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The electricity was out that night, and it was by the light of a crackling fireplace that Grandpa first told me about the darklings. Thunder rumbled across the sky and lightning flashed in Grandpa’s eyes as he spoke. 

I listened in rapturous and terrified wonder to his tales about the sinister creatures. They stole through open windows and unlocked doors in the dark of night, looking for children to steal. Whenever there was lightning, Grandpa said, it was a sure sign that the darklings were gathering. They lived in a storm and came forth on a wild and howling darkling wind.

My nightmares were haunted by Grandpa’s darklings when I was little, but as I got older I started to forget about them. I had decided that they were mythical creatures, like werewolves and zombies and vampires. They were stories made up to frighten little kids at bedtime. But I was wrong. I found that out the year I turned fourteen...

I was walking home from school with my best friend, Sara. It was May, but splotches of dwindling snow remained hidden beneath the eaves and in the shadowy corners of long-forgotten lawns. Nonetheless, it was a warm afternoon and the air smelled like blooming flowers and spring grass, and it seemed like the whole world was coming out of hibernation.

“I feel like crying,” Sara said suddenly, with her usual flair for the dramatic. I gave her a cockeyed look.

“What are you talking about?”

“School. Only three weeks left, and then school’s out.” I rolled my eyes. Sara was my best friend but there was something wrong with her. There’s something wrong with anybody that likes school that much. 

“Are you kidding me?” I said. “No school for almost three months? I just wish there could be no school ever.” 

“You’re sick, Ben Larbinger. And if you don’t learn to appreciate school I’m afraid you might never amount to anything.” I burst into laughter. Sara really took the whole school thing way too seriously.

“If it wasn’t for school I wouldn’t need to be anything,” I said. “I could just ride my bike and go snowboarding and be happy, forever.” 

“And what would you eat?” she asked with a sly grin. “Snow? Besides, you haven’t even got a snowboard. You can’t afford it. You should get a job.” Her green eyes were fiery and bright under her blonde bangs. She was taunting me. I don’t like being reminded that I’m poor, even if it’s true. 

“I’m fourteen!” I said angrily. “I can’t get a job. And anyway, I could hunt for my food. I could live off the land, like the settlers did.” We’d been reading about the settlers of the American frontier in history class. 

Sara laughed at me. “It’s not all that easy. If you tried, I bet you’d be wishing for a normal life within a week. You should get a paper route.” I clenched my teeth. As usual, she was right. I just didn’t want to admit it.

I paused in my stride as I glanced up the street and saw Jay Thompson and his friends up ahead. My guts twisted up and I instantly started looking for an escape. Jay had been threatening to beat me up for weeks. I wasn’t sure why he hated me so much, but he and his gang had long been hoping to catch me on the streets alone. 

“Uh, let’s stop by my grandpa’s shop,” I said. 

“What? Why?” Sara said. I cringed, knowing how she would react if I told her the truth.  

“I don’t know... Just to say hello.” 

Sara gave me a suspicious look and then glanced around. To my chagrin, she saw the boys. “Oh Ben, are you really afraid of them? Why don’t you stand up to those bullies?” 

“Because there are six of them,” I said, humiliated. Did she really expect me to fight six guys? Didn’t she understand that they would pulverize me?

“All right, but it’ll be your fault if I’m late.” 

“You won’t be late,” I said. “It’s just a couple blocks. Besides, my grandpa has been asking me to stop by all week.”

I eagerly led the way up 2nd Street, all the while keeping a wary eye on the road behind us. Fortunately, Jay and his gang didn’t seem to have noticed us. We cut across the alley to Main and wound up just a few doors away from my grandfather’s store, The Clocke Shoppe. 

As we stepped out of the alley, Sara let out a little gasp. She pointed at the building across the street. I looked up and saw the entire roof lined with crows. They were giant. They must have been at least a foot tall.

“There must be hundreds of ‘em,” I mumbled. I pulled my gaze from one end of the roof to the other and saw nothing but ruffled black wings and dark glistening eyes. The strange thing is, where I live, we don’t have typical black crows. We have a different variation, a white-chested crow called a magpie. Magpies are everywhere. They’re a nuisance. They tear up gardens and drag trash all over the place. Until that afternoon I had only seen two or three black crows in my whole life. And now I was staring at hundreds of them.

They seemed to be staring at me, and I felt a chill creep up my spine. They could kill us. There’s so many, they could rip us to pieces. It almost seemed that they were silently telling me this, that they were willing the thought into my mind. They were just birds, but they could hurt me. I shivered. I almost jumped when I felt Sara’s hand on my wrist. 

“Let’s go inside,” she whispered. “Those birds are creeping me out.” I didn’t argue. 

The little bell on Grandpa’s door jingled as we entered. As usual, it was very dark inside. I could hardly see anything until my eyes adjusted. I blinked and saw the familiar rows of clocks displayed on the storefront walls, and the imposing grandfather clocks scattered around the room like obelisks. 

“Hey, Grandpa!” I yelled. I assumed he’d be working in back like usual. Grandpa cleared his throat and I realized that he was in the corner with a customer. I hadn’t even seen them standing there in the shadows. I shot grandpa a smile and then looked the stranger over. There was something odd about the man. 

He was tall, wearing a long black trench coat and a strange broad-brimmed hat, like pilgrims used to wear. He was older, probably about thirty, but he had long black hair that dangled down past his shoulders and dark, smoldering eyes that peered out from behind his bangs. His eyes reminded me of the crows, and it gave me a chill.

“Can I help you children?” Grandpa said. He peered at us over his reading glasses.

I shook my head. “We’ll wait.” 

It was only polite to let Grandpa finish with his customer. Plus, the guy he was talking to was creepy. I didn’t want to talk in front of him at all. I turned away from the stranger’s steely gaze and pretended to be inspecting an old alarm clock. I watched him out of the corner of my eye. Sara was right at my side.

“As I was saying, the town seems largely unchanged,” the man said to my grandfather. “Though my memory may be lacking. It has been a long time since I wandered these parts.”

“I see,” Grandpa said. “Do you travel by trade?” 

“Not so much by trade as by necessity,” the stranger said. “I’m sure you understand.”

“Of course, of course. Perhaps I can interest you in one of our Black Forest Cuckoos? They are the best in the world. An esteemed traveler like yourself must recognize the quality.” Grandpa waved at the near wall, covered in cuckoo clocks. 

“Perhaps another time,” the stranger said. “I fear I have already tarried here longer than I intended.” He started towards the door and then said, “My thanks old man, until we meet again.” Then, standing at the door, he paused to wink at Sara and me. “And as for you children, I hope we meet again soon.”

Then he left, and with his absence, I felt a huge sense of relief. It was as if a shadow had just left the room. 

“What the heck did that mean?” Sara said. “He hopes to see us again soon?” 

“I don’t know,” I said. “I sure don’t hope to see him again.” 

“No kidding.” She went to peer out the window. 

“Who was that, Grandpa?” I said. 

My grandfather gave me a sad look. “I’m afraid if I told you, you wouldn’t believe me.” He started into the back room, and I followed him.

“What do you mean?” 

Grandpa sat on the stool next to his workbench and motioned for Sara and me to come closer. “I’m afraid I’ve made a terrible mistake,” he said. “If only I hadn’t been so arrogant.” 

There was something strange about Grandpa that afternoon, and it worried me. His silvery hair and beard usually made him look sophisticated and smart, but today he just looked old. His face was pale and stressed, and his eyes looked very tired. It was quite upsetting to see him like that. He’d always been very strong and proud. He was almost eighty years old and still ran his own shop. It wasn’t like him to be so vulnerable.

“What’s the matter?” Sara said. “Did that man do something?”

Grandpa shook his head. “No, he didn’t do anything. Not yet, anyway. Ben, do you remember the stories I used to tell you? The stories about the darklings that would come and steal away children who hadn’t behaved?” 

“Of course!” I said. “I loved those stories!” The truth was that they had scared me to death, but I wasn’t going to admit that in front of Sara. 

“Well,” Grandpa said, “the darklings are real. They’re not exactly like I described them, but they are dangerous and evil, and they are real.” 

I smiled, thinking perhaps that it was a joke. “You’re kidding, right?” I said. The grim look on Grandpa’s face told me he was not

“I wish I were. That man who was just in here, he was one of them. Didn’t you notice the aura of evil around him? Didn’t you feel his sinister presence?” 

I nodded. No matter how crazy it sounded, I knew exactly what he meant. 

“Once, when I was a boy, my father had this talk with me. He explained that we, the Lightbringers, are here to protect the world from darklings.” 

“Lightbringers?” I said. 

“Yes, Ben. That is our name. Our real family name is not Larbinger, it’s Lightbringer. We took on the Larbinger name many generations ago to protect us from discovery by the Dark One.” The bell on the front door chimed, and he raised his eyes to the front counter. “I have another customer, children. Ben, run along home. I will come see you tonight, or tomorrow. Keep your doors and windows locked. Now go!”
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We obeyed, rushing out past a little old lady with a broken clock in her arms. My mind was churning as we stepped onto the street. Seeing my grandfather spooked like that was enough to leave me terrified. Grandpa’s strange visitor had also left a lasting impression on me. His black stare was burned into my mind. And then there was what Grandpa had told me, something that seemed almost too crazy to believe: Ben, the darklings are real. 

The sound of Sara’s voice startled me out of my thoughts: “The birds are gone!” 

I followed her gaze, and saw that she was right. I glanced up at the rooftops and the power lines up and down the street. Nothing. Not a bird in sight. They had vanished. 

“Do you think they went with him?” she said. “Do you think the birds were darklings, too?”

“I don’t know what I think,” I said. If I was going to believe the stranger was a darkling, I might as well assume the birds were also. They were every bit as creepy as he was. But I didn’t want to believe either, because the truth was that it frightened me. The thought of the darklings summoned up all my old childhood terrors: the creature under the bed, the monster in the closet, and the darklings creeping through the windows. These were the things that kept me awake at night when I was little. The last thing I wanted to do was accept them as being real. 

“Ben, tell me about the darklings. Tell me everything you know, right now!” 

I scanned my memory. “I’ll try,” I said. 

We resumed our journey, and as we walked, I told her all I could remember. It wasn’t much. “Grandpa used to tell me those stories all the time when I was little,” I explained. “He told me that the darklings are evil monsters that devour children, and then take the child’s place so that no one knows what happened.” 

“They take their place?” she said. “You mean like shape shifters or doppelgangers?” 

“I guess. I never really asked. I was pretty young.” 

“You were too scared to ask,” she said flatly. 

“That’s not true, I just didn’t think of it!” 

“Whatever. What else did he tell you?” 

“That’s about it,” I said. “I always used to think they came out at night, and that they were watching me from the darkness outside. I don’t know if that came from the stories or not. I just remember being terrified to sit too close to a window, because I thought they’d reach through and grab me.”

Sara smiled at that, and then started to giggle.

“What?” I said. “What’s funny about that?” 

“Oh I was just picturing you when you were little, shivering in terror, trying to stay away from all the windows. You must have been awfully cute.” 

I shot her a dirty look, and she wiped the grin off her face. A few minutes later, we were at Sara’s house. She waved goodbye and told me to call her later. I promised I would, and watched her run through the front door. Then I was alone. I shot a nervous glance up the street behind me. I saw no crows or dark mysterious strangers, just a quiet street in a small town. Yet I knew that somehow, my small town had just changed.

When I got home my mother was gone, as usual. She works all the time and I mean all the time. My parents got divorced when I was four. I didn’t find out why it happened for a long time. I was eleven when Mom finally admitted that my dad had cheated on her with his secretary. That’s why she’d returned to her maiden name after the divorce, and had my name legally changed to Larbinger. She didn’t want me to have anything to do with my dad. 

Ironically, dad didn’t want anything to do with me, either. The only time he ever called was when he wanted to use me as a tax write-off. I don’t even know how that works. I just know that my mom was so furious she screamed at him. She hung up on him, and he never called back again. 

I figured that if he really loved me he would have tried to visit me once in a while, or at least returned my phone calls, but he never did. I guess some people just aren’t cut out for having kids. 

Anyway, it doesn’t bother me, having her name instead of his. I know my mom well. I always had a connection with her that I could never ever have with my father. I’m proud to be a Larbinger.

Or Lightbringer, I thought nervously.

After the divorce, Mom just started working all the time. She doesn’t have time for anything else. She’s a nurse’s aide, and she works on-call at the hospital. That means they can call her in to work at any time, even on her days off. Or even in the middle of the night. 

Sometimes I don’t see her for two or three days at a time. It makes me feel guilty, seeing her work so much. I hate being so poor. I wish I could do something for her, something to make her life easier, but what could I do? 

Sara had suggested I get a newspaper route. I’d thought about it before, but it didn’t seem worth the trouble. A paper route might get me a few bucks in my pocket, but it wasn’t going to help with things like rent and groceries. I’d need to make some real money for that. I’d need a real job, not a kid’s paper route. Our situation seemed hopeless.

There was a note on the kitchen table. It said she would be working late, and that I could microwave the leftover roast in the fridge. I threw a couple slabs of meat on a plate and grabbed a Coke. I brought it all upstairs, and curled up on my bed with a tattered old copy of the Lord of the Rings. 

I love fantasy. I read it all the time. The Ranger’s Apprentice, Charlie Bone... anything about another world is good to me. I like the old stuff, too, like Sword of Shannara or anything by Piers Anthony. And then there’s H.G. Wells and George MacDonald. Wow. Those guys lived in the 1800’s, and wrote fantasy. Why don’t they teach that in history class? 

So I read and for a while forgot my worries. Then at some point, I fell asleep. I dreamed of being chased by goblins and orcs. I kept running, but it seemed they were always just a step behind me. And every time I found a place to hide, I saw a big, black crow sitting there watching me. 

I woke to a loud thumping sound. The house was dark, and the wind was blowing hard. It sounded like a storm was coming in. I glanced at my alarm clock. It was nine-thirty. I sat up in bed, wondering if the sound I’d heard was real or something I had dreamed. 

A gust of wind hit the side of the house, and it howled through the eaves like a banshee. The bushes outside scraped against the walls, making a creepy rustling noise. That, I realized, must have been the sound that woke me.

I crawled out of bed and glanced out the window. The sky was a mass of dark, boiling storm clouds. I frowned as I saw a flash of red lightning arc across the sky. I’d never seen that before. Lightning couldn’t be red. It was just static electricity, that’s all. I shook my head, deciding that my eyes must be playing tricks on me.
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