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"The deeper you walk into the shadows, the clearer you see the light that fear tried to hide."

— Unknown Elder
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Dedication
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To the lost, the broken, and the misunderstood—

May you find strength in the darkness, and the courage to turn it into your crown.

For my family, both blood and chosen,

and for those who believed when I couldn’t see the path ahead.

— T.L. Brown Jr.
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Chapter 1: The Average Boy
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Bobby Johnson had never been the kind of kid who drew much attention. At seventeen years old, he had perfected the art of blending into the background. In the crowded halls of Milton High, he was just another face in a sea of sneakers, backpacks, and half-asleep teenagers dragging themselves through another school day. Teachers described him as “average,” though they always added the same caveat: He could be great if he applied himself. They had been saying that since third grade, and it had become less a promise and more a curse.

He was a B-average student. Sometimes a C slipped into the mix, sometimes an A if the subject sparked even a flicker of his interest. He wasn’t lazy, not exactly, but he never pushed himself past the bare minimum. It was easier to do enough to stay out of trouble than to fight for the top spot. Ambition required energy, and Bobby had never felt like he had much of that to spare.

Physically, he didn’t stand out either. He was lean, neither tall nor short, his frame carrying the wiriness of a boy still caught between adolescence and manhood. His brown skin and tightly curled hair mirrored his African American heritage, though Bobby himself hadn’t given much thought to roots or bloodlines. He wore what everyone else wore—hoodies, jeans, sneakers slightly too clean to suggest real wear. His sneakers were his one indulgence; his father, Ben, often teased him that Bobby would spend his last dollar keeping his Jordan’s pristine.

It wasn’t that he couldn’t shine. He had a smile that came easily, one that lit his face when he forgot to guard it. He had eyes that looked as if they were always chasing something beyond the horizon, as if he could see a world no one else could. But Bobby rarely let people see those things. He preferred to coast, to drift through life unnoticed.

If you asked Bobby what he wanted to do after graduation, he’d shrug. College? Maybe. A job? Sure, if something came along. He didn’t have a plan because, deep down, he couldn’t picture himself in any of the futures people kept insisting he should chase. Doctors, lawyers, engineers—those were for other kids. Bobby felt... suspended, like he was waiting for something else, something nameless and far beyond the reach of Milton, Georgia.

His adoptive parents, Ben and Gladys Johnson, loved him fiercely. To them, Bobby was no different than if he had been born of their own flesh. They had tried for years to have children, endured the crushing disappointment of failed treatments, and when Bobby came into their lives, a scrawny baby in need of a home, they had sworn he was theirs in every way that mattered. They never told him about the adoption. They agreed early on: unless Bobby asked, they would keep that truth sealed away. They didn’t want him to feel unwanted, unloved.

And so Bobby grew up in a house where affection was as common as air. Gladys smothered him with hugs and hot breakfasts, even on mornings when Bobby insisted a Pop-Tart would be fine. Ben, a man of few words, showed his love in quiet ways—teaching Bobby how to fix a leaky faucet, sneaking him twenty dollars when he knew his son wanted to impress a girl at the movies. If there was ever a boy who had no excuse to feel ordinary, it was Bobby.

Still, he felt it.

From the beginning, his life seemed brushed with a strange kind of bad luck. His biological mother had died giving birth to him, a fact he didn’t know but that haunted the air around his existence. His grandmother passed away three months later, leaving him orphaned before he could even form memories of family. He nearly died himself at five years old, when a sudden illness brought him to the brink.

Doctors had diagnosed it as Folate Deficiency Anemia, a rare condition that left his body unable to produce enough red blood cells. His count was so low, his tiny frame so fragile, that twice he hovered near death in the ICU. Machines beeped in sterile white rooms, his small hands clutched in his mother Gladys’s desperate grip. They had changed his diet, flooded it with B12 and folate-rich foods, prescribed a daily regimen of 5000 milligrams of liquid B12. Even with the treatment, his survival was a miracle.

After that, things evened out. Bobby grew stronger. He ran with other kids, played basketball in the driveway with his dad, chased fireflies on humid Georgia nights. For years, life seemed almost normal. Almost.

There were incidents, though. Small things that no one could explain. At a pool party in fourth grade, Bobby had slipped into a trance, his body convulsing before he staggered across the surface of the water as though the pool itself had turned solid beneath his feet. The homeowner screamed, and the spell shattered, sending Bobby splashing into the chlorinated blue. He didn’t remember a thing. To him, one moment he was laughing with his friends, and the next he was coughing up water, his mother dragging him out while a furious woman shouted about “voodoo hoodoo” and “black magic.”

That was his first taste of racism, though he didn’t fully understand it then. He only knew he wasn’t invited back.

Later, in middle school, a teacher caught him at recess with his hands outstretched, his shadow bending unnaturally, stretching and twisting as if it were something alive. Bobby hadn’t realized anyone had seen him until he looked up and met the teacher’s wide, fearful eyes. Nothing was said. But she never looked at him the same way again.

Bobby buried those moments, shoved them into the back of his mind. He wanted to be normal. He wanted to be the boy no one noticed, the boy who drifted along. But deep down, he knew something wasn’t right. He knew, even if he never admitted it, that there was something inside him waiting.

Milton itself was an unremarkable town. Suburban sprawl pressing at its edges, a place where everyone knew everyone, or at least thought they did. Bobby’s school was good, his parents worked hard, and his home life was comfortable. Summers meant trips to amusement parks, winters meant crowded family dinners where laughter spilled into the hallways. On the surface, there was nothing unusual about Bobby Johnson.

But every now and then, when he was alone in his room, staring at the glow of the streetlight filtering through his blinds, Bobby felt it. A pull. Like a whisper just beyond the edge of hearing. Like something—or someone—was waiting for him to stop pretending to be ordinary.

It unsettled him.

He never told his parents about the whispers, or the way he sometimes woke drenched in sweat from dreams he couldn’t remember. He didn’t tell them how, in those moments, he would look in the mirror and swear his eyes glowed faintly in the dark. He didn’t tell them because he didn’t have the words. Because maybe he was imagining it. Because maybe it was better not to know.

So Bobby kept drifting. He studied just enough, laughed with his friends, sat in the back of the classroom doodling cars instead of taking notes. He dreamed of owning a fire-engine red Audi TT turbo, the kind of car that made people turn their heads. His parents had promised that if he saved half, they’d match him. That was the future he could imagine: himself, behind the wheel, speeding down a highway with the windows down. Not college. Not a career. Just the freedom of escape.

But fate, as it always had with Bobby Johnson, had other plans.

That fall of his senior year, he sat at the kitchen table with his laptop open, staring at the assignment that would unknowingly unravel the fabric of his carefully maintained normalcy. His Global Studies teacher had announced a project: each student was to trace their DNA as far back as possible, build a family tree, and present on their cultural roots.

Most kids groaned at the workload. Bobby felt something else—a strange, gnawing anticipation. He didn’t know why. Maybe because, for once, the project seemed like it might answer questions he hadn’t dared to ask.

Gladys noticed the way he lingered over the assignment, the rare spark in his eyes. She didn’t say anything, only refilled his glass of milk and watched from the doorway.

Ben, polishing his tools in the garage, muttered under his breath when Gladys told him about it later. “We knew this day might come.”

“Yes,” Gladys whispered, worry tightening her face. “But I hoped it wouldn’t be now.”

Bobby, oblivious to the weight pressing down on his parents, clicked submit on the DNA kit order. Somewhere, deep in his bones, the world stirred.
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Chapter 2: Born in Shadows
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The story of Bobby Johnson began long before he ever learned to spell his own name. It began in a hospital room in downtown Atlanta on a humid August night, when the cries of a newborn echoed over the shrill monotone of a flat line.

His mother, a young woman named Lila Embizi, never left that room alive. The doctors called it complications—internal bleeding, too much lost too fast—but to the few who truly understood, it was something deeper, something woven into bloodlines older than history. Lila’s body had carried not just a child but a burden of ancestral power, one that exacted a final price.

His father wasn’t there when it happened. He hadn’t been there for much of Lila’s pregnancy, drifting in and out like a restless shadow, pulled by forces Bobby would never understand until much later. Some whispered he had run, terrified of what the child represented. Others said he had been silenced, removed by hands that did not want him to interfere. Whatever the truth, his absence left Bobby an orphan before he could even take his first breath.

For three months, he was raised by his grandmother, a stern but loving woman who wrapped him in blankets and whispered prayers in a tongue no one else around her spoke. She called him “Mwana wa mwangaza”—child of the light—though those words never appeared on any birth certificate. To her, Bobby was no ordinary baby. He had survived the womb when his mother could not, and his tiny heartbeat carried a rhythm that felt older than time.

But tragedy struck again when she died suddenly in her sleep, her heart failing without warning. Bobby was left in the care of the state, his short life already steeped in loss. It was then that Ben and Gladys Johnson entered the picture.

They had been waiting years for a child, enduring the quiet ache of empty nurseries and baby showers for other people’s joy. When they saw Bobby—frail, impossibly small, but with eyes that seemed to follow the nurses with uncanny alertness—they knew. Gladys would later swear that when she first held him, his tiny hand clenched her finger with the strength of someone who refused to let go of life. “He chose us,” she often said. “Not the other way around.”

And so Bobby Johnson came home.

––––––––
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THE JOHNSON HOUSEHOLD was warm, modest, and rooted in faith. Gladys believed in God with the conviction of a woman who had leaned on prayer through storms most couldn’t imagine. Ben was quieter in his beliefs but never opposed them. Together, they poured themselves into raising Bobby, determined to give him the stability his early months had lacked.

But stability didn’t come easily. At five years old, Bobby grew sick. It started with fatigue—too tired to play outside, too weak to climb the jungle gym at school. His skin turned pale, his lips dull, his body refusing the energy of childhood. Doctors ran test after test until the answer came: Folate Deficiency Anemia, a condition so severe his blood count hovered on the edge of disaster.

Gladys wept in the hospital hallway when she heard the words “critical” and “life-threatening.” Ben clenched his fists until his knuckles whitened, feeling powerless as machines hummed beside his son’s bed. Twice, Bobby’s vitals dropped so low that the ICU team swarmed his room, pumping fluids, rushing blood transfusions, forcing his tiny body back from the edge.

The doctors called it a miracle when he stabilized. They prescribed a strict regimen: folate-rich foods, B12 supplements, and daily monitoring. Gladys transformed the kitchen into a battlefield of nutrition. Spinach, beans, citrus fruits, fortified cereals—every plate was a shield. Every meal was a prayer. Ben learned how to coax Bobby into drinking thick, cherry-red liquid B12 by promising him new sneakers each time he didn’t gag.

Slowly, strength returned. His cheeks flushed with color again. He played in the yard, rode his bike down the cracked sidewalks, and laughed in ways that made Gladys press a hand over her mouth to hide her tears.

But neither of his parents ever forgot those nights in the ICU. They lived with the fear that the boy they loved might slip away again. Gladys checked on him every night long after he’d fallen asleep, listening for the rise and fall of his breath. Ben, practical as ever, built routines around caution: no reckless sports, no late-night wandering, no skipped meals. Bobby grew up in a cocoon of care, never realizing how fragile his parents believed he was.

Yet fragility wasn’t the whole story.

Even as a child, Bobby carried oddities no doctor could explain. He healed faster than most. Scraped knees closed in days, sometimes hours. When he grew angry, lights flickered in the house, shadows deepened in corners. Once, when a neighbor’s dog lunged at him, Bobby threw up his hands instinctively and swore the animal froze midair, its growl stifled as though caught in invisible strings.

Ben dismissed it as imagination. Gladys prayed harder. And Bobby, still young enough to shrug off the strange, forgot about it within days.

But not everyone forgot.

There were whispers in the community after the pool incident when Bobby, only ten, convulsed and seemed to walk across water. The neighborhood mothers crossed themselves, muttering about curses and evil spirits. Kids teased him for weeks afterward, calling him “Jesus Jr.” until the novelty wore off. Gladys defended him fiercely, her words edged with steel. Ben took Bobby fishing that weekend, sitting in silence on the riverbank, his presence an anchor against the tide of rumors.

And still, Bobby felt it—that sense of being other. That pull in his chest at night when he lay awake, staring at shadows that seemed too thick, too alive. He couldn’t name it, couldn’t tell his parents about it, so he swallowed it down and built walls of indifference around himself.

By the time he reached his teenage years, Bobby had mastered the art of pretending. He pretended not to notice when teachers paused too long on his name during roll call, as if sensing something unspoken attached to it. He pretended not to feel the distance when friends asked about his family tree and he could only offer what he knew: that his parents were Ben and Gladys, that they lived in Milton, that they were ordinary. He pretended not to see the way shadows sometimes bent toward him, like iron filings pulled by a magnet.

Pretending kept him safe. Pretending made him average.

But the past, as it always does, refused to stay buried.

The truth of Bobby’s birth haunted his parents in unspoken ways. Gladys had a box hidden in the attic, beneath old quilts and Christmas decorations, where she kept the adoption papers. Sometimes, late at night when Bobby was asleep, she would climb the creaky ladder, open the box, and stare at the documents. The name “Embizi” was scrawled across the mother’s line. The father’s section was blank.

She had promised Ben never to tell Bobby unless he asked. “He’s our son,” she had said when they signed the papers. “We won’t let him feel like he isn’t.”
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When darkness claims the soul,
a ruler is born.
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