over Gary's body. He felt a sting like a jellyfish every place they touched, but he still couldn't scream or move. He was held powerless as the shadow spider-like creature crawled up his neck onto his face and into his open mouth as they explored his naked body.

      Above him, the shadow in a voice unheard by human ears said, "My hungry children, feed and grow. Feel his fear and devour him." Gary noticed one of the smaller ones as it moved down his arms to his hands and fingers; he felt the sting and then nothing from his fingers. Watching, he saw the tips of his fingers fade one by one and then disappear before they turned to dust, the same as his clothing had. Inside his head, he screamed as the fingers on the other hand were devoured, as the tiny creatures fed on him. They moved up his hands, and several swirled around and around, so much faster than before until his hands were cut off at the wrists. There is no blood? It was the last sane thought Gary ever had. The children slowly devoured his extremities. The mother was proud of her children as they fed on Gary, fed on him body and soul.

      "Gary had thoughts and dreams, pathetic as they were; he had them, and they devoured him just like they will devour you," the man in the cage finished. He crossed his arms behind his head, shut his eyes, and said, "She will kill you slowly. She enjoys that."
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      The dog barked, and Jeff tried to wake up. Shaking his head several times to clear the dreams, he glanced at the clock. "1 a.m. … f'n dog," he grumbled to himself. Luckily, his wife was still asleep. That was all he needed was for the dog to wake her up. She had taken a couple of sleeping pills earlier.

      She had been having trouble sleeping since she started the new job. The hours were crazy for her, and he tried his best to help. Never should have got the dog, he thought as he got out of bed. Stopping at the rocking chair on his side of the bed, he quickly pulled on his pants.

      Since the dog only barked once, he took his time. If it's not in a hurry, I'll be out there for a while, he thought as he grabbed a t-shirt from the top of the hamper, sniffed it, and pulled it on; he glanced back at his sleeping wife and thought to himself. She is so beautiful. If she did not have to be up early, I'd be rubbing her neck, kissing that spot she likes on her back!

      He paused, walked back to the bed, and covered her feet. She had pulled the sheets up again in her sleep, and he knew she would wake up miserable if her feet were cold.

      Walking down the hall, he was glad they were still crating the puppy. He knew it would not be long before she was trained and, most likely, sleeping between them in the bed. Why had I told her I loved dogs when we first met? It was not exactly a lie. He had no opinion of them, but what type of monster didn't like dogs? So, Jeff said those three little words, "I love dogs," and they became man and wife a year later. He had just finished his degree; she was already a not-so-starving artist.

      She would tell people she lucked into it, but he knew she had talent. She was an outstanding painter. Who knew you could make money painting? He often wondered, but that new car in the driveway was as much proof as anything.

      This new job, though, was something he could not understand. Why someone would want to commission a portrait from 3:00 a.m. to 6:00 a.m. daily was beyond him. It was only supposed to be a three-week gig, but after several false starts, one of which was when her client tore up the canvas and threw it on the fire, she was inexplicably still working there. That incident had kind of freaked her out. The client had apologized, though, and the next day, a new car with a big blood-red bow on top of it was in the driveway.
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