

        

            

                

            

        




 Table of Contents


Red Dawn Rising


Copyright


Foreword


Pronunciation Guide


Chapter 1


Chapter 2


Chapter 3


Chapter 4


Chapter 5


Chapter 6


Chapter 7


Chapter 8


Chapter 9


Chapter 10


Chapter 11


Chapter 12


Chapter 13


Chapter 14


Chapter 15


Chapter 16


Chapter 17


Chapter 18


Chapter 19


Chapter 20


Chapter 21


Chapter 22


Chapter 23


Chapter 24


Chapter 25


Chapter 26


Chapter 27


Chapter 28


Chapter 29


Chapter 30


Chapter 31


Chapter 32


Chapter 33


Chapter 34


Chapter 35


Chapter 36


Chapter 37


Chapter 38


Chapter 39


Chapter 40


Chapter 41


Preview Abducted Title


Preview Abducted Chapter One


Josephine's Buttermilk Chocolate Chip Cookies


Lucius's Cinnamon Apple Pancakes


Lucius's Apple Coffeecake


Lucius's Manly Frittata


About the Author


Weapon of War Covers




	Red Dawn Rising


	 


	WEAPON OF WAR


	BOOK THREE


	 


	Alethea Stauron














	Copyright


	This book is a work of fiction. All the characters, organizations, and events depicted or described in this novel are strictly fiction products of the author’s imagination. Any coincidences in this work are not purposefully intended.


	 


	WEAPON OF WAR SERIES, BOOK THREE


	RED DAWN RISING


	 


	Copyright © 2020/2023/2024 by Alethea Stauron


	 


	All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, including photocopying, recording, or other electronic or mechanical methods, without the prior written permission of the publisher, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical reviews and certain other noncommercial uses permitted by copyright law.


	 


	


	 


	Written by Alethea Stauron


	 


	Edited by Adele Brinkley


	 


	Cover Redesign by Emily Crenshaw


	 


	ISBN 978-1-7336868-6-0 (Paperback)


	ISBN 978-1-7336868-8-4 (Hardcover)


	ISBN 978-1-7336868-7-7 (Ebook)


	 


	1. Fantasy. 2. Supernatural—Fiction. 3. Suspense.


	4. Humor. 5. New Adult / Romance.


	6. Christian 7. Science Fiction














	Foreword


	All were shrouded in darkness when war began and the threads were unraveled. A truth of dimensions is weaved and tightened for the benefit of those who will listen.


	 


	Alethea Stauron 


	 


	For my thread master.




Pronunciation Guide


	 


	Lucius(lü-shŭs)


	Dextorus(dĕks-tȯr-ŭs)


	Yaztarifenn(yăz-tĕr-ĭ-fĭn)


	Yuleshua(yü-lĕsh-yü-wŭ)


	Hoshtravay(hŏsh-trŭ-vā)


	Baàlsarideem(bŏl-sĕr-ĭ-dĭm)


	Deasja(dēz-jŭ)


	Oobadoave(ü-bŭ-dōv)


	Shuelltyson(shüĕl-tī-sŭn)


	Craden(krāy-dĕn)


	Thraishe(thrāsh)


	Mangoram(măn-gȯr-ŭm)


	Artorus(är-tȯr-ŭs)


	Rueshta(rüsh-tŭ)


	Akhtar(ăk-tär)


	Gamerilaye(gŭm-ĕr-ĭ-lā)


	Nicholson(nĭk-ŏl-sŭn)


	Hatrueshian(hŏ-trü-shē-ĭn)


	Samstarsey(săm-stär-sē)


	Jett Commdearadea(jĕt\kŏm-dēr-ŭ-dāy)


	Constantinople(kŏn-stănt- ĭn- ō-pŭl)


	Jazee Su Thrace(jā-zē\sü\thrās)


	 


	Pronunciation Symbols


	 


	ā….aid, made, tray       f….far, whiff, full


	ē….feed, seed, meat       g….gig, gone, gore      ‐….Hyphen divides syllables.


	ĕ….elephant, egg, led       h….hollow, hum      ()….Pronunciation of item word


	ă….apple, map, tram       j….jet, gelatin, jack             is placed between parenthesis.


	ī….eye, thigh, rye       l….limbo, lull, loud      \….Usage of reverse virgule indicates


	ŭ….umbrella, mud       m….man, mambo             transcription break for dual items.


	ŏ….ball, ominous       n….nice, non, naked       ,….Commas separate variant


	ō….boat, slope       r….race, runt, reek             pronunciations.


	ĭ….it, hip, sister       s….sauce, sass, say


	ü….moon, tune       sh….shadow, shush


	är….ark, star, mark       thr….three, throw


	ȯr….shore, floor       tr….tree, trunk, troll


	ĕr….air, tare, where       t….tut, mitt, tail


	wŭ….wall, what       v….vow, vacate, stove


	b….baby, bark, tab       w….wane, water


	k….carrot, car, crack       y….you, yule, yolk


	 




One


	Good Morning


	 


	In the wee hours, before the light in the sky turns to dawn, Josephine opens her eyes. She has dreamed of Lucius all night.


	He’s here, she thinks. He’s downstairs and lying on the couch. 


	Josephine gazes at the bookshelf and her crystal kitty cats. Every one of them are still a dim silhouette. Her room is dark with barely a faint light from her driveway brushing across the curtains behind her. 


	It’s too early right now, she thinks. He’d be asleep.


	She stares at the dark crevices of each book, making out spines and determining which ones are the fakes that are lining her hidden safe. She thinks about her favorite kitty cat in her collection and squints toward the one with the purple heart in its hands. But the room is so dark. At least, she can smell the morning. 


	Either morning or it’s raining outside, she thinks. Perhaps some misty weather with windy spring that’s bringing bluebonnets into existence. 


	Well, I’m awake with my thoughts running a million miles an hour. I’m awake, but I could let him sleep. Although, I could sneak by him, possibly make breakfast without his knowing. I can’t help if I drop a couple pans, and the noise wakes him up. Surely, he’ll forgive me. Or if I sneeze or cough as I’m passing by, and he’s startled out of sleep.


	Josephine closes her eyes when she realizes how her mind is coming up with schemes to spend more time with him. And it’s not even daylight outside.


	I’m not being nice, thinking like this just so I could spend more time with him. 


	Her room is noiseless. Trying to hear any drops from outside or any drips shedding down from shingles on her roof, she pokes her ear to the air. Nothing. Only the spring gusts of a breeze every few moments. She’s staring at the dark, western windows that face the Gray Forest.


	Josephine rubs her hands across her blanket. I do know one thing. I gotta get changed out of these frumpy pajamas.


	Her body rolls to face the northern window so she can look for rain. In a chair and wearing a similar smile, Lucius fights snickering after reading her thoughts before she had turned.


	He looks so handsome this morning, she thinks. Now, I don’t have to wake him up.


	Lucius leans over his arms that rest across his thighs. He’s less than two feet from her. His smile evolves with his thoughts. I think I shouldn’t let her know I woke her, so I could spend more time with her. I hope that doesn’t make me a mean boyfriend, but she would’ve done the same thing.


	Josephine hugs the blankets and folds them beneath the right side of her face and under her cheeks and ear. Her hips sway from side to side, and she licks her lips, curling them inward as her smile grows. She says, “Hi.”


	Lucius smiles warmly, and says, “Good morning, beautiful.” 


	There are not many perfect words to explain how he feels. They both gaze at each other as the northern window picks up the driveway bulb and turns the light into a soft glow between them, and makes his left cheek visible. 


	His voice is low when he says, “You looked so peaceful while you were sleeping.” Lucius rises slowly to his feet and bends forward. He touches her cheek, and he gives her a small kiss on the corner of her mouth. Just enough to maintain innocence.


	Josephine watches him as he stands away from her, and she immediately stretches under the blankets, continuing to smile from his kiss. She re-cuddles herself and wonders aloud, “Have you been there all night?”


	Lucius’s heart skips a beat with his mind swirling his thoughts. She speaks to me so easily not knowing who I am. Do I really wanna tell her? Wouldn’t she push me away? I can’t give up what I feel when I love her.


	His eyes meet her gaze, and he answers, “Not all night. Just a little.” He follows her lead and does a small stretch. The bottom of his shirt lifts to just below his waistline. “It’s still so early, and my sitting here woke you.”


	“Probably not,” Josephine says with a short giggle.


	“That’s what it was. Believe me. I’m sure of it.”


	She blushes and asks, “You wanna know something?”


	“Sure,” Lucius answers.


	“My confession is gonna make me blush—”  


	“Too late for that,” he says.


	Josephine squeezes a portion of blanket over her nose. “I am blushing, aren’t I? Well, I was gonna go downstairs and watch you too.” 


	He chuckles. “I’m sure you were.”


	Nearly bouncing like a child from enthusiasm, she crosses her legs and sits up. She says, “I was too excited from you being here. I woke up several times last night.” 


	“Sorry,” he says. He looks down to her shabby pajamas. He woke her up many times before placing her back to sleep and he feels a little guilty for each time.


	“It’s not your fault.”


	“I’m sure it is. I’ve missed you terribly and I wanted to visit with you.”


	She confesses, “I was gonna make coffee and breakfast, and I was hoping you would accidentally wake up from the noise I wouldwould be making…on purpose.”


	Lucius says. “Josephine, you don’t have to worry about waking me up. I couldn’t be more awake.” 


	“Me too.”


	They look into each other’s eyes, both wanting to say how they feel, but they decide to simply enjoy the moment. Lucius takes his eyes from her and glances over toward the northern window. The light in the sky is already devouring her driveway light. 


	He says, “It’ll be sunrise soon. I should’ve let you sleep. I don’t want you to be tired today because of me.”


	Josephine says, “Not with you being here.”


	“I love hearing you say that. Your words comfort me.” Lucius walks toward her door and glances back. “I’ll be on the loft while you get dressed. Remember, like a good boy and a good girl today.” 


	“Absolutely.”


	Outside her door, Lucius is too nervous to even pace. His mind is a tennis match of juggling ideas. I can’t just tell her. I’ll lose her if I blurt everything out. His head droops. Maybe a little today and a little tomorrow. 


	Lucius listens to the atmospheric vibrations, and knows she’s safe while dressing. She’s just beyond the door, just as in love with him as he is with her. His forehead caresses the wall panels, and his fingers barely touch the door. I’d give everything to be what you want. His eyes shut and his lips make words deprived of sound, “Please love me still.”


	 


	Not long and Josephine opens her door to be greeted by a charming gentleman leaning against the loft railing. Her breath falls short as she asks, “Do I have you all day?”


	Lucius slightly nods. “All day.”


	She nibbles her bottom lip. “Is it okay, if I touch you now?” Her eyes roll. “Not in an intimate way or anything. I just, I wanna give you a hug.” She shrugs with a face of pure innocence. “I kept my promise. I was a good girl. I fell asleep and everything, even when you kissed me this morning. I was good,” she says intertwining her fingers together beneath her belly button. Her nibbling on her lip makes it difficult to resist her request.


	Lucius gestures over at her top drawer, giving her a subtle reminder of the thong underwear incident last night. He clears his throat, and says, “You did keep your promise. And you were mostly good.”


	Josephine grins. “Sorry. I’ll be good now.” She tilts her head and continues biting her lip while begging him with her eyes.


	Lucius lets her sweat a little, allowing the importance of her decisions to weigh heavy on her mind. Waiting as long as he can, he concedes with a large smile. “Yes.” His arms swing open as she rushes over. “Now, you can hug me.” He picks her up with her arms wrapped around his warm neck and shoulders. Lucius releases a large exhale, as if the three-second wait was too much to tolerate.


	Josephine’s jaw digs into his neck. She acts on instinct, kissing him on the neck and jawline a couple of times. 


	Carefully placing her down, Lucius says, “Baby, I can’t do that. You’ve gotta stop tempting me. Only hugs until I know what I’m doing.” He steps back some and notices her downcast face. “To protect both of us.” He rests his forehead against hers. “I’m not pushing you away. I beg you. Don’t push me away either?”


	“I could never push you away,” she says.


	Lucius nods and reminds her, “Remember that you told me that later on.” Changing the subject he says, “I think we need to have breakfast. We need to have breakfast and…a rather long talk.”




Two


	Strawberries and Coffee


	 


	They walk down the stairs with Lucius trailing closely behind Josephine. The light of a sleepy moon guides her memorized steps. She glances back with a smile and says, “I’m glad you’re here.” She doesn’t need a bright bidding moon or a dawning light to see his expression; she already knows he’s blushing.


	Lucius says through his teeth, “So am I.”


	As soon as they enter the kitchen, Josephine flips the light switch, and Lucius goes straight toward the windy slaps over the nook’s windows. Watching him, she pauses as he secures each window lock and blind. He carefully pulls her curtains to hide any seams from a soon dawning light from the eastern sky. Barely a gleam of driveway light seeps through beneath the curtain fold.


	Josephine’s brows raise, and she says, “That’s bizarre.” Lucius turns back, and she points toward the window. “What you’re doing is weird. Those windows don’t leak air. They’ve survived windier days than this.”


	He winks. “Not as weird as putting honey in your coffee.”


	“Touché.” Her head shakes. “One of these days, you’ll have to explain that one to me too. The whole closing my kitchen curtains thing.”


	“I plan on it. I just need a little time is all.”


	Josephine pours water in her coffeemaker, and leaving no spaces for light to brush across his body when the sun rises, Lucius finishes fastening her curtains. He sneaks over toward the fridge and turns a glance back toward Josephine. She’s concentrating on finding her favorite mugs. Realizing she’s not looking at him, he rubs his hidden trinket that opens a small portal in the refrigerator. He reaches through the opening and pulls out a woven bowl full of plump strawberries. With vibrant red flesh and deep green stems, they’re three times bigger than normal strawberries. Lucius turns toward her and says, “Don’t be upset with my reasons,” as astonishment forms in her eyes when she sees the strawberries in his hands. Lucius places the bowl onto her bar near the stools and continues, “I can only say this…and it’s your choice about how you believe it. I either went to go get these for you, or you can just believe they’re here, and so am I. Either way, we’re eating these for breakfast because I’m offering them to you.”


	Her lips part. “You’re just full of surprises, aren’t you?”


	Lucius smiles. “You have no idea.”


	“I didn’t know those were in there, so I’ll just have to believe whatever you tell me then,” she says as she presses her coffeemaker on.


	He grabs a strawberry from his basket and says, “That means we’re off to a good start in telling you who I am.” He takes a huge bite with the wind howling behind him while he devours his food like a man who’s been on a hiking trip for several weeks. “These are my favorite.”


	Josephine carries his coffee over to him as she watches his starved tongue feasting on breakfast. She turns the corner of her counter, and Lucius immediately hops over and pulls the barstool out for her. He says, “Here you go, baby.”


	She sits while eyeing the plump breakfast and asks, “San Antonio’s having its strawberry festival. Is that where you got these?”


	“Not exactly.” He slides the basket over. “Here,” he says before grabbing the largest one for her. “These’ll give you strength.” He sits beside her to watch as she accepts his gift with a smile.


	Josephine lays the plump fruit beside her coffee. She says, “You said something about having a garden. Do you—”  


	“Try not to overthink everything,” Lucius says. “Sometimes things are just the way they are.” He holds the strawberry up for her. “I give this strawberry to you as a gift. Whether you choose to accept this gift or not, doesn’t change that the strawberry is still here.” He places the strawberry in her hand. “I offer this gift to you freely.”


	Josephine smiles. “And I accepted it.” 


	“That brings me joy because your belief and understanding mean something to me. I’m happy you openly accept what I give you.”


	She says, “Maybe I’m too tired, but I don’t know how this tells me who you are or what this is about.”


	“Not yet, but you will. Learning to accept what’s offered to you, helps to understand who I am and why I’m here.” He studies her facial expression and tries again. “Take a bite of the strawberry, please?” he asks kindly. 


	Josephine takes a bite and Lucius asks, “Is the strawberry what you expected?”


	Josephine says, “Better than I thought. Juicier.”


	He inhales deeply and asks, “Do you taste anything? How would you explain as if I had never experienced the taste of a strawberry before?”


	Josephine chews slowly and shrugs. “Like a strawberry.”


	“Explain the experience to me, baby,” Lucius says. “Is the fruit sweet?”


	“Yes, and…and…” she says slowly so she can think and says, “a slight echo of tartness on my tongue, but mainly sweet and juicy. The tartness is only because I expected a tangy flavor.”


	“Because you’re looking for what you have already experienced?” he asks.


	“Yes,” she answers.


	“Okay, that’ll be my first point.” Lucius rolls his wrist and says, “Go on. What else? How does the fruit feel? How would you explain a strawberry to a blind person?”


	Her eyes wander around the fruits of the bowl. “Blind? This strawberry is extra juicy, soft. It smells fresh and smells sweet…um.” Hoping Lucius will clarify what he’s teaching her, she gazes at him, says, “Baby, it’s a tasty strawberry. I don’t…”


	“It’s okay. I’ll speak on what you have explained so far. You believe the fruit I gave you was a strawberry because it looked like a strawberry. You expected some tartness, but the fruit was sweeter than you thought. The fruit surprises you, but that alone didn’t make you doubt that the strawberry was a strawberry. You believe even though when you tasted what it tastes like, and it wasn’t quite the same as you remember, but it’s still a strawberry even if you were blind. You believe in what you know to be true as you have understood it previously. Every strawberry has a similar but uniquely different taste, and you believe that as well. You never changed the name of the fruit because the taste was different—because a strawberry is still a strawberry.”


	Josephine nods. “That’s right. I’m with you so far. A strawberry is a strawberry.”


	“Now, let’s pretend you’re blind.” Lucius holds another strawberry out with a pop of his hand. Quickly catching the plump red fruit, he cups his hand and hides the berry from her eyes. Lucius opens an interdimensional pocket and secretly stuffs the strawberry he holds into a hidden pocket on his palm without her seeing. He asks, “Where’s the strawberry I showed you just now?”


	Josephine answers, “In your hand. I saw you put it there.”


	“Remember, you’re blind in this next example.” He opens his hands and flips his palms several times, showing her that his palms and hands are bare.


	“Whoa!” Her lips part. “Where’d the strawberry go?”


	Lucius asks, “Would you believe me if I told you, it was in my hand still?”


	“That’s a neat trick,” she says.


	“Baby, stay with me. It’s not a trick. I’m showing you something as if you were blind.” He re-cups his hands together.


	“Where is it?” she asks staring at his folded and cupped hands over each other.


	Lucius continues, “Would you believe my words, if I was to say it’s been in my hand the whole time? Even if you were blind, would you believe me because you trust me, or would it be because you have no better answer?”


	“I don’t know what to say.” She points at his cupped hands. “The strawberry was in your hand, but I don’t know where it went. I didn’t see it fall or anything.”


	“Don’t overthink what I’m showing you, sometimes things are just the way they are. You said you didn’t know what to say, meaning that you have no better answer. That’s still a good answer for someone who is blind. Sometimes we must believe something is there, even when we don’t see it.”


	“But where did you put the strawberry?” she asks.


	Lucius opens his hand, and the strawberry rests in his palm. “The strawberry has been in my hand the whole time. Do you believe me?” 


	Josephine says, “I do now.”


	Lucius explains, “You believe because you’ve seen. But if I were to tell you there was a strawberry in my hand, and you were blind, would you believe me still?”


	“Without the trick? Yes.”


	“It’s not a trick, baby. You know from this experience, not everything you see is the same as it really is. The eyes are just one sense in knowing something is there. Sometimes you need faith.” Lucius picks up the fruit from his palm and says, “Wherever you believe the strawberry went, did my pretending you were blind change the fact that the strawberry still existed?”


	Pointing at the fruit, she says, “No, that’s still a strawberry.”


	Lucius takes a bite. “Correct. They’re strawberries just the same. This is where my teaching gets difficult.”


	She asks, “More than this?”


	“Yes.” Lucius says, “If I was to squeeze this, what would happen?”


	“You’d make a mess with juice running over your fingers and stuck under your nails. You’d waste it.”


	“What makes you say that?”


	“Because that’s what would happen. I’m not stupid unless you have some other trick.” 


	Rubbing her shoulder, he laughs and answers, “I’m not saying you are. Stick with me through this next part.”


	She half rolls her eyes and says, “Okay, professor, continue.”


	“What you said is correct. But have you ever watched anyone squeeze a strawberry before?”


	“Hopefully that’s not what you’re gonna do.”


	He says, “No. I’m pointing out what you already know will happen, and I think you’re getting what I’m showing you.”


	She smiles. “I am?”


	He continues, “Well, you believe what would happen, as if you’ve seen squeezing a strawberry previously. You have belief. In your hand was a strawberry before you ate it. You also know that wherever the strawberry was hidden as if you were blind, the strawberry is still a strawberry.”


	She asks, “I’m not gonna believe what’s going on, am I?”


	Lucius says, “I think that’s enough for now. I’ll pick this conversation up later.” He raises up his coffee mug while reading the printed text aloud, “Real dads love Jesus.” He huffs. “Maybe one of them can better explain this stuff to you.”


	Josephine places down her mug. “I’m sorry I don’t have the best dishes, and philosophical conversation early in the morning isn’t my forte.” She points at his mug. “That was my dad’s favorite mug. I’m frugal and sentimental. I guess you can believe the mug says something else if you want, but it doesn’t matter because it’s a mug whether you believe it or not.” 


	“Har, har.” Lucius shakes his head. “I wasn’t making fun. I happen to believe what’s on this mug.” 


	“I get embarrassed about my mismatched dishes.”


	“You shouldn’t.” Lucius whispers against her ear. “I love drinking coffee in this mug with you sitting beside me. I wish I could do this every day with you. I wish I could tell you who I am without freaking you out.” 


	“I won’t freak out,” she whispers with an exhale after feeling his breath on her neck. 


	Lucius realizes he’s getting too close when he sees the goosebumps climbing across her neck. He pulls himself away a couple of inches from her. 


	She says, “I wanna do this every day, Lucius. Can I just believe that and it will happen? You can tell me anything, and I’ll believe you. I trust you.”


	Lucius begins to say, “I must be honest with you. I’m not supposed to…I’m not allowed to…” He pauses with worried eyes and starts staring through the cabinets for any kind of help. “I’m not allowed to be with you like this because I’m a soldier.”


	“I know,” she says.


	“A special type of soldier. I could get in a lot of trouble.” Lucius’s hands shake, and he wipes his sweaty palms on his blue jeans. “I’ve been trying to think of a way to tell you but…” he starts to say but tries again. “Wait, let me start over. I can’t be here the way you know me. Maybe a couple days without problems, but I don’t think I can explain everything quick enough. I must think of a way to tell you without telling you so then you’re safe.”


	“What does that even mean?”


	Lucius answers, “You have this intentional blockage in your mind. And you put the block there.”


	“Lucius, tell me what I’m doing wrong,” Josephine says. She rubs her hand across his back. “Just talk to me. My goodness, you’re so nervous right now.”


	His elbows rest over the bar, and he lowers his head. “You don’t understand. My being here openly is what’s dangerous. You aren’t ready.”


	“You’re not leaving.” Josephine presses her hands into her chest and immediately begs, “I didn’t tell my friends you were here last night. You can trust me, Lucius. I won’t say your name anymore in front of them. I’m trying to understand. I am trying, but you won’t tell me anything.” 


	“Okay.” Realizing there’s no way he can explain, he says, “You did. You are.” Lucius sips his coffee and nods his head. “I know you can keep a secret.” Staring at his mug, he wishes his story were easier. “I can’t leave you.”


	Josephine exhales her relief. “You scared me for a moment.”


	“Wasn’t my intention. I don’t wanna leave,” he says gazing off through the walls. “Sometimes the truth is stranger than fiction.”


	Josephine raises her brows high with a lip pucker. “That was a loaded statement. This day has just started out and is already a crazy one.” She huffs with an anxious laugh. “Yesterday was horrible from the beginning, but it ended well.” Her eyes roam away so not to look at him contemplating about possibly leaving. She thinks of something that she can take her time in doing so to clear the air.


	Suddenly, her previous chaotic day springs a perfect daily chore to her mind. She jumps from her seat, says, “Oh, I forgot,” and runs around the bar and out the front door. “I gotta get the mail. I forgot it yesterday.” Josephine jets across the porch while hollering back at the cabin, “You think of what you wanna say while I get the mail,” and she leaves to take as much time needed for him to think.


	At first, Lucius thinks nothing of her getting the mail. She always gets the mail. He’s usually standing next to her and watching her meander around the porch while she reads her junk mail. 


	But then


	his situation dawns on him like the eastern light outside. The sun’s rising over the horizon, and he can’t be out there this time. Not in the open. Not with her knowing he’s there.


	Lucius’s words burst from his lungs. “Wait! Not outside by yourself, baby!” He enters an ultra-speed and reaches his arm through the door, trying to catch her but she’s already down the steps. The sunrise traces over his hand, and he quickly withdraws his arm back into the house. “No.” Lucius’s heart falls as he exits his ultra-speed and into a normal timeframe. “Baby,” he speaks softly, “come back to me.”




Three


	Sunrise


	 


	The spring wind blusters, and blows Josephine’s hair into her hazel eyes. The wind sounds more like a seashell howling waves over her ears. Lucius knows of the dangers lurking on her property with their unscheduled attacks. He nibbles his fingernails. “Help me,” he begs while playing scenarios in his mind, but every one of them ends badly. Please let no one see her outside by herself. 


	Lucius knows with Drake gone that his enemy’s plans have failed. They will soon send scouts to survey what to do next. A deep understanding has been embedded with his training. They’ll attack anyone without a soldier nearby, and he can’t be beside her with the sunrise. Not yet. Josephine’s reaction toward the secret knowledge of his identity could ruin her. 


	The moments watching her outside become a ferocious battle with anxiety for him when realizing that he’s not hidden to her. The fact that she knows he is there and at risk of exposing himself are details he’s left open to her. She can’t observe what’s supposed to be hidden. If a scout saw her knowledge of who he is, Lucius wouldn’t be able to hide her reaction. 


	Just ten minutes. Why couldn’t she have waited only ten minutes?


	The sunbeams, which are usually there to help him, are vastly Lucius’s enemy. He glances over to the trees, canopy, and beyond ridges for any shadow moving around her property. Lucius steps into his warrior stance, standing sideways with shoulders back and hands ready to reach for an activated harness. He glances at Josephine, hoping she would walk faster instead of taking her time. “She can’t see me like this. She’s not ready. I should’ve just told her.” He’s imprisoned behind the shade of her front door frame, holding his position as inconspicuous as possible. 


	Josephine’s feet become chilled from the red circular stone steps beneath her. Blades of grass brush across her toes. A gust blows her locks of hair into her eyes, and she pulls a bundle of brunette back. She says, “Man, it’s cold and windy this morning,” and folds her hair hopelessly behind her ear. It is immediately propelled back into her eyes. She says, “But that’s spring in Texas, you know?” 


	The morning rays beam across her shoulders as she steps out onto the street. Asphalt gleams like it’s made of silvery-orange. Her entire body is illuminated in the golden glow of sunrise.


	Lucius is bouncing and chanting to himself. “Please let nothing happen. Let nothing happen.” 


	Suddenly, a shadow on Mr. Gonzales’s land transforms and multiplies into six dark figures emerging from the tree line. 


	Lucius gulps. There’s a chance, he thinks. They see me and know I’ll kill them for getting too close. Surely, they don’t wanna screw with me. They won’t think she knows I’m here. Maybe they won’t be stupid this time? Maybe they grew brains? Maybe…uhh…maybe I have wishful thinking. 


	But his enemies have their orders as well. Waiting on their queue, the ever-curious enemy wonder why a soldier stands in the shade of a doorway. 


	The curious glances Lucius receives makes the scenario difficult to hide that sunlight is holding him as a prisoner in the shade. The dark figures study Lucius’s behavior and watch Josephine. Lucius observes every tilt of their heads or grip of their swords.


	They’re studying me. Lucius glances over, and his eyes plead with Josephine as he thinks, Baby, please don’t say my name. If ever it was important…


	Lucius tries regaining his composure and is scowling in the hostile direction. He reaches his right arm behind him, threatening to pull out his sword. His left hand opens the properties over his daggers. The metal glints from indirect light, reminding them what he’s willing to do for her safety. 


	A threat, but still, they are curious about Lucius remaining shrouded by a porch shadow. The behavior is not usual for any soldier. Their eyes squint with interest. Lucius snarls and sees a couple of them react as if making a move.


	The tallest enemy scout gestures toward another figure that has brought its own hidden battalion somewhere on Josephine’s property. Both enemy leaders activate bands over their arms and send out transmissions to report their findings to someone who remains unseen and never answers back over transmission.


	Lucius swallows as he gazes around for the hidden numbers that are pulled back so that they can’t be counted. Lucius knows if two are leading their own small task forces, then there are many more hiding among the landscape, and have gone cold, meaning they’re already in position and can stay motionless until a battle cry is sounded. Pressure builds in Lucius’s head with the threats piling against Josephine. Pulsating veins appear along his neck and eyes. He grinds his teeth, trying to hide his freaking out on the inside.


	Lucius hears battalion leaders grumble to the other, he recognizes their language, a dead language. The one in front is clearer with his growling voice, “Baok forladeen,” meaning Curious situation. The beast speaks into his transmitter. The enemy tilts his head, appearing as a tall black shadow in the brush. 


	Lucius knows the outlining silhouette. “Hound of hell,” he says and stares at its dark eyes glossed by morning light. 


	The hound of hell gives his communication in English with a sinister grin. “All communications off. He’s listening and,” the beast pauses before saying, “and not moving toward her.”


	As soon as the beast reports its finding, Lucius raises his chin and pulls out his translucent blue bow and arrows that instantly disappear when not moving. He stands completely still and says, “Don’t piss me off, bastards. You don’t wanna tango.”


	Taking her time, Josephine sifts through her mail and wrestles her hair blowing like a kite. 


	Lucius’s muscles tighten as a handful more of shadows congregate from the other side of Mr. Gonzales’s property. The rest of the outfit that Lucius had expected would be hiding so he couldn’t calculate his alternatives while they got into place. Lucius covers his gasp with a snarl, but his brows twitch with worry.


	He’s worried because entering a quick speed is pointless when they have just called for more curious numbers. They won’t reveal themselves before a battle cry is given, and Lucius could put her in more jeopardy by wasting all his power without understanding their plan of attack. She’s been caught in a crossfire before with his energy drained and he’s not risking losing her again.


	The first shadow walks on hind paws out of the thicket, just enough for Lucius to see the commanding hellhound’s size. The hellhound is over seven feet tall and grisly as a mange-infested dog.pies. Grisly. His skin is deathly dehydrated and rippled over scarred muscles. He has stringy knotted hair dangling from his elbows, chin, and legs. The beast’s torso is covered by blemishes, appearing as diseased or mutated. Its snarling snout has three-inch, sabered canines. The beast slides a long fingernail over its neck, and Lucius tenses when he sees that the hellhound is staring at Josephine.


	Lucius lowers his chin, scowling, and he says, “I’ll kill you first, if you try.”


	The beast holds a finger out, waving a rebuttal from left to right. “Not today, crony,” the beast grumbles.


	 Lucius whispers, “You can’t touch her. She’s protected by it, and it’s the law.”


	The hellhound says, “What do you mean by it? Don’t claim things I clearly see aren’t real. There is no barrier over her. She’s not protected by the law you speak of.”


	“She’s protected by me,” Lucius says.


	The beast says, “Not the same thing as you claim, and you know why. The shroud of law is missing from her for some reason. That means she’s open season if exposed,” the beast pauses, “and she looks exposed.”


	“You’re gonna wish you’d never met me.” Lucius points and holds back tears of anger. He speaks through his teeth, saying, “I will rip your head from your body before you touch her.”


	“Would she see this?” The question slithers from another enemy’s tongue. “Have you broken rules?” Knowing very well if Josephine is aware of their battle, she becomes a desired target. A prize. No laws would be broken if they retrieve a prize not currently protected by the innocence law.


	Lucius thinks, begging, hoping, and praying. Please baby, don’t say my name in front of them. Lucius watches as Josephine hesitates to come back to a conversation that was scaring her, about his possibly leaving, as she finally closes the mailbox. 


	Josephine takes several steps from the blacktop. A box of her newly delivered coffee slips out of her hold. The box tumbles to the ground, and Lucius tenses as he watches her bend over. He slowly slides his bow and arrows back into their hidden dimensional pocket. He then grips his hands over his sword and daggers for a more aggressive threat of attack.


	Josephine gathers her box between the fold of her mail. 


	But a gust of wind carries her loose circulars and local advertisements away. Papers trail along grass and weeds. She chases her runaway litter into an apparently empty lot.


	Watching her gallop toward his enemy, Lucius opens all his spaces for his daggers, swords, staff, bow, and arrows. He threatens with his eyes, all while nearly hyperventilating. He thinks of the abilities he could afford while not knowing where all his enemies are hiding, or if he could even concentrate enough with his current anxiety. What if he wastes too much energy, and she not only sees him, but he didn’t get them all in time? They would run off with the information and it is only him protecting her.


	From his peripheral, he realizes the sun is almost over the horizon. “Don’t do it,” he says realizing he’s almost free. “You’ll regret screwing with me. I swear to you, today is not the day.”


	The wind bullies Josephine away from the safety of her house with papers tumbling into the lot. The distance shortens between her and snarling threats that she can’t see.


	Lucius grips his sword.


	Josephine presses her foot over the final crinkled edge of paper. She sweeps down to pick up her last sheet. Her eyes look upward and is mildly embarrassed when she sees Lucius half-hidden behind the doorway. She winces and says, “Lucius”—Every eye widens around the surrounding area—“I hope you like coupons.” 


	Josephine doesn’t know what she has just said, only that she feels as though the phrase was the last innocent thing she would ever know.


	Lucius hollers. “Get down!”


	Roar—A battle cry of monstrous terror howls yards back from Josephine, and bleeds into her thoughts like she had always known, as if her mind had remembered a portion of a previous conversation she was taught from an early age. She is suddenly aware of something behind her. However, a fighting portion in her is trying to block the understanding out so she can move. Her knees lock with paralysis, and she’s overtaken by terror. 


	This isn’t real, she thinks. This stuff doesn’t happen. 


	Josephine stares toward Lucius with her thoughts moving faster than time. She’s trying to make sense of what she hears and feels around her. She studies Lucius, knowing that what he was trying to tell her earlier has manifested in a real situation. 


	Lucius races beyond the threshold with a sword glinting in the light. The sword disperses into tiny daggers and is sent soaring into her surrounding property. The daggers are thwarted into a shockwave of defense. 


	Unexpectedly, Josephine sees what was truly hidden from her. The thoughts she was trying to block can no longer be hidden from her. 


	Is this happening? I’m not crazy. I’m not craz-zy—her mouth drops with a gasp.


	Sunrise finally reveals what she has been feeling when he’s around. The tingles she couldn’t explain. The light exposes him for the first time. Lucius is covered in weaponry, but his arsenal isn’t the most striking thing that catches her eyes. The speed of his weapons move like tracers slicing through the air, directing waves of electrostatic pulses with each aimed throw or shot fired. She sees the bursting percussions through the air like ripples in water. 


	But his attacks are not what shock her. 


	Lucius shoots at least forty translucent blue arrows, sending drumming beats into the atmosphere with every release. Arrows shoot in lines decorating the air in blue and silver hazes around her. But his defense is not getting her attention. 


	He moves faster than anyone she has ever seen, like lightning. Her mind sees him clearly, and he is heading straight for her. She knows only moments have passed, but the discovery feels more like years. A lifetime of knowledge awakens in her. 


	Lucius’s eyes shimmer with every living particle in them but fail in comparison from what has been exposed by the sun, the part that he has been terrified to show her. And one so obvious that she would have known who he is immediately. Lucius and his enormous, white, tri-fold wings are actively being covered in a metallic shield before her eyes.


	“Get down!” Lucius slides on the ground beside her, pulling her to a rough squat over the grass. 


	Josephine yelps with a sharp pain half a second before Lucius had crowded his shielded feathers around her. Pain shoots through her side and her arm. She rolls to her knees, gasping with confusion in the shade of his metallic protection. Josephine is lightheaded. She looks down at her hands over a patch of grass. 


	Fear has immobilized her. She knows what the roars, whispers, and static has been this whole time. She’s unable to speak and stares down at black veins slithering through her skin for only a moment. 


	Is this a dream? 


	Blackened veins dissolve from view. Her eyesight grows dim, and she pants for air. What’s left of her hearing distorts with her vision.


	“You weren’t supposed to say my name,” Lucius says as he throws several rounds of daggers over his shielded wings. The sun finishes rising, but Lucius keeps his wings out for a moment longer, activating a large blue spherical shield to create an added barrier while he turns back toward Josephine. Lucius asks, “You okay?”


	Josephine can’t respond.


	Lucius whispers, “Baby?” He turns to a burst of arrows by setting off a barrage of arrows of his own. “Come and get it, you bastards,” he yells at enemy lines. Lucius turns and whispers, “Baby, answer me. Are you okay?”


	She gasps. 


	“Okay, I know this looks bad, but this is easy to figure out. We can work through this,” he begs and says, “I was trying to tell you.” 


	But Lucius doesn’t know that Josephine has already been infected by a couple powerful plagues of the enemy. The poison is made of two parts. 


	The first portion is anxiety and fear that confuses the victim from recognizing a problem. The second portion is aggressive hate designed to destroy the heart for later claiming. 


	The spiritual illness that is currently festering into her soul requires twice as much healing which can never be forced on the individual infected by the plagues. 


	Dark plagues and concocted illness mix with mind games and are the enemy’s favorite weapon used on the General’s children. They know pride cometh before the fall, and the current number closing in on Lucius and Josephine’s location have infused her full of poison.


	Supernaturally, the disease swarms like a plague of locusts into her system to destroy her from the inside out. The first plague begins instantaneously and is difficult to detect between pure hearted beings, until matured and deadly. Some plagues are only defeated with much prayer and fasting, but with someone who never prays…


	“Please, get in the house,” Lucius says as he nudges her. “Baby, please.” He throws several more daggers before psychokinetically retracting all of what has been thrown for a reload. 


	The enemy forces grow and they’re being surrounded. Lucius whispers to Josephine. “I know you’re scared right now. You must get up. I can’t keep you protected out here in the open. We need to get in the house, so I can close your walls and stop their arsenal for a little bit.” He touches her back and uses his ability, helping to release her adrenaline. He releases his power unto her as he says, “We need to go, now.”


	Josephine inhales sharply with a burst of adrenaline. Between throws and defense tactics, Lucius wraps his arms around her, begging loudly, “Please.” He lifts her body to stand with him, saying, “Go!” 


	Finally, Josephine moves. Lucius trails behind her while under heavy fire. Arrows, daggers, and spikes shoot his way. He grabs his staff, batting away objects. Josephine crosses the threshold and Lucius activates a circular device, tossing the mechanism against her door from the inside. The walls shimmer rapidly with a purple and pearl color. 


	Lucius says, “That’ll block them, but not for long. I need backup. I must chase them down.” His mind is screaming, and he’s nearly hyperventilating.


	Josephine grips the back of her couch as Lucius pulls himself together enough to think. She’s zoning out with a blank stare through a center couch pillow. She can’t think to understand something is wrong. She’s speechless, dizzy, frozen in fear, and confused as her blood pressure rises and is threatening to make her lose consciousness.


	Thump, thump, thumping floods the outside of the house coming from all around her cabin.


	Lucius looks up toward the roof and declares, “Okay, it appears we need help very soon.” Lucius stands back-to-back behind Josephine, but his eyes gaze toward the banging of those who have recently climbed her chimney to look for holes. “Baby, I’m calling my commander. Don’t look at him or say my name. Pretend you can’t see us.”


	When an angel’s warrior name is called, no matter where on the General’s land, the soldier can hear the cry in battle with a psychic bond, but the call for help must never be misused.


	“Dextorus, commander. I need you,” Lucius says as he tenses.


	A moment later, a large portal opens, encompassing the entire doorway of Josephine’s kitchen entry. Through the portal with a cigar in his mouth, Dextorus steps into her living area holding a war hammer. “You called, soldier? You better be dying or something.”


	Thump, bang, crash. The walls of the cabin are groaning.


	Lucius swallows and has puffy eyes as he calls out, “They’re breaking through my shield and getting in the house. There’s too many of them, Dex. Hundreds. I don’t know where they’re coming from. I don’t have the energy to kill all of them in ultra-speed. I’m running short on energy as it is.” Lucius throws a dagger and catches a beast in the eye on her loft balcony area. “This’ll put her at risk,” Lucius continues.


	“Not quite dying but,” Dextorus begins to say as he laughs before continuing, “Those bastards are going to hell in flames.” He activates a shield that is compatible with Lucius’s barricade around walls. Dextorus jumps through the wall with a bellow of his own personal battle cry. “Meet my hammer!”


	Slam. The earth quivers. 


	Discharging several rounds of transparent weapons, Lucius says, “You’re dramatic for someone without a sense of humor, Dex.”


	Josephine’s head becomes heavy and her body weak. Her vision blurs. “Mmmm,” she moans and her eyes roll back.


	She collapses.














	Four


	Dream


	 


	Lucius strides around the couch as he throws daggers to keep back the enemy lines from penetrating his perimeter. He watches his sanctified weapons turning his enemies into dust, and he yells, “Take that, inconsiderate jerks!” Lucius scans the area after vanquishing threats within his current location. He holds his wrists out and uses telekinesis as he regains his daggers and closes the pockets within his body’s armor. 


	Directly following Lucius’s battle cleanup, the commander arrives from the battlefield. 


	Dextorus enters through the walls, and says, “I’m going to track them down and make sure we have all of them since I’m here.”


	“Thank you, Commander,” Lucius says.


	Dex points over and snaps, “Lucius, I can’t come back until she prays. That was your last warning.”


	“What do you mean?”


	Dextorus answers, “It’s part of your mission. Or do you want to be reassigned? If she reads her dad’s journal, it’ll get her to pray. I must respond to her calls to Him now, not yours. You’ve already taken too long. You’re on your own until then. I already told you that you’d better be dying or something. That’s not what was happening here when I arrived. You have all your abilities now and you could’ve handled—” 


	“But I—” 


	“You have more power than you realize, Gamerin. Now, you’re being punished with a Uriah order for abusing the call to arms.”


	“I was surrounded, Dex.” 


	Dextorus says, “No, you called me because you were scared and panicked for some reason.”


	“I don’t get scared,” Lucius says.


	Dex drops all expression as he answers with a dry smirk. “Believe me when I tell you this, but I know you better than you know yourself. You’re more powerful than I am, but I follow orders. You were covered in fear and hiding your emotions poorly.” He looks down toward Josephine and misreads the situation. “I think it’s a good idea that you put her to sleep, Lucius. Good thinking on your part with her not being covered by the blood.”


	Lucius’s eyes open wide as he stares at Josephine on the floor, something he didn’t notice a few moments earlier. 


	Dextorus glances at Lucius and says, “Remember, I can’t come back until she prays. She’ll have more watching her if she reads the journal. Finish your assigned orders.” 


	Dextorus leaves with his war hammer in hand to track down whatever enemy might have gotten away. 


	Lucius rushes to Josephine’s side and cries out, “Baby!” He wraps his arms around her limp body and sweeps her face against his chest, cradling her and hyperventilating as he struggles saying, “Jos…Josephine, sweetie.” Lucius rocks back and forth, shaking her a little. “Wake up for me.” With the memory of when she had died in his arms coming to his mind, he strokes her cheeks and begins begging, “Please. Help me, Father.” Josephine faintly moans, and Lucius leans over her. “Thank you.”


	Lucius glances toward her bedroom door. “You can’t wake up like this.” While holding her closely, he flies up, strides over toward the bed, and pulls back the blankets to lay her down. “You must have passed out from shock, but I can explain.” He shakes his head. “What am I doing? You can’t hear me.” 


	Lucius secures his wings into their safety pockets and wraps her in blankets. With shuffling feet, he stands beside her bed, and tugs at his plaid sleeves, rehearsing in his mind how to talk. How would he explain? How could he fix a broken illusion or make a startling reality sound perfectly normal? Josephine’s visual protection is gone. Lucius knows what she saw. Josephine knows what she saw. His mind’s argument isn’t calming his breathing as much as he had hoped. He’s pacing a new rut in her carpet while waiting for her to regain consciousness. 


	Resting his hands on his hips and shaking his head at his predicament, Lucius briefly stops pacing several times. He huffs. “That was an epic failure.” He crosses his arms and then massages his face nearly eighty times. “I couldn’t read her thoughts. Everything happened so fast.” 


	He walks back and forth. Then, he tries sitting in the chair before getting uncomfortable and walking again. The rug around her bed is threadbare by the time he decides to sit back in the chair, and then at the foot of her bed, and then getting up and walking around. He paces and paces again.


	“I don’t know what to say.” He finally sits in the chair next to her and rocks in place. “Just be honest. She done saw too much,” he says with Southern slang as he shrugs before stating, “for the most part.”


	He places his hand over his shirt above where his Gamerin key remains hidden and says, “I don’t need to tell her everything. She won’t believe that.”














	Five


	The First Plague


	 


	Josephine lies in bed and has forgotten where she is. She feels warm and comfortable, remembering a time of lying on the Hawaiian beach. Tranquil. A long-ago moment of the warm sandy beach atmosphere adding color to her fair skin. A time when the world made sense. When she knew nothing, but knew everything she needed to be safe. She stretches her back muscles over the imaginary crimson blanket.


	As the dark plague penetrates deeper into her soul, the first plague makes its way into her memories and dreams, desecrating her recollection of innocence. Josephine opens her eyes and witnesses charcoal clouds eating away at the sky. 


	Fear engulfs her. The water churns. Rough waves rush over her legs and wrap them in cold sandy water. Her blanket is swept away. Running for cover toward trees, she jumps up and sprints. She’s thirty feet away when the wind squall almost knocks her forward. A wave of violent storms thrash around her. Lightning strikes a tree in front of her, and she stops, standing in the open and clenching her chest.


	She screams, “What’s happening!”


	In the distance, a volcano erupts, spewing ash and lava angrily down a mountain, which throws large fiery hail her way. She’s bombarded by violence beyond her control. There’s nowhere to run or hide. No signs of safety anywhere. She’s completely alone and powerless beneath the titan disasters. 


	Josephine moans in bed.


	Lucius stands to his feet and enters her mind. When he sees the disaster, he asks, “What are you dreaming?” He touches her shoulder to give her relief from the nightmare, but before he can give her a better dream, Josephine wakes with a panicked shrill. She throws her blankets off and jumps out of bed on the other side of the room. Her feet land opposite of Lucius. Her body bumps against her bookshelf, knocking off her favorite crystal kitty. 


	Lucius looks at her with sweat over his brow. Josephine is looking at him and holding in a scream.


	It wasn’t a dream, she immediately remembers. 


	Her lips part with a gasp. Her hands nearly slap her mouth to keep herself from fainting again. Both of their body languages ensure that what had happened earlier was no dream.


	Lucius bites his nails and fidgets as he says, “Please. If I could explain a little I—” 


	But she sticks her hand out and stops him from speaking. Lucius takes a couple steps toward her. “Stop!” she yells. 


	He’s reading her mind, and a shooting pain singes across his chest. He lowers his voice, saying, “Josephine,” taking half a step, “let me tell you, baby. I’m not gonna—”  


	“No, stay there,” she says. “Don’t you move!”


	Lucius gasps from the rejection. “It’s me. I’m your Lucius,” he says.


	Josephine snaps, “I don’t know who you are!”


	He’s completely speechless, barely held together by any hope that he could explain. Josephine’s knees weaken and she slides across books with her hand firmly held out. The first plague is beginning to fester, infecting her body and soul. The fear is engulfing inside of her with confusion tormenting her. She trembles and shrinks herself away from him into a corner between a bedside table and the wall.


	“Baby, you’re upset and confused. Let me help you. I can—” 


	“Stay where you are,” Josephine barks.


	He says, “As you wish,” giving her space and attempting to earn her trust. Lucius allows her to feel secure in her corner. He stands peacefully on his side of the room. He fidgets his trembling hands and rubs his palms over denim pants.


	Twenty minutes go by, and her actions become evident—she’s not going to move from her spot. Lucius takes a deep breath. “Um.” His voice is extra tender, saying, “Josephine, sweetheart? I need you to calm down for a moment. It’s me, your camo pajamas, remember? I’d never hurt you. I’d rather die than hurt you.” Lucius walks a couple of steps while whispering, “Baby, I’m coming over to you.”


	He’s nearly on his knees when circling around the bed. His arm is submissively held out to beg for her mercy. Josephine’s location is swiftly becoming insecure, and she cowers down further behind a bedside table with his movement. Anxiety strikes her, accompanied by fear. “Get away from me!” she screeches.


	The words were a cry, a fearful call for help, and they came from her because of him. 


	He says, “I’m not gonna…I’d never hurt you.” Lucius hesitates before moving any closer to her. With throbbing down his arm, he rubs his chest.


	She doesn’t know what’s going on, he thinks. I don’t know how to help her. Her mind is blocked off by confusion and fear somehow. I—


	As soon as the attack dawns on him, he thinks, I hate those bastards. Son of a biscuit-eater. She’s poisoned.


	However, he does not know she’s infected with two dark plagues. Only one is rearing its ugly head in her. Lucius recalls how deadly the plagues are within a human’s soul. He remembers from his training, to heal her, she would have to purposefully touch him. She would need to allow him to touch her so he can release healing, or she would have to purposely want healing in any form. 


	This isn’t good for me, Lucius thinks, realizing she’s pushing him away. Okay be smooth, Lucius. How are we going to play this out?


	A child of the General must reach out for healing when the attack from the enemy is a direct attack. Lucius’s head sinks, looking over toward her, knowing she’s been forcing him away. He worries the infection will destroy her if not handled in time.


	They’re coming back. They always come back to harvest what they’ve sown. She’s too delicate to push right now. Tread lightly, Lucius. You’ve been trained. You only need one touch to heal the plague they’ve shot her with. 


	Even though the rejection hurts, Lucius keeps his distance, knowing she can’t hide in her corner forever. He backs away from her on the opposite side of the room, and rests in the bedside chair, completely out of view from her. He allows her to recognize the distance when he says, “I’m just gonna sit here. If you need me, let me know.” He displays an impression of benevolence by keeping his distance, hoping she’ll understand his submissiveness when sitting to himself.


	If she didn’t know I was here, I could simply walk over there and restore her with comforting thoughts before healing her. He catches his forehead with his palms. This is happening too fast, and why we have rules. 


	 


	Several hours pass. The sky beams with noon arriving soon. Lucius catches himself staring through the furniture. She’s only visible with her hair and fingers resting over her knees. Every few minutes, he opens his vision to make sure she’s all right.


	Waiting becomes his archrival, and he changes positions from anticipation several times. He straightens his back when seeing her wiggle her toes. And then her feet. 


	She needs to go to the restroom, he thinks. Here we go.


	Josephine’s urge increases as the early coffee has been ringing the bell for relief for a couple hours now. She leans back and places her head on the wall trying to ignore the screams of her bladder. She grimaces while curling up in her spot. Her mind is moaning, and she is fighting an unwinnable battle.


	Finally, she calls out, “I have to go pee!” She threatens, “Don’t follow me. Or talk to me because it’ll make it weird.”


	Lucius watches a quick blur of the woman he loves run into the bathroom and lock the door behind her. Careful not to disturb her, he waits patiently in his chair. After the toilet flushes, Lucius hears the sink water running. He awaits her exit from the bathroom and nervously looks around. He concentrates on his deep breathing as he hangs his head a few times between his knees. He whispers to himself, “I didn’t want to have this conversation today. Not like this.” Lucius clamps his hands together. His feet and ankles shake. He wipes his palms over his knees and grabs each side of the chair. 


	The seconds become minutes, and the minutes start stretching. 


	“What is she doing?” he asks while activating his vision.


	Josephine is standing in one spot and staring at her locked bathroom door. Acting his best to display his body as harmless as possible for when she exits, Lucius stands to his feet. His hands rest at his hips with his fingers slightly tucked into denim and looks no different than any harmless man. His head is slightly angled. He tries erasing the worry from his face, but his regrets are plastered too thick. “Oh, baby,” he whispers beneath his shaky breath. “Talk to me.” He fights tears as he whispers too low for her to hear. “Don’t push me away.” His stomach is knotting tighter as the moments stretch.


	Josephine’s stomach growls. Her fingers act as combs and pull her hair back. Lucius nods and realizes she’s thinking of coming out of the bathroom. He says, “Come on, baby. I’m not gonna hurt you,” he whispers as quietly as a dragonfly.


	Josephine’s hand reaches toward the knob.


	Lucius’s heart jumps.


	She unlocks the handle.


	He holds his breath and gives his appearance of being as harmless and submissive as he can for her. The bathroom door opens unbearably slow. Her eyes peek through, and Lucius is meekly standing seven feet from the door to the loft. 


	His head is lowered and his eyes gaze up at her in a nonthreatening way. He is openly giving her space and authority to speak her mind, to voice her jumbled complaints.


	Josephine slowly steps out of the bathroom. Her steps are light around her bed as she watches him peripherally. The closer she gets to her door, the quicker her steps until she runs out of the room. 


	Lucius closes his eyes to give himself less than a second of remorse. He can’t be far from her, especially knowing that a harvest always follows what is sown. He’s forced to fly downstairs, because running after her, is the opposite of everything he’s working toward.


	The moment he flies down, Josephine freezes with her back and both hands against the wall as she stands three steps from the bottom stair. Lucius lands just feet from her and immediately hides his enormous wings, folding them into an interdimensional space.


	Josephine yelps.


	Lucius steps back and submissively raises his hands. “Whoa! I’m not gonna touch you. I must keep you safe after our attack today.”


	“Don’t hurt me,” she begs.


	Lucius fights tears, but manages to pick his heart back up into his chest. His voice cracks, “Baby,” clearing his throat so he can say, “I’d never hurt you. I promise.” He swallows his emotions. “I love you, baby. I love you.”


	 She snaps, “Don’t touch me!” Her words feel like a hot blade in Lucius’s chest. She says, “I don’t want you to touch me. Don’t call me that either.” 


	“What do you mean?” His nostrils flare. “What are you—” 


	“Don’t call me baby either.” She slides along the wall away from him.


	Lucius’s hands fall to his sides. He tries reminding himself 


	Just the sickness. This too shall pass, Lucius. She doesn’t mean what she says. She can’t. This…this isn’t her. 


	Josephine passes by and races into the kitchen away from the presence walking slowly into the room behind her. Lucius lightly moves across the kitchen tiles and maintains a respectful distance as he watches Josephine back herself into the kitchen counter beside the sink. He walks around the bar they were eating breakfast at earlier. Lucius gives her full access to prepare her lunch without worrying if he’ll be too close for her comfort. 


	His thoughts spiral with, Don’t make eye contact with her, Lucius. Oh, baby, calm down. She’s not thinking right. She’s getting worse. He realizes any movement in her direction will invade her privacy and startle her more. Lucius must act cautiously with her fragile condition. He can’t push himself onto her or she will force him away. If she orders him away, she’ll be harvested. 


	And as loyal as a terrier, Lucius would be forced to watch his enemy take her from him. The choice is her right to choose who will be collecting her, and the odds aren’t looking to decent for the good guys right now.


	Josephine doesn’t move but continually checks to make sure he remains planted on the other side of the bar from her. Her tension finally releases in her shoulders, and she takes down two plates. She pulls four slices from a loaf of bread before she catches herself acting out of habit. “You want a sandwich?” slips out of her mouth. She’s directly paralyzed by fear.


	Lucius is almost crying with joy until he glimpses into her mind. Then, he is sharply saddened from the knowledge that her response was simply a habit from Southern hospitality. 


	But why did it slip? Is something in her fighting, maybe? I must answer, he thinks. Not responding would be awkward and scary if I didn’t say anything. 


	Lucius swallows the emotional lump down and says, “That’s okay,” rubbing a burn in his chest, “I had strawberries earlier and…” He wipes his nose. “We had strawberries today.” He tries not to cry, but silent tears soak his cheekbones. He nudges the bowl on the counter from earlier. “I gave you strawberries this morning.” He gasps and tries not to make the situation about him. “Remember, baby? We had them together when you told me you loved me.”


	Josephine says nothing, only closing her eyes for a moment. She exhales and continues with making the meal like his words were just a statement made by him and nothing else.


	But then the plague of aggression spikes.


	She says, “Yeah, I remember.” She fires back at him. “I remember I said not to call me baby.” And just as fast as a predator devouring its prey, a wall comes crashing down with those few words from her. In an instant, the plague has ripped her from his arms.


	“Okay,” he barely utters with nothing else he could say, except, “I won’t.” He watches Josephine spread pimento cheese over bread.


	Lucius thinks, My world is falling apart, and she’s making a sandwich. His brain battles with his thoughts. I need to touch her. I need only one touch, but I need her permission. 


	Lucius gazes at her putting sandwiches together. She cuts them in quarter slices and slides a plate over to where he is. Lucius is shocked. Her hand is right there. Offered to him. He can touch her. He can—


	Josephine pulls her hand back and realizes what she’s doing. “Don’t touch me,” she snaps.


	Lucius shakes his head. “I didn’t.” 


	On the inside, his voice of reason is screaming, You’re an idiot, Lucius! Her hand was right there. Why didn’t you touch her?


	I didn’t have time to think about it.


	Were you waiting for a neon sign? his voice of reason yells back at him, almost verbally loud enough for her to hear. His voice of reason criticizes him with, Some blinking lights maybe? For her to do a little jig?


	I wasn’t expecting—


	Lucius, you’re a screw-up. Quit being terrified of offending her and start protecting her soul before they come back.


	She has to touch me, he defends himself.


	She doesn’t even want to look at you. How do you expect her to touch you?


	I don’t know.


	His reasoning voice interrupts him. We’re screwed! 


	Keeping an eye on him, Josephine slides her own plate away from Lucius to eat her pimento cheese near the sink. Lucius submissively follows likewise what she does, mimicking her movement and appearing as a child who’s gotten in trouble. He forces down a sandwich bite toward a knotted stomach. Every hour that passes, he loses her more, and he knows his time is running out quickly. 


	The kitchen is silent with quiet sandwiches, soundless chewing, and nonexistent conversation. Josephine’s eyes speak for both of them. She’s terrified he’s there. 


	Empty plates don the countertop, and Josephine removes her dish by placing it into the sink. Lucius slides his plate over toward her, his hand is barely touching the side, hoping for another chance. She glances over in the same manner as he did with the rag to dry his face yesterday. Only when Lucius removes his hand does Josephine take the plate. He withdraws his failed attempt and knows the very action of trying to touch her would break her trust. He decides to keep his hands over his abdomen. 


	Josephine unloads her dishwasher from their dinner the day before. She places their lunch plates inside, but pauses every few minutes to study his distance from her. As soon as she’s done, she thinks of leaving the kitchen to get more distance from him. 


	Lucius says, “I must come with you. It’s not safe to have distance between us.” 


	Josephine turns around while holding her hand out. She says, “Stop.”


	Lucius also raises his hand along with his brows and says, “I’m just protecting you. I promise.” 


	She backs against the countertop, screaming, “Don’t touch me, you monster!”


	The air rips from his lungs, and he keeps a steady step toward her. Lucius begs, “I’m sorry I’m not who you want me to be.” His temptation to touch her grows as he pleads, “I haven’t done anything. You said you’d never push me away.” Josephine sinks down onto the floor. He immediately realizes his negotiation is deteriorating before his eyes. He squats down at eye level from her and tells her, “Don’t be scared. I knew you were leaving the room. I just wanted you to know what I was doing. I wasn’t gonna touch you.”


	Josephine folds her arms over her knees and bundles herself into a tight spot again. She asks, “How did you know I was leaving?” 


	Lucius tries gaining her trust with the truth, saying, “Josephine, I can read your mind and feel what you feel. I just wanna make sure you’re safe. I wouldn’t hurt you.” He throws his thumb over his shoulder with a point to where he was a moment earlier. He says, “I was following you to protect you. I didn’t mean to scare you, baby.”


	She yells at him. “I don’t give you permission to read my mind!” Lucius swallows the emotion he’s feeling as she takes that away from him too. She snaps, “I want you out of my head! Leave me alone. I’m not your baby.” Hyperventilating from aggressive fear eating her soul alive, her eyes fall with a stare toward the kitchen tiles. Anxiety strikes her into nearly fainting. She doesn’t see the damage she’s doing to Lucius, nor would she care with the illness devouring her.


	Begging, Lucius drops to his knees. “Josephine, please? Don’t do that to me. You don’t mean what you say.”


	She glances at him. “I know what I mean. Get out of my head. You’re a monster.”


	Lucius stares through the floor, realizing how far she’s moved away from him. Hesitantly, he detaches from her thoughts. The lonely sensation feels hollow and the air is thin as if he’s being buried alive. He tries not to weep in front of her, afraid she’d make fun of him for bawling on the floor like he would on his beach. Just like he did years before, drowning in bourbon so he could maintain some composure after losing everything. 


	Lucius glances away. “It’s done,” he tells her. “I won’t read your thoughts without your permission.” Lucius can do nothing other than to sit in silence with her. 


	Lucius begins to doubt himself. Doubting himself is easily his second nature from the failures he’s experienced in the past of no one wanting him. He thinks of how many years of his life were wasted. He didn’t care anymore, or that’s what he would say to numb the loss. Lucius figured he was saving lives when drinking, living as a sleeping giant, so he wouldn’t use his abilities to destroy what was left of his world and the worlds he governs. To protect his govern from his raging loneliness. He knew he would have to maintain what he was to govern by himself for eternity. Being a drunk was the only way he kept from tearing everything he had apart. Every article from his surroundings of his govern would trigger a memory for him, and led him to drink. 


	His home was covered in memorabilia. Much like a mom keeping her children’s pictures that are drawn with hearts and holding hands over her fridge, Lucius kept everything his brothers had made him. Being a slobbering drunk was the only way he could swim by the anger without punching a hole in something.


	With that last thought, a revelation dawns on him for what he can do.


	A bushwhacked plan, but it could work. Lucius only needs one touch, and he has figured out how she’ll be willing to touch him. He gulps as he thinks of how she will touch him, but it’s the only way to save her. He’ll deal with the rest later.


	Lucius rises and says, “I have to get up.” Bracing himself mentally and holding his hand out, his healing power rests on his skin, and he says, “Can I help you up?” 
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