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			Prelude


			Grosvenor Square, London, 1856


			“Confound this wretched fog!” grumbled the portly house servant as he stood under a flickering gas lamp that was barely illuminating the foggy street corner.


			“The bloody bastards probably changed their minds,” he again mumbled, noticeably agitated while looking at his pocket watch.


			The time was 1:05a.m. and the damp night air was chilling him to the bones. Deciding to wait no longer, the servant snapped the watch closed and stormed off across the street in the direction of his employer’s extravagant townhome. Midway across he heard the faint sound of footsteps approaching.


			“Who’s there?” he demanded. “I say, who’s there?”


			As the sound of his voice faded into the night, three fashionably dressed men suddenly emerged from the fog almost right before his eyes.


			“It’s about bloody time you got here,” the servant snapped, expressing his irritation. He looked nervously from side to side. “If my master was to return home early and find me out here at this godforsaken hour, he’d be sure to release me from my employment.”


			“You are being paid and paid well for your service,” said the taller of the three men as he stepped forward to confront the shorter, portly servant. Though his features were mostly obscured by the darkness, his aristocratic tone suggested he was a man of considerable stature.


			


			“Well, be that as it may, I was beginning to think that maybe you had changed your mind,” the servant added with a twisted and half-cocked smile.


			Ignoring the sarcasm, the tall man looked up at the many barely visible outlines of elegant townhomes surrounding the square. “Which one is it?” he asked with a harsh, commanding tone.


			“It’s this one sir,” the servant said, pointing to the large three-story building in front of them.


			Grosvenor Square was one of London’s more elite residential neighborhoods. Here, the who’s who of London society resided when in the city for the season.


			“Where does he keep it?” the tall man asked, looking up through the thick fog at the barely visible building.


			“On the third floor, in a locked room at the top of the stairs. You will need this,” the servant added, pulling a key from his breast pocket.


			“He keeps the door locked?” asked the tall man.


			“Yes, locked up tight at all times. The staff are forbidden to enter that room.”


			“And you’re sure he will go to the room this night?”


			“Aye sir, he will come tonight, of that, I’m sure. Every time he goes to that part of town, he returns somewhat out of sorts and goes straight to the room. He spends hours up there. Sometimes we hear yelling, shouting, laughing, and even crying. It’s bloody peculiar if you ask me. A man of his stature should not be carrying on in such a way. Bloody peculiar,” the servant repeated.


			“I did not ask for your opinion,” said the tall man with a dismissive tone. “Tell me, does he have anything else in that room?”


			“No sir. Only the painting.”


			“About this painting, how long has he had it?”


			


			“Many years sir. I was a young man when his artist friend presented it to him. You know the one, the bloke who went missing all those years ago. The portrait briefly hung in the master’s study until one day he suddenly covered it and had it moved to the room on the third floor. We believe that was the day he made his deal with the Devil,” the servant added.


			“Deal with the Devil? What deal?” demanded the tall man, fixing the servant with a withering stare.


			“Why sir, surely you’ve heard the stories about my master’s deal? You know, how he sold his soul to Lucifer himself in order to always stay youthful?”


			“Ridiculous,” hissed the tall man.


			“No sir, it’s not. That was nearly 30 years ago and as you can see, I’ve aged considerably, but not my master. He still looks as he did the day I began my employment. Take my word for it sir, I know! I’ve seen things. No one who has done all that he has can remain untouched by time. His youthful innocence only conceals a much darker –no, not darker– evil. Yes, evil is the word for it. Evil inner monster. He’s an abomination, that’s what he is!”


			“Enough of this nonsense,” the tall man said, interrupting the servant and turning to address the other two men who had accompanied him. “Tonight gentlemen, we will end this.” Neither spoke, but nodded in agreement.


			“When will he return?” the tall man asked facing the servant.


			“Just before dawn.”


			“And you are sure he will go to the room this night?”


			“Yes, I’m sure. Like clockwork,” the servant added with a smug, half-cocked smile.


			“Good. Stay out of sight until we return. Is that clear? He must suspect nothing.”


			“Yes sir. Whatever you say sir. But when do I get the rest of my money?” 


			“You will be paid when we return,” the tall man responded. He turned to face the servant. “Do not disappoint me. For if you do, I can assure you, you will not live to regret it.” As the tall man spoke his eyes flashed with a brilliant yet frightening glow.


			“Yes, Gov,” the servant stuttered. “I … I’ll be waiting as you say sir.”


			Then the tall man nodded to the others and all three disappeared into the fog as they climbed the stairs to the townhouse.


			hg


			At precisely 4:45a.m., the three men were alerted to the sound of a carriage racing along the avenue. As it drew closer, they heard the frantic clattering of horse hooves on the deserted cobblestone streets. Looking down from the third-story window, the tall man saw a carriage emerge from the fog and come to an abrupt stop in front of the townhouse. Seconds later he heard the front door burst open and footsteps running up the stairs.


			“This is it gentlemen, conceal yourselves,” he whispered. On his instructions, the three men disappeared into the shadows of the room.


			Moments later the door burst open. From the doorway all that was visible in the darkened room was the covered painting partly illuminated by the dim light flooding in from the hallway. From the shadows, the men watched as a fashionably dressed hysterical young man ran in and frantically pulled the cover off the painting. Frozen in place, the young man had a look of unspeakable horror on his face. The image he saw looking back at him was hideous. He could see every sin and unspeakable, vile, and evil act he had ever committed staring back from a grotesque, but familiar face.


			The young man clutched at his hair and began to scream. Catching the sight of a knife laying on the window ledge, he grabbed it and then plunged the knife into the painting. Upon doing so, he felt a sharp pain in his back and then fell to the floor in agony.


			Hearing the screaming from the street, the servant stared in the direction of the third-floor window and noticed the fog was glowing a strange yellow-green color.


			“May God have mercy on his soul,” muttered the servant. He looked down and stepped back into the shadows. Moments later, the three men returned to the street.


			“How’d it go, Gov?” the servant asked the tall man.


			“You will never speak of this night. Do you understand?” the tall man said, avoiding direct eye contact with the servant. “Never again,” he repeated under his breath.


			“Yes, yes. Sure Gov. Whatever you say. Just pay me the rest of what you owe me, and you can count on my silence,” the servant said, casually dismissing the warning.


			“Never Again!” the tall man hissed as he abruptly looked up and locked his eyes directly onto the servant’s while simultaneously grabbing him by his neck and pulling the stunned man to within inches of his face.


			The servant’s face was locked in a mask of frozen horror. The tall man’s eyes were ablaze with a frightening yellow-green glow. The servant felt the life draining from his body, but was helpless to do anything about it. Those terrifying eyes were the last thing he saw as darkness closed in.


			Slowly closing his eyes, the tall man released the servant, letting his lifeless body fall to the ground in a crumpled mass.


			Turning in the direction of the other two men he said, “We shall never speak of this night again gentlemen.”


			The three men disappeared into the fog.


		


	

		

			


			


			PART ONE


		


	

		

			


			Chapter 1 


			Jacksonville, Florida 


			Present Day


			Another damn doctor’s appointment, the man thought to himself as he sat in the waiting room of the doctor’s office. He’d had so many appointments over the past six months, he should be used to the waiting by now. But he wasn’t. Ryan Anderson was one of the youngest and most successful advertising executives in the Southeastern United States. His time was valuable, and he was not a man who waited for anything, but once again he had no choice. For the past six months his health had been rapidly deteriorating, and no one knew why. Marked by a considerable loss of energy matched by an equally alarming loss of weight, Ryan felt like he was slowly wasting away.


			What the hell is going on with me? he thought for the millionth time as he sat waiting. Am I going to die? Why me? I‘ve got the best health insurance money can buy! What’s the problem? Why can‘t they find what’s wrong with me and fix it? Damn doctors are milking my insurance company while I wither away! What kind of treatment is this? He worked himself into a rage. They better find something this time! Six months of testing and still nothing! Today better be different! He sat simmering in mounting frustration.


			“Mr. Anderson, the doctor will see you now,” said a kindly, heavyset nurse. She smiled while trying to hide shock at seeing his appearance. Used to the routine, Ryan followed her to a scale. “Let’s get your weight.” Giving her an annoyed look, he complied.


			


			“Another 6 pounds. I wish I knew your secret Mr. Anderson. I could stand to lose a few pounds myself,” the nurse said, trying to make light of the situation.


			“Unless the doctor has an answer, I might be taking this secret to my grave,” Ryan snarled. He abruptly stepped off the scale. He was in no mood to joke. She showed him to a private waiting room.


			After waiting only a few minutes, there was a knock on the door. Ryan’s doctor entered carrying a thick file. He tried to hide his surprise at Ryan’s physical appearance as he reached to shake his hand. “How are you doing today?”


			Ryan rolled his eyes. “The same,” he said. “Please tell me you found an answer in that pile of paperwork you carried in, Dr. Green.”


			The doctor shook his head, noticeably frustrated, then sat down in a chair across from Ryan and exhaled a long sigh. Looking directly at the young man, he tried to remain professional.


			“I wish I had the answer, Ryan. God knows I do, but I’m sorry, I don’t. I cannot find anything physically wrong with you,” he said. His desperation briefly showed through a stoic professional mannerism.


			The doctor’s compassion was of no comfort. Unable to contain his aggravation, Ryan momentarily lost control and slammed his hands down on the examining table. “Damn it, doctor! This has been going on for over six months! What the hell is the problem? I’m wasting away here! What’s happening to me?” Ryan was desperate. “What’s happening to me?” he asked again bowing his head. He didn’t have the energy to carry on, the outburst had drained him. All he could do was put his hands to his face and lower his head in disappointment.


			“Don’t give up, Ryan,” Dr. Green said. He put his hand on Ryan’s shoulder to comfort him, momentarily losing his professionalism and taking on more of a fatherly role. “I understand your frustration, really, I do. But so far our tests haven’t found anything. Everything comes back normal.”


			“Normal? Does this look normal?” Ryan asked as he stood up and lifted his shirt. He was practically skin and bones. “If I suck in what’s left of my gut, my pants will drop to the floor. I’ve lost over 70 pounds in the last six months. I can’t afford to lose any more!”


			“I know Ryan. I’m also concerned. Please be patient. We will get to the bottom of this, I can assure you of that,” the doctor said with genuine concern in his voice.


			“I only hope there’s something of me left by the time you have your answers.” Ryan shook his head and sat back down on the examining table. “Can you at least give me something for the pain? Every time I eat, I feel like someone punched me in the stomach,” he said, rubbing his abdomen.


			“Of course, Ryan.” Dr. Green wrote out a prescription and handed it to him. “In the meantime, I’d like you to do another round of tests.”


			“Great, more tests. Can’t wait.”


			“I can’t fix you until I know what’s broken.”


			The doctor paused. Then, with obvious hesitation, continued.


			“I’d like to refer your case to some of my colleagues. I think the more minds we have working on this the sooner we’ll get answers.” He took a deep breath and again hesitated before continuing. “Because to be totally honest with you, I have no idea what’s wrong. I’m completely stumped.” Dr. Green’s eyes showed he was telling the truth. Next to Ryan, he was the most concerned.


			Reading his expression, Ryan actually felt sorry for the man. Disappointed, Ryan managed a partial smile and said, “Do what you have to do, I trust you.” He lightly squeezed the doctor’s shoulder before getting off the examining table.


			As Ryan was leaving the office, he couldn’t help but feel discouraged. He’d lost count of how many times he’d been to see the doctor over the past six months. It all started six months ago in mid-July when he began having severe stomach pain. At first he thought it was his appendix or an ulcer and immediately saw his family doctor, Dr. Green. But everything checked out okay. Over the next several weeks the pain grew worse. After numerous tests, Ryan’s doctor was still baffled and referred him to specialist after specialist. But months later and now under the care of yet another “specialist,” there was still no change. If anything, his condition was getting worse, much worse.


			Ryan was on a total liquid diet. No solids. Even the slightest solid food threw his stomach into a convulsive fit. And now, even liquids were beginning to cause him extreme discomfort. Desperate and hardly consuming anything, Ryan again had no answers, only appointments for more tests.


			“How can everything be normal when I feel like this? There has to be something wrong!” Ryan said to himself as he exited the building. Discouraged, he decided not to go to work and drove home instead.
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			Dr. Green sat in his office thumbing through Ryan’s file. “What the hell am I missing?” he said out loud. “The answer has to be here somewhere.” Shaking his head, he examined the numerous test results.


			A few minutes later an intern walked in. 


			“Was that Mr. Anderson again?”


			“Yes, I’m afraid so,” Dr. Green said. He leaned back and exhaled a long sigh, visibly expressing frustration.


			“What’s wrong with him?” the intern asked, taking a seat.


			“I don’t know, Frank. I honestly don’t know.” The doctor sat up and removed his glasses. “Ryan’s been coming to me for months now and only seems to be getting worse.”


			“Could it be psychological?”


			“It could. But I doubt it. I’ve known Ryan for many years and he’s always been healthy. That’s the most puzzling part of all this. I don’t think the guy has ever been sick a day in his life. Until six months ago, I’d only see him for routine checkups and at our gym. He’s always been in exceptional condition. But now I just don’t know. Nothing makes sense. To tell you the truth Frank, I honestly don’t know what’s wrong with the man. He’s practically starving to death and there’s nothing I can do to stop it.”


		


	

		

			


			Chapter 2


			The next morning as Ryan was getting ready for work, he caught a glimpse of himself in the full-length mirror in his bedroom.


			Damn! Is that really me? He looked like a concentration camp victim, he thought, examining the image looking back from the mirror. His ribs were showing through his skin, sunken eyes and thin face so shocking that he momentarily felt a sense of panic and fear. His physical appearance was especially alarming since he had always made such an effort to keep it up. As a teenager, Ryan found comfort in working out and pushing his physical limits. He especially liked taking part in various physical activities. Some of this had a lot to do with boredom, but mostly Ryan liked rigorous physical challenges. His natural athletic build went a long way in helping achieve his goals. He enjoyed showing off his physique and more importantly, taking care of himself. His efforts did not go unnoticed by beautiful women either. Fortunately, he had the looks to compliment the body, and as he matured into a handsome young man, he learned the value of having both.


			Because of his physical attributes, Ryan proved to be good in most sporting activities, especially swimming and soccer. He was competitive by nature and enjoyed receiving recognition for successes. By participating in various sporting events and competitions, he often got the attention and acceptance he could not get at home.


			Unfortunately, Ryan’s childhood was one of sadness and tragedy. He knew nothing of his real parents, but did know he was adopted as a baby. When he was five, his adoptive parents died in a plane accident. Since they did not have any other children, Ryan was the sole beneficiary to a large fortune.


			Ryan’s father owned a variety of businesses, and his mother had inherited a considerable fortune from her family. Upon their death, Ryan became the responsibility of William Blake, acting CEO of his parent’s financial empire. Knowing Ryan would one day be of age to access his trust, Mr. Blake made it a priority to get Ryan the best education money could buy. After years of private schools and college abroad, Ryan returned home a well-educated young man.


			Though he excelled academically, physical activities were the primary means of satisfying his competitive nature and showing off. Exploiting athletic abilities through competitive sporting activities allowed him to receive recognition for successes and accomplishments. His coaches, friends, and teammates were his family, the only family he knew.


			Though Mr. Blake made it a point to see that Ryan got the best education, he was not a loving man, never expressing emotion or giving praise. He was always serious with Ryan. Over time, Ryan learned to accept this. He bore no ill will toward Mr. Blake. After all, he was grateful to have all that he did. Ryan respected the man and understood that their relationship would always be distant. For this reason most of all, Ryan sought to earn the attention and acceptance of those around him.


			By the time Ryan graduated from college and was of age to take control of his inheritance, he instead opted to postpone accepting any money from the trust. He left Mr. Blake in charge of the assets and decided to try to make it on his own first. When he announced his plans, he felt for the first time in his life that Mr. Blake was actually proud of him. He accepted Ryan’s decision and assured him that all would be there when he was ready.


			Within five years, Ryan had become one of the city’s top advertising executives and had been made a full partner at his firm. He liked working with people and his natural competitive nature made the advertising industry a perfect fit. Though he always knew he could have large sums of money available with just a phone call, Ryan resisted the urge. Until the onset of his unexplained illness, Ryan had done very well for himself. For fun, he even got involved with a promising local band that was becoming popular throughout the city.


			Disturbed by the image in the mirror, Ryan quickly turned away and shook his head in bewilderment. Looking at his newly acquired black and white cat, Tor, laying on the bed cleaning himself, Ryan said, “Well, at least I still have you buddy. You don’t care what I look like as long as I feed you, do you boy?” he joked. Ryan patted Tor’s head before continuing on with the morning routine.


			Tor was a great comfort. If not for him, Ryan firmly believed he would have been dead months ago. In a strange kind of way, Ryan felt a sort of soothing comfort when around Tor. The mysterious pain in his stomach always seemed to ease up in the cat’s presence. Unfortunately, the relief was only temporary. Eventually, Ryan would have to leave Tor and the pain always returned.


			Standing in the shower while letting the hot water refresh and awaken his senses, Ryan briefly thought about the last time he’d been with a woman. The mystery pain in his stomach and lack of energy only seemed to be getting worse. Every day he was noticing some new kind of pain. Sexually, he had no drive or desire. Over the past 6 months, along with his energy, that had dropped significantly. No longer working out or doing any kind of exercising, he barely had enough energy to drag himself into work each morning. Sex was the last thing on his mind these days. This was disturbing in itself, especially since he had spent so much of his young adult life in its constant pursuit. At least he found some comfort in knowing he didn’t have a sexually transmitted disease. Having been tested for everything numerous times, he knew it wasn’t anything sexual. But still, he was growing more concerned daily.


			


			As he got out of the shower and dried off, he again noticed his scrawny reflection in the bathroom mirror. He hoped it wasn’t too windy outside, or he might get blown away.


		


	

		

			


			Chapter 3


			Dr. Alistair Wolchek


			Arriving at the office on the mornings he actually went in to work had also become uncomfortable for Ryan. His firm occupied the 20th floor of the Adams building downtown. From the time the elevator doors opened, he knew he was on display. He could feel the looks as he walked through the department to his office. His physical appearance made it impossible to hide that something wasn’t wrong. For the time being, his co-workers were doing their best to pretend as if everything was normal. They still greeted him warmly while hiding behind fake smiles and pleasantries. Ryan was aware of the office gossip about his health. He knew he was the subject of whispered conversations that always ended abruptly when he walked by. When he could, he tried to get to the office early to avoid the morning greetings. The fake concern and the questions. How are you? Are you OK? How are you feeling today? He could see the truth in their faces. It was like everyone was a mirror trying to hide what he already knew and he hated it! For someone who was used to being the object of attention, now he just wanted to be invisible. Get to work, do what he had to do, and leave ASAP was the daily routine. That is, when he did go into work.


			For the time being, Ryan’s job was secure. At present, he was a full partner and the top earner in the firm. He specialized in image consulting, mostly for large corporations looking to be viewed as more people and/or environmentally friendly, as well as for prominent and elected officials who wanted to “polish up” their public images. Politicians were especially lucrative. Even if Ryan couldn’t stand the individual, he enjoyed the challenge. Mentally, he was as sharp as ever. And to his benefit, his reputation preceded him. This allowed the luxury of using the phone to meet most of his client’s needs. In the advertising arena, this was a luxury few in his position could claim. This kind of work typically required a considerable amount of “flesh pressing.” Ryan was fortunate in that he had put together one of the best creative teams in the Southeastern United States. Ryan knew he could count on his people to perform their jobs well. Though he still was involved with creating strategies, he left the public work to subordinates. Knowing how important image was in this industry, Ryan was concerned about the message his would send to existing or new clients. This was difficult since it was the part of the business he enjoyed the most.


			For now, the plan was to keep clients at phone’s length and lean on his team as much as possible. Occasionally, he had to meet clients for various unavoidable reasons and wondered how comfortable they were working with a man who looked as if he already had one foot in the grave.


			A secondary concern was the firm itself. More and more, Ryan wondered if he should just quit and live on his inheritance until he died. But the answer was always the same, no. He needed work and social interaction. What he did was rewarding, even addictive to some extent. He wanted to stick it out as long as he could.


			For the time being his position was secure, but competition outside his team by other partners was fierce –they were always looking for that one opportunity or weakness to exploit. At present, Ryan was the top earner, but there were many more waiting for their shot, hungry to prove themselves, and he was aware of this. After all, it’s how the game is played and to some extent he even respected it. But for now, he was not ready to step aside, at least not yet anyway. Unfortunately, his health was working hard against him. The more time he took to deal with health issues, the more opportunities he created for enemies to position themselves to strike. Some had even offered to take over the team under the guise of “just helping out.” For the present, Ryan still had control, but even he was beginning to wonder for how much longer. Working required a considerable amount of energy –energy he did not have. Many believed it was just a matter of time. Most felt Ryan was on his way out.


			As he was walking to his office, Ryan casually nodded to two of his more attractive female coworkers. Temporarily interrupting their conversation, they smiled and said good morning. After he passed, one of the women said to the other, “I heard he was out again yesterday.” 


			“Yes. Another doctor’s appointment.” 


			“Is it serious?”


			“I don’t know. He’s not talking about it. But have you noticed how much weight he’s lost?”


			“Yeah.” Then suddenly realizing something the one lady exclaimed, “Oh my God!”


			“What?”


			“Do you think it’s ... well, you know, AIDS?”


			“Oh my God! I hope not. But, well ... he has been around.”


			“I think he’s been with every woman on this floor. Present company included.”


			“Do you think we should get tested?”


			“Couldn’t hurt.”


			“Damn! I hope it’s nothing serious. He’s a good lay.”


			“Kay! I’m shocked! What would your husband say?”


			hg


			Later that morning, one of the firm’s junior partners stopped by to visit with Ryan in his office.


			


			“Knock, knock, knock, hey buddy. Just stopping by to check on your party plans for the weekend. Are you going to make it to Ronda’s party? If it’s anything like last year, it should be a blast!”


			Surprised by the question, Ryan thought to himself, Yeah sure. I’ll be there. I’ll even bring the band and we’ll kick it all night like we did last year. What a stupid question. Do I look like I’m in any condition to party, you ass-kissing little bitch! Instead, Ryan remained calm, and with a half-cocked smile looked up from his paperwork and said, “I think I’m going to pass, Stan. Maybe next year.”


			Stan Cooper was probably one of the most concerned about Ryan’s health. By his own reasoning, Stan believed he would have the most to gain if Ryan had to step aside. Though Stan did show a minor amount of creative talent, mostly he benefited by latching on to the efforts of others. In Ryan’s opinion, Stan was a complete waste of company resources and only had his job because of a family connection to a very senior partner. Ryan could not fire him, but he didn’t have to work with him. Nor would Ryan let him latch on to any of his or the team’s projects. Stan, however, saw Ryan’s illness as the perfect chance to weasel his way into taking over Ryan’s team and Stan had already began laying the groundwork at higher levels to do just that.


			He took a seat across from Ryan. “You know man, I don’t want to pry, but I’m worried about you. When’s the last time you got laid? Are you okay? I mean, health-wise. Everything cool?” he asked. His face registered an almost believable show of concern.


			Amused by his performance, Ryan was again temped to say, Have patience Stan. I’ll be dead soon enough and then all my accounts will be yours to screw up. But he forced a smile and said, “Thanks for your concern, but the doctor says everything is checking out okay. It’s just a bug or something.”


			“Well, that’s good news,” Stan said. He stood up and forced a big toothy smile. Continuing to act relieved he added, “We can’t let anything happen to you, Ryan. We all know you’re the number one man around here.”


			Ryan rolled his eyes and faked humility. “Thanks Stan. And don’t have too much fun at Ronda’s party.”


			As Stan walked out of his office, Ryan couldn’t help but laugh. Stan should get an award for that performance. His concern almost sounded genuine, Ryan thought to himself laughing out loud.


			Interrupting Ryan’s mental critique of Stan’s performance, his assistant, Lisa, buzzed in and said, “Ryan, I have a call for you on line one.”


			“Who is it?”


			“He says he’s a doctor. He has a very pronounced English accent. Do you want me to take a message?”


			“That’s okay, I’ll take it. Thanks.” He picked up the phone. 


			“Ryan Anderson here, how can I help you?”


			“Mr. Anderson? My name is Dr. Alistair Wolchek. We haven’t met, but I know your doctor.”


			Ryan hesitated. “My doctor?”


			“Yes. Dr. Green? He said you gave him permission to seek outside assistance with your case.”


			“Oh yes, of course. Sorry. I forgot. How can I help you?”


			“Hopefully it is I who can help you, Mr. Anderson. I’ve been reviewing your case and would like to examine you myself.”


			“Great, more tests. Wonderful. Sure, Doctor. Just tell me where and when,” Ryan said, with a clearly disappointed tone.


			“I understand your frustration, Mr. Anderson. And I promise not to take much of your time.”


			Ryan realized he was rude to the man. “Sorry Doctor. I didn’t mean to sound ungrateful. I’m just frustrated by this whole thing. I do apologize and would be thankful for any help you can give me.”


			


			“No need to apologize. I understand your frustration. I’m going to be in the U.S. next week. Can I call you to set up a meeting?”


			“The U.S.? May I ask where you’re coming from, doctor?”


			“London. I have some business over there next week, so I thought if it was convenient, I could see you then.”


			Surprised and noticeably hopeful, Ryan said, “Sure, doctor. That’s fine with me. Just call with the time and place and I’ll be there.”


			“Thank you, Mr. Anderson, for your time. I look forward to meeting you.”


			“As do I, doctor. As do I.”


			hg


			Looking up from his desk, Dr. Alistair Wolchek focused his gaze on a distant portrait hanging on his office wall. “So we finally meet,” he said out loud. Settling back in his chair and closing his eyes, he continued, “May God have mercy on your soul, young man.”


			“May God have mercy on whose soul, Alistair?” The question came from a distinguished-looking gentleman standing in the doctor’s office doorway.


			Momentarily startled, the doctor quickly regained his composure and stood from behind the desk, “Oh just a case in America,” he responded, trying to make light of the matter.


			“Are you sure of his condition?”


			“I don’t know for sure. You know as well as I do that these symptoms can be from a number of other causes. But he seems to fit the profile. After a physical examination next week, I will know for sure.”


			“Is he of interest to the Society?”


			


			“Possibly,” but then with hesitation Alistair added, “He’s young.” 


			“How young?”


			“Late twenties. But he’s a professional and by all accounts very financially secure.”


			The distinguished man was irritated with Alistair. “You know the young ones always give us problems,” he said.


			He turned and faced the same portrait Alistair was looking at. “Just remember the code of the Society, my friend. Evaluate and report your findings. If it turns out that he is one of our kind, then his future will be decided by the full counsel,” the gentleman said. He turned back and gave Alistair a stern look.


			“Of course I will! I know the code!” the doctor responded, throwing the pen he was holding down on the desk.


			“I know you do, old friend,” the distinguished gentleman said. He smiled a dark and twisted smile. “I know you do.”


			He nodded as he exited the room.


		


	

		

			


			Chapter 4


			Wednesday afternoon of the following week, Lisa informed Ryan that Dr. Wolchek was on the line.


			Eager to take the call, Ryan immediately answered.


			“Dr. Wolchek, it’s good to hear your voice. I was beginning to think you changed your mind about coming.”


			“Oh no, Mr. Anderson. Not at all. My prior business delayed me a little longer than I expected.”


			Unable to restrain his hopeful enthusiasm, Ryan asked, “So when would you like to meet?”


			“As soon as possible if you don’t mind. I’m only going to be in town for a short while. I have to return to London sooner than I planned.”


			“I’m sorry to hear that,” Ryan said, frowning as he looked out his office window.


			“I’m afraid so. I’m staying at the Belmont by the airport. Room 308. Can we meet at 8p.m. this evening?”


			“I’ll see you then.”


			“Goodbye Mr. Anderson.”


			As Ryan hung up the phone, he thought it was strange to be meeting in a hotel room, but quickly dismissed it. The pain had become constant, and the new pain medication was doing nothing. His energy had been steadily declining and now Ryan was practically forcing himself to drink liquid foods. The quality of life had degraded so much that he contemplated ending his life with alarming frequency. He often thought if given the choice of continuing to live this way or die, he would choose death. As it was now, he had no life. Not anymore. Maybe for that reason most of all, going to meet a stranger at a hotel did not bother him. Hell, if I’m being set up, good, Ryan thought to himself. He’d finally be out of the misery.


			hg


			At 8p.m., Ryan was standing in front of room 308. A strange feeling settled over him in the deserted hallway. On one hand, he felt in a weird, unsettling way that this was going to be it, the end of the line. If this doctor could not diagnose the problem, then it may be time to take matters into his own hands. On the other hand, if he was being set up, then good. Hopefully it would be over quickly. Either way, he had nothing to lose. He knocked on the door.


			When the door opened, Ryan was greeted warmly by a professional-looking man in his early fifties, and by all accounts, in remarkably good health. He was wearing dark glasses that immediately got Ryan’s attention.


			“Mr. Anderson, I presume?”


			“Please doctor, call me Ryan.”


			“Dr. Alistair Wolchek. Nice to meet you.” He shook Ryan’s hand.


			Carefully studying Ryan’s face, the doctor thought, how remarkable. Ryan looks just like the portrait that hung in his office. The resemblance is unbelievable.


			“Remarkable!” he said, but this time out loud.


			“Remarkable is not exactly how I would describe myself, doctor. At least not these days,” Ryan said. He lifted his arms and looked down at his scrawny frame.


			Dr. Wolchek quickly regained his composure. “I’m sorry, Ryan. You just look like someone I knew a long time ago. Please come in.” He smiled and motioned for Ryan to enter the room.


			


			After a brief physical examination, the doctor directed Ryan to a chair. “I would like to ask you some questions,” he said.


			Ryan took a seat in one of the two chairs that accompanied a small table by a large window. The doctor retrieved a pen and pad from his brief case and took a seat in the other chair.


			“So tell me Ryan, when did you first start experiencing these symptoms?” 


			Thinking back for a second, Ryan replied, “Six and a half months ago. It was a Sunday morning to be exact.”


			“How are you so sure of the exact time of onset?” the doctor asked, surprised.


			“Believe me doctor, I remember. Ever since that morning nothing has been the same.”


			“Very interesting Ryan. Tell me about the previous day or days. Did anything unusual occur before that Sunday morning that you can recall?”


			Rubbing his chin and thinking back, Ryan said, “Something did happen now that I think about it. It was so strange. I hit a small owl with my car the night before when I was returning home after a show.”


			“A show?”


			“Yes, I’m a part-time singer in a band. I was, anyway. Not doing a lot of singing these days,” Ryan tried to joke, as he gestured to himself.


			“Are you any good?” the doctor asked with surprise in his voice.


			“I think so. We’d developed a fairly large local following. People seemed to like us,” Ryan said, exhaling a long sigh and looking down at the floor.


			“An owl, you say?” the doctor asked with noticeable interest as he sat up in his chair.


			


			“It was very late. I was on my way home, probably about a mile or two from my house when out of nowhere I saw a gray streak fly in front of my car. I heard a dull thump and looked up in the rear-view mirror and saw a small clump of feathers rolling in a gutter. I felt bad for the critter, so I turned around and went back to check on the little guy. If it was injured, I was going to take it to an animal shelter the next morning. I’m a sucker for an animal in distress. I know it’s terrible, but I’d practically break my back for some poor animal before I’d lift a finger for some lazy piece of crap human. Sorry doctor. That’s just me,” Ryan said, shrugging his shoulders.


			“No need to apologize, I can relate, believe me. But please continue.”


			“I parked my car, got out and walked along the road in the general area until I found it.”


			“Found what?” the doctor asked excitedly.


			“The owl. A little fellow, too. He looked okay but one of his wings was sagging a little. He didn’t seem scared or anything, so I slowly reached down and picked him up. As I was pulling him toward me, he clamped down with both feet on my left ring finger with such force I felt like I had slammed my finger in a car door. But I didn’t panic. Instead, I sucked up the pain and got back in the car to take him home and deal with him in the morning. Let me tell you doc, for just having been hit by a car, this little guy had some major strength. On the drive back, he never let up on his grip. I felt like my finger was going to be squeezed right off. Strange, though,” Ryan said. He hesitated.


			“What?” Dr. Wolchek asked.


			“On the drive back the little guy never seemed frightened. All the way home he was relaxed and just leaned against my stomach, looking around the car. Every so often he looked up at me as I drove. When I got home, I parked the car in my driveway instead of the garage in case he decided it was time to go. This way he had a clear exit. It turned out to be a good thing I did because when I got out of the car he calmly checked his wings by extending them one at a time. Then, just as calm as can be, he looked up at me and flew off. It was strange. Though I was happy he was okay, I was even happier to have him off my finger.”


			“Did the owl cut you or draw blood or cause any kind of physical damage?” the doctor asked with a hint of excitement in his voice.


			“No. Not that I noticed anyway.”


			“Very interesting.” The doctor quickly scribbled several notes on his pad.


			“But there was something else that still puzzles me about that night, doctor.”


			“And what was that?”


			“Well, I know I hit the owl around 2:30a.m. in the morning. And it only took about 10 minutes for me to get home after picking him up. I remember feeling really tired when I parked in the driveway and looked at the car’s clock. I distinctly remember the display showing 2:41a.m. I’m certain of this time. The problem is, I don’t know what happened next.”


			“What do you mean?” the doctor asked, a little confused.


			“That’s just it, doc. I remember getting out of the car and the owl flying away. I went inside and remember feeling hungry, so I went to the kitchen to get something to eat. When I looked at a clock in the kitchen, it read 4:30a.m. I didn’t believe it so I went around my house checking other clocks. All read 4:30a.m. I even checked the car the next day and it was correct. I don’t know what happened. I can’t explain it. Maybe I passed out from the pain? I just don’t know.”


			“Very interesting Ryan, very interesting indeed. And you say you started feeling your symptoms the next morning?”


			


			“Yes. I’m certain of it. I thought the owl may have given me rabies or something, so I went to my family doctor the following Monday morning to get checked out. Fortunately, everything was good or so I thought.”


			“Can you describe your symptoms for me?”


			“Oh yeah, severe stomach cramps! Almost as if I’m starving, but if I try to eat anything solid the cramps only get worse and I throw up. I can’t keep anything solid down. When I eat, I feel like shit, like someone punched me in the stomach full-force. And lately it has really gotten bad. Even liquids are causing me problems now. I know this sounds strange, but it’s like mentally I feel like I’m starving to death and often have powerful cravings, but when I satisfy them, I get sick. I’m starving all the time, but I won’t eat because the pain has become so unbearable. I just don’t get it doctor! What the hell is happening to me? I’ve lost almost 80 pounds in the past six months! I just can’t take this anymore!” Ryan said, not so much in a panic, but more like he had given up. His facial expression was one of pure defeat. He looked and sounded like a man who had lost the will to live, and the doctor didn’t miss the implication.


			Settling back in his chair Dr. Wolchek pretended to be analyzing his notes, but internally he was conflicted. Investigate and report his finding was supposed to be his mission. But now, seeing Ryan, hearing his remarkable story, and most shockingly, his physical similarity to the portrait in his office, the doctor was in a quandary. Ryan’s present physical condition did not allow for much time. Truth be told, the doctor was amazed he had lived this long. In the history of investigating these cases, he’d never seen anyone in the condition Ryan was in and still have the energy he did. And most importantly, he knew Ryan had reached his limits. He caught Ryan’s meaning and knew one way or another an end was coming and coming soon. For some reason he did not find Ryan to be a man who bluffed. He felt Ryan would not hesitate to end his own life if he felt it was his only option. So the question was, what to do?


			It didn’t take much deliberation. Dr. Wolchek was not one for formal rules and policies. Besides, this young man’s life hung in the balance. Maybe Ryan is the one he had been looking for all these years. Maybe the time had finally come. Losing him now because of ridiculous formalities of a corrupt Society that he no longer believed in was not going to detour him. Working himself into a state, the doctor looked up at Ryan and said, “Your symptoms are very similar to others I have encountered. I may be able to help you. Would you mind if we try an exercise?”


			Cautiously, Ryan agreed.


			Dr. Wolchek pulled his chair right in front of Ryan and sat very close, directly facing him.


			“Sorry doc, but I have to ask, what’s up with your glasses? They look very dark. Can you even see me?”


			“I can see you just fine. You’ll have to forgive my glasses. My eyes are sensitive to light. I wear them all the time these days and I often forget I have them on,” the doctor said, casually dismissing the question.


			“Now Ryan, do exactly as I tell you no matter what discomfort you feel. Do you understand?” he asked.


			“Yes,” Ryan said, nervously shifting position in the chair. “What are you going to do?”


			“A little eye exercise.”


			Ryan nodded and took a deep breath and then sat up in his chair facing the doctor.


			“Now look directly at the lenses of my glasses and focus on them. Your eyes may start to feel a little strange, but try not to look away. Keep focused on my glasses and do exactly as I tell you. Shall we begin?”


			Ryan nodded and fixed his gaze on the doctor’s glasses.


			


			Dr. Wolchek leaned uncomfortably close to Ryan and removed his glasses. When the doctor looked up, his stare seemed as if it actually reached out and grabbed Ryan’s eyes. Feeling as if his eyes had been forcefully locked into place, panic began to overcome him.


			Sensing Ryan’s building tension, the doctor said, “Relax,” without breaking focus.


			Hearing his calming voice, Ryan felt the tension slowly leave his body. The doctor’s close proximity unnerved him, but his attention was focused on the strange sensation coming from his eyes. He briefly felt a slight itching and tingling feeling which quickly passed as he held focus. Almost as quickly, he began to feel a comfortable warmth, like a warm soothing liquid was flowing over his eyes. It was extremely pleasurable. At the same time he felt the pain in his stomach subside for the first time in months. The more he stared into the doctor’s eyes, the more relief he felt in his stomach. Almost as if he was finally satisfying the hunger or thirst that he had not been able to quench in months. He kept focus.


			However, Ryan noticed that the doctor was having difficulty maintaining eye contact. He was beginning to perspire and tremble slightly as he strained to keep his gaze fixed on Ryan’s eyes. For Ryan, the longer he stayed focused, the easier it became, almost as if he was the one reaching out and into the doctor. Dr. Wolchek looked like he was experiencing a great deal of physical discomfort. Then abruptly, the doctor shut his eyes and turned away. Ryan felt a sharp pressure in his eyes that quickly subsided. The doctor eased himself back in his chair and held his head with one hand while gently rubbing his eyes with the other.


			“Are you okay?” Ryan asked.


			“Yes, yes. I’m fine. Just a little tired. How about you? How do you feel?”


			Thinking about it for a second, Ryan said, “I actually feel good! I can’t believe it!” he said as he jumped out of his chair and walked around the room. “For the first time in months I actually feel good. What did you do to me?” Ryan asked, with building excitement.


			“Just an eye exercise,” the doctor responded, notably drained by the experience. Putting his glasses back on and looking up at Ryan, he continued, “You see Ryan, our eyes play a much greater role in regulating our overall health than most people know. Strain and fatigue can not only affect your vision, but also your entire overall general health. I simply caused you to focus, and in a way, relax your eye muscles.”


			“So I’m cured? If I exercise my eyes more often, I’ll be okay?”


			“Not so fast. It’s not just your eyes Ryan. There’s much more to it than that. We still have a long way to go I’m afraid.”


			“Look, right now I feel better than I’ve felt in months! I’ll do whatever you say, just please continue to help me. Please,” Ryan pleaded as he spun around on his heels, holding his stomach with relief.


			Then looking at the doctor, Ryan said, “I actually feel hungry. Do you think it’s okay if I eat something?”


			“Sure, here, have some candy from the mini bar,” Dr. Wolchek said, tossing Ryan a bag of M&Ms.


			As he ate the candy, it tasted great. Better than any candy he’d eaten before. But before he swallowed, he hesitated. When he finally did, he winced and waited for the painful cramp and convulsion that typically followed, but it did not come. Instead, it felt good. Satisfying. And he wanted more. He couldn’t believe it.


			“Christ, doc! I don’t know how to thank you. I can’t believe it. I can eat again! I feel great! Please Doctor, let me take you to dinner, my treat. Wherever you want to go.” Ryan devoured the rest of the candy.


			Amused, the doctor said, “I’m sorry Ryan, but I’m afraid I’m going to have to decline your offer. I had better stay in tonight. I’m feeling a bit rundown at the moment.”


			“Are you sure you’re alright?” Ryan asked again.


			“Oh yes, my energy level tends to drop from time to time. I’m diabetic.” 


			“Can I get you something at least?”


			“No, but thank you all the same. I just need to rest.”


			Ryan was genuinely concerned about the doctor, but he couldn’t help feeling rejuvenated and refreshed. He was raring to go and do something –anything! He just wanted to move.


			Sensing Ryan’s eagerness, Dr. Wolchek said, “Do me a favor please, will you?”


			“Whatever you want, just name it!” 


			“Come back to see me in two days.”


			“Aren’t you supposed to go back to London soon?”


			“No, not anymore. My plans have changed. I have some business here I have to see to first. Two days, Ryan. No longer. Agreed?”


			“Yes. Absolutely. Two days. I’ll be back, I promise.”


			The doctor then stood and walked Ryan to the door.


			“Good night doctor,” Ryan said, as he excitedly shook his hand. “And thanks again. I owe you big.”


			After Ryan left, Dr. Wolchek made his way over to the bed to lay down. As he shut his eyes he said out loud, “Welcome to your new life, Mr. Anderson. I hope you can handle it, my young friend.”
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