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      Tommy approached the house and smiled when he saw all the lights off. What luck, this meant his mom must still be asleep. Dad’s car was gone too, so it was all good. His father worked the night shift, so sneaking out after his mother took her sleeping pills was not difficult. Usually, he came home a lot earlier, but this party had been a great one.

      Brushing his dark brown hair back, he thought about Lana. She had been there, and they had talked for hours about everything and nothing. What a wonderful night.

      His smile faded when he walked through the door as his mother turned on the kitchen lamp. She liked the lamp at night. It was a lot easier on her eyes, he knew.

      “Come on in, Tommy,” she said. “Good party? You been drinking?”

      “Yeah,” he started, then stammered, as he sometimes did when he was nervous. “Yes, it was a good party, and no, I was not drinking, Mom. Lana was going, and I had to be there.”

      She sat for a while, letting him squirm until she finally said, “Sit down and shut the door.”

      He smiled as they eased into the familiar pattern. He knew she wasn’t really mad, just worried. “But if I sit down, I can’t shut the door, and if I shut the door first, then I’m not following directions… what to do what to do…,” looking at the situation, he pulled the nearest chair over, sat in it, and then shut the door. “There, problem solved,” he said, continuing to scooch the chair over to the table.

      “Well not the only problem, mister stay up late.” she started. “You know you are grounded? Only question is, how long? Did you set a date with Lana? Will her dad be upset with you for having her out late at a party?” She asked multiple questions. The way his brain worked, she knew he’d start thinking on each and the ramifications of the answers. She wasn’t really mad at him. He’s been going out for a while and it’s nice that he is finally making friends. They seem like good kids. Mostly a little beer from what the other parents said, she was thinking to herself.

      “I hope she does not get in trouble. She was there with her older sister, and we made a plan to meet at the movies Friday night. Can I go?” he asked.

      “No, you may not meet her at the movie, you will call her tomorrow and arrange to pick her up and drive her to the movie. If it’s a real date she will appreciate it and you will not keep her out longer than twenty minutes after the movie is over. Her mom and dad will appreciate that,” his mom said, before tagging on, “and Saturday you will clean out the barn!”

      He knew she was letting him off very easy. “Thanks, Mom,” he said. “How about I make us some pancakes? Dad will be home, and we can heat them up for him.”

      “Sounds like a good plan, and from now on you will tell me when you are going out, or I will take those keys you are so happy to have. How was the field trip?” she asked, turning to the next subject, her warning completed.

      “It was great, they had a lot of different exhibits from around the world. I think that Dad would like it. You know how his brain works,” he said. She was happy to hear him excited about anything that they did in school and his acknowledgement of his father’s quirkiness amused her because they both were two sides of the same coin when it came to that. Define Problem, Fix Problem, she thought to herself in her husband’s voice.

      Standing up, he hugged her, and she smelled good. He would always remember her scent that night. He would sometimes cry when he smelled it later in life. Moving over to the cabinets, he started getting everything ready and in a trick of light from the lamp, he could have sworn he saw something move across the counter.

      Shaking his head, he continued to get things ready. Almost like a hand reaching out of the darkness he thought. It gave him a cold chill and made him remember something long forgotten.

      “Mom, remember when I was sick?” he asked, and she nodded her head. He had only been ill a few times as a kid, but the “When I was sick” story was always the same one. He was seven and running a fever that reached 105 degrees before they put him in the ice-filled tub to break it. He remembered how good it felt, good and painful he always thought. How crazy it was.

      “Just before the bath, Mom, do you remember what I saw?”

      “How could I forget. You wore that top hat for six months after,” she said.

      “Ha, I’d forgotten the hat. Forgot most of it until now but could have sworn I just saw something,” he said a little nervously while continuing to pour the batter into the pan for the first pancake.

      About an hour before the ice bath, his father had been stalking back and forth, not knowing what to do. He was a man of action, and this sick pale boy could not be fixed by ice cream, or going hunting, or any of the life lessons he planned to teach him. Then he had an idea. “I’m going to get some ice. We can give him an ice bath, get the temperature down, and then drive to Marion,” his father had said with the relief of a man who had finally found something to fix.

      Grabbing his keys, his father headed out, shouting over his shoulder, “I love you all,” as he headed out to the local market for ice. “Fill up the tub, hon.”

      Tommy’s mother stopped wiping his brow with the damp cloth and went into the bathroom. He could hear the tub starting. His teeth would not stop chattering. He didn’t understand how he could be so hot according to his mother, yet still feel so cold.

      Looking towards the bathroom, he saw them. Standing there. Not in the room but standing on the wall. He could barely comprehend what he was seeing but it looked exactly like a shadow of a man, and he was wearing a hat like Abraham Lincoln wore in that book he had to read last year. A top hat.

      Looking at them he asked, “Who are you?” both looked at him. He could feel their eyes more than see them on him, and the power he felt from them as he started to shake.

      “When your father got home with the ice, you just started with the convulsions, screaming Shadow Men, Mommy! I didn’t know what to do, but your father was amazing, he dumped the ice in the tub faster than you’d ever believe he could move. Scooped you up and sat right down in the tub with you and the ice. Rubbing it over your head and shoulders, singing some lullaby that he used to sing to you when you were a baby,” she added.

      Tommy saw something move again. Looking down he saw it was just a shadow from the chair on the floor, but he could have sworn it moved.

      His mom continued, “Don’t mention that to him. It may embarrass him, but he was so sweet and wonderful holding you and—” her voice cut off as she started coughing.

      Tommy looked back away from the third pancake at his mother to see she was shaking. Her hair began turning gray right in front of his eyes. She looked like she was aging. “What the fuck,” he said as he turned and yanked the table away.

      He could see it then, a small shadow sliding from behind the refrigerator and what could be a tentacle holding onto her ankle. Touching the skin between her PJ bottoms and her bedroom slippers.

      Pulling her to him, he turned on the kitchen light, and the shadow retreated behind the refrigerator. His mom continued to cough and shake. “Tommy?” she asked “I can’t see very well. Did the light go out?”

      “Mom it will be okay, I’ve got you,” he said, pulling her toward the door. He picked up the landline and dialed 911. He got out a “help” as the operator answered before his mom started to shake again. Looking down, he saw the shadow reaching out from under the counter. His mother continued to age in front of him. Her hair had turned completely white, and her eyes had the same look as grandpa’s before he passed. Must run in the family he thought for some stupid reason.

      “RUN TOMMY! RUN!!!” she yelled, bringing him back to the moment. “Forget me and run,” but he couldn’t. Picking her up, she was lighter than she had been.

      Moving to the center of the kitchen surrounded by light, he saw the shadow circling the room. It was sticking to the shadows, never more than an inch or two in the light. Kneeling, he cradled his mom while humming a lullaby that his father would recognize. Crying, as she passed.

      He wasn’t sure how long he sat there, but when he noticed the lights flicker, he could see smoke from the pancake still in the pan.

      Looking at the light and then at the switch, he could see a small strip of the shadow trailing up the wall behind the phone cord to the light switch. It’s short circuiting the lights, he thought.

      Jumping up, he ran. The shadow was near the kitchen door, so the back door was the only chance. He hit the light switch as he entered the living room but could see the shadow behind him, slithering under the couch behind the chair. I have to make the back door, he thought but knew it was impossible. Turning, he ran down the hall, hitting the switch as he did and finally making it to his father’s study.

      The shadow slowed when it hit the hall but was still creeping. He could feel it and sense it. Once in the study, he flipped the light switch and turned on his father’s desk lamp. Please hurry! he thought, unsure whether he wanted his father or the police. How would he explain this to them?

      Sitting on the floor against a bookshelf, were all his father’s mementos. An old boombox was there with a hand crank to power it, a Father’s Day present a few years before from his wife. Both used to be into some weird music according to Tommy. A note from his mom propped in front read, “In Case of Emergency - ROCK!”

      As time passed, he started to cry a little as he thought of his mother and watched for the shadow. Still, he must have missed when it entered the room because the desk lamp started to flicker. “Where are the cops?” he asked the air, already knowing the answer—at least another forty minutes away.

      There he could see it. Under the desk at the cord, and that was smoke he was smelling in here, but not pancakes, electrical.

      The Shadow was curled around the cord, swirling around and around, but stopped when Tommy uttered “Fuck you!”

      It was looking at him, he did not see any eyes but Tommy knew. He in the light and it under the desk, he knew it was looking at him. “FUCK YOU!” he yelled. Did it move back? No that could not have happened.

      “I HATE YOU! HATE YOU!” he screamed with all his might, and sure enough it moved back.

      Light and sound? he wondered,. Could it be? “Do you feel pain?” he asked the creature that had once again started swirling around the cord, seemingly ignoring Tommy. “No, you are not ignoring me, you are trying to make me think you are,” Tommy said to it.

      Tommy started to sing as loud as he could. “HENERY THE EIGHTH, I AM, I AM I GOT MARRIED TO THE WIDOW NEXT DOOR SHE'S BEEN MARRIED SEVEN TIMES BEFORE AND EVERYONE WAS A HENERY.” It was a silly fun song from Herman’s Hermits that he and his dad sang if the fish weren’t biting before quitting. One of those stupid things parents and kids do once, that becomes a tradition. The secret language of a family.

      “YOU MOVED!” he yelled at it, and it did. Then he started to laugh. “You are fucking dead,” he said to the shadow. Standing, he grabbed the boombox and started to crank it, powering up the batteries. “In Case of Emergency, ROCK,” he yelled as the creature shrank back under the desk.

      Tommy moved in front of the office door and the creature, anticipating his escape, came out as he pressed play. It took a second but the creature following the shadow that Tommy cast on the floor touched his ankle causing such intense heat and cool that he couldn’t move.

      Then Tommy heard the guitar, and the drums blasting from the boombox. His mom as a joke had turned it all the way up and removed the volume knob. “I think that someone is trying to kill me, Infecting my blood and destroying my mind…” the song from Mastodon-Blood and Thunder Tommy would later find out, came blasting from the boombox and the creature shrank back under the desk, which Tommy promptly flipped over, exposing it to the light, and leaving only the shadow cast from the desk’s top as a place of retreat for the creature..

      “You are going to die!” Tommy yelled over the music as he pointed the boombox into that tiny spot. Holding it there as the song continued, “Break your backs and crack your oars, men, if you wish to prevail.”

      Looking up, Tommy could see his face in the reflection of the glass. He had a gray streak in his normally dark brown hair. The look in his eyes pleased him. This thing would die now. It had to. he thought.

      Tommy could feel it getting weaker and growing smaller, until it finally stopped moving. It was dead. He was not sure how it was alive to begin with, but he knew it was dead.

      Looking up he noticed the curtains were on fire. The door was blocked, the bookshelf was burning “Well at least I took you with me,” he said to the empty room as the window crashed inward.

      His father jumped through the window and began wrapping him in a wet blanket as he pulled him into the hallway through the fiery doorway. “WHERE IS YOUR MOM?” his dad shouted.

      “The kitchen. She’s dead.” Tommy whispered, pointing as he let the tears flow.

      Moving down the hall and into the kitchen, his father bent over his wife, seeing the truth of Tommy’s words for himself. Tommy could see the puzzled expression on his face as he placed two fingers on his lips and then to hers that were aged well beyond her years.

      Going outside, he turned to his son. “No time now before the cops and firetrucks get here. It was an electrical fire, nothing more. I don’t know what you did or what happened but say nothing.” Tommy started to interrupt, and he continued “I’m not blaming you. I know this was not a simple fire son. We can talk about it later and figure it all out. Electrical fire, you smelled smoke and went to investigate and passed out.” his father said to him, having to yell over the music, and it was then that Tommy realized he was still holding the boombox. The same one that would sit on every shelf in every office he would ever have.
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      “Wow that party sucked,” Janet said to no one in particular as she walked down Parker’s Lane toward her dorm room.

      Brushing back her long dark hair, she continued her rant. “Go to college, study, make friends, and go to amazing parties.” Okay, it didn’t really say that in the brochure but come on. “Wow, it’s exciting to drink, oh and drugs are cool. NOT!”

      Janet, or Lucky as her family and friends called her, had been excited to go to this party. Jerry was going, and she had been so eager to see him and find out what he was doing before heading back home tomorrow. But he spent the evening sitting back in a recliner, a funnel in his mouth, a joint in his hand, engaging in a juvenile game with his friends who took turns pouring beer in the funnel and insisting he take a hit off the joint anytime he gagged on the beer.

      Well as her mother said, “Just because a boy’s pretty, doesn’t make him smart or a good one.”

      “Give me a break,” she said again and thought Where I’m from you are finishing your father’s beer for him when you mom’s not looking at eleven, and many smoke their first joint with their crazy aunt and or uncle by thirteen. So, it’s not a big deal. Is that it? Do people that think booze or pot are exotic make a bigger deal of it?

      She had a crazy uncle, but she did not smoke with him. He was kind of cool. He’d taught her how to shoot. Her father was an excellent shot, but even he admitted that his brother was better.

      “I’m better with a shotgun. You don’t have to hit a small target or center mass. I can take the top off a man at twenty feet. What else do you need?” he would say.

      It would be fun to get back home for a bit. This was spring break of her freshman year. So far, other than her boyfriend situation, everything was coming up sevens. No choice of a major yet; maybe she would decide to be a nurse.

      Passing Carter Hall, she felt a twinge; something was wrong. These twinges or feelings were why her parents called her Lucky. She could feel it, something was going to happen. Listening, she heard quick footsteps and turned around as Jerry almost collided with her.

      “Lucky, Lucky, where are you going?” he slurred. “I wanted to see you before I go home. Gimme a hug,” he demanded as he reached out for her.

      “You are stupid drunk, Jerry, and I’m not in the mood!”

      She stopped, looking up at a light that flickered, and felt scared. Of him? if not then who?

      “Come on Lucky, let’s get you. Get it? Get Lucky,” he smiled as if she’d never heard that one before.

      “F-off Jerry!” she yelled as she headed toward her dorm. She could hear him coming behind her and she knew what he was going to do. She could see it in her mind before it happened. Jerry grabbed her left shoulder to spin her around, but instead of turning, she planted her feet and grabbed his hand, turning with his momentum, and threw him. It was a simple judo throw. Nothing fancy but it worked. If anyone had been around to see it, they would have thought it a spectacular throw as Jerry went flying into the bushes beside the path.

      “Bitc—” he started to say as he struggled up, but before he could she kicked him in the ass, and he went face forward into the ground.

      “Stay down, Jerry!” she shouted at him.

      The streetlights flickered again. Something’s wrong she thought. “Go home, Jerry!” she yelled over her shoulder, hurrying to her room.

      Inside the dorm with the lights on, she felt better. Maybe she was catching a cold. Her radar had never gone off like that before when there wasn’t something…

      Her mother explained it best. “Some people have a faster reaction time than others and they are more aware of their surroundings. So, what you think of as luck, or something supernatural is really just the fact that you are observant. Watch a quarterback sometime, the good ones will move when someone is about to grab them but will keep looking downfield. Is that super-” her mom had been cut off by her father yelling from somewhere in the house “It’s her superpower don’t mess with it.”

      She missed them so much right then. Entering her room, she made a quick decision - she was awake, and everything was already packed, so she grabbed her backpack and keys and headed for her jeep.

      Outside once again, she noticed that the streetlight that had been flickering were completely out. Keys in hand, she reached in her backpack and pulled out her tactical flashlight. “Thirteen hundred lumens and a steel body baby, you can’t get better than that,” her uncle had told her when he had given it to her for her sixteenth birthday.

      Turning the light on, she swept the area in front and behind her just to be sure. Nothing that she could see was out of place, but no use taking a chance. Jerry could be hiding to jump out and scare her. She couldn’t wait to hear his apology on her cell when he sobered up.

      Almost to the parking lot, she could just make out her jeep in the shadows. Not far now. What is going on? One hundred yards, eighty, seventy, sixty.

      That was it, she could not take whatever was going on. She broke into a run. “F this,” she said, running while moving the flashlight back and forth in one hand, and pressing the remote start for the jeep with the other. The lights turned on. Twenty feet, ten feet, “Just past this van,” she said.

      “Boo!” Jerry shouted as he jumped out from behind the van.

      Screaming, she hit him three times in the face before she knew what she was doing. He went down to one knee.

      “You broke my nose, I was just kidding, I’m sawry,” he slurred the final word as he kneeled on the ground, his face in both hands.

      Stepping past him, she got the jeep door open. “Lose my number!” she shouted as she tossed in the backpack, got in, and slammed the door. It was in gear and spinning gravel on Jerry as she flew out of the parking lot.

      Never look back, forward always forward. If you don’t move, you die. She had read this or saw it in a movie once.

      She’d stop at a pharmacy, or maybe a gas station, and get some aspirin or something for her fever. That had to be it. I must be getting sick, she was thinking.

      Never once did she look back as she headed for the interstate, wanting to put some distance between her and whatever was going on.

      Behind her, still sitting on his knees in the gravel holding his face, Jerry threw up. “Fuc…bi…” he spat out between heaves.

      He was sitting in the dark. “Another light out. This school is falling apart,” he said aloud to the air around him.

      Looking down at his hands he noticed the blood on them from his nose, and lip. Yes, his lip was cut. He could not believe it. The blood looked cool in the darkness.

      She was fast! he thought. He had not planned to do anything but seeing her coming back out of the dorm he’d known where she was going and couldn’t help himself.

      He had made it behind the van in plenty of time. “Wow that light is bright,” he remembered thinking, and it had sure hurt his eyes. Looking through the van’s windows had given him the perfect view of her. He had seen her, and that weird light had made some funky shadows all around her. It was almost as if whenever she had moved the light, the shadows had moved in the opposite direction.

      “Duh,” he said to himself “She moved the flashlight and the shadows moved, man you are so stoned.” Still, they had looked odd.

      Standing he forgot completely about the shadows and Lucky, taking off his T-shirt to use it to stop the bleeding before wiping his mouth. He lay back with his head against the van. If he had opened his eyes, he would have noticed the shadows swirling around in the sky above him. Two of them were swirling in circles, one dipping, while the other circled it. A sportsman would have seen them as two predators fighting over prey, but Jerry was no sportsman, and he was dead before Lucky hit the interstate.

      They would find him the next day, or what was left of him. Spontaneous human combustion would be the listed cause of death. Nothing but ash inside of his clothes.

      Lucky felt better when she hit the interstate. Giggling to herself a little. She had never really hit someone before. Sure, she had during martial arts practice but never in reality. Her hand didn’t even hurt. Did she hit him with the flashlight hand or the key hand? She couldn’t remember at first, then remembered it was two with the key hand and the final one with the flashlight. Curled in her fist like that it was better than the roll of dimes she always carried in her backpack.

      “Being paranoid pays off every time,” she said and laughed as she turned on the radio.

      “And tonight, on Coas—” it started as she changed the station “President says no nee—” She changed the station again and found nothing she felt like listening to, so she plugged her phone in and fired up her favorite playlist.

      Relaxing finally, she looked around and laughed at what she discovered. When had she done it? She didn’t know, but the dome light was on. What, was she afraid of the dark now? Wow big college girl.

      She turned off the dome light and relaxed into the drive. It was too late to call her parents to let them know she was coming home, but she was glad to be on the way.

      Letting her mind wander, she thought of home and her wonderful father, who was only slightly less paranoid than his brother. How they even left the house each day with worrying about what would happen when they were gone was a mystery. She knew that if her uncle had been her father instead, he’d never have agreed to letting her go to college ten hours away from him. He would have moved.

      Her father in fact had mentioned moving with her several times, but thankfully her mom had realized she needed to get out and experience the real world.

      “Our home is not like the rest of the world. People here, aside from your father and uncle, still don’t lock their doors at night, and some let the cars run while running into a store for something quickly in the winter. You will meet some amazing people and some ass-hats. You just have to figure out which are which,” her mother had warned her as she was packing for the trip.

      Her father had been less verbal about his love for her or his desire to see her protected. Instead, on her last day home, he’d spent several hours in his workshop. She thought that he was sulking, and maybe he was a little, but when she went to get him for lunch, he had handed her the backpack.

      “It’s heavy, but you are strong. I made it out of a bullet resistant material and placed a couple steel plates in there that can be removed. There is also a side compartment for a flashlight and the lining can be pulled back to hide a knife or gun there. Unless someone knows what they are looking for or it’s X-rayed without the plates in it, no one will know you are packing,” he’d said evenly.

      She hugged him. He was paranoid but trying. “I love it, Daddy, I’ll carry it everywhere,” and she had.

      Pulling into the gas station, she wished she was packing a gun but she only had a small knife, and of course the flashlight. Grabbing her backpack off the seat, she put it on her shoulder, paid for the gas at the pump, and filled up.

      Tony noticed the jeep pull in under the lights. Through the glass it cast an odd shadow behind it. Almost a double shadow. Very odd he thought.

      Figuring this was just another gas and go, he turned to the sunglass mirror on the counter. Looking for which pair would accidentally disappear on his shift, he noticed a pimple that was just ready to go.

      He decided to pop it, which spewed blood and pus on the small mirror. Wiping his face, he noticed the lights of the jeep brighten the store.

      Just after filling the tank, Lucky pulled into the front of the store, and then, remembering her uncle’s admonishment to always back in, she quickly whipped it around and backed into the spot instead.

      Tony saw the woman swinging the jeep around and muttered, “Crazy Driver,” and then, louder, “WOW,” as he saw Lucky get out. She looked stunning in the light. Self-consciously he wiped his chin to make sure the blood was gone.

      In the station, the TV was on, showing one of the news stations talking about some asteroid that would be closer to the earth than any in a hundred years. The screen panned to show people standing around with signs protesting everything imaginable. Some had signs proclaiming, “The end is upon us!”

      Grabbing aspirin, snacks, and a bottle of water, Lucky paid the young man, thanked him, and headed out to the jeep. He’s kind of cute, she thought as she started the jeep. Pulling out, she could have sworn that the lights behind her in the station blinked, but that must be her imagination. She turned up the radio and headed back to the interstate.

      Inside the store, Tony watched her drive away, wishing he would have had the courage to say more than the “nice jeep,” that he’d managed to get out. The lights blinked, but the store was crap, so he was not surprised, only glad they came back on.

      “Stupid. Stupid. Stupid!” he said, scolding himself. Oh well, shift will be over soon, he thought.

      He picked up the clipboard and looked at the things left to do. He checked off a couple that no one would be able to tell, then laughing said “Oh a pair of sunglasses was stolen,” before picking out the pair he liked and wiping off the little bit of pimple pus that was on them, before placing them in his pocket.

      Starting to whistle, he picked up the trashcan from behind the counter, and a big black trash bag off the shelf under the register, dropping the smaller bag in, and moving around the store, whistling while he worked.

      Moving outside, he went into the restrooms, emptying the trash cans into the bag. It was a good night, nothing too gross in the stalls.

      When he walked towards the dumpster, he saw some dude standing in front of it. “Hey man—” he started and waved, a little scared, but it wasn’t a man. It was his own shadow. Looked different. Standing there he moved his head back and forth and the shadow mimicked him. “Yup that’s me. Never been scared by my own shadow before,” he said aloud, his voice cracking ever so slightly.

      Picking up the bag again that he had dropped when he startled himself, he walked toward the dumpster. Inside, he felt that something was wrong. Looking around he called out, “Anyone there?”

      There was no response. He opened the side door to the dumpster, his shadow still watching him. Makes me look like I have a hat on he thought.

      He tossed the bag, but it didn’t go all the way in. Pushing it in, holding the door ready to close it, he noticed all at once how dark it was inside the dumpster, and that his hand was going numb when it touched the darkness. Tony was frozen in fear beside the dumpster as the Shadow fed.

      Though Lucky had taken the aspirin immediately, it wasn’t until a few hours later as she drove into the sunrise that she began to feel better. Pulling off to the side of the road, she climbed out to stretch and take the top down.

      “Gonna be a good day!” she told the sun.
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      Kane loved living on the farm. The fresh air every morning, and the feeling of accomplishment at the end of each day. There was nothing better. Mama had wanted him to go away to college after he graduated high school but since he did not want to do anything other than farm, and hiring a hand would cost more than the farm made, he decided to work the farm in the morning and take night classes at the local community college.

      Kane’s father had died several years before of cancer. “Sometimes the brightest candles burn the fastest,” his mother would say, just before reminding him of all that his father had built. Starting with nothing, moving to a strange area after his service in the military, marrying the farmer's daughter he’d met while working for her father the summer before. He had planned to move on to LA. He was a big man with dark hair, and he’d figured he’d find work as a movie extra, maybe play the heavy. Everyone said that Kane looked so much like him.

      His father never really had a plan for life, he had just let it unfold. He’d gone into the Marines because his parents had asked him on his eighteenth birthday when he was moving out. They had not offered to help get a loan for school or anything, just expected him to be gone.

      He packed a small bag, joined the service, and eight years later he’d had enough. He loved it and loved everyone he worked with. They felt like family, but some of the changes in leadership had them doing stuff he did not fully understand.

      Checking out, he’d been traveling west, and when he was just south of Marion, hitchhiking as one could do back then, he’d encountered a farmer with a truck full of hay bales. They weren’t the round bales of today, but the old square bales. The driver had offered a meal and a place to stay for the night if he would help him unload the truck.

      Grandpa Milner had one farm and a few off-site fields that he used for hay, and that morning his old hand had quit; he wanted to be a welder. So, Grandpa picked up the hitchhiker, had taken him home to unload the hay, and as the story goes, he’d married the farmer’s daughter.

      His father had passed away when Kane was twelve. It had been a horrible few months, and Kane would have dropped out of school completely if not for his father’s admonishment. “An uneducated man is beholden to others – so get an education and then you can decide what you want to do.”

      Kane loved being a farmer and working with his hands; he had to remind himself of that. He loved every minute of it, except cleaning out the hog pens. There was no good way to do this, at least on his budget. He had to hurry but knew if he did not do it right, he’d just have to clean it earlier the next time.

      Later, when he was finished, he looked at the hogs and told them they would just have to wait for their slop, he was going to clean up and get lunch. Walking towards the house he thought Not bad, a full day’s work done in half.

      Going inside he heard his mom yelling at Grandpa Milner. Not really mad it sounded like, but something had set her off, and she was fuming as she entered the kitchen.

      “Why did you show him that channel?” she asked.

      Playing dumb he asked, “What channel, Ma?”

      “You know the one, the all-day all-night yoga channel. Every time I take something to his room, he has it on. You are going to give that man a heart attack. He is just as ornery as you. Your father was the same way. I don’t know how I survived having you three around,” she said while moving to the fridge to start making him lunch.

      She kept fuming even as he turned his back. Heading upstairs to clean up, he made sure to hide the smile on his face. He had told Grandpa to turn it off or change the channel if she was around. Old Coot will get us both beds in the barn, he thought.

      It felt odd taking a shower and cleaning up this early. Reminded him of when he was in school, doing half between four and eight a.m. and the rest after school, but today was different. Janet was coming home.

      He wondered if she’d changed much or if she would be the same. Wished he had told her all those years they lived beside each other how he felt but she was destined for better things.

      She’s lucky like that, he thought and laughed, thinking about how everyone, even her parents, called her Lucky. He refused to, though. He called her by her proper name because to him a name was special.

      Downstairs, his mom was finishing putting lunch on the table and she asked with a knowing smile. “Got plans today? I noticed you were up early.”

      “I’m helping Mr. Evans today,” he started as he took a bite of the turkey sandwich and chewing said, “He’s getting ready for Janet’s birthday party. She’s coming home today.”

      “I had no idea,” she lied and continued to kid him and grill him, but in that sweet mom way she had, and he knew that she would be as happy as he was if Lucky and he ever became more. They had practically never left each other’s side until she went to college. If not for her tutoring while he worked the farm at night, he would never have graduated.

      He wanted to tell her a hundred times, or more, how he felt but wondered if it was fair to her. To make her a farmer’s wife. It was not as glamorous a life as she was destined for, but he was going to tell her. No matter what, during this trip home for her, he was going to talk to her and profess his love. That is, unless she’d met some college boy, a football player, or some pretty boy.

      Just then his mother smacked him on the back of his head. “Get out of your own head, Kane, just talk to her and things will work out as they will, okay?”

      “Okay, Ma, thank you,” he said while finishing. Rising and kissing the top of her head on his way out he said, “Sorry about Grandpa. I told him not to let you see what he was watching,” laughing as he ran for the door. She threw her dish towel at him, cursing as he headed for his truck. She loved seeing him drive his father’s old GMC Sierra.

      Kane pulled up to the house and could see Mr. Evans filling up the tractor. He already had the mower blades on it. Parking he got out and asked, “Need a hand today, Mr. Evans?”

      Mr. Evans stood up and seemed to frown a little before smiling at Kane. Mr. Evans was one of the few people around bigger than Kane. Kane stood at six foot three, and two-ninety. Mr. Evans must have been six foot six and a good three-fifty. It hadn’t happened yet, that he knew of anyway, but Kane did not want to get on Mr. Evans’ bad side.

      “Always, Kane, but today especially. Lucky’s getting home today. I need to get ready for the party. Your ma and grandpa coming?” he asked.

      “Ma said she is and that she will check with Mrs. Evans on what to bring, and you know Grandpa. He would not miss a party if women are gonna be there” he said, laughing again. He noticed the frown on Mr. Evans face… Did he know? but it passed.

      Should he ask her dad’s permission to ask her out? I should ask Janet, he thought, realizing though he always used her as a sounding board for most life questions, he couldn’t ask her this.

      “You start mowing down the drive and by the road. Don’t want any of our cousins missing that turn again,” Mr. Evans said.

      “Great! I’ll take care of it, sir,” he said, throwing the sir for good measure as he took off his shirt and tied it around his waist before hopping on the tractor.

      Mr. Joe Evans wiped his hands on his pants and headed inside. Opening the door, he saw his wife Kate holding out her hand.

      “I told you he’d be here before one o’clock. Pay up, mister,” she said.

      Reaching into his pocket, he pulled out his wallet, handed her a twenty, and said, “Damn boy even called me sir. I don’t know if she’s ready for what he’s going to say, and I had hoped he would wait until she was done college.”

      “They are the only two that don’t know how the other feels. It’s funny and sad. He’s a good man, and she could do way worse,” Kate said.

      “Ginger’s mom told me that Ginger had moved some of her classes at the community college to night classes just to be near Kane. But while he was friendly enough, he only talked to her about Lucky, well about Janet. It really upsets Ginger that he is the only one allowed to call her by her given name without getting a punch in the arm. Even us,” and they both laughed as they shared one of those wonderful parent moments.

      “It’s cute,” Kate said, smiling, and then went on to tell him all the things he still had to take care of before the party that weekend. Kate was a natural planner which was only one of the things he loved about her.

      Kane had been mowing for a while and was almost done, when he heard Janet’s jeep take the turn to come down the lane. She was behind him, so he stopped and turned around.

      Lucky saw him and could not believe how good he looked; she bit her lower lip wondering why they never became more as she pulled to a stop beside him. Climbing out of the jeep while he got off the tractor, she took two last quick steps and wrapped her arms around him. She wasn’t sure why, but she needed to feel his arms around her as she whispered, “Keep me safe.”

      “Always,” he said. He had said this to her a thousand times over the years. From the first time that she’d tried riding a bull in the local rodeo to the first time she’d driven her father’s tractor. It had been without permission of course, but Kane had taught her, and her father had been pleasantly surprised to find the yard mowed when he got home.

      Kane wasn’t sure how long they stayed like that. He kept holding her and in the back of his mind he was glad Mr. Evans did not have any cameras here. Mr. Evans was not your average farmer. He placed a lot of faith in technology. Cameras at every entrance and even on the river that passed through the lower pasture. He wanted to know when anyone was on his property. Even had magnetic sensors in the driveway to detect vehicles.

      As Kane thought of this, Lucky was just thinking how warm and good it felt in Kane’s arms. She could smell the same aftershave that she had given him every year for Christmas since he started shaving. It was her favorite scent.

      The magnetic sensors Kane thought as he heard Mr. Evan’s truck coming up the lane. There was no time to say all he wanted to say so he kissed her on top of the head and said, just loud enough for her to hear “Janet, I love you.”

      She shook a little at hearing this. She had always known deep down, but why now? She wondered if he could sense something was wrong. Damn him, I’m not ready for him. I may never be ready for him. I need this like I need a hole in the head right now, but what if…What if he’s the reason all other boys are just that, boys. Damn him, I wish I could talk to him about this, she thought, realizing he’s the one that always helped her talk through things.

      Hearing her father's truck, she pulled back out of his arms. No need to give her father a heart attack. Yet another boy to worry about, right, Dad? she thought and then, without thinking, she strained to her tip toes to kiss Kane quickly on the lips, telling him as she stepped back, “We need to talk, you ass-hat.” Then for good measure, she punched him in the arm and said, “Call me Lucky.”

      Stepping back while acting like a wounded puppy, he turned, smiled, and said, “Never, Janet, you will never be that lucky,” then laughed loud and hard, and Lucky felt safe. She was home.

      Now what to tell Mom she thought.

      She hugged her father who had just gotten out of the truck. Seeing Kane back on the tractor looking at Janet, his little girl, he joked, “The help has not been bugging you have they ma’am.”

      He kept himself from frowning as he noticed her cheeks blush just a little. Damn him, he thought. I hope she’s ready.

      They took her jeep back to the house. He knew that Kane would bring the truck. We will never get rid of that boy now, Well, we could do worse, he thought.

      “So how long you out of the joint for?” he asked.

      “Daaad,” she said, emphasizing the a’s. “I’m on spring break and it’s college, not jail. It was wonderful thank you for asking.” Then as she saw the sad look on his face, said, “I missed you and Mom a ton, Dad, but I have to be out on my own and have my own experiences. You know that.”

      “I know, Lucky. Just so glad you are home. I had a nightmare last night,” he said and if he’d been looking at her instead of driving, he would have noticed her shake.

      Parking the jeep, he said “I love driving your jeep,” then yelled into the house “Ma’am we have another boarder. Hope this one is better than the last,” then to his daughter he said, “I love you, honey. I’m glad you are home. I’ll get the bags, you go catch up with your mom.”

      Kate came out to give Lucky a giant hug, and holding hands, they went into the kitchen, stopping to hold the door open for Joe.

      Inside, as he crossed the room, her father said over his shoulder, “She kissed Kane,” and Lucky’s jaw dropped, her face turning beet red. She turned and punched her father in the arm harder than she had hit Kane. Her father laughed but stopped when he saw Lucky holding her hand.

      “I’m sorry, Lucky, I knew you were gonna tell your Mom. I didn’t mean for you to hurt yourself hitting me.” he said while looking at her hand.

      “I did not hurt it hitting you,” she said, happy to change the conversation from kissing Kane. How had he seen anyway? Or did he guess? He cheated. He guessed. He had the same luck as she did. For him it was more for daily things, like knowing when to fill in a hole before a cow would step in it or knowing when to take down a tree before it would fall, but it was the same type of thing.

      “I got in a fight last night. Got to use my Judo!” she laughed. “Threw the boy over my shoulder into the bushes and broke his nose when I hit him.”

      Her father stopped moving, holding her hand as he did, looking at her wrist as he said slowly, “Who is he, where does he live?”

      The coolness in his voice scared her, not for herself but for whoever would really hurt her. The unsaid “and do I need to kill him” said more than he could ever say about how much he loved her. “It’s okay, Daddy. I handled it. I’m not a little girl anymore,” she said and wished she hadn’t. “I’m sorry, seriously, it is okay, he got a little handsy and after I flipped him, he came back up like he was going to do something, and I hit him just to emphasize how much I was not into him. It is okay,” she said. Not telling the entire story, or anything about what she felt that night, not wanting to worry him.

      “Ouch, that hurts,” she said. “Is it broken?”

      “No not broke, get me the light, Kate,” he said as he turned it over.

      “What is this smudge here?” he asked as Kate handed him a light. Thinking it was a bad bruise on the surface he shined the light on it, fifty million lumens or whatever. Must have imagined it he thought, or a trick of the eyes, it seemed to dissolve when the light hit it.

      A few minutes before, miles away, two circling shadows were joined by another larger one. They were in the trees, under the bridges, and behind rocks, always keeping to the shadows, slithering, and circling, intertwining together, and then they just stopped. If they had been sharks it would have been as if the blood in the water was gone, and like sharks they separated, waiting for that next kill. Passing different houses. Maybe enter this house? Maybe your house?
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      Inside a small room made of plastic, situated inside another larger room so that bright lights pointed at it from all sides, including the floor of the tiny room, the witness sat, hands shaking, as he asked “Maybe enter this house? Maybe your house?” looking up at the man standing beside him.

      The man was clean shaven, on his face and head and wearing a white suit. He was visibly shaken. Looking down at the witness he cracked him across the back with his heavy duty five cell flashlight, driving the witness’s head forward onto the makeshift table.

      “Okay, okay I’m sorry,” offered the witness. “But it’s true. They could be anyplace, well not here but damned near anyplace else.”

      The man in white looked at the witness in disgust. Of all that could have survived, why him?

      “Tell me again how you know all of this? How you know the intimate details of what Lucky was thinking?” he asked.

      “I was their, man; I remember it all. It’s a gift or a curse, but what I did not see I was told, and it’s easy to figure out the rest,” he continued.

      “Told by wh—” the man in white started to ask as he was interrupted by the witness.

      “Now, where was I? Was it Thursday or Friday? Okay, I remember. The rest of that week was so full of the typical young love stuff that you would think that neither of them had been with anyone before. They were both so careful, neither realizing how little time they had before things would go to shit. I guess my part starts after the party when Lucky visited her friend Ginger. That morning. Lucky looked so good. Did I tell you that? I was there wasn’t I? Please tell me I was.” The witness said shaking with hunger.

      Finished talking and started to scratch his arms. Looking all around him, he saw nothing but light.

      His arms were covered in scratches that looked like needle marks. He looked up with his black eyes and asked, “Can I get something to eat?”

      The man in the white suit looked at the clock on the wall outside the plastic room. No shadows, so no wearing a watch. Even a tiny watchband could hide a shadow he thought and said, “Sure. It’s time.”

      Leaving the room, the technician came in to administer his meds. “Fuck he is on enough to knock out a rhino, how the heck does he need more,” he whispered as they pass.

      That was something the man in white would have to consider. This entire thing did not make sense. When he had been given this job, there had been a few unorthodox rules to follow.

      
        	Wear white at all times. When working, your suit, shoes, socks, absolutely everything must be white at all times. Try to wear white all other times as well when off the clock. It is for your own safety.

        	Keep your pants and shirts tight at the extremities.

        	Never talk about the Shadows outside of the white rooms. Do not mention them in passing, do not mention them to family or friends, and gag yourself at night if you talk in your sleep.

        	Sleep with the lights on.

        	Most importantly never notice them. Do not look at the shadows if you think you see something.

      

      The last rule was the kicker for him. He was paid to notice things and to be able to find what was needed. That was his expertise. It was how he found the witness smashed out of his mind in that flop house. How the guy had survived was still a question. He’d gone from just below Marion to a flop house in New York without any clear path.







This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


OEBPS/images/keep-in-the-light---books-1-3.jpg
DAVID MUSSER

DCLIGHC

BOOKS 1-3







