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Dear Reader:


Lee Hayes is nothing short of amazing. In his prior books, he has mastered the art of storytelling through strong, suspenseful storylines and unforgettable characters. Now he has widened his prolific range and has stepped over into the supernatural arena with The First Male.


The main character, Simon, is changing into “something” that he does not recognize. He is plagued by dreams of things unknown and his world will never be the same. Before he was even born, his destiny was predetermined. He was to be special, to be a leader, to potentially be a destroyer of worlds. That is a heavy load to carry but an exciting one as well. Hayes once again astounds readers by showing that he is a talent to be reckoned with. I am confident that you will enjoy The First Male as much as I did.


As always, thanks for supporting the efforts of Strebor Books. We strive to bring you fresh, talented and ground-breaking authors that will help you escape reality when the daily stressors of life seem overwhelming. We appreciate the love and dedication of our readers. You can find all of our titles on the Internet at www.zanestore.com and you can find me on Facebook.com/AuthorZane.


Blessings,
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Publisher


Strebor Books International


www.simonandschuster.com
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Thank you to my friends, family and fans who have supported me on this incredible journey for the last ten years. Onward and upward!
AND
Special thanks to DeTerrius Woods and Ronda Brown, my advance readers. You rock!
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In the immutable black of night, something ungodly stirred; something unholy devoured the light.


Deep in a swamp far from the mainland, angry winds hissed through the giant pine trees, covering the dense marsh with the unnerving sound of agitated serpents. Sharp pines needles, ripped violently from the trees, shot through the air like deadly daggers. Frequently, brilliant lightning flashes tore open the sky in a dazzling display of power; thunder shook the earth.


Sheets of blinding rain crashed against the dilapidated shack, its rotting wood punished severely by the unnatural tempest. The ramshackle structure quaked and quivered and its roof viciously shook; but, it held its ground. The shack bent and buckled, but did not break.


She would not let it succumb to the storm.


Inside the house, a woman howled in pain. Her child was coming, even in the midst of such profane turmoil. The woman did not fully appreciate all that was taking place inside or outside the shack, but she knew something otherworldly was afoot and she was a focal point; this knowledge only exacerbated her pain. She knew—she had always known—that the child in her womb was special. At the very moment of conception she felt a jarring that rattled her body, sending a wave of nausea that almost toppled her. She knew in that moment, as sure as she knew her name was Rebecca Saint, that her child was conscious, aware. Now this very special child was coming and she felt as if she was being ripped apart. Her pain was excruciating. She screamed in agony, wishing she was in a hospital in Baton Rouge so that she wouldn’t have to endure such aching; she longed for an epidural. She focused on her acute pain and the life bursting brutally from her womb. She had never experienced childbirth before, but she knew there was nothing natural about what she was feeling. The pain she felt radiated in her bone marrow; it ignited every cell in her body. She felt as if her entire body was wrapped in flames, burning from the inside out.


In her periphery, she could see the woman’s gnarled fingers pulling particles of colorful light out of thin air in highly choreographed movements. She thought pain had altered her perception of reality, but she continued watching the woman conjure waves of dancing, glittery light out of nothing at all. Each strand of light flashed brilliantly for a few seconds and then dissipated shortly after its appearance, only to be followed by more iridescent hues.


“I . . . I . . . need . . . hospital. Who . . . are . . . you? What are you doing?” she managed to utter with breath broken by pain. She wanted to scream out, but she could not; she was lucky to speak at all.


The woman paid her little attention. She continued her hurried ritual.


The baby in her belly pounded as a voice echoed in her head.


Push.


The pregnant woman looked around the room, half-expecting to see a child huddled in a corner talking to her, but there was no child. She was going mad. The voice in her head was not hers.


Push.


The voice rang again and the woman shut her eyes tightly in an ill-conceived effort to blot out the sound. She tried to shake the voice out of her head, hoping that her pain would mute the sound. Pain she could understand. The voice clawed at her core.


Push.


The voice sounded low, like a cry somewhere in the dark, but it frightened her enough to momentarily forget her pain. She’d gladly endure the pain if it blocked the voice.


Push.


“Stop it!” she screamed in a clear, strong voice. She didn’t know her own strength.


Push.


The voice was now forceful, threatening. A force snatched her eyelids up and held them open so that she could see.


She screamed again.


“Are . . . y-y-ou doing this to . . . me?” she asked the woman in a quivering voice. The woman stopped and eyed her curiously, but she did not reply.


Push. Push. Push.


The command jangled inside her skull as tears streamed down her face.


Push . . . Mother.


The voice was now gentle.


“Get out of my head!”


The voice terrified her. It belonged to the child on the verge of being born. She pushed with all her might. She wanted this child out of her stomach as much as he desired freedom. She was not prepared for this. No childbirth should be like this. Who was this child? Had the whole world gone mad?


She inhaled and exhaled rapidly, as she was taught in Lamaze class, but the pain did not relent, nor did the voice of the child, or the scalding voice of the woman in the corner. Rebecca turned her head and looked directly at the woman. Sounds escaped from the woman’s lips, but they were indecipherable; spoken in a language unknown to her that struck her ears as foul. It was unlike any language she had ever heard. The clamor she made filled the room; she spoke feverishly.


“Help me . . . please,” Rebecca pleaded. Her cries fell on deaf ears. She could feel her body shutting down; the proverbial white light was sure to claim her.


“I am helping you, child. I am protecting you. I am protecting us from . . . him,” the woman finally said, as she nodded in the direction of the woman’s full belly.


As Rebecca pleaded with the woman, the face of a child flashed in her head. The child’s face was gentle and loving, like a cherub. His marvelous beauty left a permanent imprint in her head; yet, her heart was filled with so much dread. Her heart beat furiously against the bones in her chest. She had seen the face of her child, even before he escaped from her womb and before he had taken his first breath.


Outside, the undead things bellowed in celebration; the sounds of their dark jubilation echoed as vitriolic laughter in the hissing wind. It would only be a matter of time. Although the witchy woman inside, Adelaide Thibodeaux—who had stolen Rebecca—was of great power, they knew she would not be able to last forever against their unrelenting force. Already she had expelled a great deal of power—traveling a great distance, shattering their cloak that surrounded Rebecca, and erecting her own magical barrier around the shack. Yet, they remained gleeful of her imminent demise. From the way the house rattled, they sensed her weakness as a shark smelled blood in the water. For victory, they only had to continue their assault.


He was being born, bursting from his mother’s womb during the storm of the century—a storm his birth had invoked, as told by prophecy.


Beneath a cold, blood moon, of the shortest day, He shall come forth, in flame; in storm.


The shadows could feel his presence on this winter solstice; his young power intensified the storm; such unbridled power, even in the womb. His birth had been foretold for eons, but never had been made flesh; that is, until tonight. The heaven’s alignment made it possible.


To topple the shack and claim the child was their ultimate goal. The ancient scrolls outlined the stakes:


He who controls the child, shall control the world.


The undead things chanted an unbroken chain of shadow speak, hissing aberrant sounds into the depths of the night, using their power to strengthen the gale.


Amongst the shadows, he walked; part flesh, part bone; not alive, yet, not dead. He was something else. Something ancient. Something evil. His heavy feet pulverized the frozen earth; hardened stones crumbled like saltines beneath the heels of his ancient boots. Shadows at his feet moved like serpents coiling around his legs, hissing. Underneath his ragged black hood was a faceless, horrifying hollowness, except for a pair of yellow eyes. His voice was terrifying, spoken through lightning, thunder, and pounding rain. The fearsome wind flung his putrid scent across the land, polluting the night with the grimy stench of decaying flesh.


Inside, Rebecca’s screams continued, shrill enough to shatter glass. Her blood-curdling yelps carried more force than the rabid wind. The shadows and undead things would one day worship her; they would exalt her and prepare a special place for her within the new kingdom, a kingdom her child would lead. In the days beyond the last days, she would sit to the left of her child and he on the right—a vulgar triumvirate. She was his mother, the Dark Mother, and she had been cloaked and protected by shadows since the moment she conceived. At the moment of the child’s conception, a fiendish delight erupted in the Shadowland, a wretched place that existed in the space between worlds. The Shadowman had rejoiced for the first time in more than three hundred years.


The time had arrived. His rapture.


Inside the house, Adelaide Thibodeaux, or Addie, as she was called by her clan, wielded the ancient power of her sister-clan for what she believed would be the last time, making her final stand against the shadows. The stakes could not have been higher; the fate of the world rested in her hands.


Addie chanted. Her eyes rolled to the back of her skull. The long sleeves of her red flowing robe swayed back and forth. She commanded awesome power; force that belied her diminutive frame; power that they feared. She weaved a spell as strong as the night was black; a spell deeply rooted in the primordial blood magic of her sister-clan; a spell unlike any spell that had ever been cast before.


As her heart raced and her palms sweated, Addie’s goal was clear: endure long enough for the child to draw its first breath; then, she could imbue it with all the goodness she knew and bind its powers; hopefully, forever, but she had no way of knowing if it would work. A binding spell of this magnitude had never before been attempted. To bind this child’s power was tantamount to binding the night itself.


In spite of the grave uncertainty, in spite of her unsteady hands, in spite of the shadows pounding against the house, she pressed on. She had no other choice. If she failed, the child would most certainly become the abomination long prophesized. The ancient texts could not have been clearer: the first male born of the first born Thibodeaux male would be the destroyer of worlds. The warning sounded in her head from a place that was not a part of her. Destroyer of worlds. Her ancestors were speaking, warning her of the cost of failure. She had to complete the ritual or this child would one day plunge the world into abysmal darkness that would last until time ran out of time.


Fear tightened Addie’s heart and squeezed her lungs. Even if she could complete the ritual in time, there was no guarantee it would take; the child’s soul, ordained by fate, already belonged to the shadows, but it was believed—through no real evidence except the intuition of a powerful elder Seer-sister long since dead—that the power of the sister-clan could cleanse the shadows from his soul and bind his powers forever. It would take the collective force of the entire sister-clan, past and present and maybe even future, to complete such a feat. How long could such a spell last? Addie wondered. A day? A week? A year? Ten years? Was forever even possible? No one could be sure. Either way, Addie didn’t expect to be around to bear witness to the aftermath. After tonight, after such an outpouring of power, she suspected that she’d ascend to The Higher Plain with her sisters.


A powerful lightning bolt struck the shack, setting the roof ablaze. The fire caused by his lightning could not be extinguished, even from the pounding rain. For the first time, the smell of smoke seeped into the house through Addie’s defenses. Her barrier was falling. The ground beneath her very feet swelled and shook, as if a chain of perfectly timed mini-earthquakes exploded in rapid succession. She stumbled into a small table that slid across the room, but she managed to regain her balance.


The pounding against the shack was unyielding.


Addie called on her ancestors again, seeking their strength. She needed her power to combine with their strength.


“In this darkened hour, I invoke your ancient power. In this darkened hour, I invoke your ancient power,” she repeated in a rapid-fire whisper that filled the room.


Then, she heard their voices. Her ancestors; the sister-clan. She heard many, many voices speaking in unison, in a tongue foreign to anyone outside her clan; an ancient language known only to them. Their voices sounded like blessings raining down. The ancients—members of her sister-clan who had long ago departed—spoke to her in hasty whispers.


Imbue the child. Bind his power. Imbue the child. Bind his power. Imbue the child. Bind his power. Imbue the child. Bind his power . . . 


Wind blew through the house, violently scattering loose papers about the room. The papers fluttered across the room as if carried by a tornado. Within the spinning air, a dim light grew brighter and brighter until the entire room was bathed in a yellow glow. The light was warm and comforting, in spite of the dire circumstances. Addie saw the ethereal and disembodied faces of her ancestors. She saw Aunt Sarah. She saw Ambrosia. She smiled when she saw Doshia. And Whitney. And Lucretia. And Alala. And Amaka. And Irena. And Sethunya; and many others. Most of the churning faces she had only seen in the ancient texts of the clan, but they were connected through blood and magic, which stretched back farther than time. Addie would need their power if the spell had any chance of succeeding. Their faces swirled swiftly about the room as they chanted.


Imbue the child. Bind his power. Imbue the child. Bind his power. Imbue the child. Bind his power. Imbue the child. Bind his power.


Rebecca screeched. The force of thunder collided into the house, shaking it to its core. Addie’s power flickered, and then she heard the rejoicing of the Shadowman; his laughter shook the sky. With the use of the strength of her ancestors, Addie had sight beyond sight so that she could see what was unseen. Her gaze focused on the Shadowman outside of the shack, and she saw him in his wretched form. She watched as he rotated his hands counterclockwise and raised them suddenly to the sky, pulling down a bevy of fierce lightning bolts that struck the roof of the house in powerful succession, leaving pulsing and bleeding cracks in the structure. Fire burned into the roof, in spite of the heavy rain.


He had succeeded in cracking her barrier in multiple places.


Addie’s ancestors’ faces faded.


In her mind’s eye, she watched the shadows merge together and glide forward carefully, to exploit the weakness. They did not know what to expect from Addie, but they knew better than to underestimate her magic. She had more than proven her power to them. She was a Priestess Supreme.


Once the smoke reached the decrepit front porch, the shadows stopped. The undead things fanned out and created an unbroken circle around the house, preventing escape; they were ready to pounce when the order was given.


Addie focused and sealed the cracks in the roof. She kneeled over the woman and commanded her to push.


Adelaide, why do you resist? You cannot prevent that which is meant to be.


The voice—his voice—filled the room and covered Rebecca’s screams. His voice was gentle, almost comforting. The smell of fresh flowers descended, as if from a field, and Addie felt a peculiar sense of peace trying to overtake her. She imagined herself in the comfort of her mother’s arms as a child. She felt warm and protected; she had always longed for that sense of security, but peace was not part of her destiny. She was a born protector, and she fulfilled her duty with honor. And she knew it wasn’t peace that was trying to take her; it was surrender. She would have fallen for this trick of the enemy had it not been for the burning in her heart.


We will raise him as a king of kings. How could you deny him that? He is your blood.


Addie could not engage him in conversation. She had to concentrate. Sweat poured down her face and her hands violently shook.


You cannot win.


Addie steeled her disposition and connected with her ancestors. She felt their spirit, their ancient power. She chanted and channeled them as Rebecca continued to howl. Her frantic shrieks filled the airy space. Addie felt unprecedented power surge and swell within her blood. She tried to hold it back, to control it, as a dam would hold back raging water. Her power ignited the atmosphere, swirling about the room like a contained hurricane; visible sparks ignited indiscriminately around the room, like fireworks.


“You have no power here!” she shouted with more force than she knew. The strength of her voice rumbled deep into the sky and cast the shadows away, sending them hurling and screaming into the night. The circle of undead things broke as they scattered out of fear deep into the forest.


Addie’s force hit the Shadowman hard, causing him to collapse to one knee, but it wasn’t enough to send him into retreat. It weakened him, but he did not flee. He could not flee. Now was his time and he would fight until the bitter end to claim what was promised to him.


Addie’s expulsion of the shadows and undead things sent her power into a frenzy and her temperature rose, as if the power was too much for her body to contain. She thought she might explode and incinerate the entire room before she finished the ritual.


Addie placed her hand gently on Rebecca’s forehead, as if to comfort her.


“Are . . . you . . . gonna . . . help me?” Rebecca asked. Her words were broken and breathy. Addie smiled at her and placed a damp towel on her forehead.


“Yes, child. I am going to save us. You must push, child.”


Addie took the sharp thumbnail on her right hand and dug it deeply into the vein of her left wrist until she drew blood. She winced. She took her wrist and forced it onto the mouth of the woman, who protested, but was too weak to put up a decent fight. The woman had to ingest Addie’s blood while the child was still in the womb in order for the binding spell to have any chance.


Rebecca spat out the blood. “Stop!” Then, she wailed an unearthly cry. Addie knew the scream wasn’t from the woman—it was from the child.


Addie removed the towel from the woman’s head and dipped her right forefinger in the blood that dripped from her wrist. She anointed the woman’s forehead with a single bloody red dot. The woman twisted and howled as if she had been set on fire.


“Push, child! Push him out!”


Addie anointed each one of the woman’s limbs with blood and marked the belly as she called upon the ancient power. The child was near. Addie ripped open the woman’s shirt—her breasts spilled out; she drew a symbol in blood on the woman’s chest, above her heart. Rebecca’s body bucked and twisted as Addie held her down.


“Push!” Addie commanded of the woman. The woman pushed until the head of the child could be seen. “Push, child! Push!”


Rebecca’s face was knotted with fear, but she pushed. And pushed. And pushed until the child was free. Rebecca immediately lost consciousness. Quickly, Addie cut the umbilical cord and fed the child her blood. She held the child—her grandchild—in her arms, and looked into his face. In the eyes of this child, she saw beauty personified. The sweetness of this infant could captivate the world and melt even the most hardened of hearts. The softness of his skin and the shine in his eyes entranced her. The color of his mesmerizing eyes, which were an almost unnatural blue, enchanted her. She had never seen eyes as bright. She was almost mesmerized until she realized it was nothing more than a trick. The child was deceitful.


Addie chanted as she let drops of her blood fall into his mouth. The child lapped up her blood as if it was mother’s milk. He could not resist the taste of blood. She anointed his head and his heart with her blood as she chanted, attempting to bind his power and imbue his heart with light. She felt weak, as if the child was draining her life force. Her eyes rolled to the back of her head and her knees buckled, but she continued her appointed task.


She did not hear the heavy footsteps of the Shadowman punishing the rotting wooden floor until it was too late. A sudden force sent her careening into the wall, knocking a few wooden knick-knacks off the shelf. A figurine in the form of a bright-faced angel fell to the floor and rolled toward him. He raised his muddy black boot and crushed the angel without thought.


Addie had been blasted by shadow magic and it drained her already weakened frame. The dank air, contaminated by his wretched odor, offended her nostrils and sent her lungs into a spasm.


She waved her hand across her face and blocked his stench—she had no time for distraction. When she looked up, she saw the Shadowman walking slowly toward the child, who was held suspended in the air by his power. The child’s cries were intermittent and uneven, not at all like the cries of a normal newborn.


Addie shook off the shadow magic, conjured a force as powerful as the one she had been hit with, and blasted the Shadowman. He crashed into the wall, his shadows howling; the part of him that was flesh took the lion’s share of the blow.


Addie stood up and called for the child. He floated easily through the air into her arms as the Shadowman stood.


Why do you resist what is meant to be? The voice came from the faceless blackness under his hood. His question sounded sincere, as if he had struggled to understand her resistance. When he spoke, his voice sounded musical to Addie’s ears, but she knew it was another trick.


“You cannot have this child,” Addie retorted forcefully.


He belongs to me.


“He is of my blood. He belongs to me.”


He is The One.


“He will never be yours.”


By prophecy he is mine; the first male born of the first male. You could not prevent his birth; it has been ordained. He is mine. This time when he spoke, thunder cracked so loudly that the shack clattered.


“You do not scare me with your feeble tricks, Eetwidomayloh.”


Be not afraid of what is and what will be.


Addie looked once again into the face of the child. She could not imagine this beautiful child as the destroyer of worlds; she simply would not have it. The spiraling colors in his eyes dimmed a bit, which told her that her blood and her magic were taking root; maybe his powers could be bound.


Then, Addie felt her body stiffen, as if encased in stone. The child floated out of her arms toward Eetwidomayloh. She looked on in panic, fearful that she would not be able to prevent him from taking the child. If he succeeded in stealing the child, he might be able to undo her very immature binding spell. She could not let that happen. She would not let that happen. She focused the last bit of her strength and freed herself from his stranglehold.


She was breathless and dizzied, but she continued to use the ancient power. As the child reached his arms, and as she had years ago with her son, she snatched the child away. In a harrowing split second, she opened a portal on the back wall that looked like a portrait of slick, black oil; the portal vibrated like waves in a still pool that had suddenly been disturbed by a pebble tossed into the water.


With the child in her arms and with her last bit of strength, she jumped into the portal and vanished, as did the portal.


No! The Shadowman’s cries poured deep into the night; the ground beneath his feet trembled, and every living thing—every plant, every blade of grass, every tree, every bug and every swamp creature in the near vicinity—died.


The child was gone.


And so was Addie.
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20 YEARS LATER


Simon Cassel dreamed of serpents.


They covered his body with their cold scales and slithered arrogantly across his bedroom floor. Snakes of every kind and every color, in numbers far too great to count, commandeered his home, as if they had no plans to vacate the premises; they claimed his tenement as their permanent residence.


Colorful coral snakes, with their deadly red, yellow, and black combination, wriggled in his bathroom sink and tub; black mambas, with their intimidating speed, darted across the floor of Simon’s kitchen, curling themselves around the legs of his table; rattlesnakes, making good use of their bone-chilling sound, lay in wait in the half-open drawers that contained his socks and underwear. Huge Burmese pythons hung from the railings in his closet and balled themselves in the corner on the floor, covering his sneakers and the only pair of dress shoes he owned. Aggressive king cobras, flaring their trademark hoods, hissed loudly and attacked and cannibalized a few smaller members of their species. A massive ball of red-sided garter snakes spilled from the top shelf of his kitchen pantry and swirled around each other, seeking to mate with the lone female among them; green tree snakes made themselves at home, blending in with the pine branches of Simon’s anemic Christmas tree that stood against the bay window that overlooked the busy sidewalk below. An indistinguishable combination of large and small snakes squiggled and squirmed around each other on his bedroom floor, almost playfully, giggling and hissing his name as if they were seasoned friends. They crawled across the massive stacks of medical, historical, and technical books that occupied space against the walls around the perimeter.


Ssssss-simon. Ssssss-simon. Ssssss-simon.


Hundreds of serpents writhed carefully over Simon’s bare body as he lay in bed, asleep. By their casual movements, they seemed comforted. They hissed his name with care, as if they wanted to wake him, but did not dare startle him.


A black snake, who had been satisfied to watch the orgy from the darkest corner in the room, slowly began to crawl across the floor. It slithered haughtily, in no particular hurry. It was completely black, except for its dull, yellow eyes, and it looked to be carved from solid black marble; it was glossy and void of scales, its body having the appearance of a long, gleaming oil slick. It moved with purpose and ego, and the other snakes parted like the Red Sea so that it could pass, unobstructed.


It slithered up one of the legs of the bed and crawled across the blood red comforter that was tangled up at the foot of the mosaic queen panel bed. It moved calmly toward Simon’s face, pausing momentarily before it continued its forward motion. It crawled unhurriedly through his legs, past his ankles and calves, between his thick thighs and over his exposed genitals. When it reached Simon’s chest, the serpent raised its head and looked on, as if in admiration, with its forked tongue darting rapidly in and out of its mouth.


Ssssss-simon. Ssssss-simon. Ssssss-simon.


There was no venom or malice in its sounds; instead, the hissing was like a gentle whisper tickling the neck of an old friend. It was tender, almost nurturing; yet, Simon awakened from his dream in a panic, clutching his chest. He sat straight up in bed, and looked around the small enclave that served as his room. His chest heaved rapidly, and his body was drenched in sweat. He tried to cut the darkness with his eyes, but the black of night was too thick. The only light that shone in the room was an eerie green glow from the digital alarm clock on his nightstand that illuminated only a small section of the cramped space. Simon steadied himself and remained alert, but he was afraid to move, almost petrified.


The corner of the room nearest his closet was completely shaded in black. Shadows. Something about that corner unnerved him and wouldn’t allow him to completely release the panic that held him. Then, his breath froze and his lungs tightened as a pair of sinister yellow eyes slowly came into view. In fright, he clumsily reached over and clicked on the lamp on the nightstand, his elbow accidentally nudging Brooke in the middle of her back. She moaned grumpily. A dim radiance spilled into the room.


When the light banished the darkness, Simon exhaled. There were no dangerous eyes lurking in the corner of his room; only a pair of sweat-soaked gym socks that he had yanked from his feet and tossed carelessly in the corner after his evening run through the park.


“What’s wrong, baby?” Brooke asked in a sleepy voice, her eyes still closed tightly to block out the light.


“Ummmm, nothing. A bad dream.” His reply was flat and contradicted the fear in his heart. He lied; he knew how she was. Usually, if he explained his dreams to her, she’d force him to stay up while she eagerly applied the knowledge she’d gained from three years of college psychology classes to make a rudimentary and crude diagnosis. Not tonight. Simon didn’t have patience for psychology and its Freudian ramblings about the meaning of dreams. Sometimes, a dream is just a dream, although his dreams of late had taken on a much darker hue.


“Fine then. Turn the light off,” she said as she buried her head underneath a big fluffy pillow and rolled onto her stomach with much more motion than Simon thought was necessary. Clearly, she was still angry from their fight earlier in the evening, but he didn’t care—it had all been her fault. Why she was talking about the size of his dick and what they did in the bedroom to her silly sorority sisters—who he knew from now on would stare at his crotch each time he entered a room to see if they could sneak a peek at the snake between his legs—was simply beyond his understanding. He didn’t want to be objectified anymore. He knew all too well about women and their secret desires. All his life women had been drawn to him like he was honey; often pulled in by his mesmerizing eyes. They savored his flare, but were often startled by the power of his sting when he carelessly let them go. Nevertheless, they loved him anyway; they always had. Beauty was a curse, he often thought. Sometimes he simply wanted to blend in instead of standing out from the crowd because of his physicality.


Simon looked down at Brooke. A wave of emotion swept through him as he recalled the rage he felt when he overheard her conversation about him to her sisters. He still wasn’t sure how he had been able to hear the conversation—through the dense noise of the boisterous party—even before he stepped out onto the patio where they sat, but he had. He heard every word. He listened as details about his body, his techniques, and the movement of his tongue, slipped easily from her mouth, while she sat in the far corner of the patio sipping on wine and laughing with those women. She knew he was very private, sometimes reclusive, and never desired the spotlight, especially regarding something so innately intimate.


As he watched her sleep, he felt that dark feeling creeping up on him, threatening to send his mind to a place he didn’t want to go. Simon was so disturbed by his own twisted thoughts that he retreated to the techniques he learned as a young child from a therapist, after the school counselor labeled him as “troubled” and having “anger management” and “rage” issues. He closed his eyes and slowly counted to ten, hoping to banish the rising tide of anger that sought to overtake him. One. Two. Three. He had to control the rage that was slowly gripping his heart, tightening like a vise grip. How dare she! And she had the nerve to be pissed at him, for being angry at her, for running her mouth. Four. Five. Six. A part of him want to yank her out of bed and shake the shit out of her, demanding to know what right she had to be angry. She was the one who had screwed up, discussing his body parts like he was a porn star. She should be apologizing to him! Seven. Eight. Nine. Ten.


What the fuck am I thinking?


Onetwothreefourfivesixseveneightnineten. Onetwothreefourfivesix seveneightnineten.


Simon realized he wasn’t giving himself enough time to relax. Still, he counted.


Breathe, Simon, he thought to himself and then took several deep breaths, inhaling and exhaling slowly until he felt the grip loosening. The counting and his breathing techniques still worked. If they didn’t, his next step was to walk away. Lately, the anger issues he thought he had mastered in his teens came flooding back to him. Just last week, when he was on the bus on the way to work, he became so enraged at some kid who refused to turn down the volume on his iPod that it was all he could do to keep himself from snatching the device from the teen’s hand and tossing it out of the window. He literally saw himself doing it and forced himself to get off at the next stop, which was more than fifteen blocks from his destination; he didn’t trust himself not to act on his anger.


As a child, when Simon found himself in the throes of anger, he often broke things, especially pretty glass items like vases or mirrors. He couldn’t help himself. His therapists thought he was acting out; he was an orphan and had been bounced from foster homes, to group homes, back to foster homes, in a jagged pattern that never allowed him to plant himself and grow roots. Through the help of some talented therapists, he learned to control the rage and not let it control him. But, that was then, this is now. Something was going on with him. He felt angry all the time these days.


He took a few more breaths and counted until he felt relaxed. As the anger arose, it dissipated, much to Simon’s relief.


He slid out of bed and walked pretentiously toward the bathroom, his muscles flexing with each step. His body was in perfect form. He looked back at Brooke to see if she had unburied her head to gaze at his glorious nakedness as he glided across the room—something she usually did when his full body was on display—but, this time she didn’t stir; his ego would not be stroked tonight. He hovered in the middle of the room for a few seconds and stared at her, wondering how she could punish him for her folly. Women, he thought to himself. He’d never admit it—his pride would never allow for such a confession—but right now he’d give almost anything to have her wrap her arms around him and tell him that everything would be all right. The dream shook him, far more than his anger.


Carefully, he clicked on the light switch and glanced around the cramped bathroom, making sure there were no snakes curled in the sink or near the tub. The room looked innocuous enough, so he stepped fully into it and quietly closed the door behind him. A part of him wanted to slam the door shut; for no other reason than to frighten Brooke and jolt her out of her sleep; if he couldn’t sleep, then why should she?


After he dried his face with the rough green towel that hung on the wobbly wooden rack on the wall beneath the clock, he examined his eyes. Already, he could see the beginning formations of the bags that would appear underneath them in the morning; his fair skin had never been able to hide the dark circles that formed under his eyes when he was tired, and he had been tired for days; barely sleeping.


“Shit,” he mumbled to himself.


Ssssss-simon.


He jerked around quickly, knocking the plastic toothbrush holder to the hard floor. It clanked loudly as it bounced across the room, eventually crashing against the side of the tub.


“Be quiet!” Brooke screamed from the other room. Simon heard the loud expulsion of her breath and her shifting violently in the bed, but that was the least of his concerns. His eyes bulged in his head as he scanned the room. Everything seemed normal. The clear, plastic shower liner was still dotted with soap scum; the brown ring around the tub was still there; the roll of toilet paper still sat on top of the toilet lid, instead of on the holder designed for it; the lumpy tube of toothpaste was still missing its cap; pieces of white soap covered the caked-on soap stains that decorated the indented part of the sink that was meant to hold a full bar. Everything was fine.


Except, he had heard a hissing that called his name.


He shook his head and rubbed his face with his hands as he leaned against the cool sink. He didn’t flinch when his skin touched the cold ceramic; he needed to cool his body. The night had already been too much, starting with the party, then his fight with Brooke, then his dream and his anger, and now he was hearing hissing sounds while he was awake. Maybe he was simply tired.


“Get it together, Simon,” he said to himself as he rubbed his face.


Simon had always had an unusual sleep pattern, among other unusual traits. Sometimes he could go for more than a week on practically no sleep, stealing tiny naps and nods during breaks at school or on his lunch break at work; other times he’d sleep so hard someone would think he was comatose. When he was eight years old, his foster parents told the social worker that something was wrong with the boy; he never slept and was never tired. They were so spooked by him that they returned him to the system with the same ease as they would return an unwanted birthday gift to a department store. He never forgot the quizzical expressions on their pale faces as they drove away in their dark blue Mercedes station wagon. They weren’t the first family to return him. It was a pattern in his life. Perfect couples, driving perfect cars, would come looking for the perfect child to complete their perfect family, and they usually fell in love with Simon’s perfect beauty. Invariably, however, after some time, their perfect view of him would shatter as he displayed some unusual . . . talent.


When he was four, his foster mother, Danielle Robinson, who had a predilection for foreign language films, was watching a French movie as Simon played with his Tonka truck in the living room. The actress on screen burst into a room and looked at the body of a woman splayed across the sofa. With alarm, she looked at the male actor onscreen and screamed, Qu’avez-vous fait à ma mère? (What have you done to my mother?), to which Simon replied with ease, Votre mère est fine. Elle a eu trop de vin (Your mother is fine. She’s had too much wine), in perfect French. This happened several times, albeit sporadically, with several different languages, until Danielle was so unnerved that she had to let Simon go.


When he was six, he drowned in a lake during a family camping trip. His newest foster father, Ralph Knight, sitting on the edge of a big rock a hundred yards away from the lake, saw Simon jump off the pier into the lake. He saw the splash of water leap into the air when Simon cannon-balled into the frigid water. Ralph immediately panicked; he had been told by the agency that Simon couldn’t swim. He raced to the lake and jumped in head first. It was nearly ten minutes before Simon was found and was pulled out of the water, unconscious. When he was pulled to shore, Ralph frantically performed CPR to a crowd of gasping onlookers, but the boy would not breathe. Right before paramedics arrived fifteen minutes later, Simon woke up, drowsy, as if he had been simply napping. To this day, Simon recalled jumping into the lake and the horrible feeling of his lungs tightening as he inhaled water. He remembered the feeling of panic, he remembered everything going black, and then he remembered waking up.


As a child Simon could never understand what he did to offend his foster families so much that they had to return him. The things he had done were done naturally, like a child taking his first steps. Maybe Danielle would have preferred that he was dumb and barely spoke English. Maybe Ralph really wanted him to drown. His experiences taught him to temper his words and to be careful about what he did. As he grew, he learned that his talents were not appreciated and he learned to keep them to himself. Even still, Simon spent years facing rejection, after rejection, after rejection, until all he knew was rejection. So, he stopped letting people inside.


Simon stepped close to the tub, reached in and turned on the shower. He waited until he could see steam rising from the water before he stepped in. He hoped the warmth of the water would relax him and ease his anxiety. He placed his right hand on the wall of the shower and leaned into it, stretching and extending his entire body. He let the water bead down his body and cascade over his face. It felt wonderful, even though it would have been far too hot for most people. He stood motionless, with his eyes closed for several minutes, letting the water wash away his troubles.


Simon was tired. It had been at least four days since he had six consecutive hours of sleep. Maybe that explained his irritability and lack of patience with Brooke. Maybe that explained his nagging headache. Finally, he understood why people complained about having a headache. This was a new experience for him, and he didn’t like it at all. Something was going on with him, but he didn’t know what. All he knew was that he felt . . . odd.


After about five minutes, Brooke entered the room quietly. Knowing the water would scald her, she instinctively reached in and added some cold to the powerful stream. When Simon looked at her, she smiled, as if to say, “I’m sorry.” He closed his eyes, not sure he was ready to forgive her.


She stepped into the tub and placed her arms around his waist from behind him. Her breasts felt like heaven against his sensitive skin; her hardened nipples tickling his back. He took a deep breath as his manhood swelled to life. She reached her hand around to his front and grabbed it. He moaned.


“I’m sorry, baby,” she whispered. She planted several small kisses on his back as she moved her hand up and down his member; her hand could barely fit around his shaft. He wanted to say something, to accept her apology, but the fire in his genitals burned away his voice. Besides, she hadn’t done enough work yet. He wasn’t ready to forgive her. He’d withhold his absolution until she kneeled before him.


She turned him around and kissed him; her eager tongue aggressively explored his mouth. He wanted to remain firm, to punish her as she had punished him, but his body betrayed his intentions. He returned her kiss with equal zeal as his manhood rubbed the warmth between her legs. He loved her, but hated the flesh power she had over him. At this moment, all he could think about was being inside her, exploring her mouth, sucking her ripened nipples, licking her fruit, and digging into her treasure.


He cupped her sizable breasts and licked and sucked her nipples ravenously. They tasted sweet, as if covered in nectar. Her left one was far more sensitive than the right one, and his warm mouth covered it completely, sending her into a frenzy. He could feel her whole body shake. He couldn’t seem to get enough, and he became increasingly forceful with his mouth, his teeth bearing down with a bit too much force. She winced, but he could not let her go. She moaned, louder and louder until her moans started to sound like whimpers and cries to his ears. He finally let her pull away and they stood staring at each other breathlessly, not sure what exactly to say. The tension they shared consumed the air in the room, but they had used sex many times before as a remedy to their relationship ails; sex could say I’m sorry in ways words never could. Slowly, she gave him what he desired most. She kneeled before him, as he knew she would.


After she finished, she stood up and kissed him again. With her hand, she guided him into the space that he loved the most. When he entered her, he was seized by such warmth and pleasure that he shuddered. At this point, he knew she had complete control of him and she worked her magic in such a way that he was ready to submit; he was ready to give in to all her desires to stay there. His weakness had always been good pussy, and she had the best.


After they finished and dried each other off, they lay back down in bed together, her head resting on his massive chest.


“Baby,” she said gently, “I think you should see someone about your headache. You’ve had it for days now.”


He kissed the top of her head. “I don’t need a doctor. I’m just tired.”


“No one has a headache for four days. I’m worried.”


“Don’t be worried. I’m fine. Really. I just need some sleep.” She exhaled. He could tell that she was worried. “Besides, it’s not like I have health insurance.”


“I told you a friend of my dad will see you. I told him about it, and he said you should come see him.”


“You’ve been talking about me?”


“Baby, I’m worried,” she said in a soothing tone, “I want you to be okay.”


“Why would your dad want to help me? He doesn’t even like me. After that fucked-up dinner party we had, I’m surprised he hasn’t hired someone to beat the hell out of me—a la Tony Soprano.”


“Just because we’re Italian doesn’t mean we’re in the Mafia,” she said as she gave him a playful nudge in the side. “You know Daddy isn’t like that. And I didn’t say my dad. I said a friend of my dad.”


“Oh, so you’re going behind dear old Dad’s back for me, huh?”


“I’ll do what I have to do to make sure you’re okay.”


“I really am okay. Trust me. I never get sick.”


“What do you mean you never get sick?”


“I mean I don’t get sick. Besides this headache, I’ve never had a cold, a cough, the flu, or a stomach ache. I’ve never vomited or been dizzy or had chicken pox or any of the other shit people complain about. So, this headache will pass. It’s nothing.” The ease with which the words slipped from his mouth surprised Simon. Instantly, he thought of the families who had taken care of him only to return him when something about him rattled their spirit. He had violated one of his central tenets: never share too much information about himself with others. Folks would think he was odd. When he spoke about his medical history to Brooke, his words weren’t boastful; they simply told the truth of his perfect health. He hoped she wouldn’t freak out and leave.


Brooke sat up and looked at him curiously. As soon as her eyes met his, he regretted his confession.


“What?” he asked.


“Are you serious?”


“About what? Never being sick? Yeah, I’m serious.”


“You must be the luckiest or healthiest man in the world.”


“I take care of myself. I eat right, don’t do drugs or smoke, and I exercise—you know how I do.” He tried to make light of the situation but he felt a nervousness rising inside, twisting his stomach.


She lay back on his chest. “Well, if you’ve never been sick and you have a headache now, you should definitely see a doctor. It could be serious. Will you call him? For me? At least think about it?”


He paused. “Okay, I’ll think about it. For you.”


“Your twenty-first birthday is coming up in a few weeks and I want my baby to be healthy and happy. I have things planned for us.”


“I’m sure I’ll be fine by then. You don’t have to worry.” Simon focused his eyes upward and looked at the matted clumps of paint that made little hills on the ceiling. Sometimes when he couldn’t sleep he’d stare at the clumps hoping to discern some hidden pattern. Focusing his energy on something so inane usually relaxed him and allowed sleep to overtake him. He wouldn’t need such a cheap trick tonight. He was tired. Dog tired. He could feel his body succumbing to sleep. He adjusted himself slightly to allow for maximum comfort while Brooke wrapped her body around his. He closed his eyes, happy to have Brooke pressed against him. Her warmth, her scent, and the feel of her body, all felt so right. This moment felt perfect, particularly after the horrible fight they had earlier.


Ssssss-simon.


He snapped open his eyes in a fright. This wasn’t his imagination. It felt real. He lay perfectly still in bed, too afraid to move. Brooke didn’t budge, and she clearly hadn’t heard the macabre whisper in the quiet of the night; a whisper that sent chills racing up his spine. His stomach churned and tightened. Even though it was an unusually warm December night in New Orleans, the room suddenly felt as if the temperature had dropped. He swore he could see his breath leaving his mouth as he exhaled.


He remained still for several minutes more. He didn’t even want to breathe.


Don’t be afraid. Don’t be afraid. A familiar, masculine voice, one that Simon had heard many times before, echoed inside his head. The voice was smooth and calming; Simon had heard the voice in his head at different times, over the years, though it had been many months since he had heard it last.


Now, it was back.


His body tightened.


Don’t be afraid.


Something was hissing his name, and now it seemed as if someone was speaking to him inside his head. Tomorrow, he’d take Brooke’s advice and see that doctor, although, at this point, he didn’t think he needed a regular one.


He needed a shrink.





[image: images]CHAPTER 3



Simon awoke the next morning to find an empty bed. Brooke, no doubt, had quietly slipped out in the early morning hours to make her eight o’clock class. When she stayed over the night before an early class, she was usually careful to not wake Simon on her way out. He always appreciated her thoughtfulness, but that was her nature. Caring. Considerate. Kind. In his whole life, Simon had never been doted over the way Brooke did.


Simon stretched and yawned, then rolled over and pulled Brooke’s pillow to his nose, drawing her enticing scent fully into his nostrils. Upon the first inhalation, his half-engorged organ stiffened into a powerful erection, which he simply could not ignore. Memories of her firm breasts and sweet nipples replayed in his head. He thought about how good it had been only hours ago. Images of her naked flesh flashed before his eyes. Her skin. Her shapely thighs. The arch of her back. Her lips. He closed his eyes and remembered the sweet taste between her thighs. She had a power over him that weakened him in a way no other woman had, and Simon was no stranger to sex. He first lost his virginity at the tender age of twelve and had led a very active sex life since then. He wasn’t yet twenty-one, but he’d had so many sexual partners that he’d lost count; but Brooke was different from the others. She was not just a notch on his bedpost. Something about her put her well above the rest. Sure, she got on his nerves and sometimes talked too much, but their sexual chemistry couldn’t be denied. The more he thought about her and the more he smelled her scent, the more turned on he became. Over the last few days his lust, alongside his anger, had become insatiable, with him masturbating three or four times a day to carry him over until Brooke was within his reach. It was like puberty all over again, only worse. He could hardly focus on anything other than being with her. As he thought about her, his manhood throbbed painfully with passion. A fire swelled within him that had to be quenched. His hand was a poor substitute for her body, but it would have to suffice. He pumped some lotion into his hand from the bottle on the nightstand, closed his eyes, wrapped his hand around it, and stroked frantically, to completion.


After he finished, he lay in bed and contemplated his next move. Technically, he had a chemistry class at noon, but he had no intention of going. In fact, he hadn’t attended any class in weeks. At this point he needed to drop out, but he hadn’t bothered to do so yet. Fuck the university and its rules, he’d said to Brooke when she had suggested he officially withdraw and take his final classes next semester. All of his classes bored him to tears. Listening to Mr. Long ramble on about organic and polymer synthesis simply didn’t interest him. The elementary methods employed to teach the class only annoyed Simon and he often butted heads with the professor, particularly when the instructor misspoke and Simon corrected him in front of the class. He knew far more about the subject than his instructor, who had a Ph.D.


Simon exhaled and looked around the room. Brilliant sunlight, piercing through the Venetian blinds, cut horizontal swathes across the space, dividing the room into sections. The light forced him to squint. The sun seemed brighter than usual; in fact, he was certain that he could feel the beginnings of a headache coming on—again—and he was sure it was induced by the light. By the angle of the sun in the sky, he knew that it was not yet ten in the morning. He wanted to get up and go over to the window to close the blinds, but he wasn’t ready to stir yet; that would require far too much energy and the bed was far too comfortable.


Instead of getting up, he buried his face in Brooke’s pillow again. After a few moments of total darkness, he reached over to the nightstand and grabbed the remote control. He aimed it at the television set and waited for voices to fill the empty space in the room. The incessant chatter of the local news team filled the room with sound. Simon could only tolerate silence for so long; silence gave him too much time to think, to ponder things better left alone. Sometimes, when it was really quiet and he was really still, he felt connected to the world in a way that he could never articulate. It was as if he knew the inner workings of the universe and was a part of it. Even as a child, it unnerved him and he never spoke of it. To anyone.


He noticed a note on the nightstand and reached over and picked it up. It was from Brooke.


Baby, you have a doctor’s appointment today. Please go. Don’t let me down. I want to know that you’re okay.


Dr. Gregor Myles


1118 Canal Street


Appointment: at 3:30
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“Fuck,” he said to himself. He looked at the note in his hand and tried to suppress his growing smile with annoyance, but he couldn’t. She knew how to take care of him. He thought about Brooke’s sneaky ways. He knew how her mind worked; she probably had made this appointment for him days ago in the hopes that she’d break him down and get him to agree to go. She loved him and was only looking out for him, but the last thing he wanted to do was spend hours waiting at some doctor’s office for some over-paid professional with a God complex who, when they finally saw him, would probably tell him to take two aspirin and get some rest. Simon knew that if he didn’t go today Brooke would nag and nag and nag him until he finally caved in; or, she’d skip class one day and take him to the doctor’s office herself and that was the last thing he wanted her to do. He didn’t want her tagging along, and he didn’t want to fight about it; he didn’t have the energy. He’d go see the doctor just to appease her.


Besides, he had bigger things to worry about than some doctor’s appointment. His body was going through some very odd changes that he didn’t understand; changes that didn’t feel medical, or natural. Everything around him seemed to be changing all of a sudden. Colors glowed with a brightness he had never seen before; his hearing sometimes was so acute that he could clearly hear conversations across a crowded room that should have been impossible for his human ear, like the conversation with Brooke and her sorority sisters. Twice already, when he was sitting alone watching television, he started sweating profusely and his heart pounded in his chest as if he had just completed several back-to-back sprints.


His body would sometime tingle, like he was being pricked with tiny needles, right before something strange occurred. The other night at work when he was wiping down tables in the dining room his skin started to feel prickly, like with electricity. He looked at his forearms and the hairs on his arms were literally standing on end. Then, the power in the building flickered and the lights in the ceiling closest to him exploded, sending glass raining to the floor. Then, the power on the whole block went out, casting the entire neighborhood in darkness. He remembered feeling a surge of energy so great that he felt like he could power the electrical grid himself.


The oddities he was experiencing in his body probably warranted a doctor’s visit, but he didn’t want to go. A part of him thought he should see a doctor, but he was so resistant to the idea. He had painful memories of doctors at free clinics poking and prodding him like prized cattle as a child. He had never been sick, but they wanted to inject him with all sorts of drugs that were mandated by law, so they told him. Those experiences never sat well with him.


Maybe this appointment won’t be so bad, he thought, if for no other reason than to hear the doctor tell him he was okay. But, what would he tell him when he arrived? That light hurt his eyes so much that it gave him a headache? That he sweated a lot while at rest? Or, that he had really, really good hearing? Or should he tell them that he was having some really fucked-up dreams about snakes and shadows? Was that even relevant to his physical maladies?


Simon exhaled, more out of frustration than anything else. He looked at Brooke’s note again. Her penmanship was exquisite, each letter given proper time and attention to develop as she wrote, especially in an age where handwriting was becoming obsolete. Her concern for him made him feel special and desired, feelings that had been foreign to him for most of his life. She was the only person in years that he believed really and truly cared about what happened to him; a small part of him believed that she always had his best interest at heart, but another part thought maybe she was pretending, in the ways that all the others had. The foster families. The fake girlfriends. He had been deceived by love, or the thought of it, so many times that his heart had closed.


When it came to that four letter word, he couldn’t tell the difference between fiction and truth; even with Brooke he couldn’t be entirely sure what she felt. He had been burned far too many times to trust without suspicion; but, in spite of his trepidation, he allowed himself to go emotionally farther with her than he had with anyone. Sometimes when he thought he had gone too far, he’d pull back instinctively. He’d start arguments to push her away and sometimes not call her for days, always reminding her through his actions that her position within in heart was temporary, fleeting at best. Yet, she held onto him. She held onto him tightly, in spite of offers from more suitable Southern sons whose fathers bore the riches of their fathers before them.

OEBPS/images/common1.jpg






OEBPS/images/f000i-01.jpg







OEBPS/images/common.jpg





OEBPS/images/titleimage.jpg
ANE PRESENTS

THE FIRST

MALE

LEEHAYES

STREBOR Books







OEBPS/images/9781451675672_cover.jpg
RESENTS
< o TRy








