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​Quote:

​

​Your pain is the breaking of the shell that encloses your understanding. It is the bitter potion by which the physician within you heals your sick self. Therefore trust the physician, and drink his remedy in silence and tranquillity.
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-Kahlil Gibran

​



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


​Prologue:

​
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First came dissonance. An ear-piercing crackle. Acutely curt and choppy. A sudden surge of stomach sickening static; that coursed sardonically, through the entirety of the space there. Then, came a voice.

“This— is your captain speaking. Flight MYS 24-57, now arriving at beautiful LANOIA airport. Welcome to Louisiana, folks. I hope you enjoy your stay.”

A myriad of muted conversations filled the length and breath of the vast space ahead. Distorted. Drowned out by the monotonous sound of many heavy footfalls clacking against the cool polished tiles underfoot. Moreover, a curious scent clung tightly to the air there; it was a strange amalgamation of smells. Somehow seemingly fresh and stagnant all at once. Almost impossible to place yet oddly familiar. The lone wail of an infant could be heard sounding off, somewhere in the distance; entangled within a chorus song of discordant voices and the distant roar of jet engines, fading into the greater borg of the sound. 

The terminal floor was truly abuzz with activity. A horde of manic drones rushed frantically, to and fro. Racing around in a desperate attempt to catch supposedly delayed flights, and congregate with loved ones; friends and other people with whom they all shared varying levels of acquaintance. Each running around with their blinders firmly fastened. Utterly oblivious to their surroundings, as they dashed absentmindedly, through the busy terminal floor. 

A lone man in black strolled towards the terminal exit. His pace, slow and methodical in its stride. It was a walk that gave the impression of a man with ample time on his hands. He came to a path off to the side of the main thoroughfare, patrolled by a solitary member of the sniffer dog unit. 

A Caucasian man, in his mid to late forties. Balding slightly on the sides of his head and somewhat portly. With a face that said he had enjoyed a good meal or two in his day, without an ounce of shame or regret.

The German shepherd suddenly paused its inspection as the man approached. It scooped down sharply, hunching low. Poised on all fours, as it bared its fangs towards the man in black. It began barking, yapping loudly. Incessantly. Its bark became wild. Like a creature that had been stricken, with a sudden and all-consuming panic. Primal and animalistic.

“Calm down boy. What the hell's the matter with you?”

The guard tugged hard on the leash. Trying his very best to get a handle of the out of control canine. But as if in sheer opposition to his efforts, it continued to bark and shriek incessantly. The man in black hunkered down low and stayed there. Grinning at the German shepherd. The dog ceased its yapping. It very quietly inched backwards. Like it simply did not know what else to do.

“Madra beag gleoite. Very cute,” said the man in black to the guard. 

“That's quite the dialect, friend. Where exactly are you coming from and what brings you to Louisiana?”

“Oh, I'm just a humble Irishman, through and through, sir. And as to your other question. I'm currently here on a spot of business,” he said with a smile.

The guard looked as though he were about to say something, but he paused. As his eyes were suddenly drawn downwards towards the man's luggage. He carried only what appeared to be an antique doctor's bag. Unassuming at first glance. Its leather, which had been worn away and faded in places by the churning erosions of time, flaked off at odd jagged angles along its narrow seams. But for some strange reason, he couldn't look away. He found himself honed in on that single nanosecond of time. Staring intently.

As the guard stared for a moment longer at the surface of the bag, something changed. It momentarily became the most interesting thing the man had ever seen. Simply entrancing. It's tanned, leathery exterior. Which now seemed by all appearances. To be still very much intact; was immaculate. Full of vibrance. Full of life and of lustre. Like it had been made, not long previously. Maybe even only a day or so ago. From the flesh of things that had not long since expired. It captivated him. Before fading back. Slipping into abject unassuming antique drabness, a mere second later. He extended a halting hand.

“Sir, I'm going to have to check your bag. Please follow me to the inspection room.”

The guard gestured for the man to follow him. The Irishman complied. Smiled and stood from his crouched position to follow after him. They walked. The guard pulled at the leash, but the dog struggled desperately in a futile attempt to escape.

“Damn mutt. Seriously, what's gotten into you?” 

He quickly affixed the muzzle to the face of the still panicking canine; before fastening its leash to a post that sat just outside of the small back office. Far away from the eyes of the distracted public. It whimpered and tugged frantically at its leash as the two men stepped inside the small room together. The door closed behind them. Five minutes passed, then ten minutes, then fifteen. A probable eternity in dog time and nothing happened. No movement, no sound. As if reality itself had frozen around that one small back room. 

Then the door creaked open. The Irishman stepped out. He was by himself now. There was no sign of the guard anymore. The German shepherd cried and whined erratically. It shook violently. Trying with such hopeless desperation, to free itself from the leash. The Irishman said nothing. He simply began walking. Slowly moved towards it with an outstretched hand. Beaming brightly, as he inched closer and closer.

“Nice pup, it's ok. Everything's fine now.”

The man in black sauntered slowly towards the terminal exit. He came upon a crowd of people. All holding up signs near the exit proper. Casually, he scanned across the horde. Finally landing on a scruffy man nearer the back. Himself holding up a grimy mud streaked cardboard sign. A sign which upon first glance, appeared to contain nothing more than a hurried spattering of damp soil. Hastily smeared over a series of indecipherable inscriptions. Gibberish. A sequence of succinct nonsense. A messy jumble of backwards letters and crude drawings dotted about randomly. Ones that would have made cavemen scratch their heads. Even still, he locked eyes on the sign. Focused.

The contents of the sign began to jitter and vibrate as he stared intently. Then to shift, becoming suddenly legible. Mud flaking away. A name materialised. Forming out of the seemingly random characters dotted about the surface of the sign.

Isaac O’Doyle.

He strolled over to the man holding the sign. The scruffy man with the sign outstretched his hand for a greeting. Isaac glanced downwards at the hand for a brief moment, then back to the man holding the sign. Before finally gripping his hand tightly.

“It's a pleasure to finally meet you, Brother. He is waiting. Please follow me, won't you?”

Isaac smiled.

“If you’d be so kind, mate,” he said, following the scruffy man with the sign out of the building. 

They walked to a long black stretch limo which was parked directly out front. The car windows were completely blacked out. Obscuring even a solitary glimpse inside, from the fascinations of an outside world. The man with the sign opened the car door and Isaac stepped inside. He found pitch darkness waiting for him within the limo. The air clung thick with the scent of expensive chewing tobacco and cheap whiskey. Isaac tipped his hat to the shadows that sat across the way. Fluctuating at the opposite end of the long limo.

“I need you to go check up on a lead. Can you handle that, Brother O’Doyle?”

The low gruff voice called out to him from the interior shadows and echoed endlessly off the surrounding darkness. There was a sudden tremor. Then came an eruption of noise from somewhere behind the car, a short distance away. It was followed by a deep dark silence. One that boomed much louder than even the hum of the engine, or the sound of desperate wailing now coming from behind the car. 

Isaac grinned.

“As you command. O’ Wise Prophet.” 

The limo jolted into motion. Grinding against asphalt as it sped off into the night. All the while, a faint soundtrack of human anguish played on loop in the background. A desperate banging coming from the trunk of the car, thumped an erratic beat. And gradually, things grew quieter and more distant. As they made their way; parading through the night.​​​​​​​​​​​
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​Chapter 1:
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Trees like colossal hands covered the dry and barren earth as far as the eye could see. Reaching towards an indifferent sky. Their tall wispy branches, which seemed to stretch and go on for miles in all directions; were at the same time barely visible to the naked eye. They waved. Swayed violently, in the cool light breeze that permeated through the scorching desert heat. Thrashing around like a great wild beast with many terrible arms. In the throes of deep tantrum. Almost as if they were truly alive.  

The indigo stained sky danced with untamed abandon overhead. Twirling. Spiralling around in a cycle of endless madness and everlasting beauty. Flickering cosmic lights exploded into life. Before gradually flowing outwards, like waves coasting across the still shore. Then proceeded to drift softly downwards. Finally settling. Forming a calm whirlpool of pure radiant energy. One which rested its head, just over the emerging horizon. 

"Not this shit again." 

He had visited this strange place before. The memory of which was still somewhat foggy in his mind. A faint whisper that danced at the back of consciousness. But sure as day, he could still remember that strange world; if only a little. No, this was not his first visit. Although a large part of him hoped it would be his last. He walked. His boots grinding against the blood red sand that burned hot like molten iron underfoot. 

He reached a somewhat familiar looking stream, and stopped a moment to cool his skin in the water below. The fresh water felt amazing, as it splashed against his burnt umber skin. And, as he sat there. Crouched by the gentle stream. All his pain and discomfort seemed to pass in an instant. A startling but altogether welcome change, from even a few moments previously.

He continued to revel in the cool refreshing water. But as he rested there for a moment longer, hunched down by the tranquil stream. There was a shift. The earth beneath him suddenly began to quake and tremble with such intense ferocity. He suddenly found himself on his back. And everything in the world went silent...

He looked up. Startled, he sprang to his feet. He shivered, rubbing his hands together quickly. He could see his own icy breath in the air. The space around him was cold now. Frosty precipitation formed on the surface of the still water, like arctic fog spilling across the veneer of a recently polished mirror. As he waited there, the cold seemed to seep further down. Deep, into what felt like the very marrow of his chattering bones. 

He looked around. There, on the other side of the now frozen stream. Was what looked to be a figure. A man, he thought. Warming himself by a small fire. A small fire that as soon as he seemed to acknowledge the mere existence of, suddenly changed. Proceeded to burn so hot, that he could feel the pulsating waves of heat, even from where he stood on the opposite bank.

He tried to wave to him, but the man took no notice, he was too far away. Then he tried to call out to him, and in response the sky darkened and roared a monstrous roar. Lightning and thunder crackled. Vibrant bolts of unnatural fury that pelted the landscaped below. Then the sky split apart. He found himself being pulled upwards. Into the mouth of the impossible thing above him. He went hurtling towards the still blackening sky, powerless to do anything to stop it

“Xavier...Xavier...Xavier!”

The sky bellowed his name. It was furious. He finally reached the edge of the void; all he could do was put up his arms to cover his own face. As he braced for imminent impact.

Everything went dark. He opened his eyes. There was a throbbing in his head. The pain was splitting. He blinked his eyes slowly as the world came gradually into focus, and to his surprise he saw his mathematics teacher Mr Johnson standing there before him. Tapping his foot erratically. Cross armed and with a noticeably less than amused expression, plastered across his unfortunately large face.

"Xavier, do you plan on sleeping through the entirety of my classes?"

"No I, sorry... my bad. I haven't been sleeping very well lately." 

He'd had the same dream again. This dream had visited him before. A grand total of eight times throughout the entirety of his life thus far. The frequency between them had ramped up however as of late. Each time he got a little further into that world, he could remember the dream with more clarity. At least, he could recall it a little better, whenever he eventually woke up from it. Trouble was, he would always seem to awaken in the same way. 

Dying. Expiring at the hands of some impossible natural disaster, in an even more impossible dreamscape. Sometimes, the world would freeze and him too along with it. Until his heart simply stopped functioning. Ceased to beat in his chest. Other times, he would roast. Boil and cook in his own skin. Apparently, being sucked into the sky was just another small sampling of the ‘horrible ways to meet your end in a dream’ taster menu.

"No excuses, Du Blanc. Save us both some precious time and just go to the goddamn principal's office already. Get the hell out of my class!" 

Mr Johnson screamed. Pontificated loudly, in what could only be described as the shrillest of tones possible. Just one tone shy of a dog whistle. It made the pounding in Xavier's head all the more apparent. Johnson had always been a dog with far more bark than bite. Defined largely by a general underlying dinginess and subtly uninviting edge. Not especially nice to anyone, other members of staff included. Despite his tenure there. But, he'd always had it out for Xavier. Resented him for some unknown reason. One that Xavier had yet to figure out. For as long as he could rightly remember in fact. 

Xavier saw the bulging veins in the maths teacher's neck. How his tight greasy skin, which seemed almost too small for his head at times, had gradually turned a light shade of pink from his apparent rage. With the man's unfortunately fat, bald and almost perfectly round head. He couldn't help but notice his teachers' almost striking resemblance to Kirby. Or maybe his dingy drug riddled uncle, to be more exact. Kirby adjacent. Just with way more cocaine.

He fought back the sudden urge to laugh. Between the violent pulsing in his head, he picked up his bag. Before exiting the class as quickly as he could. Only to finally break down laughing once he was out in the corridor proper. This would’ve been fine. If everyone and their dead grandmother had not in fact heard him howling with laughter. But, much to Xavier's dismay. They very obviously had. And that was now just another thing that his math teacher probably hated him for. 

Shit. Oh well, screw it.

He honestly didn't care too much at this point. He caught a quick glimpse of himself in the school trophy case as he passed by.  

Damn Xavier. You're looking super tired today. What's your secret?

Xavier Du Blanc was seventeen-years old. He was five-foot eleven inches tall, at least. He was last time he checked. Born, and raised in Louisiana by his Grandmother. Xavier was your average everyday teenager. And if you were ever to ask him, he wouldn't describe himself as especially complicated. No, he liked typical teenage things. Video games, movies and music. And he would like to go out with his friends. If he had had any real friends, that is. Truthfully, he was somewhat of a loner, and for the most part he preferred it that way. He didn’t really think about it too much though. But that's not to say he never thought about it. 

His long exhausting stint in the adolescent jail that is high school was almost over. So, now he would have to spend his time wisely. Thinking about all the money that he didn't have, but was ultimately going to end up spending on some college he didn't particularly care about attending in the first place. 

So he didn’t see the point of wasting brain power worrying about the social dynamics of high school life now, so late into the game. He passed the gymnasium and the school cafeteria on the way to the principal's office. Heaving slightly at the smell of something putrid wafting in the air. The sign read ‘specials: sloppy joes’.

All I know. Is that a sloppy joe isn't meant to look, taste or smell anything like that. Sloppy or not.

He was indifferent about gym class. He could always preoccupy his time by sneaking under the bleachers and listening to music for a good forty-five to fifty minutes and still be back before anyone had really noticed. That is, if he did not feel like participating. Which given the nature of his sleep situation, was more often than not those days.

The gym teacher Mr Bates wasn't all there in the “faculties” department you see. So it always seemed to make the experience somewhat bearable. But, the food. The food was one thing he was definitely ready to be free of. He passed by the empty student lounge on his way. The TV was on. It was playing an emergency news report. 

“Breaking news, in the early hours of the morning a fire has raged here at LANOIA airport. Multiple people have been confirmed injured with five people confirmed dead and a further three still missing, the police are currently performing an extensive investigation into what they believe is an act of terrorism. We pray for the safety of the missing people and our thoughts and prayers are with the families of the victims also. Back to you in the studio.”

Xavier stared at the TV broadcast for a long time. Thoroughly engrossed and disgusted in the carnage that he bore witness to. The remains of the dead, singed and blackened by the terrible fire, being hastily carted away on stretchers. His mind wandered as he contemplated things he’d rather not have thought about. 

As he continued to stare at the report, utterly mesmerised, time fell away. The reporter continued. The police were currently looking for anyone who might have information on what exactly had happened.

“Xavier, what are you doing wandering the halls? Don't you have a class now?”

The voice called out from behind him. He jolted from his daze. It was the principal. A small man in stature with a full well kept grey beard. He had the kind of mild mannered disposition that made him one of the more liked and respected members of the faculty. For whatever that was worth.

“Let me guess. You got into it with Mr Johnson again, right?”

“Was it that obvious?”

“You know, you're actually a pretty good student, Xavier. As students go. A decent GPA and a bright head on your shoulders. You should really be focusing right now on what you're gonna do when you eventually leave this place in a few months. Not getting into it with your math teacher.”

Xavier sighed. “I know sir. It's just that, the guy really seems to have it out for me.”

“I understand, let's talk about it in my office, ok?”

The Principal gestured for him to follow after him. Quickly ushering him away. As they turned the corner headed for the office, he glanced over his shoulder for one last time at the TV and winced slightly. Recoiling at the nauseating feeling that was now steadily rising in his gut.

***
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The pleasant melodic hum of wind chimes fluttered gently on the wind, as he strolled up to his front porch. It had long been in his mind the perfect place to relax during the roaring heat of the summer months. The porch itself was made from extremely old wood. Old as it was though, it had never once chipped nor rotted; never even sprung a single leak in all the years that it had stood there. The whole place was ancient. The oldest house on the block by far. 

The mahogany floorboards were a little creaky. And sure enough it wasn't the biggest or most modern house on the block by any means. But it had a kind of lustre that never seemed to dull or fade away. It had always stood firm, in all weathers. Right in that same exact spot. Overlooked by a sturdy old willow tree; adorned in its many wind chimes. As early as he could recall, it had been a place where he had always felt the most welcome. Maybe the only place like that in the entire world. So he had never cared if it was old or a little creaky. It was always fine to him. The woman sitting there observing from the porch suddenly called out to him as he neared.

“How’s it going, baby? Why don't you pull up a seat next to me and enjoy this beautiful view we got ourselves here?”

The woman sitting there on the porch too was very old. But Xavier knew that in rain or shine she would always have the kindest, most radiant smile permanently plastered on her face. It was the kind of smile that seemed to have the ability to warm the hearts of anyone who had ever had the pleasure of meeting her. As he approached the skin of her face wrinkled, as she grinned ear to ear. True though she was old, much like the house. Her rich ebony skin seemed to hold as tightly as it could onto its lustre and youthful shine. Even as the years ticked on. Her silver mane still shone bright. Like braided strands of moonlight.

“You realise it's basically winter, right Grandma?”

“That's why I got this, to keep these old bones warm in these winter months,” his Grandma mused.

She pulled a large bottle of whiskey and a frosted glass from underneath her chair. He sat down across from her, as she poured herself a drink of the amber liquid and pressed the frosted glass to her lips. He reached over and picked up the bottle, examining it.

“This is really pricey whiskey. Are you celebrating something, Grandma?” he asked, staring at the bottle of Glengoyne blue that lay in his hands.

“No, nothing much. Just reminiscing. It doesn't really matter. How are you, baby? You're home from school a little early aren't you?”

“I-I'm...I don't really know. Guess I've kinda been having a hard time late—” 

He quickly pressed his fingers to his temple, as wave after wave of a dull aching pain suddenly washed over him.

“Are you ok, what's the matter? Your aura looks mighty dark, baby.”

“It's nothing, I'm fine. I've just got a little headache. I’ll take a couple aspirin later.”

The old woman touched his face lovingly and got to her feet. Then she reached out and opened the front door to the old house.

“Come inside and rest up for now. I'm making your favourite.” 

“Chicken and sausage gumbo?” 

“You best believe it. Then after dinner, I've got something important to tell you.”

As the door swung open on its hinges the aroma of cooking spices wafted into his nostrils. There were notes of fresh onion and garlic, oregano and celery. Every second he waited there in that chair made him salivate even more. Xavier wiped the corner of his mouth. He’d skipped breakfast and lunch for that matter.

“It's almost ready, not long now. So come inside and we’ll eat together.”

“I think, I'll take you up on that offer,” he said, as he hopped up from the chair and followed his Grandmother inside the house. Locking the tall oak front door shut behind him. Leaving just as the wind chimes picked up on a new tune. Floating gently on the near winter winds.
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​Chapter 2:
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The pair sat down at the small mahogany dinner table. Broke bread and laughed. His Grandma, old as she was, had always been so full of life. Her eyes sparkled with the glow of youth as much as they glistened with the wisdom of years. A perfect contradiction.

He ate till he was full and content. He had always loved his grandma's cooking, especially her gumbo. It always made him feel warm when he was cold, and the smell would light up the room with a bright aroma that would never fail to lift his mood. Xavier loved his Grandma and she loved him. It was just as simple as that. Like the ingredients in a good bowl of gumbo. Simple.

After they had finished eating dinner, they did their typical routine. His Grandma washed up the dishes and Xavier was on drying duty as usual. He reckoned it was a pretty efficient system all things considered. They finished up and sat back down, Xavier on the sofa and his grandma in her favourite walnut rocking chair across from him.

“Grandson, reach behind the sofa and grab something for your Grandma will you?”

Xavier stood up and put his arm behind the sofa, digging around until he felt something solid. He grabbed the mystery object and pulled it free. It was a small wooden box.

“Is this what you're looking for, Grandma?”

He twirled the wooden box in his hands. It was a beautifully engraved ornate box, with symbols and patterns the likes of which Xavier had never seen before.

“Happy birthday Xavier, Grandma loves you! I'm so glad that I’ve gotten to watch you grow over these years into a fine young man, and I only wish—” she paused and her eyes got slightly misty.

“Yeah, I know Grandma. It's ok. I wish they were here too...”

She stood up pulling him into a tight embrace and gave him a massive kiss on the forehead. 

“They would be so proud of you.”

He laughed and broke free of her hold.

“I know Grandma, enough already man,” he said, a look of embarrassment on his face. She smiled and laughed and wiped the corners of her eyes with a balled up tissue she kept tucked neatly up her sleeve, in that way all old people seem to do

“Thank you for everything, Grandma.” 

He hugged her and they both went back to their chairs. Grandma pulled out her knitting needles and began to go to work. Grandma in her chair with a bottle of good Sazerac rye whiskey and a peaceful expression on her face as she knitted away. It was an all too familiar sight. Xavier held the box up to the ceiling, and the surface almost seemed to shimmer and dance in the light.

“Well, I know I'm a few days too early but, you gonna open it already?” she asked.

He opened the lid to find what appeared to be a set of beautifully carved wooden almost, what seemed to be prayer beads. A few of the beads were adorned with unique patterns that resembled various animals. He could make out a few of them. There was a bear and a wolf, an elk and what looked to be a bird. Perhaps a crow or raven of some kind. Those four beads in particular, were woven with many minute impossibly intricate details. The patterns instantly drew his eye to them. The details were so small in fact. That he wondered just how many hours, how many days, how many years could it have possibly taken, to make even a single one of those tiny little beads?

“It's beautiful Grandma, thank you,” he said, slipping on the bewitching ornament.

“You're most welcome, my child. These beads have been in our family for a very, very long time. Now it's finally time for you to have them. Baby, I know this world can seem pretty terrifying at even the best of times and it's ok to be worried or scared about the future. Or hell, even get just plain lost along the way. But always remember who you are, and you’ll find your way eventually, I promise you.” 

He sighed. “Problem is, I'm still not really sure who I am. Or more importantly, who I'm meant to be.”

“That's ok, I have faith you'll figure it out in your own time, baby. Try putting some trust in this old bag of bones. I've seen enough to know that much,” she said softly.

“Ok Grandma, thanks.” 

The old woman smiled brightly.

“Now, I think we should cut some...”

She trailed off and her eyes became frosty. As if her mind had ventured somewhere distant. Off in some faraway place. Then as soon as she was gone she was back. Sitting there in the living room with Xavier. That kind of thing happened from time to time. He'd chalk it up to old age so it never really bothered him. 

When it happened, he'd just patiently wait for her return. She would always just smile and apologise, for what she described as her simply ‘taking a stroll’. But something about her face this time had him worried. Her skin was pale and waxy and her eyes were dull like all the colour, like all the life had been suddenly drained from them. 

The wind outside howled like a mad dog and his blood suddenly went cold in his veins. The wind chimes on the front porch sang out violently, as the shutters banged against the side of the house. Louder and louder the chiming rang out until it became almost deafening. A true cacophony of horrifying harmonies. His Grandma shot up from her chair. A new sense of urgency on her face. She grabbed his hand and ushered Xavier out of the living room and into the adjacent hallway. There stood a small wooden pantry cupboard barely big enough for one. She flung the door open and pushed Xavier inside.

“You stay in here, and don't you dare come out for anything. Understand?”

“But what about you! What's going on?”

She kissed him on the forehead and quickly shut the door.

“Grandma loves you so much baby, I'm sorry I can't explain anything right now. But I need you to promise me something ok?”

“Grandma I don't understand—”

“Xavier, promise me! Promise me you won't come out until it's over. No matter what you see, no matter what you hear—please?”

“Ok...I promise,” his voice was trembling now, he could hear it trembling but he couldn't stop himself.

“That's my boy. Always remember who you are,” she smiled, slipping a small piece of paper through the cracks in the door. She then waved her hand, sprawling her fingertips over the doorway in a graceful arch passing over three times in rapid succession.

She then moved away. Back over towards her chair and took a seat. The old woman grabbed her knitting needles and resumed her task, like nothing had happened. It was one minute to midnight. Sixty measly seconds that seemed like they could have dragged on into eternity. The wind was really blowing now, it hit the house shaking the very foundations. The curtains flailed around wildly as the wind chimes continued to scream. Lights began to flicker erratically. Xavier could see his own icy breath in the air. The house was so cold now, that it was almost like he'd forgotten when last he was warm. The world cried out as the sound became an ear piercing ring and his mind began to formulate dark clouds.

Three...Two...One...

The old grand clock in the hall chimed midnight and everything fell silent. Nothing made a sound, not a cricket, not a field mouse, only the sound of footsteps remained. Heavy footsteps that echoed and bounced, through Xavier’s very mind. They got closer and clearer until they came to a stop outside the front door. The hinges creaked and the door swung open. In stepped a figure dressed from head to toe in black. He made his way slowly into the living room, taking a seat in the chair across from the old woman who just continued on knitting, never skipping a beat. The man took off his hat, revealing that he was a young Caucasian man no more than twenty five, maybe twenty six years of age.

He looked unassuming in every way. A little pale maybe but otherwise, pretty average nondescript features and a short crop of bleach blond hair were his only real standout traits. By no means ugly, but not especially handsome either. But when Xavier glanced at him, through the narrow cracks in the pantry door, his blood ran cold in his veins. His stomach turned inky black and he could barely retain the thick bile that now rested heavy in his gut. 

It was the eyes you see; his black soulless eyes, devoid of any compassion or mercy. It was like staring into the abyss, and the abyss turning to stare back. Or any other much used clichéd metaphor for utter primal terror. The man smiled and slowly turned to face him in the cupboard. Xavier was frozen, he couldn't move, couldn't think. He couldn't even manage to pry a scream from his locked throat. He was terrified.

He watched as the man turned back to face his Grandma, placing his bag down on the coffee table in front of them. It was a vintage doctor's bag. The leather had been worn away in places and the latch had definitely seen better days. An equally unassuming bag and yet just glancing at it seemed to be able to instil a cold icy fear within Xavier's heart. Fear which spread throughout his entire body and made him numb and rigid, like a corpse undergoing rigour mortis on a steel slab. Unable to move or to aid anyone, utterly helpless.

“Good evening, Love.”

He spoke with an Irish accent, his voice and tone low and well mannered. He inched forward in his chair.

“Pardon the intrusion, but I'm afraid I'm running low on time. You know why I'm here so I'll just cut to the chase, I will only ask you this once. Where are the bloody fragments?”

There was a pause, a dense silence permeated the space. Grandma stopped her knitting and set the needles down gently onto the coffee table in front of her, she began to rock steadily back and forth in her chair.

“I'm already well aware of what it is that you want. But know this. I will never give them to you or your wretched order!”

The man simply smiled and shook his head slowly.

“Now, now, Love. Stubbornness could be bad for your health,” he said calmly.

She leant forward in the chair, her cheeks packed with saliva as she spat directly into his face. Then she grabbed a napkin off the coffee table and carefully wiped the corners of her mouth.

“Hear my words, boy. You will never get what you want.”

“Hahaha, is that right?”

The man in blacks’ laughter was eerie and absent of humour. His eyes, his smile black as crude oil. He reached in his blazer pocket and produced a small white handkerchief. Which he used to remove the spittle from his brow; and suddenly any air of politeness all at once, seemed to fade away.

“You know. I was really hoping that would be your answer. You dirty old bitch!”

He flipped the coffee table, lunging forward violently at the old woman. He moved with frightening, inhuman-like speed. But as he advanced forward he was suddenly sent hurtling backwards. Flying with such staggering force, that it shook the very foundations of the old house. Picture frames rattled on the walls and an old vase fell from a small corner table, shattering into a thousand tiny pieces. From his chest protruded two shining silver knitting needles; ones that had suddenly rocketed through the air. Impaling him against the wall. Like a post-it note to a communal cork board. They shone like the moonlit sky. 

The man lay there motionless. Pinned against the wall by the needles, as their glow gradually began to fade. Bits of debris were scattered everywhere. Xavier could see from the slats in the closet that his leg and arm seemed broken. Twisted sharply in the complete wrong direction. Shards of broken alabaster bone jutting out at odd angles. He couldn't help it, but for a moment he untensed his body and let out a small sigh of relief. He'd been holding his breath for so long. But he took comfort in that momentary relief that he felt. The madness was finally over.

Crack...Crack...

“Oh? Seems like you still have some fight left in you, incontinent slag. Too bad it won't make any difference. Not in the end.”

The man in black’s broken limbs pulsated. The muscles and torn ligaments flexed and weaved themselves neatly back into place. His bones cracked and contorted, snapping back into position with a loud visceral crunch that echoed off the walls of the old house. He inched his way slowly off of the needles. His body was loose. He moved like a rag doll, almost as if he was weightless. As he came free of the spikes that were still embedded deeply into the wall; the holes in his body began to seal themselves up, all the while producing a horrendous squelching noise. Then he stood upright. He was back to the way he was when he had first walked in. Like nothing had happened.

“My turn...”

He snapped his fingers. The latch on his bag came free. For a moment there was nothing but silence. Then the bag began to vibrate and a cold icy darkness spilled from the inside filling the room. A chorus of horrifying screams and manic laughter flowed through the whole house, long grotesque tendrils clambered from the mouth of the bag and began inching their way over to the old woman, coiling quickly around her like serpents. Black swollen veins crawled across her skin like cobwebs. Her eyes turned to bits of coal.

“You've done well not to scream. Most people can't face it. Real. Honest to god, madness. That is. Not head on at least. You have my compliments...but I've wasted enough time already.”

The man snapped his fingers once again and the tendrils obeyed, they began to pull his Grandmother closer and closer. Until she was gone, swallowed up whole by the bag.

This is a dream...you're still dreaming, wake the fuck up!

Xavier pinched himself hard. Tried desperately to wake himself up from this nightmare that he saw playing out before his very eyes. But much to his dismay. A large part of himself had already realised what he was seeing, no matter how absurd it seemed. Was actually real. His Grandma was really gone. The man in black dusted off his blazer. Then went to retrieve his hat from the fallen debris that lay in the corner of the room. But paused.

He instead began gliding towards the pantry door. Each stride grew louder and more real in Xavier's mind. An absolute symphony of madness. Xavier couldn't comprehend this feeling. He felt like he was going completely insane. Like he could do absolutely nothing, except sit there and wait for certain death to claim him. As he cowered amongst canned goods, in a dusty old pantry. The man in black slowly stretched out his hand to grab the door handle.

“Now, what's hiding behind door number—”

A blinding white light suddenly surged. Lashing out violently. Twisting the Irish man's head completely backwards, with a loud snap that resonated throughout Xavier's entire skeleton.

The Irish man fell silent and the air around him became colder once again; still on his feet, seemingly he stood there, frozen. Dangling there like a marionette, almost as if he was being held up by many invisible wires. His bones began to creak and pop then to twist violently into place. And like nothing had even happened, he was back to normal once again. His sickly grin grew even wider, but his eyes remained black and cold and humourless.

“Now, I'm even more intrigued...”

Xavier watched as the man threw his arms out and sprawled his fingers wide. He closed his eyes and began to chant in a language Xavier did not recognise nor could he understand.

“MA’KKATAR x ANAKKSTRAM x INFERNUM x SAKK’AR!”

The air grew colder and colder still. Until Xavier was almost certain that his heart would give out. Cease to beat in his chest from sudden onset hypothermia.

“INSANIRE x VICIUM MEHEMII!”

Xavier was barely conscious now. The noise in his head continued getting louder and louder, crashing over him in awful waves. It was so loud now. So loud, that he thought his brain would split apart at the seams and liquify in his skull. 

“MORTE!—”

A somewhat sheepish looking Asian man in glasses and smart business attire suddenly appeared at the front door. His breath was shallow, like he was in a rush.

“Brother Isaac, sorry to interrup—"

The man at the door was dead. Killed within a single instant. Blood and viscera painted everything in the hallway in a bright red hue, as stringy bits of sinew dripped down the walls. Smearing the wall clock and coating the family picture frame of them in a gory filter.

“My apologies for that brother. However, you should have already been told not to bother me when I'm having my fucking fun,” the Irishman said.

Out of the darkness a figure appeared, the sheepish looking Asian man in smart business attire. But, he was somehow alive again.

“I-I'm sorry Brother Isaac, but they've located it. We have new orders from the Prophet.”

Isaac took one last glancing look at the pantry door. 

“A pity. I was just about to claim my prize.”

He stepped away from the pantry door. Sauntering back into the living room, to retrieve his hat and bag off the floor. Then out through the front door the men went, fading into the pitch black of Louisiana night. 

The door to the pantry opened on its own and Xavier fell from the cupboard stumbling to his knees. He coughed and wretched, spewing up his not long digested supper onto the hallway floor. It wasn't the same coming back up. He wiped the corners of his mouth and got to his feet, his hands were shaking. He felt the abnormal icy pressure he had been under, slowly starting to dissipate as his mind began to clear. He grabbed his jacket off the coat hanger and quickly pulled out his phone. He dialled the number for the police, but froze at the second ring. He ended the call by the time the operator had finally picked up.

Who the hell’s gonna believe me? 

He couldn't explain what he had witnessed. Not in a way at least that didn’t sound completely crazy even in his own eyes, let alone the eyes of a cop. He knew if he told anyone what he had seen, they would simply disregard it. Saying he was high on drugs or mentally unstable. Then they would lock him up in a padded windowless cell, where he would sit and rot unable to do anything. He looked towards the ground. On the floor rested the note his Grandmother had slipped him before everything that had just gone down, he could see it properly in the light now. The note had an address on it.

Baronne and Amelia St, Uptown.

Xavier threw on his jacket. He paused to take one final look at the destroyed living room before running out into the night. In search of answers.

***
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He arrived at the corner of Baronne and Amelia Street around one in the morning. No people were around. The moon's shimmer was the only meaningful source of light in an otherwise bleak and lonesome night sky. He walked up to where the slip of paper had told him to go. But to his dismay all that stood there was an empty lot with a set of abandoned concrete stairs. With the graffiti ‘you can only go up from here’ boldly spray painted on the side. 

This is a fucking joke! What am I even doing here?

Xavier’s fists were balled so tight that he drew blood from his palm. But truthfully, he barely felt it. He lashed out. Kicked at a pile of rubble sending small stones flying in all directions before finally sitting down on the concrete steps. As a feeling of what could only be described as utter defeat washed over him. He placed his face in the palm of his hands. Screamed out in frustration. It was quiet that night. So quiet in fact, that he could hear the choir of crickets off in the distance. Blissfully chirping away as if they were serenading the moon itself.  

“May I help you, boy?”

The low voice spoke from behind him. Startled, he whipped his head around in response. There stood a tall well-dressed man, with hollow sunken eyes. His granite skin was pale and greyish. His expression humourless and utterly unamused; the man's sudden arrival brought with it the faint scent of grave dirt and earthworms. Before Xavier had a chance to properly respond, the piece of paper that he had been carrying flew out of his pocket and into the gloved hand of the tall grey man. His eyes quickly scanned over the paper. Before it turned to embers in his hand, floating off into the night sky. The tall grey man stood in the archway of the door. Xavier rubbed his eyes as a grandiose townhouse that seemed to appear from thin air, came gradually into focus.

“Very well, please do come inside, boy.”

The tall man gestured for Xavier to go inside and he hesitated for a moment.

“Do you intend on just sitting on these steps all night long, boy?”

Xavier got up, slowly dusting himself off as he stood. He walked through the open door and went inside the house, the tall man closing the door behind them. He stepped through into a long dark hallway. There was practically no light in the building. Just a few small candles that burned atop an iron chandelier that hung overhead. The windows had been blocked off. Boarded up with wooden planks and a black mesh that repelled all light from the outside world. 

“The mistress is expecting you, head straight on, boy.”

Xavier began to walk down the narrow hallway, the wooden floorboards creaked with every step that he took. He kept going until he reached a large dining room. It was quite dark in that room. The only sources of light were more candles that were darted randomly about the place. He could just about make out the vague layout of the expansive interior still further ahead. The outline. The silhouette of many objects housed within the dim surroundings of gothic manor space. Various sets of antique armour. As well as shields and rusted spears. Ones which sat as decoration on the peeling walls of the dark dining room. Before him sat a large rectangular wooden table. It stretched all the way to the far side of the dimly lit room, still largely obscured by shadows. He suddenly saw something move out the corner of his eye.

What was that thing?

Sitting across from him in the darkness he could now see the faint outline of what looked to be another person. He squinted. Attempted to make the image clearer. But as he did, the figure disappeared entirely from his vision.

“What foolish creature dares to enter my domain unannounced?”

Before he could even react, he was forced down onto his knees. He felt a sharp dagger-like object press up against the soft part of his throat. He struggled. But the person holding him there was inhumanly strong.

“I—I'm sorry my name is Xavier, my Grandma sent me here. I think she wanted you to help me!” 

There was a brief silence. He winced slightly, as he felt a small cut open up on his cheek. It dripped warm wet liquid that slowly trickled down the side of his face. The person behind him released their grip. He fell forward and scrambled to face them. There in the soft glow of the dim candle lit room, stood a young girl. She looked to be no more than twelve or thirteen years old. Her pale skin was like porcelain. Her hair was sterling silver. But her eyes are what drew his attention the most. They gleamed like polished rubies, glistening in the candle light. An utterly mesmerising stare. She licked his blood off of her tiny digit.

“Xavier, was it?”

“Yeah, that's right, Xavier Du Blanc.”

The crimson eyed girl smiled, her features were delicate and doll-like. She extended a hand to Xavier.

“My apologies for that unpleasantness, one can't be too careful. Wannabee Van Helsing types and all that.”

Xavier chuckled nervously. Grabbing the girl's outstretched hand and clambering to his feet.

“Van Helsing? You mean like the vampire hunter?”

“Yes of course. Don't tell me Hazel sent you here, without telling you who I am?”

He shook his head and the girl sighed.

“For God's sake Hazel. Allow me to introduce myself then. My name is Cecelia Von Sieg. Queen of all vampires that reside in and around the territories of New Orleans,” she said with a slight curtsey. 

Then she arose. There was a deep regalness to her mannerisms.

“It's a pleasure to meet you, Grandson of Hazel.”

“N-Nice to meet you. Sorry, how exactly does a vampire queen know my Grandmother?” he asked, a puzzled expression on his face.

“Hazel and I go way back. I can still remember how we first met. Her, a wide eyed young magic practitioner and me. A bitter old relic, who only viewed humanity as mere livestock. But she was the one to open my eyes. She helped me to remember.”

“My Grandma did?”

“Yes, she did. Those were good times. How is she these days? I haven't seen her in years.”

Xavier's face went pale, as he recounted what had happened only an hour or so previously. He shivered slightly as he detailed the horror of the scene. The sight of his Grandmother being dragged away right in front of his eyes, as he watched on powerless to stop it.

“Then they left. I wasn't sure what I had seen was real. This all seems so...far-fetched, I mean c’mon magic and fucking vampires?”

“And yet. You did indeed see it. There are many weird and wondrous things in this world, Xavier. Hidden. Concealed, just out the corner of the eye. Countless covert clandestine secrets. Stitched within the greater confines of vast shadow lined fabric. A silent backdrop to the waking world. Your Grandma is part of that secret world too. She has been for a long time,” replied Cecelia.

Xavier did not know what to think. So much was happening. He could barely keep up. His mind was racing, travelling a million miles a minute. But there remained one question that was more pressing than anything else. One thing he just had to know. One thing he had to ask her. He looked at her, an honest sense of desperation in his gaze.

“Can you help me find her? Please...I don't know who else to-”

She laid a hand gently onto his slumped shoulder. “Rest assured Xavier, we'll find her. She’s my dear friend after all.” 

“But how are you gonna find her? She literally got sucked into a goddamn bag and could be anywhere by now. All bets are off.”

Cecelia raised her right hand and snapped her fingers. Out of nowhere, like a bolt of lightning the tall grey man appeared next to them. He got to one knee, bowing low before her.

“You summoned me, mistress?”

“Yes Francis, be a dear and pull the car around front, we're going for a little drive.”

He quickly got to his feet. “I live only to serve you, my mistress.”

Then he was off again. Gone as quickly as he had arrived there. Like a ghost in the night. The speed with which he moved was not at all human. In his place he left only a cloud of dust; in the vague silhouette of a tall man.

“Well then, we should depart at once. Time is of the essence,” she said as she began to glide out of the large dining hall. Xavier followed after her.

“So, where exactly are we going?”

***
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They rode in the back of a coal black phantom, speeding through the night. Hurtling them rapidly toward their destination. Xavier watched through the tinted window as the outside world blurred past them, at a rapid ever increasing pace. They sped and weaved through traffic as if they were the only car on the road. And despite the myriad of sharp turns and corners that they took, he felt remarkably comfortable sitting in the back of the car. He noted how he was utterly unaffected by the outside velocity of the vehicle. A thing that he found momentarily curious. But he quickly brushed it aside.

“I know I've already asked this, but where exactly are we heading?” he asked Cecelia who sat in the seat across from him.

“I'll let you know when we get there. It's easier to just show you,” she said, pulling down the divider to the driver's cockpit.

“How much further is it now, Francis?”

“Not far now mistress, we're approaching as we speak,” he said through the divider screen.

They turned a few more corners. Barreling down the street at a breakneck pace, the phantom finally came to a halt a little while on. They stepped out of the car and began to walk toward the building that resided there. It was a rundown looking hotel with a sign that flickered on and off at seemingly random intervals. All three of them stepped inside to the lobby. It was as shabby and derelict as the unkempt outside facade. A man in a bellhop outfit sat half asleep at a front desk that was covered in a thick layer of dust. Xavier coughed as they approached.

“Guess it's the maids day off,” he said, swiping away the dust particles and cobwebs that bombarded him, and seemed to be able to find a way into every single one of his orifices. 

Cecelia placed a small silver medallion down on the desk.

“A room with a view, for three please,” she said to the man, who looked to be barely conscious. 

The man perked up slightly examining the trinket in his hand for a moment, then yawned as he got up and grabbed a small silver key off one of the hooks that was directly behind him. He sauntered over to the old looking elevator that lay just off to the side of the reception desk. Cecelia and Francis went after him and Xavier followed suit. 

The bellhop placed the key into the lock and the old machine whirred into life. The doors opened and all four stepped inside. The bellhop then opened up the elevator panel. The metal was rusted and squeaked on its hinges. He blew away the cobwebs and inserted the key, turning it ninety degrees anti clockwise. It began its ascent steadily rising to the top floor,

“Not sure how getting a hotel room is gonna—” 

Xavier was cut off as the elevator began to whir and creak loudly. He felt his stomach rise as the elevator began to plummet rapidly toward the ground. The small overhead light began to flicker wildly as they made their descent. He grabbed tightly onto the rail holding on for dear life, but was flung off balance as the machine seemed to change direction entirely. It shook violently. Moving backwards and forwards, up and down and diagonally in every conceivable direction. He felt the wind rush past his ears.

“I'm gonna be fucking sick!” he screamed, trying to regain his sense of balance, while also keeping what little food he had left in his stomach down. 
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