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      The shadow in the corner quivered, and familiar prickles of pain cascaded across Lucas’s skin. A yelp snagged in his throat. Don’t react, or I’ll never escape.

      Dr. Kimberly glanced over her left shoulder, the end of her pen pressed against her bottom lip. “Do you see a creature in the corner?”

      This psychiatrist had good intentions, hoping to ease his affliction. But like many others before her, she was failing.

      His sole means of relief hid in a desk on the third floor of his house, not here in the Fortune Psychiatric Center. “No. Just the light filtering through the blinds.” Steady and calm voice, disguising the agony building inside him.

      Mocking his lie, the shadow detached from the corner and oozed across the floor. It wound its way toward Dr. Kimberly’s chair, threatening to consume her in a single gulp.

      Or at least that was how it appeared to Lucas. An empty threat, though. The monsters preferred to remain hallucinations, which was what his visions had been diagnosed as. They aimed to keep themselves secret to all but him.

      A throbbing pulsed behind his eyes, then dripped down the back of his neck, heightening his misery. The professionals labeled this psychogenic pain. Various medications they’d prescribed him did nothing to dull it, though. Nor had physical therapy, changing his diet, or intense psychotherapy.

      Well, Dr. Kimberly assumed that last one had worked. “Still no pain over these last couple weeks?”

      The meditation techniques she’d taught him granted him the ability to conceal his torment. “None.” And his lying skills had improved while trapped in this facility – a tortuously long three months.

      Yet he yearned to twist and turn, voicing his misery. As well as take a needle to his skin, adding to the intricate design on his chest. Appear cured, and they’ll release me.

      When his father Lester Kline V had been alive, he hired the best therapists to help his son, but never admitted him into an institution.

      A year ago, though, his dad had suffered a fatal heart attack while working late at the law firm. His assistant had found him in the morning, dead.

      The shadow jumped and jittered, as if laughing at Lucas’s reflections. Heart attack in a healthy, fit forty-year-old? Yeah, right.

      Lucas suspected the true, more sinister cause of death swirled around Dr. Kimberly’s feet. It taunted him, lighting up his nerves.

      He’d never told a soul about his hunch. It would have simply turned into another item added to the list that proved his madness.

      His stepmother Nadia had admitted him. She perceived him as a nuisance and burden – a fourteen-year-old in the way of her inheriting his father’s wealth.

      If he showed improvement, she’d be required to bring him home. Gone were the days of sending children off to an insane asylum for the rest of their lives without question.

      So he masked his torment, bottling up his anxiety over the roiling darkness. A normal teenager. Nothing wrong with me.

      Dr. Kimberly beamed. “You’ve made excellent progress. I think it’s time for outpatient treatment.”

      The exact words he wanted to hear. Freedom.

      “If the pain or hallucinations return, though, we’ll admit you again immediately. The pressures of the outside world might cause a relapse, but I have high hopes you’ll do well. Please contact me if you experience a recurrence, or if you develop new symptoms.”

      Lucas deflated. Once released, he’d still need to hide his anguish, or Nadia would call the psychiatrist the second she noticed him slip. “Of course, Doctor.” Fooling his stepmother would prove difficult, since she obsessively scrutinized him. Any excuse to get him out of her way.

      “Excellent. Pack your things. I’ll contact your mother and schedule your release for tomorrow.” She scribbled on her notepad.

      Not my mother.

      Mara Kline had died from medical complications the day after he was born. His dad had shared happy stories about his mom, along with albums full of pictures. She’d chosen his name, breaking the long running tradition in the Kline family of the firstborn son inheriting the name of his father.

      For ten years, it had been him and his dad. And then Nadia wandered into their lives.

      Wretched, gold-digging woman. Unfortunately, she’d fooled Lester Kline, whose heart still ached over the loss of his first wife. He’d yearned to love again, Lucas’s warnings of Nadia’s nefarious intentions falling on deaf ears.

      The shadow looped around the legs of Dr. Kimberly’s chair, each twist delivering fresh pangs, like a rusty nail stabbing him repeatedly.

      He clenched his teeth, refusing to succumb to the stinging sensation.

      Finally, the monster yielded and slithered to its corner, soaking into the wall and disappearing.

      His pain faded to an annoying vibration. A level he tolerated easily, as he’d contended with it his whole life. The shadows had initially emerged when he was eleven, so he’d only dealt with them for the past three years.

      Lucas relaxed into the couch and smiled. Soon, he’d add to his tattoo and bask in the momentary relief it offered.
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        * * *

      

      Nadia was late.

      Typical. Lucas waited in the front office. He slouched in the chair and closed his eyes, shutting out the displeased office manager. Currently, the shadows remained fixed – exactly where they were meant to be.

      The front door swished open, and heels clicked on the linoleum floor, silencing once they reached the counter. “Apologies for my tardiness. What a hectic day. Plus traffic was a nightmare.” Only the excessive amount of expensive perfume Nadia was wearing overpowered her saccharin tone.

      “Mrs. Kline, I expected you an hour ago.” Clearly unforgiving, there was an edge to the office manager’s voice. A woman who saw through his stepmother’s exaggeration. “Please sign here and here. Also here. In these documents you’ll find the recommendations outlined by Dr. Kimberly. A quiet, restful environment for Lucas, easing him into normal day-to-day activities.”

      “Of course, of course. A weekend of quality bonding sounds in order. How about a movie marathon at home, Lucas? I’ll make popcorn.” She actually sounded sincere.

      Lying ass. Reluctantly, he opened his eyes and leveled a noncommittal stare at her. “Whatever.” He grabbed his backpack and duffel, then trudged outside.

      Lucas welcomed the breeze and crispness of the early spring air. Wandering the gardens of the facility paled in comparison to this feeling of freedom.

      “Let me take those for you, sir.” Wilbur smiled softly and reached for his bags.

      The mid-fifties man had worked for Lester Kline as a driver since Lucas was five, shortly after the nanny left. Nadia couldn’t fire him, due to the stipulations outlined in her husband’s rigid will, including salary and accommodations.

      Though she would have reveled in destroying the close bond her stepson had with this man, removing another supportive presence. Nothing to jeopardize her monthly stipend, of course, which required her to demonstrate that she was taking proper care of her charge.

      Lucas appreciated his father’s foresight. If not for the will, that woman would have stolen his money, claimed the house, and seized control of Kline and Associates already.

      The document was ironclad, but rust inevitably ate away at the metal. She vied to declare him mentally unsound and unable to care for himself, a confession she’d spilled after his last outburst. Booze had loosened her tongue, along with the glee over her stepson losing his marbles at one of her infamous parties.

      Nadia had sent him to Fortune Psychiatric Center the following day.

      “Thank you, Wilbur. Glad to see you again.”

      The driver’s smile widened, the corners of his brown eyes crinkling. Joyful and optimistic, as always. His familiar bushy mustache bristled, gray speckling the brown. Lucas had been fascinated with the whiskers as a child.

      Not for the first time, he considered telling Wilbur about his stepmother’s threat. He’d tossed the idea back and forth in his mind during agonizing, sleepless nights in the clinic.

      No, he won’t believe me. Lucas was fourteen, after all. His word versus Nadia’s. And telling the driver would only lead to her gaining more ammunition, claiming him delusional.

      “Good to have you back, sir.” Wilbur stowed the bags in the trunk and opened the rear door of the navy Rolls-Royce.

      Then Lucas slipped in and scooted to the far side. He sighed, missing the days when he rode in this car with his dad beside him.

      “Seriously, Lucas. You should have waited for me.” Nadia joined him in the backseat, her cloud of perfume assaulting his nostrils.

      Her immaculate appearance belied her busy day, unless she’d spent it primping at the salon. Dirty blond hair twisted atop her head in an elaborate style, and her manicured nails were painted a bright fuchsia that matched her lipstick. The rest of her makeup was expertly applied, though overdone, in his opinion.

      According to his father, his mother had rarely used cosmetics. And though Lester had insisted his new wife’s face was stunning without, she appeared desperate to don the mask. Maybe it aided her in playing the part of loving spouse and doting stepmother.

      The driver closed the back door and settled in behind the wheel. “Where to, now?”

      “Home, please, Wilbur.”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      Nadia pressed a button, raising the privacy window. Once sealed, her caring mother facade fell, and her obnoxiously colored upper lip twisted. “You’re such an inconvenience. The last three months without you were lovely. I hope you erupt again, so I can readmit you.”

      There it is. Her true personality.

      “No movie marathon and popcorn then?” Sarcasm thickened Lucas’s words.

      She rolled her eyes. “Hardly. So gullible.” His derision, lost on her, as always.

      “Whatever.”

      “You sound like a parrot. Whatever. Whatever.” She chuckled at her joke. “Actually, I’m hosting a party tomorrow night. And you’re expected to attend. Be on your best behavior.”





OEBPS/images/break-hedera-side-screen.png





This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.



OEBPS/images/intricateagony-cover-6-17-25.jpg
AL EXAYGRAVE






