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      Preface

    


    

              I wasn’t completely sure I was going to write this story. And I definitely wasn’t planning to write this specific story.  The story of the FreedMan Guardians was something I was considering writing for down the line. 

    


    

              But then these characters came to mind. It wasn’t really about a person being redeemed as much as it was about a person living his life in each moment, but never forgetting that there was more.

    


    

      

    


    

      Some of the decisions are questionable, because that’s people. We all make choices that only we truly understand. 

    


    

      

    


    

      The characters in this story are where they are based on the decisions they made and the circumstances surrounding them. But despite the depths of their dwelling they still push forward. They still find ways to make a difference.

    


    

      

    


    

      They still understand their calling in the grand scheme.  

    


    

      

    


    

      I hope we can all find our callings and push forward through whatever challenges we are facing on a daily basis.

    


    

      

    


    

      Don’t give up.

    


    

      

    


    

      Brian Eldridge Sr.

       

    


    

      Chapter One: The Fire in the Veins

    


    

      

    


    

      October 17, 1989 - Our Lady of Love Detox Center

    


    

      

    


    

      The bed was too clean. 

    


    

      

    


    

      Terrence Planter lay stiff on his back, the sheet clinging to his sweat-drenched skin. He hadn’t closed his eyes in over thirty hours. His teeth ached from grinding, his skin itched like it had maggots beneath it, and every corner of the fluorescent-lit room mocked him with silence.

    


    

      

    


    

      This wasn’t his first detox, but it was the first time he’d made it past the third day without running.

    


    

      

    


    

      His legs twitched under the thin blanket, needing movement, needing escape. He could feel the smoke, taste the tangy burn of the crack pipe in the back of his throat like it was waiting for him just around the corner.

    


    

      

    


    

      “Just one more time,” he whispered to himself. “Then I’ll quit for good.”

    


    

      

    


    

      That was the lie that had robbed him of three precious years.

    


    

      

    


    

      He curled tighter, the walls of the room shifting like they might close in. Sweat rolled down his neck in sheets. He tried to scream, but it came out like a choked breath.

    


    

      

    


    

      And then—

    


    

      Like cool water on dry, thirsty tongue—

    


    

      

    


    

      "Terrence Planter,” said the voice calmly, "you are not your suffering."

    


    

      

    


    

      A voice. Soft. Measured. Womanly, but with a strength beneath it, like the foundation of a castle.

    


    

      

    


    

      Terrence blinked. Rolled his head toward the doorway. No one was there.

    


    

      

    


    

      The voice came again, closer now.

    


    

      

    


    

      "You’ve been lied to. Addiction is not your identity. You are not abandoned.”

    


    

      

    


    

      His breathing slowed. His fists unclenched. The pressure in his skull eased—slightly.

    


    

      

    


    

      Before he knew it, he was asleep.

    


    

      

    


    

      Terrence woke up to sunlight bleeding through the cheap blinds.

    


    

      

    


    

      The world wasn’t fixed, but something inside him had shifted. The usual crawl under his skin was quieter today. The cravings still tapped at the door, but not like they used to—not screaming. More like knocking.

    


    

      

    


    

      He sat up slowly and rubbed his eyes.

    


    

      

    


    

      "Yo," he said to the nearest nurse walking by, "Did you say something to me last night?"

    


    

      

    


    

      She looked confused. “I wasn’t on shift, baby. You need something?”

    


    

      

    


    

      He shook his head. “Nah.”

    


    

      

    


    

      By day five, the voice had come three more times—always when he was on the verge of losing control. Always gentle. Always unshakably calm.

    


    

      

    


    

      She called herself Emma once. But never explained who she was.

    


    

      

    


    

      He asked every staff member about her. They either shook their heads or gave him the kind of look reserved for the halfway-gone. Maybe he was crazy. Maybe the drugs rewired something permanent. But... maybe not.

    


    

      

    


    

      Because every time she spoke, the fire in his chest—the kind that screamed for another hit—dulled.

    


    

      

    


    

      And Terrence liked that. Liked it enough to listen.

    


    

      

    


    

      On the seventh night, just before his scheduled release, he felt the air in the room change.

    


    

      

    


    

      Thicker. Wetter. Like smoke that hadn’t yet burned.

    


    

      

    


    

      The shadows near the window stretched a little too far. The blinds clacked softly without a breeze.

    


    

      

    


    

      Then—

    


    

      

    


    

      From the dark: “She can’t save you.”

    


    

      

    


    

      Terrence froze.

    


    

      

    


    

      “She doesn’t know what it’s like, does she?” the voice slithered through his brain like a worm.

    


    

      

    


    

      “Not like you. You need it. And I can give it. Real fast. Soon as you’re out. Come to the spot.”

    


    

      

    


    

      He saw it in the reflection of the blacked-out TV: a tall, gangly figure with knotted fingers and a mouth that split across the whole width of its head. Its eyes were hollow, but hungry.

    


    

      

    


    

      Perpetua Fames. The name slithered into his thoughts uninvited, wrapped with a low, guttural growl. 

    


    

      

    


    

      “Get out,” Terrence whispered.

    


    

      

    


    

      The beast leaned closer, grinning.

    


    

      “I’ll see you next light, Terry.”

    


    

      

    


    

      Terrence rolled over and curled into a fetal position, fear and shame rolling through his body. 

    


    

      

    


    

      He didn’t know if he could do this. The voice helped, but that was his imagination. It wouldn't last forever. 

    


    

      

    


    

      His arms began to itch again and he felt sweat forming on his face. 

    


    

      

    


    

      It was gonna be a long night.

    


    

      

    


    

      The next day he was released with nothing but a duffel bag and a bus pass, Terrence didn’t make it home.

    


    

      

    


    

      Instead, he walked straight to the burned-out house near 23rd and Garland—a familiar ruin where old ghosts passed pipes and fell asleep on piss-soaked floors. He told himself he just needed to see it again, remind himself how far he’d come.

    


    

      

    


    

      But when he pushed open the half-hinged door, she was waiting inside.

    


    

      

    


    

      A Black woman in a long blue coat stood near the back wall where the mattress used to be. Her eyes were soft but full of fire. Her hair, braided, long and shiny gray, like moonlight. Her skin glowed in the faint light coming through the broken ceiling.

    


    

      

    


    

      “Hello, Terrence,” she said.

    


    

      

    


    

      He stared. “You’re… real?”

    


    

      

    


    

      “I’ve always been real,” she said. “You just had to be ready to see me.”

    


    

      

    


    

      “…Who are you?”

    


    

      

    


    

      “I’m a Seer of the beyond and a Keeper of the truth. My name is Emma Loving,” she replied. “And I’ve come to tell you something important. You’re not just a man who survived addiction. You’re a man who has the potential to destroy it.”

    


    

      

    


    

      

    


    

      

    


    

      

    


    

      

    


    

      

    


    

      

    


    

      

    


    

      

    


    

      

    


    

      Chapter Two: The Keeper and the Calling

    


    

      October 18, 1989 – West Louisville

    


    

      

    


    

      The wind followed him.

    


    

      

    


    

      Terrence walked in a daze down 23rd Street, the sunrise just brushing against the tops of the vacant buildings like a prayer that didn’t quite reach heaven. His duffel bag felt heavier than it should have. His steps were slow but steady, each one landing like a question he didn’t yet know how to answer.

    


    

      

    


    

      He couldn’t shake what he’d witnessed in the crackhouse or the night before at the facility in the days prior.

    


    

      

    


    

      Not the beast. Not the way the smoke twisted in the corners or the knowing smile on that demon’s face.

    


    

      

    


    

      It was 

      her

      .

    


    

      

    


    

      The woman in the long blue coat. Emma Loving. Real. Alive. Her voice was the one that soothed his mind in the facility, and now she’d stepped out of the dream and into the ruins. She didn’t flinch when she looked at him. Didn’t judge. Didn’t pity.

    


    

      

    


    

      She just said:

    


    

      “You are not just a man who survived addiction. You’re a man who has the potential to destroy it.”

    


    

      

    


    

      And then she’d walked away, through the back of the house, disappearing before he could ask another word.

    


    

      

    


    

      He hadn’t followed. Not because he didn’t want to. But because he was afraid.

    


    

      

    


    

      Of her.

    


    

      Of himself.

    


    

      Of the fire still burning in his chest.

    


    

      

    


    

      

    


    

      ***

    


    

      

    


    

      By noon, he found himself in Chickasaw Park. No plan. No money. Just the sun on his shoulders and questions in his head. He sat on a bench near the basketball court, watching a group of middle school kids talk trash and chuck bricks from the three-point line. One of them looked just like his baby cousin Will. Same lanky frame. Same gap-tooth grin.

    


    

      

    


    

      Terrence stared so long his eyes started to sting.

    


    

      

    


    

      "Beautiful, isn't it?"

    


    

      

    


    

      He didn’t hear the man approach. Just felt the air shift.

    


    

      

    


    

      The speaker was tall and dark-skinned, maybe in his late fifties, with salt-and-pepper hair tied back in a low ponytail. He wore a tan trench coat over denim overalls. A faded T-shirt underneath read 

      REBUKE THE DEVOURER

      . His face was lined like a backroad—weathered and hard-won.

    


    

      

    


    

      The man sat down beside him without waiting for permission.

    


    

      

    


    

      "I'm not tryna bother you," he said gently. "Just figured it was time we met."

    


    

      

    


    

      Terrence eyed him sideways. “You with her?”

    


    

      

    


    

      The man smiled. “Emma? Yeah, something like that. You could say she and I… work the same field.”

    


    

      

    


    

      He extended a hand. “Name’s Eddie Moorman.”

    


    

      

    


    

      Terrence didn’t shake it. “You a preacher?”

    


    

      

    


    

      Eddie laughed. “Lord, no. I cuss too much and I’ve punched too many folks in the throat for that.”

    


    

      

    


    

      Silence lingered for a beat.

    


    

      

    


    

      “I'm something 

      different

       than a preacher," Eddie continued. "Something quieter. But we fight some of the same battles. I’m a FreedMan Guardian, a member of the Sect of the Freed."

    


    

      

    


    

      Terrence scoffed. “You mean like... ghosts? Angels?”

    


    

      

    


    

      Eddie turned to him fully now, his expression dead serious. “I mean like warriors. Men and women chosen to protect our people from things most folks pretend don’t exist.”

    


    

      

    


    

      He leaned forward, elbows on knees.

    


    

      

    


    

      “Do you remember that thing you saw in the rehab? Long fingers. Splitting mouth. Smoke that stuck to your soul?”

    


    

      

    


    

      Terrence nodded slowly.

    


    

      

    


    

      “That’s Perpetua Fames,” Eddie said. “A hunger demon. Been around since the slave ships. Fed off suffering, off forced starvation. Nowadays, it gets high off addiction. And it’s been circling you for a long time.”

    


    

      

    


    

      Terrence felt the itch creep back up his arm. His knee bounced uncontrollably.

    


    

      

    


    

      “I’m not chosen,” he muttered. “I’m just a dope fiend trying to survive. I’m not strong enough to be chosen.”

    


    

      

    


    

      Eddie didn’t flinch. “

      That’s

       why you were chosen. You understand and you feel in ways most can’t.”

    


    

      

    


    

      Terrence stood. “Nah. I’m not trying to join some cult or whatever this is.”

    


    

              

    


    

      “You ain’t got to believe it yet,” Eddie said calmly. “Just walk with me.”

    


    

      

    


    

      

    


    

      ***

    


    

      

    


    

      They ended up behind an abandoned church where Chickasaw, Shawnee and Parkland meet. The steeple had long since collapsed. Ivy climbed the bricks like veins. A rusted gate stood open waiting for all things to enter.

    


    

      

    


    

      Eddie led him down a set of stone steps into a basement lit only by candles and a single stained glass window that hadn’t shattered yet.  There were three cots, and two footlockers. On the floor sat three objects: an oil lamp, a faded leather Bible, and a sword. 

    


    

      

    


    

      Yes. A 

      real

       sword. Long, curved, with scripture etched into the blade.

    


    

      

    


    

      “The hell is this?” Terrence asked, voice flat.

    


    

      

    


    

      “It’s the beginning,” Eddie said. “The training ground.”

    


    

      

    


    

      He motioned to the sword. “You won’t use that for a long while. First, you need to learn how to fight with your spirit.”

    


    

      

    


    

      Terrence didn’t move. “Why are you doing this? Why me?”

    


    

      

    


    

      Eddie didn’t answer right away. He sat on a wooden crate and rubbed his hands together like a man warming up for memory.

    


    

      

    


    

      “I was in Vietnam,” he said finally. “’68. Drafted out of high school. I was just a kid from Bessemer, Alabama who liked jazz and fried catfish. I didn’t know nothin’ about nothin’. But I learned quick. I saw things over there… things I still pray to forget.”

    


    

      

    


    

      He paused. His voice grew rougher.

    


    

      

    


    

      “When I came back, I expected home to feel better. Safer. But I walked through my old neighborhood and saw Black men strung out on heroin, women trading their bodies for pills, babies born with sickness in their eyes. That hunger was everywhere. It wasn’t just physical—it was spiritual.”

    


    

      

    


    

      Terrence stood still, listening.

    


    

      

    


    

      “I tried to help. Volunteered. Took food to folks. Prayed. But nothing stuck. Until one day, I ran into this woman—Etta Clark. She was more than a woman. Etta just 

      was

      . She saw something in me. Told me I had fire in my spine. She said my sorrow could be used as fuel. Said I could be more.”

    


    

      

    


    

      Terrence’s eyes narrowed. “So she recruited you?”

    


    

      

    


    

      “She recruited me. Emma too. My mentor—Lionel Boyd—was one of the best. Man moved like wind and knew the Scriptures backwards. We hunted Fames together.”

    


    

      

    


    

      Eddie’s jaw clenched.

    


    

      

    


    

      “But on our last mission, Lionel fell. Right in front of me. Fames cornered us in a squat house near Nashville. Lionel tried to cast him down, but the demon had grown stronger than either of us knew. He drained Lionel’s spirit right through his breath.”

    


    

      

    


    

      He looked up at Terrence.

    


    

      

    


    

      “I’ve been chasing that thing ever since. I swore on Lionel’s body I wouldn’t stop until Fames was sealed or I was buried.”

    


    

      

    


    

      Terrence said nothing.

    


    

      

    


    

      Eddie leaned forward again, his eyes sharp now.

    


    

      

    


    

      “Your fire is the same. You feel it, don’t you?”

    


    

      

    


    

      Terrence looked at the Bible. Then at the sword. Then at the flame flickering in the oil lamp.

    


    

      

    


    

      “I’ll try,” he said again, quieter this time.

    


    

      

    


    

      Eddie nodded. “Then we begin.”

    


    

      

    


    

      

    


    

      

    


    

      

    


    

      

    


    

      

    


    

      

    


    

      

    


    

      

    


    

      

    


    

      Chapter Three: The Weight of a Name

    


    

      

    


    

      November 2, 1989 – The Basement Training Grounds

    


    

      

    


    

      It was cold in the basement. Not just from the weather, but from the stone itself—like the minerals permanently gripped the chill in the air.

    


    

      

    


    

      Terrence sat cross-legged on the cracked tile floor, sweat clinging to his skin, his whole body still vibrating from the last drill.

    


    

      

    


    

      Across from him, Eddie Moorman stood silent, arms crossed, eyes sharp. There were no clocks in the room. No calendar. Just candles, scripture, and pain.

    


    

      

    


    

      “You know how many times you said your name wrong?” Eddie asked finally.

    


    

      

    


    

      Terrence looked up. “What?”

    


    

      

    


    

      “You whispered it like it don’t mean nothin’. Like it was a nickname some fool gave you in passing.”

    


    

      

    


    

      He walked over and crouched.

    


    

      

    


    

      “Try again.”

    


    

      

    


    

      Terrence clenched his fists. “My name is Terrence Planter.”

    


    

      

    


    

      Eddie raised an eyebrow. “Say it again. Like your mama did when she gave it to you.”

    

