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Prologue: At the party 


The bathroom door closed quickly. Inside, a half-naked woman was waiting for me, her body squeezed into a skimpy Wonder Woman costume. When she had finished sniffing a white line several centimetres long from a pocket mirror beside the sink, she smiled at me; then she held the straw out to me and beckoned me over. I walked over to her and inhaled sharply, feeling my nostril explode and the shock waves reach my brain. 


She lowered her corset and, with a flirtatious look on her face, ran her hand over her breasts, at the same time sliding her wet tongue along her lips, which I took to be an invitation. Gripped by a sudden fever I pounced on her and positively devoured the woman. We had intense and violent sex for about thirty minutes, leaving indelible traces of our excitement all over the bathroom. A few slightly-louder-than-normal screams managed to escape through the thick door, but no one seemed to mind, they were all far too immersed in the revelry of the event to care.


Suddenly a guy dressed as the Hulk, with a green face and a muscular body, threw open the door and entered. The woman and I were huddled over the sink, doing our best to pull it from its supports as we lurched backwards and forwards. The Marvel character burst out laughing and, with a cheeky and somewhat stoned expression, said, "Shit, at least put a ‘busy’ sign outside!" 


He shut the door clumsily, allowing us to continue in what was perhaps the best phase of the evening. Wonder Woman pulled a test tube from her handbag containing a strange liquid. She opened it and held it up for me to inhale, then she did the same. 


Suddenly an intense and uncontrollable fire rose up within me and I felt it detonate like a bomb. Instantly my mind stopped working, reason and reflection were shut down; all that was left was pure instinct, and it was the animal part that had burst into life. I had become a beast, I could have done anything at that moment, from violently fucking her to pinning her by the neck to the floor. I wasn't thinking anymore, I just wanted... what? ... Everything! All of it, right now, all at once. I jumped on my prey with new vigour and tore off the remainder of her costume. She seemed pleased. She let me strip her naked and then we began, in the grip of the drug, to have sex again, but this time we were animals driven by pure instinct. I took the woman's head and bent it downwards violently, so that my cock was right in front of her face; she remained in that position for a while, pleasuring me. Then, with the agility of a skilful gymnast, turning her body and using the wall as a support, she did the same, thrusting her flower right in front of my face. From that moment on we changed position continuously, violently banging each other back and forth, until we broke several objects in the bathroom; we were in the grip of a dance where each of us in turn took control.


Our shouts of pleasure were so loud that at times we drowned out the sound of the DJ's music. Apparently, though, we had generated only a little applause and aroused the curiosity of just a handful of partygoers. We came out of the bathroom dishevelled, exhausted and deeply satisfied with our moment. 


I shook her hand and said, "By the way, nice to meet you, I’m Alex." 


She smiled at me and replied, 'I know who you are, otherwise nothing would have happened in there.” Then she held out her hand and added ironically, “I'm Wonder Woman.” 


"Hello superwoman," I said, giving her a kiss on the cheek and walking away from the party. 


I said goodbye to my friend Zac, a great guy who, as always, had thrown one of the best parties on the West Coast, and walked, exhausted and slouching, towards the front door of the house. The valet appeared immediately and opened the door of a beautiful supercar convertible, as dark as the night sky. I tried to steady myself against the door and found I was struggling to get in. 


"Damn costume!" I exclaimed, trying to adjust the enormous ostrich belly that was tied around my waist and was preventing me from getting in. 


I immediately noticed that the very tall pink quiff on my head was just as troublesome. So, displaying the wisdom that comes with being a stoner, I folded down the roof of the car to make myself more comfortable. A few moments later, a jerk dressed as Road Runner with a huge pink quiff sticking out of the car vanished from the car park, zigzagging at walking pace.


I drove down the winding road from Escondido Falls to Interstate 1 towards Malibu, my route home. Suddenly, as I negotiated the final snaking sections before the IS, I found myself laughing like a madman, thinking that if it weren't for the GPS, I’d probably have taken the series of bends in front of me backwards, and ended up with my face buried in the mountainside. I laughed, I laughed because I felt high, because driving at that moment seemed as much of an adventure as making it to Mars safe and sound. 


I laughed, shouting, "I fucking love my life!" into the night, caressed by the wind on my face, my forelock quivering as the air swirled around the car.


 


I tried to make it home without taking too many risks, moderating my speed and aware that the strange spots and shapes that occasionally appeared in my peripheral vision did not really exist; I understood not to give them any weight, allowing them to quietly come and go all the way home.


As I pulled into the driveway to my house, I realized there were a number of local boys on the neighbor’s veranda who had been partying. They had already started giving me a big round of applause as soon as they saw the car approaching in the distance, and the clapping was followed by several bows. I drove past them slowly, looking bedraggled and with a hint of irony on my face, threw them a shaka and shouted, “I've done Wonder Woman tonight!” 


Several of them laughed, while others gave a round of applause that accompanied me to the garage door. They watched to see if I made it into the house this time or fell asleep exhausted on the driveway as I sometimes did, but this time I found enough strength and went inside. 


I collapsed on the sectional sofa that ran along three sides of the living room overlooking the ocean, and out of the corner of my eye I noticed a little red light flashing on the answering machine. I pressed the button and the recording started, indicating a message had been left. Then: "You dick, you fricking dopehead! Where the hell are you?! I've been waiting for your work for days. You might be famous now, but I can still send you back where you came from, you idiot! I’ve got signed contracts and you’ve given me your word, so stop the benders and get the draft to me, or I’m gonna ruin you!!!" the irate voice yelled.


 


I thought to myself, "That sucks!" 


Then I laughed because I realized that this time I’d really pissed off my poor agent Frank. So I got up lazily from the sofa, where I’d intended to drift off into a deep sleep, wandered around the house looking for a laptop and sat down at my desk. I knew what to write, I just never wanted to. But the time had come. The time to let go even of that dark part of me, the deepest and ugliest memory of my life; that which has scarred my existence and made me live each day as if it were my last.


I moved the ashtray, lit a Bubble Kush, took a puff and, leaning back in the chair, my fingers on the keyboard, I started to tap the keys. 





 


Part One: Almost at the end


 


The murkiness of the place where I was being kept, together with a few other people, was illuminated for an instant by a flash of light, and a loud bang was unleashed from the back of the room, hitting our ears with all the violence of a shock wave, tearing them apart. 


I immediately heard a whistling sound in my head, suppressing all other sensations and leaving me stunned. All around, the dust that had risen made the atmosphere even denser.


What surrounded me for most of the day, apart from the times when the ritual took place, was the darkness of a cold and damp basement, with two sets of prison cells on either side and a corridor running through it. Throughout that horrific imprisonment the air never moved, lights were never turned on. I only remember the smell, sweet at first, then increasingly intense and nauseating, of the blood that occasionally flowed through those walls to interrupt a torture of eternal nothingness – but not in a metaphorical sense, for nothingness was precisely the torture inflicted on the Disobedients, those who refused to follow the orders of Adouh, the one and only, the carrier of the parasite that had now infected almost the entire planet - although, were we to be honest, we should say that she herself had become the parasite. The truth was that, hidden inside its carrier, the creature moved from age to age thanks to the woman who had welcomed it first, and to whom it had given a life that was, to all intents and purposes, eternal.


 


And I probably belonged to that group, given the condition I was in at that moment. My mind was blank, confused, as if drugged or drowsy from something, and memories often flowed into a pit of darkness, a sign that I had probably been lying there for a long time.


As the dense thickness of soot mixed with dust settled slightly, my ears still unable to hear anything, I noticed that at the end of the room, just at the entrance to the hallway, something was happening. A small light flickered towards the back, and just then a man with an indistinguishable face appeared, walking down the corridor and opening the doors of all the tiny cells. As soon as he reached mine, he stared into my eyes and said something that I couldn't understand; I could only see his lips moving and the frenzied gestures he was making to get me to run away.


I barely made it down the corridor, my legs struggling to support me, when I realized I wasn't the only one running away. The man who had freed me was trying to get us all to escape. I had no idea how many of us were down there in that forgotten place, but as I looked for the exit, I saw that there were many people in the same state as me. At the end of the corridor, a narrow set of stairs carved into the rock appeared to wind its way towards ground level, and as I walked slowly up those barely discernible steps, I could smell the fresh air coming in from above. I suddenly noticed that I was stumbling over a person on the ground and immediately tried to reach out to him, telling him not to be discouraged, we were almost free. But the man was dead. I saw that he was dressed in a very peculiar manner, different from the guy that was trying to break us out: his garment was a kind of black tunic, with a hood and several unfamiliar patterns embroidered in gold on the chest. He was lying on the ground, lifeless, with a large gash in his neck and a strange blackish liquid all around him, like blood, still dripping.


Still stunned, but not yet at the point of deciding it was better to run without looking back, I raced up the remaining steps in an instant. I arrived at the end of the staircase where the narrow space opened out into a huge circular room, all white. The brightness was so intense my eyes felt like they were being stabbed with pins. It took my mind a few moments to overcome the sense of dizziness I experienced after suddenly finding myself in such a huge area after who knows how long in imprisonment. But I was able to take in the fact that almost the whole group of Disobedients had escaped towards an opening that seemed to lead outside.


I noticed, as I tried to make my own escape, that there were several signs of a struggle in that room as well. In the same state as the man dead on the staircase, three other people were lying there - a stab wound in their necks and, in place of blood, a muddy blackish liquid streaming from the gashes into a pool on the floor. And they were all wearing the same black tunic with hood.


I tried not to be too intimidated by the situation and to concentrate solely on the escape, so I focused my thoughts again and headed towards the way out. Just before the opening, as if framed by the radiating light, a large white stone altar stood silently, the only furniture in the room. As I passed it, I noticed out of the corner of my eye several traces of human blood, and a number of daggers that seemed intended for some macabre purpose neatly laid out on one side. As I looked at these objects, a sensation of fear and nausea welled up inside me, and my chest throbbed with pain; but they triggered no memory within me, absolutely nothing. No matter how hard I tried, my mind could not recall any images, emotions or anything else. It was as if I was under the influence of a strong anaesthetic, or something similar, which prevented me from thinking rationally. All I knew with absolute resolution was that I had to escape at that moment. And so I did.


Strangely, the sunshine and brightness outside seemed weaker than the light in the big room, so within a few seconds my eyes had adjusted. Just beyond the opening I found myself in an almost lunar landscape, with an expanse of reddish rocks spread out before me as far as the eye could see. Solitary tufts of green grass protruded here and there, timidly. The wind was blowing hard, I could feel it on my skin but also in my ears, which were slowly regaining their hearing after the explosion. I could hear it hissing between one rock and another when it got stronger. 


Even on the outside, the building was painted entirely in white, as if it wanted to stand out against the reddish landscape. It was majestic and rounded, with a central tower-like section and semi-circular side structures defining its profile. I walked down a small track looking around suspiciously, but I didn't notice any guards or any of those strange characters in their hooded robes.


The man who had freed us had presumably known when to act and seemed to have chosen the right moment. I saw a few people running into the desert that surrounded the structure; I was undecided about what to do when, crossing a small, half-hidden alley to the right of the main tower, I noticed a girl beckoning me to follow her. She looked familiar and seemed to know me. She called my name and said, "Alex, follow me. This way!”


She led me through a narrow tunnel that wound between the rounded parts of the eastern perimeter, when suddenly we came upon two of the hooded men. I stopped instantly, sensing that the girl wanted to attack them and thinking she was either very brave or completely crazy. But the aura she gave off suggested that she knew what she was doing. 


The two menacing figures stood in front of her, and, as they took off their hoods, I saw something that made my skin crawl; indeed, I was terrified. I noticed that, although their features were human, there was something wrong with their eyes. At first they were black, their darkness seeming to suck in everything they looked at, but then, as they blinked, they revealed a pupil like that of a snake. A yellowish membrane slid across the iris, the unnatural blackness pushed back to the margins, as disturbing as their presence.


As they barred the way for the woman, they began to address each other in a strange language, much more akin to animal noises than normal speech. Sharp pops came out of their mouths, along with guttural sounds that echoed from the high walls around us. Suddenly, one of them began to shudder as if it were vibrating, and when the girl noticed this, she leapt onto the right-hand wall like a skilled ninja, using it as a foothold to hurl her power and wrath at the strange creature. In an instant she drew a dagger very similar to the ones I had seen just before leaving the building, and with a single slash she pierced its entire body, cutting through it like butter from the head to the crotch.


As soon as the woman's feet touched the ground, she flipped the dagger from her right to her left hand, and without hesitation gave the same treatment to the second individual with a left-handed slash. Watching her moves and facial expressions, she looked as if she had come straight out of some elite special assault unit, such was the fury and precision of her attack on the two...on the two what? What should we call them? Men? I don't think so.


What the severed bodies revealed was not what I had expected. Instantly I saw the now familiar strange fluid instead of blood, much more like liquid tar or dark molasses, but otherwise nothing I'd ever seen before, at least that's how I seemed to remember it at the time. A few seconds after the last of the liquid had discharged from the bodies in a sickening puddle on the smooth, polished floor I saw the halves of the two individuals shrivel until they solidified into a small dark rock about the size of a human fist, very similar in appearance and characteristics to black tourmaline. The only difference was its surface, which seemed to be as shiny and reflective as it was smooth.


These considerations were brought to an abrupt end when I felt my arm being yanked by the girl; we started running, faster and faster, not once looking back. I could feel my heart beating fast, the adrenalin rushing through my veins, enveloping my throat like a clamp to increase my breathing and give oxygen to my lungs, which had been used to nothing but stale air for an indeterminable time. 


Beyond the well-kept and boundaried area of the facility, beyond the narrow gravel path we were running along, the vegetation seemed to be suffering from hardship and lack of water. If I had had to guess where we were, I would have said some remote place between Utah and Arizona, in the typical rocky deserts that characterise that area. As we ran, I became aware that my body had suffered a lot from my time in captivity; my feet ached as if I had pins stuck in them, my muscles were twitching as the adrenalin rush and the lack of strength fought each other to gain the upper hand.


I don't remember how long we ran for, but neither I nor the girl said a single word the whole time. My hearing had fully returned after the earlier shock, and all our senses were alert to the fact that someone was following us. The slow movement of the clouds over our heads marked the passage of time, while an unchanging landscape accompanied us to the point where the hills turned into high mountains of red stone, rising in front of us and concealing an endless expanse of land beyond.


At that point the girl signaled to me to slow down and take a breath, then, pointing with her index finger she said, "Here we are, we'll be safe soon.” 


I looked at her with a puzzled expression. 


She approached the first of the large mounds that stood in front of us and, digging frantically, she suddenly grabbed something and, holding up what looked like a trunk in her hands, shouted, "I knew he could be trusted!"


Around her neck was a key held on a thin piece of string, which she yanked off, sliding the end of it into the lock of the box. It clicked immediately and, as it opened, I was overwhelmed by what I saw inside.


She handed me some of the contents. There were all kinds of objects: a couple of ancient-looking samurai swords, some strange black weapons that looked like they came from the future or were the product of some highly-advanced military technology, several credit cards with all sorts of names on them, and an old gold symbol in the shape of a six-pointed star wrapped in cloth, plus clothes and all the other accessories needed for the escape. It all seemed to have been planned to great precision. The girl turned around, handed me what I remembered to be a passport and said, "Welcome back boss!"
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