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CHAPTER ONE










THE TWO SHADOWS, like unseen puppeteers, ensnared the girl, holding her captive in a dreadful tableau. A heavy silence hung in the air, pregnant with anticipation, as a darker mass, another sinister shadow, advanced towards her with ominous intent. His motives were unmistakable; he sought possession of her body, indifferent to whether she acquiesced willingly or resisted vehemently. Her feelings mattered not to him; his sole focus lay in the perverse act he was poised to commit, craving the ecstasy of the impending release. The prospect of her screams held no deterrent for him.


Meanwhile, Aaron occupied a desolate corner of the room, though "stood" hardly described his posture. Leaning against the corporeal form of the fourth shadow—a curvaceous silhouette resembling a woman with ample breasts and full hips—he felt the soft contours of the feminine shape pressed against him. Yet, such sensual details paled in significance, overshadowed by the urgency of the terror enveloping him.


His desperate desire to aid the redheaded girl collided with an overwhelming sense of helplessness. Fear, the relentless emotion dominating the moment, rendered him impotent. As the scene unfolded, fear became more than a mere abstraction; it manifested as a palpable force, paralyzing Aaron and leaving him incapable of intervening in the impending tragedy.


A piercing shriek reverberated through the room, accompanied by the swift motion of a hand, drawn back and then unleashed with monstrous force. The darker mass, now consumed by anger, delivered a backhand that propelled the girl violently across the room. The brutality unfolding left Aaron unable to avert his gaze, grappling with the incomprehensible ruthlessness. Whatever this entity was, it defied the bounds of humanity; it couldn't be human.


Caught in the aftermath, Aaron locked eyes with the redheaded girl. In that moment, he sensed an imaginary plea in her gaze, as if she were begging for assistance. Yet, there was no vitality in those eyes—only emptiness. A sickening thud had echoed through the once-silent space, followed by the swift snap of breaking bones. Crumpled against the wall, she now lay on the floor, a trace of blood lingering at the corner of her mouth.


Aaron's heart raced, a visceral realization settling in. She was gone. The accusatory stare of those lifeless eyes haunted him. Then, a terrible scream shattered the air, emanating from the dark mass of hatred that loomed in the room with him.


A macabre cascade commenced, as blood permeated every surface. It poured relentlessly from the ceiling, the walls becoming tearful conduits for the crimson tide. The floor, once solid beneath Aaron's feet, transformed into a treacherous terrain, slick with the thick, hot fluid. The shadows, once ominous companions, vanished into the horror unfolding.


Now alone, Aaron stood amidst this gruesome scene with the lifeless girl. Her dead eyes fixated on him, their vacancy seeming to emanate from a void. A haunting smile adorned her lifeless face, sending a shiver down Aaron's spine. In response, he couldn't contain the primal scream that erupted from deep within him, echoing in the blood-soaked chamber.










CHAPTER TWO










IN THE OPPRESSIVE darkness of the room, Aaron awoke, drenched in sweat and convulsing with such intensity that it threatened to propel him from his bed. His chest rose and fell in erratic spasms, his heart pounding against his ribs as if seeking escape. The turmoil within him teetered on the brink of a scream, a sonic manifestation that could rouse the entire household from their slumber. It was the recurring nightmare, an unwelcome visitor haunting him since his tenth birthday. Though it had vanished during his seventeenth year, the respite was short-lived, and now it returned with vivid, disturbing details that tested Aaron’s resilience beyond his capacity.


Attempting to quell his shattered nerves, Aaron took deliberate, deep breaths. Gradually, the rhythmic inhalations helped, restoring a semblance of normalcy to his frantic heartbeat. As he sat up, he surveyed the room with a vacant expression mirrored in his mind. It wasn’t a search for anything specific; he needed reassurance of his surroundings, a grounding in reality.


The room retained the inky darkness from when he drifted into slumber. An uneasy feeling crept over him as he surveyed the shadows, a discomfort exacerbated by the lingering residue of his recent nightmare. The darkness now held an unsettling weight, a consequence of the vivid images that still clung to his mind. Reluctant to confront the obscurity, he postponed the task of illuminating the room, opting instead to allow his thoughts to settle into some semblance of order. Besides, the darkness, though palpable, didn’t obscure the room entirely; he could discern the familiar outlines of his surroundings.


His gaze shifted to the side, and his orientation slowly returned. Seated on his own bed, in his own room, he found reassurance in the familiar features—a dresser against the opposite wall, the closet door beside it, and his small desk with a computer next to the bed. The darkness, it seemed, hadn’t veiled the room entirely. It offered just enough visibility for him to confirm that he was alone in this shadow-laden space.


Aaron shook his head vigorously, a futile attempt to dispel the haunting remnants of the horrendous dream. Despite its futility, he persisted, the act serving as a ritual of reassurance. As a result, his heartbeat gradually returned to a rhythm more aligned with normalcy, reinforcing the tangible reality of his existence within the confines of his own room.


Determined to extricate himself from the bed, he attempted to swing his legs over its edge, only to find an unexpected hindrance. A glance downward unveiled the culprit—a tangled mass of sheets ensnaring his feet. He lifted his legs, liberating them from the constricting embrace of the linens, and let them dangle over the bed’s edge. The realization dawned that the sheets had likely contributed to the sense of restraint he felt. It would have been a plausible explanation, a comforting lie, if not for the bitter truth that he had known for a month—the recurring nightmare, each iteration more vivid and lurid than the last. Desperation coursed through him, and he would have sacrificed almost anything to free himself from its relentless grip.


Rising from his bed, Aaron extended his limbs in a stretch, attempting to alleviate the tension that lingered in his muscles. It was clear to him that returning to sleep was a futile endeavor. Casting a wistful gaze back at his abandoned bed, a longing for the elusive rest tugged at him, yet he quickly dismissed the idea of reentering its confines. The clock on the nightstand caught his attention, revealing the early hour of five forty-five in the morning. With school on the horizon, he resigned himself to being awake for a substantial stretch of time, a reality he acknowledged with a sigh.


In a deliberate motion, he bent down and laced up his running shoes. Dressed in a t-shirt and shorts, he was mentally prepared for what lay ahead. Aware of the therapeutic power of his routine, especially when faced with insurmountable problems, he harnessed his thoughts. Running became his refuge, a familiar remedy for quandaries lacking clear solutions. As the morning unfolded, he would navigate the labyrinth of his contemplations one stride at a time.


Years ago, Aaron had meticulously mapped out a running course—a coping mechanism born from the relentless grip of recurring nightmares. Initially, he shared with those few who cared that running was a remedy for his inability to return to sleep, and while partially true, the deeper reality was that it provided a respite from the haunting dreams. The act of placing one foot in front of the other, persisting despite chest pains and leg cramps, diverted his mind from the nightmares that plagued him.


The course, not overly challenging but far from easy, acted as a natural deterrent, causing most to abandon the run before completion due to its demanding nature. Winding through his block, traversing the park at the outskirts of the residential area, and extending almost to the fringes of downtown, the route covered a substantial four miles. Upon doubling back, he’d find himself back at his starting point—his parents’ house, concluding an arduous eight-mile circuit. Remarkably, Aaron would conquer this challenging course in approximately an hour and a half, maintaining a pace of nearly six minutes per mile. The rhythmic pounding of his footsteps served as both a physical and mental escape, allowing him to outrun not just the distance but the haunting echoes of his nightmares.


Aaron made it a point to check in on his younger brother, Michael, before embarking on his morning run. Some days, he would find Michael eagerly waiting in his own bed, a testament to his admiration for Aaron. These instances usually occurred when Aaron managed to sleep in until after six thirty. Michael harbored a deep affection for his older brother, often aspiring to emulate him in every way.


However, on this particular morning, Michael remained peacefully asleep. Aaron, not disappointed, understood the dynamics of running with his younger brother. Despite their comparable endurance levels, the inherent sibling rivalry fueled a friendly competition. Michael had a knack for pushing Aaron to run faster than usual, defying the odds with an uncanny ability to bring out the best in his older brother. In those rare instances when Michael emerged victorious, they completed the challenging eight-mile route in precisely an hour—an accomplishment that spoke volumes about their shared determination and the friendly rivalry that fueled their runs.


Silently descending the stairs, Aaron slipped out the front door with ninja-like precision, careful not to disturb anyone in the still-slumbering house. As he surveyed the road ahead, contemplation veiled his expression, acknowledging the physical toll the impending run would exact on him. The mere act of embarking on this run was already diverting his thoughts away from the lingering nightmare.


Commencing with a leisurely pace, Aaron felt the gradual release of tension as his tight muscles began to yield to the rhythmic cadence of his strides. By the time he reached the seventh mile, the sun’s gentle ascent over distant hills marked the horizon. As he neared his house for the final stretch, the sun was now visible, casting a warm glow on the landscape. Exhausted and drenched in sweat, Aaron ascended the front porch, his worn and battered body a testament to the physical exertion he had endured.


The tactic had worked; the nightmare no longer tormented him. Instead, the searing pain in his lungs and the burn in his legs emerged as the prevailing sensations, a trade he welcomed to escape the clutches of haunting dreams.
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“You can’t keep running from your problems, son. You need to face them square ahead,” came the gravelly voice, unmistakably Aaron’s father.


Startled, Aaron lifted his gaze from the foot of the stairs, where he was attempting to soothe his aching muscles and burning chest. His father’s presence on the porch had eluded him as he ascended. If his heart wasn’t already racing, the sudden appearance would have triggered it, adding a pulse of fright to his already accelerated beats.


John, Aaron’s father, stood at the stair’s summit, casually leaning on the rail and puffing on his pipe. The realization hit that his father must have observed from the window in the living room as Aaron rounded the corner up the street. This likely prompted him to emerge precisely when Aaron reached the stairs. John’s eyes exuded a composed coolness, a gaze that not many dared to confront. Aaron, like many others, preferred not to linger too long beneath its penetrating scrutiny.


John nonchalantly shrugged, pivoting to reenter the house. 


“You been having them dreams again haven’t you? No need to answer, I can see it all over you, you always ran in the morning when the dreams came.”


Pausing, John stood with his back partially turned to Aaron, a contemplative expression clouding his features. It seemed as if he harbored an unspoken desire to convey something more, but he chose restraint. The unspoken words lingered, transforming into a respectful silence rather than voiced truths.


“Get up stairs and get yourself cleaned up. Your momma’s in the kitchen making breakfast.” With that directive, John strolled into the house, the lazy puffs from his pipe trailing behind. Aaron complied with his father’s instructions.


In no time, Aaron found himself seated at the breakfast table downstairs, eager to eat and swiftly depart from the house. “No need to linger where you’re not needed,” his father’s words echoed in his mind, and today, he had no desire to be near his father—especially with school looming ahead.


Taking his place at a prepared plate, Aaron observed his mother, Emma, approaching from the stove.


“Good morning, baby. Would you like some more grits?” she asked with a warm smile, her gaze fixed on her first-born.


Emma’s love wrapped around him, refusing to let go—a quality that rendered her the most beautiful woman in the town of Ionia and John the luckiest man in town to have her. They had met when John worked down south in Georgia one summer, falling in love, getting married, and eventually bringing her back to his hometown. Despite the passing years, her thick southern accent persisted, a charming relic of her heritage.


“I’m okay, Momma,” Aaron reassured, “I’ll just finish what’s on my plate now; I need to hurry because I don’t want to be late for school.”


Responding with another warm smile, Emma bent down to plant a kiss on her son’s forehead. She swiftly navigated around the table, replenishing John’s plate with more food before settling down to her own breakfast. Not bothering to inquire if Michael desired seconds, Emma knew he’d decline—his modest appetite rarely led to a cleaned plate.


Gazing across the table at Aaron, Emma broached a more probing question, “Are you having those nightmares again, Aaron?” Her concern echoed in the inquiry, a sentiment noticeably absent from his father.


Aaron hesitated, torn between the truth he didn’t want to share and sparing his mother unnecessary worry. Her propensity for concern was one of her defining qualities—she reveled in worrying about everyone. Looking over at his father engrossed in the newspaper, Aaron couldn’t help but harbor thoughts of his apparent indifference. ‘Nice of you to ask too, dad, it’s not like you care about me or anything like that,’ Aaron mused internally.


“Boy,” John’s voice interrupted Aaron’s thoughts, causing him to nearly jump out of his chair. The fear that his father had somehow heard his inner musings flashed across Aaron’s face. “That Baker girl came by here looking to see you. She’s standing out back, waiting on you. I think she wants to walk with you to school.”


The words from his father barely registered before Aaron found himself on his feet, swiftly making his way toward the back door of the house. Rounding the breakfast table, he paused briefly to plant a gentle kiss on his mother’s cheek. “I’m alright, Momma. I’ll be fine.”


Passing by his father, Aaron considered briefly the notion of kissing him on the cheek but thought better of it. The prospect of displaying such a gesture of love felt uncertain, their relationship lacking that level of intimacy. They had seldom shared such moments before. Deciding against it, Aaron proceeded to leave and retrieve Sara from the back porch.


Michael trailed closely behind, grabbing his own school bag and shadowing his brother’s lead. They both exited through the back door, aiming for the cut between their house and the next, onward toward the street and school.


On the back porch, Sara awaited them, radiating her customary beauty. Midnight black hair secured in a ponytail, with a few stray strands gracing her back, she greeted Aaron with a sweet smile. As she began to speak, an unexpected force yanked her off the porch, leaving her unable to voice even a modest protest at the abruptness of the situation. Aaron had grasped her hand and was leading her away.


“Why didn’t you come in for breakfast, Sara?” Aaron inquired as they strolled past the sides of both his and her house.


Sara nonchalantly shrugged her shoulders, expressing her indifference to waiting outside for Aaron, regardless of the duration. With her hand securely in his, Aaron glanced down at their entwined hands, tightening his grip slightly. Sara responded with a smile, reciprocating the gesture with a gentle squeeze.


Slowing his pace, Aaron took a moment to marvel at her beauty—the elegance of her smile and the tenderness of her love—as they leisurely walked down the street.


“I didn’t need to eat breakfast,” Sara spoke in her soft voice. “I already ate at home. I didn’t want to bother your parents this early in the morning with having to provide me breakfast, even though they would have.”


Aaron felt a slight surprise at Sara’s considerate gesture. She was aware of how his parents felt about her; they loved her. In fact, Aaron sometimes entertained the thought that his parents loved her more than they loved him, but he knew that wasn’t true. While they treated her as one of their own, it wasn’t favoritism—it was an acknowledgment of the unbreakable bond between the two.
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Michael gestured down the street opposite to the one they were walking on. Despite his brother’s attempt to draw attention, Aaron continued forward, maintaining an unwavering pace. Undeterred, Michael quickened his steps, positioning himself in front of Aaron. Coming to an abrupt halt, he emphatically pointed back down the street they had just traversed.


Silence prevailed as Michael refrained from speaking, a trait that had long become familiar to his family. Teachers may have found it infuriating, but within the family circle, it was nothing new. While Michael possessed the ability to communicate fluently, he chose silence unless absolutely necessary. In the present moment, speaking didn’t fall under that category.


“I know which way we gotta go to get to school. Sara and I aren’t going that way,” Aaron asserted, glancing down at his displeased brother. “You go ahead and go to school; we’ll be there soon.”


Intent on continuing, Aaron found his path blocked as Michael stood resolute, refusing to yield. Michael grounded himself, spreading his feet as though firmly rooted in the earth.


“Go ahead, Michael. Go on.”


When Michael persisted in his refusal to move, Aaron released Sara’s hand and lifted his younger brother by the shoulders. Turning Michael towards the school’s direction, Aaron delivered a swift, albeit not overly rough, boot to his backside, prompting him to start moving.


Michael suppressed his anguished protest and adopted a measured pace toward school, intermittently casting a resentful glance over his shoulder. While physically unharmed, his wounded pride lingered. His admiration for Aaron was boundless, and all he desired was to emulate his elder brother. However, Michael harbored a particular aversion to the time Aaron spent with Sara; jealousy welled up at anyone who seemed to take his brother away.


Turning his attention back to Sara, Aaron interlocked his fingers with hers. They both pivoted, retracing their steps in the original direction. Sara sensed they weren’t heading to school immediately, and that suited her just fine. Her sole wish was to maximize her time with Aaron, especially since they hadn’t seen each other over the weekend. Her parents had taken her along to visit her aunt.


Sara shifted her gaze toward Aaron, her view limited by the angle. Even with just a portion of his profile visible, it sufficed. She admired the determined look in his eyes and the playful smile that lingered at the corner of his lips, ready to reveal itself to the world.


His brown, tousled hair danced in the wind, mirroring what hers would have done if not neatly confined. Despite the bustling morning traffic on the street, no one paid much attention to the two adolescents walking away from their high school. The time for their morning classes had not yet arrived, and they both understood that they would reach there soon enough.


“Aaron,” Sara started sympathetically as they strolled down the street, “I saw you running this morning. Are you having those nightmares again?”


Aaron eased his pace, coming to a stop. He turned to gaze into Sara’s sparkling blue eyes, certain that he could confide in her without judgment. “Yeah, I had one this weekend while you were at your aunt’s house. I didn’t want to tell you, but I should have known you would find out anyway.”


Neighbors since birth, Aaron and Sara had grown up together, navigating every school year side by side. During their eighteen years of life, a profound love and trust had solidified, undeniable to anyone who witnessed it. Their parents, the Bakers and the Smiths, acknowledged and even encouraged their close bond, realizing that attempts to separate them would prove futile. Initially resistant, the parents had tried when the two were fourteen and began showing signs of recognizing the opposite sex, but nothing could sever the unbreakable connection between Aaron and Sara.


Their intimacy led to an understanding that surpassed even what their parents knew in some aspects. Sara could sense when Aaron was troubled—a connection forged over the years.


Aaron increased his pace, realizing they needed to reach their destination before time slipped away and school beckoned. Turning at the corner street, they headed towards an abandoned gas station halfway up the block. This spot had become a makeshift clubhouse for local teenagers. While parents were aware of the place, there was little cause for worry. It served as a preferable hangout, preventing the kids from engaging in reckless behavior elsewhere and potentially getting into trouble.


The youngsters of Ionia seldom found themselves entangled in serious trouble. While not a small city, it wasn’t among the largest. Crime, for the most part, was a rarity here. Occasional incidents included some minor disturbances and the sporadic speeding ticket, leaving the police with little else to occupy their time.


Choosing a discreet entry, Aaron and Sara slipped through a loose board at the back of the building. They avoided the front entrance, the usual point of access for others. The interior near their entry point was dimly lit. Broken windows at the back had been boarded up, leaving the space a bit shadowed. A few chairs were scattered haphazardly, accompanied by a worn-out couch salvaged from the street. Newspapers lay strewn on the floor, and a dozen or so empty beer cans congregated near an overflowing trash can. Despite these remnants, the place maintained a relative cleanliness. Remarkably, it even boasted a functional bathroom and electricity.


Little did the frequent patrons realize, the conscientious parents had ensured the facility remained well-lit, each parent taking turns covering the modest monthly expense, never exceeding twenty dollars. Chaperoning the activities of the adolescents wasn’t necessary; the kids limited their use to weekends, and police patrols routinely checked the premises to ensure everyone dispersed and headed home by midnight. On weekdays, the police conducted checks to prevent vagrancy.


Guiding Sara to a bench along the distant wall, away from the entrance, Aaron assured them privacy. They steered clear of the front, eliminating the risk of being observed through the unbroken windows. Sara settled onto the bench, delicately placing her hands in her lap. Looking up at Aaron standing above her, she silently wished for him to join her, understanding his underlying nervousness. This marked their first moment alone in over a month.


Aaron wrestled with the desire to share the unsettling dream that had plagued his sleep the night before. Initiating a few steps away, he abruptly returned, only to be met by Sara’s gentle grasp as she reached up and took his hand. Pausing in his pacing, Aaron stood, allowing her touch without any interruption.


“Tell me about the dream, Aaron,” Sara urged softly.


Running his free hand through his hair, Aaron eventually settled down beside Sara and began recounting the details of the disturbing dream. Despite his morning run, the nightmare lingered, and he felt perturbed.


“It’s different this time. I can recall more details now,” he confessed, lifting his gaze from their intertwined hands.


“There’s also a darker feel to it,” he added, hesitating as he searched for words to convey the ominous atmosphere, finding language inadequate for the task.


“This time, I actually remember the details of the dream,” he reiterated, his voice soft.


When the nightmares initially plagued him, Aaron couldn’t recollect any details about them. This persisted for years, leading his parents to seek the help of specialists to no avail. The dreams persisted, recurring with unwavering regularity. Commencing at the age of ten, they haunted him once every three days for months, ceasing just shy of his sixteenth birthday. Periods of respite, lasting a month or so, peppered the eight years of the recurring nightmare, yet the relief was always fleeting.


Aaron’s shoulders slumped slightly as he resigned himself to share the details with Sara. “It started with me and some girl in a park here in town. The next thing I remember is being in a room somewhere with her screaming, and I couldn’t do anything about it. There was this dark creature present, and it harmed her in a way that I can’t quite remember, and then there was blood.”


Sara gasped audibly, prompting Aaron to cast a concerned glance her way. Once assured she was fine, he continued sharing the details of the nightmare, recounting what he could remember.


As Aaron started narrating the dream again, his voice gradually lowered, almost to a whisper. Sara struggled to discern some of the descriptions until she leaned in, almost close enough to have her forehead touching his. “There was so much blood. I didn’t know what to do... I couldn’t help her,” Aaron whispered, his voice winding down as the emotions stirred by the story took their toll.


Sara gently stroked his cheek and planted a kiss on his forehead, the barest inches from her own. She then took his listless hand in hers and looped his other arm around her trembling waist. “Do you remember anything about the park or any details about the room?” she inquired.


When Aaron indicated he didn’t recall details about these aspects, Sara pressed on. “Do you remember anything else about the girl?”


Aaron jerked his head up abruptly, anxious to assure Sara that it wasn’t her. He yearned to convey that she wasn’t the girl, but uncertainty held him back. Drawing her close to his chest, he enveloped her in a tight embrace.


“No,” he declared emphatically, “No, let’s not talk about this anymore. I haven’t seen you for two days, and I missed you. I just want to focus on us right now and let all the problems of the world slip away.”


Aaron kissed her passionately—not a simple peck on the lips, but a deep and lingering embrace. His tongue danced in and out of her mouth, seeking hers. He ran his hands fervently across her body, tracing down her sides. His touch sent prickly shivers up her spine, and her blood raced through her veins. She could feel the pulse of her heart against her chest, the drumbeat resonating relentlessly in her ears. Finally, he ran his hands up her legs, lifting the soft material of her dress to her slender waist.


Sara welcomed his kisses, parting her lips. She arched her back and spread her legs to accommodate his exploring hands. This moment marked only a partial culmination of their love, a fleeting instant etched into both their memories. It served as a brief respite for the intense longing Aaron felt for her. He recognized that he could only indulge in exploring the softness of her flesh before their private time expired, and they needed to proceed to their designated place in school.


The passion had steadily built up over the two days of separation and the preceding week when they couldn’t find moments alone together. Soft kisses and light touches proved insufficient to quench this growing fervor. Only the momentary release of excess energy, this abandoned interlude, fulfilled their mutual desire for each other.


Aaron attended promptly to Sara’s needs, realizing that his own desires would have to wait for another time. Sara, understanding and willing, would have reciprocated, but Aaron held back, focusing solely on pleasuring her in that moment. His skilled fingers and probing tongue swiftly extinguished the fire burning within Sara. He chose to let his own desires subside naturally, not wanting to force anything or allow Sara to feel used. His love for her prevented him from compromising her well-being.


Sara stood, positioning herself between Aaron’s legs. Gently wrapping her arms around his neck, she pulled him into her embrace. Her legs felt weak and unsteady, the passionate spark now extinguished. She would have gladly remained in that position, relying on Aaron’s support to prevent her from falling. Lifting his head, Aaron kissed Sara gently on the belly before pulling himself to his feet.


He offered her a tender smile, taking her into his arms briefly before they turned to leave.


“I missed you, Sara,” Aaron confessed.


Sara nodded slowly. “I know,” was all she said. It was enough.










CHAPTER THREE










THE EAGERLY ANTICIPATED prom was just around the corner, a culmination they had eagerly awaited since the commencement of their senior year. Now, a mere day away, it loomed on the horizon. Five months had elapsed since the memorable day at the club, and Aaron presently found himself seated at the foot of Sara’s bed. His gaze was fixed on her, observing her leisurely pacing back and forth across the room.


Sara’s bare feet made a muted sound against the cold wooden floor, cushioned by the luxurious cream-colored carpet that extended from beneath her bed. This particular rug, designed as an area rug, didn’t span the entire floor but served the essential purpose of preserving warm little piggies from turning cold once they left the confines of the bed.


Aaron observed her in silence, finding satisfaction as she passed in front of the lamp on her dresser. The play of light revealed the translucence of the nightgown she wore. It was an unspoken pleasure, considering his normal teenage inclinations—his occasional inability to sleep through the night notwithstanding. For now, he had no intention of asking Sara to cease her pacing.


Earlier in the day, Sara had called and invited Aaron to her house for the evening, a request made after their return from school. True to his commitment, he showed up in less than a minute after their phone conversation. He wouldn’t have missed it for the world; being by the side of the girl he loved was exactly where he wanted to be. Besides, he had a suspicion about the topic she wished to discuss. It was likely either the upcoming prom or the college acceptance letter, a matter her mother had mentioned as he entered the house.


Sara’s distress was palpable, evident enough for Aaron not to overlook. Her pacing persisted, and at times, she resorted to chewing on her fingernails—an observable bad habit that left him wondering where she had picked it up.


“Sara, would ya slow down and tell me what’s bothering you? You’re making me dizzy.” Aaron’s exasperation grew as her ceaseless motion continued. Ten minutes had elapsed since he entered the room, and she showed no sign of stopping.


Contemplating the situation, Sara felt the temptation to maintain her pacing but recognized it wouldn’t resolve the issue at hand. Shifting her gaze past Aaron’s shoulder to the other side of the bed, she noticed a letter on the nightstand. It had arrived while she was at school, and she had read it just moments before calling Aaron over. The contents of that letter fueled her apprehension, and the burden of keeping its contents to herself weighed heavily. With a deep breath, her shoulders rising and falling with exertion, she knew that delaying the revelation wouldn’t make it any easier.


“I received a letter from the college today,” she began, taking a moment to peer into Aaron’s eyes, attempting to gauge his reaction. His expression remained neutral, and she found it challenging to discern his thoughts. It felt akin to deciphering a brick wall, given Aaron’s impassive demeanor—a mask of patience as readable as a plain white wall. Undeterred, she pressed on, recognizing the need to provide more information to elicit a response.


“I got accepted. I’ll be able to start the fall semester as soon as summer is over.”


That was only part of what she intended to share. The news causing her distress remained unspoken—the revelation that her acceptance placed her in a school miles away from where Aaron had been offered a full athletic scholarship. As she opened her mouth, poised to disclose the complete information, Aaron stood in front of her, gently placing his finger on her lips.


“I know, Love, I know. Just sit down and relax,” Aaron said, guiding her around him and settling her onto the bed. Seating himself beside her, he curled his leg underneath, positioning himself to face her. Aaron marveled at how well he understood, solely from her mannerisms, that she was contemplating turning down the college acceptance just to be with him halfway across the state. The depth of their mutual understanding was truly remarkable.


“You don’t have to turn down your acceptance to Dale College,” Aaron assured. A spark lit up in Sara’s eyes at his words, and without further elaboration, she sensed that they would be attending college together.


“I turned down the athletic scholarship at State and decided to take up Dale on their offer instead,” Aaron disclosed.


Sara felt a mixture of surprise and happiness at his decision to forgo the scholarship at State and join her at Dale. Yet, as the realization sank in, she grasped the magnitude of what Aaron was sacrificing just to be with her. While she wouldn’t have been able to attend State due to financial constraints, her current situation involved a partial academic scholarship and several grants to help alleviate the burden of hefty tuition. With some financial prudence and a decently paying after-school job, she believed she could manage.


Aaron lacked the same financial flexibility. State had granted him a full ride, and it was a necessity. College expenses were beyond his means, and the athletic scholarship from State held the promise of more significant rewards, potentially paving the way for a professional career in sports, unlike being a student athlete at Dale College.


He observed Sara’s silence for a few seconds and anticipated her thoughts.


“It wouldn’t do to have you going all the way to Dale without me. Besides, Dale has a pretty good athletic department. I’m not trying to go into professional sports or anything. I just wanted the scholarship so I could get some smarts out of it,” Aaron intentionally used poor grammar to emphasize his point. “Dale offered me the same full ride as State did yesterday. I called them not more than an hour ago accepting that offer.”


A joyful squeal erupted from Sara, causing Aaron to clap his hands over his ears in response. Sara, teary-eyed with happiness, no longer had to fret about Aaron attending a distant school or struggling to afford college.


She was poised to embrace him, intending to pull him onto the bed for some playful wrestling and tumbling, where accidental touches might transpire. However, her plans were interrupted by her mother’s voice calling from down the hall.


“Still up here, Aaron?” Norma inquired. “You know how late it is, and the prom is tomorrow. You two can see each other then.” Her voice gained volume as she approached the bedroom door, providing ample warning in case they were engaged in any inappropriate activities.


Sara’s mother gently rapped her knuckles on the door twice before entering her daughter’s bedroom. Upon seeing them sitting on the bed, she smiled. “You better get yourself home before you worry your mom, Aaron. Sara will be here when you wake up in the morning; she ain’t gonna disappear.”


Aaron rose from the bed and planted a quick kiss on Sara’s cheek. Passing by Mrs. Baker, he repeated the gesture, kissing her on the cheek as well. She embraced him, offering a warm hug before playfully ushering him out of the room. As Aaron made his way down the hall toward the stairs, the sounds of laughter and giggles reached his ears. Evidently, Sara had shared the news about school with her mom.
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Exiting the Baker house through the back door, Aaron found the backyard seamlessly connected to his own. The houses were only separated by a small hedge, which he effortlessly jumped over, bypassing the conventional route. A big grin graced his face. Tonight, nothing would impede his swift movements—not on this evening, on the brink of the prom and just after revealing to his girl that they could attend college together.


Stopping a few feet short of the back porch, Aaron detected a faint noise emanating from the vicinity and couldn’t discern its origin. The yard was shrouded in darkness, the streetlights out front failing to penetrate the obscurity at the rear of the houses. Squinting his eyes, he allowed them to adjust, directing his attention toward the source of the sound that had caught his attention.


Aaron heard the sound once more, this time before his eyes could fully adjust to the darkness, preventing him from identifying what had caused it. As his vision clarified, he recognized the source of the noise—a creaking rocking chair on the back porch. It was his father, seated there as his mother had set him out to enjoy the night air before putting him to bed.


Three months earlier, John had fallen victim to a hit-and-run. Though fortunate to survive, Aaron didn’t perceive it as luck. His father had lapsed into a coma for three days, emerging a changed man upon waking. However, the change wasn’t for the better. John no longer afforded Aaron the opportunity to act without immediate condemnation for any perceived failure, whether Aaron could complete the task or not.


Aaron hesitated, contemplating avoiding his father altogether by going around the house to the front door. He preferred not to see him, but before he could act on that inclination, his father’s voice rang out.


“Who is that? That you, Aaron? What cha doing sneaking around out here, don’t you know I could have killed you with this shotgun?”


Aaron wasn’t concerned about being shot with a shotgun, as the weapon didn’t actually exist. However, his father couldn’t grasp that fact, his mind slightly delusional from the coma. The doctors had warned that it would only worsen, and there was no room for false hope. Comprehensive tests indicated irreversible brain damage, foretelling John’s eventual descent into a catatonic state, rendering him no better than a vegetable.


Aaron remained frozen in place, contemplating whether ignoring his father would allow him to slip away once the delirium took hold again. The unpredictable nature of his father’s lucidity was often marked by the use or omission of names.


“I see you there, boy. You can’t ignore me all night,” John barked, his rough voice cutting through the darkness. “Get over here in the light so I can see you better.”


Aaron discreetly moved to the side, trying to avoid the meager light seeping through the glass pane in the back door of his house. Even though the illumination was weak, it revealed more than Aaron wished to confront. The accident and subsequent surgeries had disfigured his father’s once handsome face. A patch of hair was missing on his head, a testament to the car’s impact. The affected side was slightly deformed, marking the origin of a scar that traversed John’s face, across his jaw, and ended just below his chin. Even in the dim light, Aaron saw enough.


“What do you want,” Aaron asked with a sarcastic drawl, eager to bring this chance encounter to a swift end. He had already deduced that nothing good could come of it. The pungent scent of alcohol emanated from his father’s pores, noticeable even from the ten feet that separated them.


John’s hand twitched involuntarily, another symptom of the damage to his brain and central nervous system. “Come closer so I can see you, boy.”


Despite his reluctance, Aaron hesitated for a moment before moving. He didn’t want to witness more of the damage inflicted on his father. Avoiding the stark reality, he respected his father even in his current condition, regretting his earlier sarcastic outburst.


He loved his father and wished that none of this had ever happened to him. What Aaron desired most was for his father to express his love verbally, a sentiment that would have meant more to him than anything else in the world. Although his father had shown love somewhat reluctantly, he never vocalized it.


Aaron took slow steps forward, mindful of the diminishing distance and the porch rail being the only barrier between them. Despite his father’s reduced mobility, Aaron continued to close the gap cautiously.


The accident had made his father unpredictable. There were instances when his mother had to mediate in potential conflicts between Aaron and his father, situations that had the potential to escalate into violence.


John was aware that his son, Aaron, harbored wariness toward him, a sentiment that had persisted for many years. After the accident, he realized how seldom he had the clarity of mind to express his feelings to his son. Throughout Aaron’s upbringing, John had intentionally kept a distance, avoiding getting too close or expressing too much love, fearing the inevitable loss. Now, faced with the aftermath of the accident, he found himself incapable of holding Aaron in his arms and expressing care and love. The ability to communicate on that level had slipped away. John felt a slight flare of temper, but he maintained tight control, recognizing that he was on the verge of revealing a truth to his son that he was hesitant to voice.


John made a decision, realizing that it was high time to express his care for his son. He whispered quietly, “I don’t know why I didn’t tell you this sooner.” Aaron took another reluctant step forward, eager to hear what his father had to say.


“You don’t deserve any of this. We should’ve warned you a long time ago about the girl. We should’ve told you about this damn town… everything that happens in it happens for a reason, son.” John paused, hinting at a desire to share more, but his attention was diverted by someone emerging from the back door of the house.


As John turned, Aaron glimpsed his father’s left eye—glassy and still, unsettling to look at. Leaning over, John revealed the right side of his face, marked with scar tissue from reconstructive surgery, now visible in the light.


John acknowledged that he wouldn’t have the time to convey everything he wanted to say. With careful choice of words, recognizing the urgency, he leaned toward Aaron and whispered conspiratorially, “Don’t you forget about those dreams, they’re a warning to you. You keep your eyes open, boy, and don’t let them—“


John’s words were cut off, just as he expected.


“You hush now, John,” Emma cooed, standing in the doorway. “You’re scaring the poor boy half to death with your crazy talk.” She smiled sweetly at Aaron, as though he were a child needing reassurance and receiving it in the subtlest gesture. Emma had overheard some of her husband’s words to Aaron and stepped in to prevent him from revealing too much.


Emma was determined to shield her son from the town’s sad history and curse for as long as possible. She walked over to John and draped a blanket around his shoulders. “It’s time you got to bed, John.” Assisting him out of the chair and onto his feet, she took charge of guiding him.


“You gotta tell him, Emma. He got a right to know the truth. Them dreams is a warning,” John spoke harshly, his speech slurred from alcohol consumption and jaw damage. Spittle dripped from his mouth with each word, rendering him childlike and weak. Despite his feeble resistance, Emma led him through the door and up the back stairs to their bedroom, settling him into bed for the night.


Aaron felt more than a little confused. His father had been rambling, a behavior Aaron had never witnessed before to this extent. Though he couldn’t comprehend most of his father’s words, some were unnerving. It seemed to Aaron that there was more left unsaid, deliberately kept from him.


Entering the kitchen, Aaron took a seat at the table. His mother joined him shortly thereafter. His immediate instinct was to inquire about his father’s cryptic talk, but he anticipated that his mother’s response would veer off into a different subject, leaving his original question unanswered.


“Have you eaten yet, Aaron?” she asked in her matronly voice. “There’re leftovers in the fridge. Go ahead and make yourself a plate. You need to eat to stay strong.” Emma sat down next to Aaron, placing her warm and caring hands on his. The look in her eyes made Aaron blush, despite himself.


“I’m fine, Momma. I ate at Sara’s house,” Aaron said softly, smiling. His spirits were lifted, dismissing his father’s ranting as effects of alcohol. His thoughts returned to Sara. He kissed his mother on the cheek as he stood up and made his way out of the kitchen, heading to his own room for some sleep.
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Emma lingered in the kitchen for a moment, finding solace in the warmth of her family despite the recent tragedies that had befallen them. However, this tranquility was short-lived. An ominous sensation pervaded the room, casting a dark shadow that draped across the space. Emma felt its unwelcome presence settling upon her, causing discomfort. The joints in her bones responded with aching pain, a familiar response to the cold.


The once cozy warmth in the kitchen dissipated, replaced by an unexplained chill that Emma couldn’t ignore, especially when she discerned the peculiar behavior of the shadows. They seemed to awaken, exhibiting restless movements akin to a troubled sea. Initially, Emma dismissed it as her overactive imagination, desperately clinging to the notion that it was mere trickery. Yet, a deep-seated knowing in her soul contradicted that belief.


Subconsciously shivering, Emma realized it wasn’t the room’s temperature that elicited this response. A profound awareness settled in as she recognized the manifestation of an otherworldly presence in the shadows.


Emma had only heard tales of its presence and had never before been in its chilling embrace. However, encountering this entity once was sufficient to etch an indelible mark on her soul. The memory lingered, haunting her, and she harbored no desire for a repeat experience. Emma would have welcomed death over the terror that this visitation brought.


In an attempt to dispel the foreboding atmosphere, Emma found herself addressing the shadows in the room, seeking reassurance. “John’s words—out there, he didn’t mean nothin by them. It was the alcohol talking, that’s all. He was unaware of what he was saying, is all,” she called out, attempting to reason with the unseen presence that seemed to envelop her surroundings.


In the solitude of the room, Emma’s words hung unanswered. Another wave of chill coursed through her, an icy presence that triggered a shiver—deep-seated, cold enough to freeze even on the hottest summer day. It traced a path down her spine, leaving a tingling sensation in her limbs. Emma wasn’t physically cold; it was an instinctive reaction to the entity sharing the room with her, an unnatural presence residing in the shadows. Positioned at the far end of the kitchen, it seemed to intensify with each passing second.


A faint breeze swept through the room, causing the glass in the cupboard doors to rattle and setting the kitchen door into a slow swing. It was an unsettling draft, unwelcome within the confines of a house. Emma nearly jumped out of her chair when the back door slammed shut, heightening the eerie atmosphere that had taken hold. The legs of the chair skittered to a halt on the linoleum kitchen floor when it finally settled.


Summoning every ounce of strength within her, Emma confronted the encroaching presence. “You leave Aaron and the Baker girl alone, you hear me. The Baker’s have given you what you wanted and you got no reason to take Sara away just cause she’s sweet on my Aaron.”


Her gaze darted anxiously from one corner of the room to another, searching for the elusive entity. Eventually, Emma turned her attention to the darkest part of the room, anticipating the appearance of the mysterious visitor. Without a sound, no breath or the soft rustle of movement, the entity materialized in the shadows, seizing Emma’s undivided attention. She stared at the figure before her in a mix of dread and fascination. It had taken on the form of a little girl.


The young girl appeared to be no older than ten or eleven, her blond hair partially gathered within a blue silk ribbon, allowing the unbound strands to flow gently over her shoulders. Clasping her tiny hands before her belly, she kept her gaze lowered, concealing the fair blue eyes that radiated from her cherubic face. Her attire consisted of a simple white dress with an empire bodice, adorned with a baby blue silk sash cinched in a bow at the middle of her back.


As she spoke, the doors on the cabinets shuddered, and the glass panes within threatened to shatter. Without lifting her head to meet Emma’s gaze, the young girl’s lips remained sealed, her mouth seemingly not responsible for producing the uttered words. “Don’t presume you can tell me what to do.”


Emma sensed it was the little girl who spoke, an intuition without clear explanation. Her courage waned, dwarfed by the overpowering presence in the room. It dissipated like steam from a boiling pot, vanishing as swiftly as it had materialized. When Emma spoke, her voice emerged feeble and inconsequential, uncertain if it could carry the weight of her intended words.


“I only meant to say that you already have what you want from the Baker’s. Norma and Leon done give you their first-born. I didn’t mean to imply nothing by it that you couldn’t do as you please. Do you want to take away Sara?” Emma’s voice, pitifully frail and lacking conviction, seemed to fall upon unheeding ears.


A prolonged silence ensued, and Emma received no response. As the seconds ticked by without an answer, a new sense of dread crept over her.


“Did you come for my Aaron?” Emma’s attempt to query the entity standing before her felt feeble, and she thought her own voice sounded pathetic.


“You forget who I am. I don’t answer to you.” The voice that replied was childlike—innocent and sweet-sounding, yet devoid of kindness. This wasn’t a child in a white Sunday dress with a neatly tied blue sash around the waist, showcasing the edges of a large bow from behind her elbows. “What is my name?” Sweet malice tinged her voice.


Emma remained silent.


The little girl lifted her gaze, revealing stunning ice-blue eyes that stood in stark contrast to her alabaster skin. Those eyes ensnared Emma in their piercing gaze, trapping her within their depths. It felt as if her entire world was laid bare before those eyes, capable of exposing every hidden fear, every secret.


“What’s my name?” the little girl repeated.


“P-Pre… Pre… Precious,” Emma stammered.


“I am Precious. I am the Forgotten Child of Ionia. I am the Dark Daughter of Ionia.”


Emma slowly stood up from her seat. She was keenly aware of the nature of the apparition before her. She also knew she didn’t want to be in such close proximity to it. As she attempted to step back, she suddenly found herself face to face with Precious. In the blink of an eye, Precious had closed the six-foot distance between them. Emma never saw her move.


“Sit down, bitch,” Precious hissed vehemently. Her face contorted with anger—brows furrowed, a malicious smile playing on her lips, and her bright blue eyes colder than arctic ice.


Emma dropped into the chair like a stone. The chair she landed on almost skidded out from under her, nearly causing her to tumble to the floor.


“Listen to me,” Precious said, venom dripping from every word, “You will shut that old, fat bastard of a husband of yours up. I don’t want to hear him say another word to Aaron. Do I make myself clear?” Precious waited for a response that was slow in coming.


Emma nodded, her head bobbing up and down like a wooden marionette.


“Aaron is mine. I need him, and I’ll take him when I’m ready,” Precious smiled.


She reached out her hand and stroked Emma’s cheek, wiping away a tear that had somehow fallen. Precious looked forlornly at the tear as she took her hand away from Emma’s face. Her face relaxed from the hideous look it held before as she looked at the tear as if she had lost something in it. She tore her eyes away from her fingers and wiped them on her dress. Precious’ touch on Emma’s face had been so soft and gentle, a complete contrast to the thing that she appeared to be at times.


Precious turned and walked away towards the shadows. “Save your tears. The first born, before all others, are mine; that was the promise that I spat through the flames as I burned, and I won’t change that now.”


Emma watched the little girl disappear into the shadows as if her small form were one of them. When she knew that she was finally and truly alone, she flung her hands to the table and dropped her head to her forearms. She began to sob uncontrollably. It took about an hour for her to gather herself together enough to go upstairs and play at being asleep. Unbeknownst to her, she never saw her youngest child, Michael, slip up the steps before her and retreat to his room. This was the first time that she had ever met Precious, and she hoped that it would be the last time ever in her life that she would have to be in her presence again.










CHAPTER FOUR










FATHER GORDON FOUND himself seated at his desk, engrossed in the task of crafting his sermon for the upcoming Sunday. However, the work proved more time-consuming than he initially anticipated. Setting his pen down, he reclined in his chair, massaging his temples in an attempt to overcome the writer’s block that had impeded his progress. Despite his efforts, the mental obstacle persisted.


Frustrated by the unforeseen challenge, Father Gordon acknowledged that the sermon wasn’t progressing as smoothly as he had hoped. Leaning back, he contemplated the nature of such impediments to clear thinking. Reflecting on the lack of choice in encountering these mental hurdles, he grappled with the persistent blockage that disrupted his otherwise lucid thoughts.


Realizing that further productivity was elusive at the moment, Father Gordon decided to abandon his efforts. Rising from his chair, he stretched his limbs before navigating toward the sanctuary. Exiting his office through the side door, purposefully attached for this very convenience, he found himself on the path leading directly into the heart of the church. The alternative door in his office opened into a hallway, connecting to various other offices, and served as a circuitous route leading to the sanctuary’s entrance at the front of the church.


Father Gordon surveyed the sanctuary before making his way toward the pulpit. Engaging himself in the tasks of his faith, he meticulously arranged the sacred articles along the railings and tables, refusing to tolerate any semblance of disorder within the church.


Despite his outward busyness, Father Gordon recognized that he was merely going through the motions. He had, in fact, inspected the sanctuary just two hours prior, ensuring every element was in its designated place, a routine check preceding his attempt to compose the Sunday sermon. However, a mysterious force lingered, contributing to the writer’s block and clouding his otherwise clear thinking. An uneasy feeling settled within him, disrupting his focus and concentration. Father Gordon acknowledged his state of distraction, understanding its impact on his ability to immerse himself fully in his tasks.


Unsettling events besieged the town, pulling Father Gordon’s attention away, particularly the enigmatic presence of Precious. He had fervently entreated heaven, seeking solace for the troubled city, his congregation, and his own soul, yet the answers remained elusive. Undeterred, he persisted in his prayers.


Fatigue weighed heavily on him, raising doubts about his endurance in the ongoing struggle. Amidst weariness, he questioned the purpose of his fight and whether it bore any fruit. The memory of congregants gazing up at him from their pews, receptive to the divine teachings he imparted, served as a source of strength. It buoyed him, offering sustenance during moments of spiritual lowness.


Ceasing his activities, Father Gordon realized that merely rearranging the sanctuary offered little respite from the underlying issues. Returning to his office in silence, he felt compelled to record his thoughts in his journal. Hoping that this act might bring solace to his troubled soul and facilitate the completion of his sermon, he would immerse himself in the act of writing again.


If this introspective exercise proved insufficient, he contemplated ending the day’s work, seeking solace in the familiar embrace of the Good Book awaiting him at home. Within its pages, he would revisit the words that had initially called him to a life of service and devotion.


Closing the door behind him with a soft click, Father Gordon reentered his office. His eyes scanned the room until they settled on the window. Making his way there, he stood and gazed across the church lawn at the majestic trees gracing the clearing. Soft lights illuminated the green expanse, dispelling the encroaching darkness. The view provided a moment of solace, allowing him to reflect on the beauty of nature and the myriad wonders God had crafted on this Earth. In their diversity, these creations prompted him to pause and contemplate.


Turning away, he walked toward his desk. Retrieving his journal, he settled into his chair, ready to put pen to paper and capture the swirling thoughts within him.


“It never ceases to amaze me how I can still find beauty in the simplest of things. Through the passing years, I’ve grappled with making sense of the tumult around me. Delivering the Word in this place becomes a challenge amid the chaos. In my perspective, this sanctuary stands as a beacon, breathing life into our town. It seems to be the linchpin preventing the town from succumbing to despair. In the midst of adversity, this church nurtures the flame of hope in our hearts, affirming that our reality, though grim, is undeniably real. Sometimes, I ponder if our aspirations for change border on the unrealistic, questioning if we’re deceiving ourselves into expecting a brighter future.”


“One of the challenges we confront is the yearning for change to improve our circumstances. Change doesn’t materialize in isolation. It demands something from us—boldness. For change to take root, a crucial step is required. A choice must be made, and that choice needs unwavering commitment. Perhaps our stumbling block lies in our hesitance to make that definitive choice. Time is of the essence; without a decisive choice, improvement will remain elusive.”
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