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Chapter One

 


Setting my boss’s bra on fire and losing my
job was not the best way to end a workday. My life sucked. I hadn’t
been laid in months, my uncontrollable powers scared the hell out
of people, my father hated me, and it was so damn hot I could
barely breathe.

Humidity hung over the quiet neighborhood.
Ascending the stairs to my apartment, I pined for rain to cool the
summer evening and a long shower to soothe my body and my foul
mood. A twelve-hour shift at the sewing factory had me tired and
irritable, but at least my sudden unemployment happened at the end
of the day. I smirked. And my boss’s face as she slapped at the
flames eating her padded bra was almost worth it. Well, at least
everyone wouldn’t wonder anymore if her boobs were real or
not.

Melting latex foam stinks too.

However, most of my irritability stemmed from
a feeling of unease and frightening visions, both of which had
steadily grown worse over the past couple of weeks.

About to put my key in the lock, I cried out
as a picture flashed across my mind. Demonic motorcycles rolled
toward me, their headlights aglow. A huge, imposing man rode a
Harley with a horse head where the handle bars and gas tank
should’ve been. The bike snarled, and I whimpered in
terror.

The vision faded. I slumped against the door,
banging my head against the glass. My legs trembled beneath me. For
a moment I just stood there willing the fear and nausea to leave.
Sometime during the afternoon, steady pangs of anxiety had begun to
assault me, some so severe I felt ill, but this premonition left
not only dread in its wake but also a sense of impending
danger.

As I unlocked the door, entered, and shut it
behind me, I tossed my purse and keys at the kitchen table, lunged
for the sink, and turned on the spigot to splash cold water on my
face. Braced against the counter, I willed the tremors in my knees
to go away and my breathing to slow. I knew from past experience to
never dismiss such feelings as stress or exhaustion, but just like
my other visions of late, this one made no sense either.

I groaned. If my boss hadn’t grabbed my
shoulder while I was having such a vision, the end result wouldn’t
have been Fahrenheit 451 tits.

The A/C in the kitchen window kicked on. I
managed to stand without sprawling out on the floor, and while
wobbling, I moved in front of it with my arms in the air. Water
trickled down my cheeks and onto my shirt. The cold air on my wet
face and sweaty body helped bring me back to reality and settled my
nerves. Slowly, the sense of danger evaporated with the
dampness.

Just inside the living room doorway, the phone
rang. I glanced at the caller ID: Nutter, Jackson. I grimaced and
answered the call.

“Where’s my supper?” my father’s
voice barked across the line.

“I worked a twelve-hour shift today,
Dad.”

Inwardly, I cringed. If I called to ask him
what he wanted for supper, he’d bitch that he was quite happy with
his junk food and six-pack. If I didn’t call him, he’d telephone
and yell about his meal being late. I couldn’t win with my
father.

“Don’t bother cooking, then,” he
snapped. “Bring me a couple of Big Macs, and make it
snappy.”

The line clicked.

“If you weren’t my father...” I
whispered. I rested my head against the doorframe and suppressed
the urge to scream. Letting my anger get the upper hand would
awaken my curse, so I forced it down into the darkness. That was
the sucky part about my frightening ‘abilities.’ I couldn’t control
them.

I placed the phone back in its base. “Well,
Dad, you’ve waited this long. I’m taking a shower before I rush out
to do your bidding.”

My ire chased away the remnants of the vision
and the sense of danger, but anxiety struck me again. The
apprehension proved so intense it forced a gasp from me. I swayed,
gripping the doorframe. Churning erupted in my stomach, and I bit
back the need to throw up. I sensed things before they occurred and
dreamed about places and people I’d never seen before, but I could
seldom make any sense of it. However, something horrible was about
to happen, something that was going to land right in the middle of
my life again. The last time I’d felt such a strong sense of
wrongness was the day before I accidentally killed my
mother.

As always, guilt pierced me at the
memory.

It’s one thing to dream about strange places
and people or to sense something before it happens, but I didn’t
know anyone else who could blast things with an invisible force. I
could also start fires and move items or people around with it.
And, if I was really upset, I incinerated stuff, blew them up.
Mom’s death and my abilities were the reasons my father hated
me.

But the one thing I couldn’t hide, the one
thing that terrified everyone when it happened, was the warning
sign before I annihilated something. I glowed. Hell, I was the one
who did it and it scared me silly.

The shower beckoned me. My discarded clothes
landed on the bedroom floor as I strode through it to the
bathroom.

Finally in the shower, I shampooed my hair,
but kaleidoscopic images I couldn’t decipher assailed me. I fell
against the wall, bracing my feet on the tub’s side.

White.

White skin, platinum hair. His ice blue eyes
tantalized me. The man’s face remained obscured, but his eyes
inspired fear. Something drew me to him, but that frightened me
too.

A narrow gold crown encrusted with jewels
encircled his head, and a mass of long, snowy hair fell over his
shoulders as he reached for me.

The vision ended abruptly, and an overwhelming
sense of loss consumed me. Although I hadn’t seen his face, the man
was familiar. It didn’t make any sense. With my eyes closed, I sank
to the bottom of the tub where I sat under the spray. The images
had intensified my unease, but remorse, love, and a powerful sense
of loss tumbled through my soul.

Shaking, I gathered my wits and finished my
shower, all the while trying not to dwell on the vision. Afterward,
I combed out my long, dark hair and slipped on a simple white
sundress and a pair of Sketchers Shape Ups.

In the kitchen, I gathered my purse and keys,
and yanked open the door to find my landlady standing on the
landing, her hand in midair about to knock. Her mouth dropped open,
and her coal-black eyes widened in fear.

“Oh!” I stumbled back. “Mrs. Enoch,
you startled me!”

Heat flashed through my body until I thought
I’d melt, and the air around me brightened as if someone had
suddenly taken a shade off a one-hundred-watt bulb. The color
drained from the woman’s lined face as she watched me change from a
normal woman to one whose body glowed bright white with neon
coppery colors infusing my hair and fingertips.

“For God’s sake, Ruby,” the landlady
squeaked, one hand shielding her eyes, “don’t blow me
up!”

“You should’ve called first.” I
struggled with the tingling that surged down my arms. Finally, the
light emanating from me dimmed, and the heat flooding my body
disappeared. It left me feeling slightly drained.

Last month, Mrs. Enoch arrived to collect the
rent as usual, but witnessed my ability at its height. Some
neighborhood riffraff had tried to mug me as I’d taken the trash to
the curb. The thugs simultaneously frightened and pissed me off,
and I’d lashed out before I could stop myself.

The old woman gulped. “I’m here for the
rent.”

“I have it with me.” I pulled an
envelope from my purse with the check in it and held it out to her.
“Here”

She motioned to the counter.

Sighing, I placed the envelope on the worktop.
She picked it up and slipped it in her dress pocket.

“Mrs. Enoch, I won’t hurt you,” I
said.

“You’re not natural, so why take
chances.” She turned to leave.

“What I did to those thugs was an
accident.”

“You could do that to me, too, you
know,” she insisted, a hard edge in her voice, one I recognized
from my father and others who feared me. “Look, Ruby, I saw what
happened.” She shuffled out the door. “It’s one thing to see you
glow and your hair turn that weird color—and believe me that alone
scares the shit out of this old body—but you blasted those kids
with something not of this world.”

Frustration ate at me. “I didn’t hurt
them.”

“No, but you could have.” Mrs. Enoch
reached for the stair railing.

I hated to admit it, but she was probably
right. After all, the melted-bra incident could’ve been a disaster.
Luckily, one of my co-workers had a big Styrofoam cup of ice tea
nearby that she dumped over the front of my boss’ shirt.

“You shot one boy up into the
branches of the maple on the corner where he hung screaming for
someone to get him down, and the other boy landed upside down in
Mrs. Cabbershot’s chimney, his feet kicking as though he was
running the Boston Marathon.”

“I know, Mrs. Enoch. You don’t have
to remind me.”

Slight prickling began in my gut. I had to
change the subject. Otherwise, she’d continue to upset me and maybe
find herself stuffed in a chimney too.

“If you’re so afraid of me,” I said,
following her out the door and locking it, “then why don’t you
evict me?”

“Because you’re the only tenant I
have who pays on time and sometimes a month ahead. This damn
economy has everyone by the balls.” She hustled down the staircase
to the side lawn as if she’d been goosed with a cattle
prod.

Too bad I’m now unemployed. I sighed
and headed to my parking spot.

Minutes later, I maneuvered my Jeep through a
drive-through and bought Dad two Big Macs. He lived three blocks
from my apartment, but the only time I ever saw him was when I
stopped by.

When I turned twelve and my powers surfaced,
my close relationship with my father dissolved. Dad changed,
telling me I was an embarrassment to the Nutter family. I had no
idea where my special abilities stemmed from or why I possessed
them, but after Mom’s death, things between Dad and me grew worse,
and my every waking day was consumed with grief and
blame.

I liked to think that if Dad had been a real
father, if he’d been there for me, and if we could’ve come to terms
with Mom’s death together, then maybe things would have been
different between us.

At Dad’s place, I parked the car on the
street. As I hurried along the walk to the front door, words
whispered through my mind.

COME TO US, RUBY. YOUR HELP IS
NEEDED.

Frightened, I halted, dropping the take-out
bag on the walk. Although I’d heard the voice in my head, I still
glanced around for the source of the words. The visions I’d had at
my front door and in the shower popped into my mind, and I sensed
they were somehow tied to the voice. Shaken, I picked up the bag
and sprinted the last few feet to the door.

“Dad,” I hollered as I entered the
house with my knees knocking together.

“It’s about damn time you got here,”
he barked from his usual spot in the recliner.

I handed him his artery-clogging
meal.

“What took you so long?” He opened a
burger box.

Still shaken, I retorted, “What difference
does it make?”

He snorted in disgust and bit into his
food.

“Have you...noticed anything odd
lately?” I asked. The question would urge him to be snider with me,
but I had to ask.

“Besides you?” he replied around a
mouthful of Big Mac. “Nope.” He took another bite. “Why? Or should
I ask?”

I knew better than to get my father going, but
I always believed Dad had answers he stubbornly kept from me. I had
to make some sense of things.

Determined, I braced myself for a verbal
sparring match. “I have this feeling that something horrible is
going to happen.”

He guzzled the last few swallows of his beer
and tossed the can in a small, overflowing garbage pail. “Something
horrible has already happened.”

“Like what?”

“You,” he retorted, chuckling. “You
see spirits, ghosts and things that go bump in the night, and you
blow things up. That’s about as horrible as it can get—unless you
count killing your mother.”

As always, guilt ate me from the inside out
like a parasite hollows out a corpse.

“Dad,” anguish squeezed my heart,
“we’ve had this discussion a thousand times.”

The misery in my voice pissed me off. Letting
my father know he’d gotten to me was always a mistake, but bringing
up Mom’s death was his method of hurting me quickly. However, Dad
couldn’t talk about Mom without revealing his true feelings
either.

I shut my eyes to avoid seeing my father’s
miserable expression and steeled myself for more of his barbs.
Finally, I opened them again and said, “You know her death
was an accident.”

“It doesn’t matter.” He placed the
burger in the carton and swallowed hard.

The torment in his voice always pricked my
heart. My father might have lost his love for me, but he’d adored
my mother, worshipped her. However, he wasn’t blameless. Witnessing
him talking to that “thing” in the garage that day had shocked me,
and, unable to control my power, I’d set the building on
fire.

“Dad, I’m sorry, but you
were—”

“You saw nothing! Your mother’s
death was your fault, plain and simple,” he ground out, his voice
tight. “You shouldn’t have been in the garage.” He picked up his
Big Mac again and bit into it with vengeance, but his other hand
grasped the arm of the recliner so hard his knuckles turned white.
“It was your infernal power that caught the rags on fire. You’re
lucky the police believed my story about the grease rags and a hot
ash from my cigar.”

Although Dad knew what had upset me so badly
that day, I’d never told anyone what I’d seen in the garage.
Besides, no one would’ve believed me anyway.

Leaning over, I reached out to Dad to
apologize, but he jerked his arm away.

“Don’t touch me!”

I grasped the recliner instead. Desperation,
frustration, and anger formed a ball in my throat. The stinging
sensation coursed down my arms, and I tried to will it
away.

“Dad, I didn’t—”

Smoke billowed up from under my hands, and I
leapt back from his chair.

“Son of a bitch!” Dad thumped the
arm of his recliner several times to beat out my smoldering
handprints.

The aroma of melted plastic enveloped
us.

Satisfied the danger was gone, he glared up at
me. “Keep it up, Ruby, and I’ll call the men in white coats to come
get you.” Dad returned his attention to his meal, stuffed the first
empty burger box into the bag, and withdrew the second one. “You’ll
spend more time with a shrink like you did the summer you killed
your mother.”

“I went into therapy because I
started seeing weird things like the dog-man that chased the mail
carrier back to his truck!”

“Those things exist only in your
mind.” Dad took another bite of his meal. “I don’t care what you
think you saw in the garage that day. It was your
imagination.”

As I studied his craggy face and bushy brows,
his mouth full of burger, and sauce clinging to the corners of his
mustache, the urge to sob struck me. Why couldn’t I have a normal
father and have friends, a regular life—a loving relationship with
a wonderful man? Instead, I was an outcast with a tyrannical
jackass for a father and forced to endure a life of loneliness and
isolation.

“Never mind,” I said, defeated.
“Let’s drop it.” Sighing heavily, I picked up the trashcan and
debris surrounding it. “Do you need anything while I’m here?
Clothes washed? Dishes done? Do you have plenty of Twinkies and
Blatz?”

“No,” he mumbled. “No again, and yes
to the last two.”

“Good. I’m going home.”

He said nothing. Reaching for the remote, he
flipped on the Speed Channel, burped, and yanked a can of Blatz
from the full six-pack on the TV stand at his side.

In the kitchen, I gathered all the trash and
carried it outside to the dumpster. When I walked back to the
living room, Dad hadn’t moved except to push remote buttons or lift
his beer to his mouth.

“Night, Dad,” I said as I opened the
door. “I’m sorry about your recliner.”

“Whatever.” He belched
again.

Loneliness slapped me, and I fought tears
walking back to my Jeep. Exhaustion settled in my bones as I drove
home. All I wanted was a good night’s sleep so I could escape this
shitty life I’d been dealt—and avoid more terrifying
visions.

Once home, I locked the apartment, made my
lunch for work the next day, then realized I had a sack meal for a
job I no longer possessed. With a resigned sigh, I sat down and ate
the sandwich and applesauce for my supper.

Finished, I changed into a thin nightgown,
crawled into bed, and let the tears dampen my pillow.

 


****

 


A horn sounded in the distance, and I froze
where I stood.

A few villagers filed out of their homes or
pushed open shutters, their frightened faces pale in the
gloaming.

The horn moaned again, the sound hollow and
ghostly across the hillocks and through the shallow
valleys.

No! It can’t be. Not
them!

The approaching thud of hoof beats followed,
and the horn blared one more time, finalizing our pending
demise.

“Run!” a man screamed. “Hide the
women and children!”

Fear prevented my feet from moving.

Armored men rode into the village on monstrous
horses with huge, furry feet. The warriors brandished broadswords
or maces, and a few wielded whips.

A snarl reached me. Slowly, I faced the sound.
A monstrosity crept across the ground in a swirling veil of indigo,
black and gray mist. Long yellow claws glinted, and sharp snapping
teeth filled a nightmare’s face.

A lump of horror wedged in my throat. Unable
to swallow, and with my heart hammering so hard spots floated in my
vision, I feared the breaths I managed to suck in would be my
last.

Villagers ran from their houses and into the
darkness, their frightened screams impaling the night. The town
harlot cried out, cowering against the community well. A few feet
from her, another beast crouched, poised to attack. The woman had
been kind to me, and secretly, I often left food and wine for her
whenever I could sneak it out of our cottage.

I ran across the village to the whore, anger
toward the intruders fueling my movements. I leapt at the fiend,
but it dispersed only to appear again a few paces away. It formed a
half-solid body as its bright yellow eyes assessed me through its
camouflage.

“No! Leave her alone!”

“Tis a lowly whore,” it hissed. “The
masters can use her.”

“You shall not have her.” My innards
quivered, and my legs shook so hard I feared I’d fall face down in
the dirt.

More creatures drifted toward me and my
paphian friend, their talons glittering in the light of the rising
moon.

“Run,” the harlot whispered. “Save
yourself.”

“No, I cannot leave you.”

A fiery sensation bubbled up from my innards
and flowed into my breasts, my shoulders, and down my arms. An
invisible force shot from my hands and hit the beasts. With
piercing shrieks, the fiends transformed into metal contraptions
with wheels and demonic animal heads. Each one rolled away into the
darkness, their abominable sound filling me with terror.

I frowned at the retreating things, wondering
what sort of magic had created them, but approaching hoof beats
resounded in the air. A glance over my shoulder spurred me into
action. Framed by the red sky, a warrior, his black armor shining
darkly in light of the rising moon, sat astride an ebony horse. The
steed snorted, its feet sending a tremor through the ground.
Terrified, and with my mouth suddenly dry, I grimaced at the panic
slicing through my core. I sprinted for the narrow path between two
cottages, the stones and pebbles bruising my feet through the thin
soles of my slippers.

The animal’s hot breath brushed the back of my
gown. An instant later, the warrior caught me by the upper arm and
hoisted me up and over his saddle.

I screamed...and screamed...

I sat straight up in bed, my scream shattering
the quiet.


Chapter Two

 


Panting, my body aquiver and coated in sweat,
I flung back the covers and leapt from the bed. The little toe on
my right foot connected with a chair leg, and pain spiraled upward
to my brain. Trying not to cry, I jumped up and down, my toe
banging out an agonizing beat.

“Judas Priest and cherry
Popsicles!”

I reached for the bedside table and steadied
myself. A sickening, telltale sensation hurtled through my body.
The air around me glowed, and warmth cascaded down my arms and into
my fingertips which brightened to a brilliant
copper-orange.

“No!” I jerked my hand back, righted
myself. Invisible electricity crackled out of my right hand,
zapping the lamp. The bulb flashed, followed by an abrupt pop and
the aroma of ozone.

I breathed deeply. In, out...tamp down the
fire and the need to blast the hell out of
everything.

Gulping, I glanced around the room as the
sensation faded. The dream had been so real, including the absurd
part where the smoke creatures had turned into motorcycles. I
rubbed the fiery sensation from my hand.

The vision I’d had in the shower taunted me,
which didn’t help my state of mind. It was unfair to experience a
phenomenal sense of lost love from a damn mind flash. I hadn’t had
a date for months. A relationship was out of the question, but it
would be nice to get laid every hundred years or so. Well, it
certainly felt like it a century since I’d had a good
screw.

Hopelessness overwhelmed me. My job sucked, my
neighbors hated and feared me, and my father wanted little to do
with me, plus I sensed my life was about to change
drastically.

I tensed as the aura of danger kissed my
neck.

RUBY NUTTER, WE HAVE NEED OF
YOU.

Still shaking and afraid to move, I stood
staring at a tall chest of drawers.

RUBY NUTTER, WE HAVE NEED OF YOU.
IT’S TIME TO FULFILL YOUR DESTINY.

My gaze slid around the room, the sense of
danger mounted.

Time to go, to get away. Go...go
now—hurry!

YES, COME TO US. BRING YOUR SON.
HE’S IN DANGER TOO.

Anthony! I had to see him, warn
him.

But was I ready to see my son again? I’d only
been fifteen when I’d given birth to him. After all, he was twenty
years old, and he might not be too keen on seeing his biological
mother.

Once Anthony turned eighteen, Catherine, his
adoptive mother, sent me their address and phone number. It had
been part of the adoption agreement. Anthony lived in Florida which
seemed to be the direction I felt drawn to anyway. All that
mattered was that he was safe.

IF YOU WANT ANSWERS, THEN COME TO
US, RUBY.

Against my better judgment, I made up my mind
to go south and shrugged out of my nightclothes. Showering quickly,
I rushed, dripping wet, back into the bedroom and jerked on the
white sundress again, fresh undies, stuffed my feet into my
Sketchers, and yanked a large suitcase out from under my bed.
Within minutes, clothes and toiletries filled them. A small makeup
case finished the ensemble.

After a brief breakfast of toast and jelly, I
telephoned my landlady, explaining I’d be on vacation for several
days, loaded my Jeep Wrangler, and locked up the
apartment.

I should tell Dad I’m
leaving.

Unlocking the door, I hurried back inside and
straight to the phone. I glanced at the clock over the sofa. It was
too early to call. Dad would still be in bed, and if I did call,
he’d probably cuss me out. He wouldn’t care anyway. The only reason
he wanted me around was to wait on his needs, clean the house, and
blame me for his mistakes.

Dad wouldn’t even notice I was gone until I
didn’t show up for a couple of days or his phone calls went
unanswered. I turned away from the phone and strode to the
door.

Outside again, I paused to study the pale gray
dawn streaking the sky over Columbus. Dots of light glowed in some
of the neighboring windows as the homes’ occupants readied
themselves for work. Pigeons cooed in the eaves of Mrs. Tittle’s
rickety two-car garage across the street, and the distant roar of a
garbage truck drifted up the street. The distinct odor of refuse
from a cluster of cans on the corner floated on the air, and the
flowery aroma of fabric softener spewed from someone’s dryer
vent.

Another rumble snared my attention, and a
chill swept over my skin. I stopped with my hand on the driver’s
door and listened. Motorcycles headed this way. No one I knew of in
this neighborhood even owned a moped let alone a suicide
machine.

An overwhelming sense of urgency flooded my
body again. The visions! I had to leave now. A whimper
escaped me.

“Shit!”

Terror galvanized me into action. Keys in
hand, I opened the driver’s door and prepared to slide into the
seat, but the sound of the bikes grew suddenly louder. First one,
then two, then several motorcycles rounded the corner down the
street, their headlights pouring across the asphalt in silver
beams. Recognizing the unfolding scene, I fought to draw air into
my lungs. Fear slithered into my innards, poked its cold fingers
into my brain, and jabbed my spine. For a moment I thought I’d hurl
my breakfast on the asphalt.

Hide! But where?

I jerked the door shut, flattened myself
across the bucket seats with my cheek pressed against the vinyl,
and prayed I wasn’t seen. The choppers passed, their reverberations
penetrating my body. The thunderous sound vibrated my SUV, my heart
thrumming in time to the engines.

Panting, I wiggled myself into the backseat so
I could watch through the hatch. A dozen steel horses turned right,
taking the street that led out to I-70, some with one rider, others
with two.

The low, heavy growl of another one punctuated
the quiet morning. I craned my head around the driver’s seat. This
straggler slowed to a crawl. Finally, he stopped in front of Mrs.
Cabbershot’s home just two doors up from my apartment.

If he noticed me, I was done for. I’m not sure
how I knew this, but I sat so still I stopped breathing. Specks
flitted in front of my eyes, and I wondered if my booming heartbeat
would give away my location. Sweat dampened my hands, and I
tightened my grip on the sides of the driver’s seat.

The man glanced toward the Jeep. I couldn’t
discern his facial features, but his eyes, bright yellow and
glowing, surveyed my vehicle. My heart stuttered against my ribs.
Fear nearly strangled me.

Please, God, don’t let him see
me.

He revved the bike and approached my vehicle.
Ducking, I kept my gaze level with the window’s rim, determined to
see if the biker followed the others. As the steel horse passed, I
saw enough of the man to know he wore all the buckles and metal
trim of motorcycle garb and that his frame had to be well over
seven feet, but the Harley he rode—or whatever the hell it was—was
a different matter. The living head of a horse resided where the
handlebars, gas tank, and the front wheel fender should’ve been.
Above red, flaring nostrils, the horse’s eyes shone flaming yellow.
Serrated teeth filled its muzzle, and bands of silver ran from the
corners of its mouth to the rider’s hands. The thing snarled and
gnashed its teeth against the bit as it rolled by.

The rider paused again, the bike’s back tire
almost even with the SUV’s rear bumper. The man looked from one
side of the street to the other. Something radiated from him,
something primal, sexual.

The stranger parked the bike at the curb
behind my Jeep. He pushed the kickstand down, dismounted, and stood
gazing up at my apartment. In awe of his size and stature, I could
only stare with my mouth agape, breaths tiny and quick. With
purpose in his strides, he crossed the sidewalk and side lawn to
the stairs leading to my dwelling and ascended them; his heavy
footfalls were like drumbeats of doom as he climbed to the
door.

He tried the knob, but when the door didn’t
open, he placed his hands flat on the glass which began glowing
crimson. Stunned, I clapped my hand over my mouth to stifle the
need to cry out as I watched the molten panes collapse. They
dripped down the door and dribbled onto the landing. When the glass
had melted away enough, he reached through the hole and unlock the
knob and deadbolt. He stooped over and stepped inside.

I turned my attention to the demonic Harley.
The horse part snarled and shook its head, sending fright stomping
across my nervous system. The silver reins jingled, and one fell,
its tip brushing the pavement.

A squeaking noise finally penetrated the cloud
of terror over my mind. I craned my head, scanning the backseat. I
realized I shook so hard my sneakers were vibrating against the
hard plastic of the opposite passenger door. I moved my foot and
tried to steady my nerves, praying that the monster bike couldn’t
sense or hear me.

While the man was in my apartment, I could’ve
slipped into the driver’s seat and sped away, but I was certain
he’d hear the Jeep start up and come after me. Even if I managed to
reach the next street, he’d easily catch up with me on the
motorcycle. Maybe my proximity was the best camouflage.

Movement caught my attention, and the
horse-demon thing growled again. The biker exited my apartment and
mounted the motorcycle. He drew the kickstand up with his boot,
studied my home and the neighborhood for a long moment, and then
pulled away. He turned at the corner, but this time, the bike
looked like any other Harley, and, I realized, it was the
thirteenth suicide machine.

Buzzing filled my ears, and I struggled to
draw in air. Everything I’d seen had to be my imagination. Granted,
I’d seen some freaky things in this world, including myself, but a
motorcycle that was part demon horse?

Tingles needled my forearms and bled into my
hands. Light radiated off my body, heat singed my scalp, and my
fingernails glowed red like embers.

Calm. Think calm thoughts.
Chocolate peanut butter ice cream, cool, sunny days, a hot
bath...

The sensations began to diminish, and,
jackknifing out of the back, I struggled into the driver’s seat and
started the Jeep. My thunderous heartbeat crashed in my ears, and
feeling inebriated with adrenaline, I took the long way around to
I-70, first stopping at a mini mart for a big cup of coffee. I took
the Interstate, heading due south. Somehow the dreams, visions, the
voice, and the motorcycles were all tied together. I felt it in my
bones.

However, not only was I in jeopardy, but so
was my son. It bothered me that the first time I approached Anthony
would be to warn him about a danger I didn’t understand. He’d
probably think I was crazy, but I had to try to protect him. He
was, after all, my son, and regardless of the terrible
circumstances in which he’d been conceived, I still loved
him.

I had to make sure he was all
right.

 


****

 


As I maneuvered traffic outside of Columbus, I
pondered the motorcycles. They didn’t make sense to me, but then
nothing about my life ever had.

I could’ve gone to the Columbus Airport and
flown to Florida, especially since I felt my son was in danger,
too, but for some reason it was essential that I drive. A week
earlier, I’d taken the Jeep to have it tuned up and replaced the
worn tires with four new Firestones.

Before Mom’s death, my father had taken us on
many road trips, so I enjoyed them. Although frightened and
uncertain of my future, I could still take pleasure in my sudden,
unexpected “vacation.”

Driving also allowed me to think. I needed
time to sort through my emotions about my son and consider the whys
and wherefores of this trip, the mounting visions and mind
flashes.

Is Anthony cursed too?

The interchange for I-77 appeared, and I
merged the Jeep with the traffic, heading toward the Ohio River and
the West Virginia state line. Thirty minutes later brought me to a
bridge where I crossed the dark, slate-blue river. The state sign
loomed over the Jeep: Welcome to West Virginia, Wild and
Wonderful.

I might be wild, but I’m not
wonderful.

The thought annoyed me, and I punched the
radio’s ON button. The last few seconds of a pop song ended, but
the beginning of “Copperhead Road,” one of my favorites, filled the
SUV and lightened my mood. Tapping the fingers of one hand on the
steering wheel, I tried to avoid the heart of what bothered me, but
it just wouldn’t go away.

I was weird. I didn’t belong. I had no purpose
in this world.

Was I destined to always be alone? Never to
love?

I’d believed Cole Vandercourt loved me, but
he’d quickly proven otherwise. Handsome, blond, blue-eyed Cole, a
senior and the most coveted boy in the high school had shown
interest in me, a lowly freshman, the odd girl who no one liked.
But once he’d gotten what he wanted and proven his fearlessness by
doing so, he dumped me.

A week later, Cindy Sansburg and Jody
Kefferstine befriended me, even sitting with me in the cafeteria of
Whetstone High School. They’d insisted what Cole had done to me was
wrong. They convinced me they wanted to be my friends, and as a
trio, we could protect one another and watch each other’s backs.
Together, we went to the Christmas Snow Dance as a dateless
trio.

That night Cindy told me I’d been named as the
dance’s Snow Queen.

I couldn’t believe it, had been blown away by
the news. It was too good to be true, and I should have realized
that. The need for friends and acceptance had nearly gotten me
killed.

Jody had led me to the girls’ restroom to put
on a tiara and cape before the announcement was made to the
school.

Stunned, I’d followed them, but six other
girls waited there for me. The tallest one pushed me so hard I
sprawled out on the tile in my pretty red-and-white satin gown. The
first kick landed in my ribs. The air had rushed out of my lungs,
and pain radiated up into my chest and down into my groin. A series
of kicks, slaps, and punches rained down on me. Blood and tears
blurred my vision as shrieks burst from my lips like the cries of a
snared rabbit. Even curling into a fetal position had done nothing
to save me from their onslaught.

The power surged up out of my guts. It
traveled along my arms, and I glowed so brightly the girls gasped
and cowered together against the wall. With my hair whipping and
flowing as if afire, and my fingertips as red as coals, the curse
found its way out of me again. The water in the toilet bowls boiled
and bubbled, cracking each one. The hems of the girls’ dresses
burst into flames, and they ran shrieking like banshees from the
restroom. One tripped over me and hit the tile with a sickening
thwap.

She stared eye to eye with me, but finally
realized she was still on fire and sat up long enough to smack out
the flames eating at her gown.

“Why?” I asked.

“You’re a freak,” she said without
looking at me. “You do weird things, know stuff before it happens,
and you see visions, monsters, and talk about spirits. Freaks don’t
belong in this world.” She jumped to her feet and ran sobbing from
the restroom.

Later, during lonely, sleepless nights, their
shouts of “freak,” “weirdo,” and “witch” echoed in my mind. Two
months later, I discovered I was pregnant by Cole. The only thing
Dad ever said about me putting his grandson up for adoption was
that it was probably for the better because dealing with me was
difficult enough.

I stared at the Interstate passing under the
Jeep’s tires. After a few brief relationships that ended in
disaster once my freaky abilities were revealed, I resigned myself
to a life of loneliness, but I still pined for a few good friends.
Hell, I’d settle for just one good friend, someone to talk
to and laugh with, someone who didn’t care that I blasted things
into oblivion whenever I was scared or upset, and one who wouldn’t
judge me because I saw things straight out of Grimms’ Fairy
Tales.

Irritated, I slammed my right hand against the
steering wheel. The tingle began in my palm and seeped into my
fingertips. My nails flared like large, flat sparks.

I tried to stop the surge of power, but failed
this time. It wasn’t the first instance of a window, mirror, or
other shiny surface reflecting my power. Overall, the worst that
had ever happened was a few scorched hairs or temporary flash burn
to my eyes. However, I inadvertently jerked the steering wheel,
veering into the emergency lane. Before I could right the vehicle,
the Jeep ran over something on the berm. My SUV jolted, and a
whump issued against the undercarriage. I righted the
vehicle and manhandled it back into the correct lane of traffic,
but the Jeep veered again, and the steering wheel turned sharply to
the right.

With effort, I stayed in my lane, but let off
the accelerator. Ahead, a young woman sat on the guardrail, early
morning fog twirling around her. Hitchhiking on an Interstate is
illegal, but she perched there all the same with her back to the
traffic. She faced the opposite side as if admiring the swampy
hollow below the road. I caught a glimpse of pale hair and a huge
backpack as the Jeep whizzed by.

Gradually, I brought the vehicle back onto the
emergency lane and slowed it to a stop, my hands clenching the
steering wheel so tightly my palms cramped and my knuckles
protested. I knew how to change a tire, but it had been several
years since the last one and that had been on a
Chevette.

I shut off the engine and groaned. Was this a
sign of how the rest of the trip would pan out?

Screw it.

I’d change the tire, resume my journey, and
buy a replacement as soon as possible.

A tractor-trailer roared by, its tailwind
jiggling the SUV. At least the Jeep’s color, a bright canary
yellow, would be easily seen by motorists. Thoughts of all the
caught-on-camera accidents along interstate roadsides filtered
through my head.

I waited for a lull in traffic. Frustrated, I
clambered over to the passenger seat and got out on that side.
Although still early, the humidity had become palpable. The aroma
of heating asphalt and hot rubber pelted my senses. Every now and
then, I’d catch the odor of swamp water wafting up from the shallow
pond below the road. With a sigh, I removed the tire cover and
bolts on the hatch’s door, then retrieved the jack, rolling the
spare around to the front. After positioning the jack, I reached
for the four-way and squatted by the flat tire.

“Need some help?”

I paused with the four-way an inch from the
first lug nut. There, at the back bumper, stood the blonde from the
guardrail. She shrugged out of the backpack and dropped it on the
pavement. I blinked. There was no way I was seeing a Marilyn Monroe
look-a-like with big boobs, wearing Daisy Duke cut-offs and wedge
sandals.

“I’ve never changed a tire,” she
said in a soft, child-like voice. She stooped slightly, and her
massive boobs surged to the edge of her scooped neckline. “But I
can work the jack.”

I eyed her skeptically, my inner voice
screaming this chick was pure trouble.

“So, do you want help?” she pressed.
She placed her hands on her hips and shifted her weight to one foot
so a healthy dose of ass cheek hung out of her shorts.

I wondered if Tits R Us could be of any real
help.

“Sure,” I said.

I focused on the lug nuts, turned to look for
a pavement divot to set them in so I wouldn’t lose them, and froze
in horror. The woman’s ass cheeks hovered inches from my face as
she bent over to retrieve the jack. Appalled, I shifted my
attention to the next lug nut.

“I’m Maureen Galbraith,” she said in
her baby-doll voice.

“Uh...Ruby Nutter.”

“Nutter? You mean like a crazy
person?”

“No, like the name.”

“Oh.”

I managed to loosen the other lug nuts. “Jack
up the Jeep, please.”

She stooped and started pumping the lever. I
blinked again. Her breasts rushed forward in a wave of cleavage
that was impressive to say the least. I fought the urge to
duck.

A vehicle pulled in behind mine. The driver
waited for a pause in the traffic, stepped out of the flatbed
diesel and made his way over to us.

“Can I be of service, ladies?” he
drawled and tipped his crumpled cowboy hat.

Instantly I sensed trouble. “No thanks,” I
said.

Maureen leaned over and resumed working the
jack.

“Hoowee! Baby, bend over a little
more!” The truck driver sauntered closer, ogling Maureen’s
backside.

“Do you mind?” I snapped. The look I
threw over my shoulder should’ve fried him into a pile of
ash.

“Yeah, pretty mama, show me that
stuff between your legs!” the driver continued. His tone reeked of
too many cigarettes and one too many hookers. “Bet I could poke you
until you begged for mercy!”

That did it. I stood up, hands on hips, and
glared at him. “Just the thought of that ten-gallon gut hanging
over your one-ounce dick is enough to make me beg for
mercy.”

“GAWD, you’re crude, Ruby!” Maureen
straightened, her expression aghast.

I gaped at her. “ME?”

“Bitch!” the trucker snapped. “I
stopped to help two pretty women and—”

“You stopped, thinking you might
score a piece of ass, you jerk-off!” I retorted above the roar of
passing semis. My palms itched. If I started glowing as I thrashed
this guy’s ass all over the roadside, I could only imagine the
shocked motorists and resulting fender benders.

“Why you—!” He took two steps toward
me.

The hitchhiker gasped and grabbed my arm. I
leaned toward her, but whether for my comfort or hers, I wasn’t
sure.

A horn sliced the air, and a black,
expensive-looking Ford Excursion slowed as it passed my Jeep to
pull over in front of it. A door slammed.

I prayed the person wasn’t another
jerk.

Footsteps crunched on the gravel littering the
asphalt.

“Is there a problem
here?”

Something in the stranger’s voice shot an
arrow of recognition through me.

“Not at all,” the truck driver said.
He backed away. “Thought I’d offer my help to these ladies, but
they obviously have everything under control.” He spun on his heel
and bolted for his flatbed. As he pulled out into traffic, forcing
a car over into the passing lane, a horn blared.

“That guy was giving you trouble,
wasn’t he?” the man asked.

I turned, and my mouth dropped open. Not one
word would emerge from it.

The stranger smiled. I’d never seen an albino
in person before. His pale skin almost blended with the dwindling
fog and mid-summer haze. I caught a glimpse of a bad scar that
dipped along his neck into his deep green Polo shirt that stood out
starkly against his coloring. Hair like gossamer curled around his
ears and collar. Mirrored sunglasses covered his eyes, which I
could only guess were as white as his skin. Faded jeans clung to
trim hips and slim, muscular legs. My gaze traveled down to a pair
of expensive alligator-skin cowboy boots poking out from the hems
of his jeans.

The only albinos I’d ever seen had been in
movies. The character Whitey from the movie Foul Play and
the twins from The Matrix Reloaded popped into my head. This
man, however, wasn’t what I’d deem unattractive, but he certainly
looked unholy, eerie. Although some aspects of him were shocking
and bizarre, I was simultaneously repulsed and drawn to
him.

And he seemed so familiar. Somehow his
pleasantly deep voice stirred memories, memories just out of my
reach like a forgotten word dangling on the tip of my
tongue.

“That guy was being nasty, but Ruby
here,” Maureen jerked her thumb over one shoulder, “can hold her
own. She’s got one hell of a mouth on her.”

Frowning, I cast the hitcher a warning look.
“He ticked me off.”

“Would you like me to finish
changing the tire for you?” he asked.

“Sure!” Maureen chirped.

I said nothing, just stepped back and watched
him work the jack, wrangle the flat tire off and shove the spare on
in its place, followed by the lug nuts and tightening each one
securely. The muscles worked in his arms and shoulders, and my body
responded. The guy wasn’t my type. I liked tall, dark-haired men
with dreamy green or brown eyes. This guy was just
too—unnatural.

That’s the pot calling the kettle
black.

Shame warmed my skin, but I blamed it on the
humidity and the sun.

He affixed the tools and flat in their proper
places and then shut the hatch. The man turned his attention to me,
his full-lipped mouth spreading into a wide grin, revealing teeth
whiter than his skin.

“All done,” he said as he shoved his
shades atop his head.

I withdrew a twenty from my dress pocket and
held it out to him, but his gaze stunned me into silence yet again,
a gaze of ice and azure that seemed to slice through my
soul.

“Thank you for your help,” I finally
stammered.

I thought he was going to take the money, but
instead, he squeezed my hand, and a warm smile lit up his face. His
powder-blue eyes bored into mine, and the interest I saw in them
rendered me stupid. It was almost as if I was meeting a long-lost
friend or lover. Stranger still was that I had the overwhelming
urge to step into his arms and snuggle my head against his
shoulder.

“No charge,” he replied. “Just
helping someone in need.”

“Thank you,” I croaked. At the
tremble in my voice, heat rushed to my cheeks.

The man continued to gaze into my eyes, and,
with obvious reluctance, released my hand. “Maybe we’ll bump into
one another again sometime.” He nodded to me and Maureen. “I need
to get out of this sun and get going. You two take it easy and stay
safe.”

“We will see you again,”
Maureen called out.

He paused, glancing over his shoulder.
Finally, he nodded a second time, but I sensed his bemused
expression as he turned away. The man climbed into his Excursion
and left. An odd sense of abandonment swept over me.

I eyed Maureen in bewilderment. What was this
“we” talk?

“It was uh...nice meeting you,” I
said and climbed in on the passenger side to crawl into the
driver’s seat. Maureen opened the passenger door, flung her
backpack on the back floorboard, hopped in shotgun, and fastened
her seatbelt.

Flabbergasted, I asked, “What the hell do you
think you’re doing?”

“Riding with you,” She blinked
innocent, pale green eyes.

“Who says?”

She looked hurt. “I thought...I thought we
were friends.”

Eeriness washed over me. The voices of Cindy
and Jody echoed in my ears. Hadn’t I just been thinking of how nice
it would be to have at least one real friend?

My eyebrows rose so high I momentarily
wondered if they’d crawled up into my hairline. “We’re not friends.
I don’t even know you.”

“Please let me ride with you,
Ruby.”

The whine in her voice made me want to take my
own life, but regardless, something about the woman both warned me
away and urged me to give her a ride. Maybe it was the fact I
needed female companionship, a friend, but despite the mental
whispers, a louder, more insistent voice screamed over the rest. It
said I “needed” to help her.

“I’m going to Florida.”

“Really? So am I!”

I sighed. How convenient.

“All right, but if you try anything
funny, I’ll kick your ass out doing sixty-five.”

She frowned as if confused. “What would I
do?”

“Never mind.” I started the Jeep and
shot out into traffic before another car or semi appeared in my
side mirror.

I didn’t understand why I’d given in to her
plea, but whatever the reason, the one voice out-shouting the
others in my head had finally won. I hated that voice.


Chapter Three

 


“Where’s your family?” I asked
Maureen to pass the time and occupy my mind.

“I have my Aunt Lula in Indiana, but
that’s all,” she said.

Her evasive tone snagged my attention. “So why
are you hitchhiking?”

“I like to be on the move. Aunt Lula
home-schooled me, and once I got my diploma, I decided I wanted to
travel the United States. Everything I own is in my
backpack.”

“How do you survive without money?”
I questioned, glancing at her French-tipped fingernails, which
weren’t cheap. “Where do you sleep?”

“If I want something, I do an odd
job here and there. Aunt Lula wires me money when I need it, but I
don’t always rent rooms. If the weather is nice, I’ll save my
money. I’ve slept in doorways, barns, in cars, or wherever it’s
safe.”

Safe? Was that possible in today’s world,
especially when there were things that went “bump” in the
night?

I began the drive through the mountains of
West Virginia. Ten miles later, I kicked off my sneakers. Wriggling
my toes, I glanced down at Maureen’s feet. How could she stand
walking around in high heels? My unusual hitcher had to be a few
bricks short of a full load.

I glanced over at her. “Why do you wear heels
to hitchhike?”

“I only wear them when I’m not
hitching,” Maureen explained. “High heels make my legs look great,
but these don’t really count. They’re wedges.”

With my gaze on the road, I worried that I’d
picked up Coconuts, the Fruit of the Loom guys’ lost
sister.

I tried turning up the radio, but Maureen
talked over it until I gave up and lowered the volume. After an
hour of listening to her constant chatter and high-pitched
laughter, I started praying for a quick death. Kicking her out of
my Jeep wasn’t in my nature so long as she didn’t do anything to
“really” piss me off.

My thoughts strayed to the albino man. Despite
his unusual appearance, something about the man seemed so familiar
too. I knew I’d never met him before. It would be impossible to
forget a man like that, especially one who looked like he’d just
stepped out of the special effects department.

“What did you mean back there about
us meeting that guy again?”

Maureen stared out the passenger window. “Oh,
just that life can be weird. People bump into one another all the
time.”

“You expect me to believe
that?”

“What do you mean?”

“You said it like you were certain
we’ll meet him again.”

She shrugged. “It’s just a
feeling.”

The gal was too much. Of all the people in the
nation I could run into, it had to be a fruity Marilyn Monroe
copycat, who played the baby-doll routine to the hilt and hinted
she was psychic.

And I’d thought I was weird.

The miles passed under the Jeep’s tires.
Maureen prattled on about places she’d been and people she’d met,
but I only half listened.

Oblivious to the fact I was only making
noncommittal noises to her chatter, Maureen kept babbling. “I
worked at a restaurant for a couple of months, but only because I
had a terrible crush on one of the busboys...”

With Virginia not far away, I pulled into a
rest area to pee and change my clothes. The August humidity had
defeated me, and since my Jeep Wrangler didn’t have air
conditioning, I craved fresh, dry clothing on my body and a cold
drink. Besides, Maureen’s constant talking had me dreaming of
driving into oncoming traffic.

Vehicles crammed the parking area. I found a
vacant spot, parked the vehicle and shut off the engine.

“What are you doing?” Maureen
asked.

“I have to pee,” I snapped in
irritation. “And I want to change my clothes.”

The look I gave her would’ve silenced any
other person, but not Maureen. She hopped out of the Jeep and
followed me around to the hatch where I’d stashed my suitcase. I
rummaged in it until I found a change of clothes. I shut the hatch
and collided with Maureen’s built-in air bags.

“Oh, for God’s sake, will you put
those things away!”

“Has anyone ever told you that
you’re not only rude but crude too?” she said in a wounded
tone.

“Yep. Many times.” I stuffed my
clothing and purse under one arm and sidestepped Maureen. She was
the epitome of a tag-along little sister who wouldn’t let you have
a moment of peace, but I still felt rotten for going off on her
like that. Sometimes I reminded myself of my father, and that
scared me worse than my powers did.

One woman in her late thirties used a squeegee
on the outside plate-glass windows of the visitor’s center. Sweat
trickled down the sides of her face, and large ovals of
perspiration stained the back of her uniform and underarms. In the
picnic area, under the shade of oaks and maples, families ate from
coolers. When I reached the bathroom, I ducked inside and nearly
sprinted to a stall.

Moments later, Maureen’s voice cracked through
the air. “Ruby?”

I bit my tongue.

Louder, she called out again,
“Ruby?”

“What?” Silently, I thanked God the
restroom seemed empty. I didn’t know how much more I could take of
the woman without losing my temper.

“Just checking to see if you were in
here.”

“Judas Priest and cherry Popsicles!”
I whispered. Had I left my common sense in Columbus? I still didn’t
understand why I’d allowed the woman to ride with me.

I struggled out of my sundress and slipped on
the fresh clothes. “I swear I’ve never met anyone who talks as much
as you do.”
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