







ZANE PRESENTS

The MESSIAH






ALSO BY LEE HAYES


Passion Marks

A Deeper Blue: Passion Marks II











[image: image]

Strebor Books

P.O. Box 6505

Largo, MD 20792

http://www.streborbooks.com

This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places and incidents are products of the author's imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events or locales or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.

© 2007 by Lee Hayes

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any means whatsoever. For information address Strebor Books, P.O. Box 6505, Largo, MD 20792.

ISBN-13: 978-1-4165-5975-7

ISBN-10: 1-4165-5975-2

LCCN 2007923507

Visit us on the World Wide Web:

http://www.SimonSays.com






Special Thanks to Erica Kennedy, Author and Friend


Special acknowledgments to: Marco L. Brooks, Cheryl M. Brown and Mark’us Young for your tireless and unselfish efforts to help me realize a dream. It shall come to pass…





To my D.C. family and friends: Adrian, you know

how much I love you. To Demond Finney, Derrick Franklin,

Alfonce Reese-Franklin, all I can say is thank you

for being your authentic selves and allowing

me to share your world.

The best is yet to come…





Just like the triumph of a warrior’s journey

Just like the love and strength that I have given

Just like the rewards of a bee’s honey

I now have victory, because I have risen.

—DON FLOYD







PROLOGUE

IN THE BEGINNING…




Jazz McKinney

The buzzing sound of flies will resonate in his ears forever. That annoying, dissonant sound caused by the rapid vibrations of tiny wings that had stolen the peace from countless languid summer evenings was the only thing he could focus on, as he lay battered and bloodied in a field of orange, yellow, and blue. Stunning summer hues dotted the landscape on the grassy knoll as his world morphed from living colors to a gray and mangled mesh of madness. Jazz McKinney struggled to keep his eyes open, but he knew the uncontrolled swelling would soon blot out his vision and his view of the world would darken. Maybe forever.

Yet, given that grim reality, that buzzing sound kept him holding on to life.

That ceaseless buzzing—a sound that rang louder than his own listless voice—numbed the pain of the million ant bites, which stung his limp body. Each time he opened his mouth to scream for help, the sound rang hollow; not even a decibel and barely a whisper. So, he sent his silent prayers to the heavens and hoped that God was listening.

He remembered trying to scream, but there was no sound. He remembered trying to move, but the only movement was the involuntary shooting pains that kept him immobile.

Though he often thought it cliché, his life did indeed flash before his eyes. Sadly, all he could see was the nameless faces from a thousand midnight encounters. He had taken residence in a world created by fantasies and actions without consequence; a reckless world where instant gratification was like sweet nectar and remorse simply didn’t exist.

He mentally erased their faces at the conclusion of a lustful rendezvous, often never knowing their names. Now, those same strangers who had been his one constant in life, were poised to be his one constant in his death. Oddly, a death he invited in part to a late-night “craving.”

He didn’t imagine his body would survive very long in its present condition—broken and battered. And isolated. In his moment of ultimate desperation, when all seemed lost, something more meaningful should have filled his head. He should have been focused on life after death and his final resting place in eternity, yet he could not free his mind of their faces. And that buzzing. That damned buzzing tormented him.

As he lay there, blood oozing from his busted body, the hollow faces spiraled around his head in a choreographed ritual of torture. Go away, he thought, but the reflections of his misdeeds were permanent fixtures in his mind. The images were so real to him in those fevered moments that he wanted to reach out and touch their ethereal silhouettes, but he didn’t have the strength.

The nasty flies were drawn to his rotting flesh, which would soon sizzle in the intense summer heat when the sun took its rightful place in the sky. Jazz feared they would devour him and leave no remains to be claimed; all that would endure after he faded would be naked bones. The moonlit brutality he experienced at the hands of a stranger now gave way to a dazzling daylight despair. His fears of dying in an abandoned field and the intensity of his pain did not fade when the sun majestically rose.

As he lay prostrate in the field, the events that led to his predicament replayed in his head but he didn’t want to remember. He didn’t want to relive the attack. He wanted to pretend it never happened, but each time he attempted to move, the pain forced him to remember. Each time he looked around at the weeds and flowers and dirt and broken glass that surrounded him, he could not deny the attack.

Jazz vividly remembered what he did to him. He could still feel every thrust, every fist, and every kick as his body continued to throb with waves of pain.

He remembered his deranged laughter, which ricocheted in the night.

He remembered crying out, only to be answered by a kick to the face.

He could still see and feel the boot that caused blood to gush from his nose. It was a Timberland.

Jazz remembered the incoherent prayers that escaped from his attacker’s twisted mouth while he lay in the field.

Jazz remembered begging him to stop and apologizing profusely for his actions, but that only caused laughter to swell and spill from his vile mouth.

Naked, dizzied, and pleading for his life, he remembered staring up into the dark sky as his vision blurred, while his attacker’s voice shifted between manic states of rage and calm. Even as he lay bound in the field, he remembered. He could not forget. Jazz bore the shame of his lust and tried to imagine being somewhere else. He tried to imagine this was someone else’s nightmare instead of his own. But the details of the night’s betrayal raced through his fleeting consciousness like strong river currents.

The evening started with such promise but ended in such despair. Pain, visions, voices, and memories splashed on the canvas of his mind. He fought to push them away, but they stood their ground, refusing to leave, scrambling and heightening his anxiety. Scenes of torture traded places with apparitions of bliss; visions of violence exchanged posture with images of pleasure. After all, Jazz was facing his senior year in college—a year of promise and partying; not his death.

His roommate Montre had gone home to California for the summer and left him in Washington, D.C. to fend for himself. He felt partially betrayed since the duo had discussed subletting an apartment for the summer and working at Fashion Centre at Pentagon City to pay the bills. Jazz had envisioned a fun-filled, carefree summer. He wanted to run wild in Chocolate City and let D.C. know it had been graced by his presence.

He wanted his last summer in the city to be seared in a blaze of glory. He wanted to leave the men saddened, wobbly, and shaken, but happy that they had experienced his magic, if only for a small moment in time. So when Montre told him he had to return home to help take care of his ailing mother, Jazz was disappointed, but he understood.

He was thrilled at the thought of graduating and moving to New York City thereafter to jumpstart his stagnant modeling career. After years of local modeling, he told himself he’d give the Big Apple a two-year try and if it didn’t work out, he’d get a job using the degree he was earning in mechanical engineering. Quite an accomplishment for a disavowed stepson of a preacher, he thought.

Just as relaxing thoughts of his past began to numb the sting of his current existence, a pain in his chest jolted him back to reality. He began to tremble as he took rapid, ragged breaths; they felt like his last breaths. He gasped for air; fought the feeling of despair that began to swallow him. He could feel his heart racing, beating in his ears, his throat, and his loins. Then everything went black.



As the sun rose and illuminated the morning skies, Jazz squinted against its burning rays. His blood-caked body was now noticeably bruised and swollen. A single tear crawled down his left cheek and found a home in the corner of his mouth. He stuck out his tongue to taste its salty residue. It was enough to remind him that he was indeed still alive—but for how much longer, he didn’t know. How could a night destined for pleasure culminate into an evening of so much despair? Dark memories crept in as Jazz recounted those events that would now change his life forever…

It was a quarter to midnight when he had stepped out of his car, locked the door, and kept his keys splayed between his fingers in case he needed to defend himself from some brute lurking in the shadows. An unusual vibe, which permeated the night air, unnerved him, but he dismissed his intuition as simple paranoia and pressed on.

A quick lightning flash moved across the sky, followed by a low rumble of thunder. He took a moment to scan the area and when he was satisfied that no one was around, he walked with speed toward the structure. Trepidation was his traveling partner as he moved briskly forward. During these midnight meetings, a sense of fear stimulated his desire. He walked with due speed, continuing to look around for other people, including the police, who often cruised the area on the fringes of the city. He couldn’t imagine having to explain to the police why he was lurking near the abandoned church at such a late hour.

As he neared his destination, a decrepit, gnarled wooden sign pointed toward the church like old crooked fingers guiding him to the path of salvation. When Jazz was close enough, he paused for an instant and looked up at the structure. From his distance, he could read the letters above the doors: “Olive Branch Baptist Church. All are Welcome.”

As he moved closer to the chained fence, which protected the deserted edifice, the warning in his heart grew, but he would not yield to that feeling. An ominous presence rode the stiff night air, as if some unseen force skulked around from all sides. Partially excited and terrified, Jazz pressed deeper into the night. The fear of being caught while meeting a stranger to do whatever deeds men who meet in the dark of night did is what Jazz was counting on to multiply the force of his orgasm threefold.

As he scurried across the vacant parking lot, he heard a slight rumbling behind him, which sent a cold shiver up his spine, in spite of the evening’s balmy temperature. He stopped, spun on his heels, and exhaled in relief as he saw an old soda can rolling across the lot in the gentle breeze. He resumed his march toward ecstasy.

When he reached the fence surrounding the church, he prayed it would be unlocked so he could walk through it instead of going around it, but when he yanked on the chain, it barely moved. Damn. He looked up at the barbed wire that sat like a crown of thorns atop the fence and decided that he was not skillful enough to climb the fence without seriously injuring his body. He had to find another way in. With his hands in his pockets, he turned and quickly walked around the behemoth structure, wondering why he had agreed to meet him at such a place.

When he got around the corner, he found that the side gate was locked and chained, but he remained undeterred. Quickly, he looked around the perimeter and found a place in the fence in which he could pass without injury and, with surprising prowess, he scaled the fence. Nothing was going to stand between him and what he had to offer. He landed flatly on his feet and paused a moment to scan the area before moving toward the back of the church.

The closer he got to the rear of the small white structure, the quicker his heart raced. These mysterious encounters that he had grown accustomed to made sex wildly exciting. He had grown out of missionary sex when he was seventeen and moved quickly into things there were more titillating and dangerous.

For Jazz, sex was freedom; sex was power. Thoughts of his next encounter and taking his escapades to the next level occupied much of his daily thoughts. Pushing the envelope and stretching sexual boundaries was his drug—his driving force. He wasn’t a sex addict, but he loved sex. He loved doing the unspeakable and scandalous. He loved gobbling and rubbing and pulling and yanking and plowing and breathing and using fingers and tongues and holes and toys and ropes and candles and wax and anything else he could incorporate into his romps to intensify the experience. He loved meeting people who, like him, weren’t afraid to explore the universe and be used as willing vessels to help him reach that ultimate orgasm. That’s all that mattered to him.

He leaned against the back of the church for only a few minutes, blowing nicotine smoke circles into the air to calm his nerves. Standing in the darkness, with no signs of life, those minutes felt like hours. He listened for any sound of movement, for the slightest disturbance, for anything that would announce his arrival. Jazz took a long drag from the Benson & Hedges he pursed tightly between his lips and rolled an empty beer bottle underneath his foot to take the edge off the night.

Then, he heard a faint sound coming from the other end of the structure. He didn’t move. Instead, he waited for confirmation. It sounded like dry grass being crushed underneath heavy feet. Then, he heard it again. The crunching sound that dried leaves and grass made underneath a foot was unmistakable in the dead of night.

He peered around the corner toward the other end of the building. He did not see anything, but all his senses were acute. Curiosity got the best of him and he stepped out and walked toward the noise. He took a few steps forward and then stopped. Something didn’t feel right. The moonlight cast a shadow on the ground—the shadow of a man.

“Hello?” Jazz called out. The hairs on the back of his neck stood on end, but he pressed on, hoping his feeling would give way to sexual pleasure.

“Hello?” he called out again, sounding a bit desperate. “What’s going on?” he mumbled to himself as he let the cigarette dangling from his lips hit the ground. He stomped it out with his foot. “Wassup, man? Don’t be shy. Come to Daddy,” he said, trying to sound playful. As the words left his mouth, he jumped out from around the corner and struck Jazz across the face with what felt like the strength of a hundred men. Jazz hit the ground with an incredible thud.

“What the fuck?” he screamed. The only response he received was fists that rained down on him in torrents. Jazz threw wild blows into the twisted face of his attacker, but to no avail. The punishing barrage of heavy fists continued to pound into Jazz’s body like mortar. Jazz’s terrified screams echoed in the night, but ultimately went unanswered. He knew he was alone and that if he were to survive, it would be all up to him.

He covered his face with one hand while the other desperately searched for something on the ground he could use to defend himself. He grabbed at anything and everything he could, but cupped fistfuls of dried grass instead. Spit dropped onto his face from the salivating mouth of his attacker. Then, Jazz grabbed a small rock from the ground and swung wildly, the blow landing right above his attacker’s left eye. He fell backward, covering his face with his hands.

Jazz, trying to seize the opportunity to flee, forced himself to stand. He tried to run, but he was unsteady and shaky. When he got his balance, he heard the breaking of the bottle before he actually felt the impact on the back of his skull. In the flicker of the second that it took for him to realize what had happened, he felt the presence of evil looming on the edge of night, dancing a wicked jig in the dark and laughing at his misery. Jazz fell to the ground on his back and looked up to see the menacing figure above him again.

Jazz felt his vision blur and the coming darkness ready to devour him whole, but the boot that smashed into his ribcage brought him back to consciousness with piercing pain. Jazz lay on the ground, an agonizing throbbing covering his body. He tried to scream but his voice wouldn’t carry.

The stranger moved away and fell to his knees.

Even through the blistering pain, Jazz heard a voice emanating from him that sounded as if the night itself was speaking words which were not meant to be deciphered. His raspy voice rose to slightly above a whisper as he spoke with rapid speed. It almost sounded as if he was speaking in tongues.

“The Lord is my shepherd; I shall not want. He maketh me to lie down in green pastures: He leadeth me beside still waters. He restoreth my soul: He leadeth me in paths of righteousness for His name’s sake.”

Jazz cried out.

“Yea, though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I will fear no evil; for Thou art with me; Thy rod and Thy staff they comfort me. Thou preparest a table before me in the presence of mine enemies: Thou anointest my head with oil; my cup runneth over. Surely goodness and mercy shall follow me all the days of my life: and I will dwell in the house of the Lord forever.”

When he finished, lightning lit up the sky and Jazz heard the thunder roll. He felt death was nearby.

The stranger sprang to his feet like a panther. Suddenly, panic gripped Jazz like an immovable force around his neck. He knew that more was coming. He struggled to make sense of what had happened. His face morphed into something unrecognizable and unreal. The spindly hairs of his moustache came to life and reached toward Jazz like hissing serpents poised to strike. His face resembled burnt flesh that was scorched by hatred and disgust. His eyes changed into bottomless black pits that showed nothing but contempt. What little light the moon provided was sucked into his hateful eyes, making the dark night its darkest ever. His full mouth stretched into slivers of tightly drawn flesh and Jazz closed his eyes and prepared for his painful demise.

He turned his back to Jazz and recanted the prayer again. Jazz writhed in pain and tried to scoot away from his antagonist, but he was quickly met by another kick to the ribs.

“My son, you have brought my wrath upon you because of your sins and unclean acts. You are an abomination,” he said in a gritty, throaty whisper that felt like jagged fingernails scraping the skin off Jazz’s back; even still, his gruff voice carried enough force for Jazz to feel it. Jazz tried not to show panic or fear, even though fear had engulfed him. “But, fear not, my child. I am your redeemer. I have come to save your immortal soul from eternal damnation.” He snapped his head back and looked to the heavens as he extended his arms as if surrendering to a higher power. A wild and delightful smile covered his face as he looked up and started to recant another prayer. His body swayed from side-to-side and an unsettling smile shone on his face.

“A-ma-zing grace, how sweet the sound, that saved a wretch like me,” he bellowed out in an uncanny yet angelic voice. Jazz tried to move along the ground, but could not free himself from that voice. At the same time he was bewildered by pain and bewitched by the spirited song that filled the night air at the same time. He tried to regroup but was startled when he looked up. The stranger’s extended arms looked like large black wings that spread the span of his reach. When the wings spread out a powerful odor filled Jazz’s nostrils and almost made him choke. The stench was so strong and so foul that it lodged in his lungs and made him dry cough.

The sound continued to mesmerize and enchant Jazz—even in this moment—until he forced himself out of the daze. Jazz closed his eyes and shook his head. When he opened them, the stranger peered down on him. The wings were no more. He didn’t know if he’d really seen them or if his mind was playing tricks on him.

As Jazz lay on the ground, trying to come to terms with the pain in his head, he could feel his greasy hands yanking at his body and then his clothes. Jazz tried to kick him away but to no avail. Jazz’s feeble attempt at resistance angered him, and he pulled Jazz up by his shirt and sent a strong backhand across his face, which sent him reeling back to the ground. Jazz felt as if his jaw had exploded. He repeated the prayer, this time in a more coherent voice while he continued to disrobe him until Jazz lay naked—his brown flesh exposed to the world.

“W-w-wait, stop—please,” Jazz managed to utter, but his broken words landed on uncaring ears. “Why are you doing this to me? Who—who are you?” Jazz asked as he spit blood from his mouth.

He paused. “I am Alpha and Omega; the first and the last; the beginning and the end,” he said in matter-of-fact tone. “You will lay naked before the throne of God and repent your sins. You will renounce your wicked ways,” he said in a voice that boomed across the sky. He seemed to be in some kind of trance, walking back and forth and back and forth and uttering prayer. He’d walk away from Jazz only to return with a kick or a punch. He ordered Jazz on his knees and shocked him by punching him in the eye so hard Jazz thought he had been blinded. Jazz had never known pain so profoundly.

When he was satisfied that Jazz was weak enough, he dragged his limp body across the coarse grass to the tattered fence at the very edge of the property that separated the back of the church from the woods. Jazz felt sharp rocks and shards of broken glass cutting across his skin as he grabbed at mounds of grass in an attempt to anchor his body.

When he got to the end of the field, he loosened his grip on Jazz and let him go. He walked through the hole in the fence and opened the door to a black van that was parked on a dirt trail. Jazz lifted his head to ascertain what was going on, but dizziness forced him back to the ground.

Then, he stepped from the van with handcuffs and proceeded to fasten Jazz to the fence before Jazz realized what was going on. Blood oozed from his weakened mouth when he coughed. Then he spoke in a hell-inspired voice as a foul stench permeated the air all around them.

“The reason you are alive is because it is the will of God. You have a job to do. You will be my apostle. The world will take little note of what I say here, but it will remember what you tell them. You will tell them all to repent. You will tell them of the coming apocalypse. You will tell them I am watching. I am always watching. You will do this in our covenant or I will visit you again. Jazz McKinney, you are my sacrifice to righteousness! Do you understand the task appointed to you?”

Pain sealed Jazz’s lips, but his will to survive broke through and he mustered enough strength to mumble the word yes. Jazz wanted to see the face of this maniac, but his ragged body would not move.

“Mark this day as a return to righteousness. Walk by my side and you will dwell with me forever. You are to undergo circumcision, and it will be the sign of the covenant between me and you.”

Circumcision?

Jazz tried to shake himself free from his bondage, but he barely had strength to dangle the fence. He moved closer to Jazz whose wild eyes grew at the sight of the sharp stone held in his hand.

“Do not fear, my child. I will protect you in our covenant.”

Jazz kicked and wiggled his body to fend off the predator, but a powerful fist to Jazz’s face ended his resistance.

He reached down and grabbed the wad of skin atop of Jazz’s penis. Jazz closed his eyes. Then, as if studying it, he looked curiously at the hull that hid the head of Jazz’s organ. Suddenly, he took the sharp stone that he held and started cutting away the superfluous skin. Jazz screamed as loud as he could as the unbearable sensation rapidly inflamed every cell in his body. A hurt like no other hurt he had ever felt consumed him. Then, he found his voice. The sound that escaped from Jazz’s mouth was previously unheard by any human ear; it reached the heavens, circled the distant moon and stars, and came back down landing with a shattering thump.

He stood before Jazz, skin in his hand, and spoke. “Tell them The Messiah has returned. And he is angry.”

The weight of his heavy words and the pain Jazz felt sent the night hurling around his head.

“THE LORD is my shepherd; I shall not want,” he continued. “He maketh me to lie down in green pastures: He leadeth me beside still waters. He restoreth my soul: He leadeth me in paths of righteousness for His name’s sake.” The Messiah walked slowly through the opening in the fence toward the van, opened the door, and stepped casually into the vehicle.

Still bound to the fence, Jazz heard a rumbling noise from above and the sky grew bright as lightning burned an electric trail.

“For as lightning that comes from the east is visible even in the west, so will be the coming of the Son of Man.” His words rung like a church bell in the night.

The Messiah closed the van’s door and drove away slowly into the dark. In the final moment before his black van disappeared, the sky opened and rain poured from the heavens in buckets.

It rained for exactly six minutes and sixty-six seconds.



A car winding up the road in front of the church crunched the gravel beneath its tires and pulled Jazz out of his recount of the evening before. Ironically, his hope for rescue would lie in the hands of a stranger, as his demise almost did. He simply closed his eyes and waited, still chained to the fence and unable to move. He knew another judgment would surely come from the “good Samaritan” that was about to find and—hopefully—rescue him. It was a judgment he didn’t want to face, yet he knew it would be nothing compared to the one the Messiah had administered on him the night before.








Chapter 1



Dr. Garrett Lord woke up suddenly, gasping for air. He lay in the middle of his king-sized bed in his bedroom, bloodied and naked, aside from the small silver cross, which hung around his neck.

He was terrified.

He sat up and looked around his room. All was quiet. He listened to the silence in an attempt to ascertain if he was alone. He heard no sounds, except for his breathing, as the morning sun cut sharp slivers through the blinds, giving way to another brilliant summer day. He could hear the birds chirping in the trees outside his window, but his heart was full of dread.

The stillness of the room alarmed him, much like the calm before a storm.

He looked down at his blood-stained hands as if this was the first time he had seen them. Minus their reddish hue, they looked the same; they were the same size and the same shape, yet, in some sense, they looked entirely unfamiliar. Part of him felt as if he was looking at a stranger’s hands, and he wondered what had happened.

Then, he noticed the bloodied sheets. The red stains glared up and mocked him while daring him to discover their origins.

Have I been cut? Stabbed? In an accident?

He suddenly panicked as a thousand unpleasant thoughts buzzed through his head.

His frantic hands raced across his taut frame seeking a wound or a cut, but neither could be found. He leapt out of bed with the spryness of a teenager and tore the eggshell-colored silk sheets off his bed and threw them in a corner.

He had to see his face.

As soon as he entered the room, lights above the long, rectangular mirror, which were operated by sensors, lit up the darkened space.

He gasped when he saw his reflection in the mirror.

Dried blood had congealed around his nose, and a bloodied wound above his left eye was visible and sore to the touch.

Sweet Jesus, keep me near the cross.

Immediately, he pumped a handful of soap out of the dispenser into his large hands and then stuck them underneath the faucet, which was also controlled by sensors, causing a cold blast of water to shoot out. He washed feverishly and furiously, trying to scrub away any sign or trace of blood. As he cleaned his hands, a most unpleasant thought crept across his mind; a thought so vile, it caused him to momentarily stop what he was doing. What if this isn’t my blood?

He scrubbed furiously trying to wash away the stains—and his thoughts. He scrubbed his hands, his wrists, his forearms, all the way up to his elbows. He didn’t even care that the water was becoming hot enough to scald.

He then grabbed the expensive soap he used only on his face and lathered up his hands again. He scrubbed his face furiously, nicking his own self with his fingernails at times, until all of the blood had been removed. A pinkish ring formed in his marble sink where the bloody water had risen taunting him—even daring him—to remember what had happened.

He stared at his reflection in the mirror. Something unfamiliar and sinister lurked behind his usually bright eyes. In part, he didn’t recognize his own face. It wasn’t as if he didn’t look the same. It was as if he stared into a trick mirror, in which his image was slightly distorted. He shook his head forcefully to clear his mind.

He needed to know what had happened. He took a deep and deliberate breath and tried to recall the events that could explain his present state, but when he searched his memory, all he could see was blackness. It was as if his memory had been intentionally erased. The last thing he remembered was being in church, on a Wednesday night for a special meeting, listening to his pastor make a startling confession, when his nose began to bleed.

He couldn’t even remember the details of the confession.

He remembered sitting in the pews, with his eyes tightly closed, shaking his head from side-to-side, hoping the pastor’s words were a cruel joke and would fade away when he opened his eyes. He remembered feeling nauseous and a bit dizzy and then someone tapped him on the shoulder and pointed to the blood that stained his blue shirt. When Garrett touched his nose and he drew his fingers back, they were stained by his own blood.

He remembered darting out of the sanctuary holding his nose.

Everything after that was a mystery.

Not another blackout.

Garrett had thought the worst was behind him. He hadn’t had a blackout in six months, but when his nose started to bleed in church, he panicked because nosebleeds usually preceded his loss of consciousness.

Two years ago, he suffered his first blackout. He remembered waking up in a strange hotel on the outskirts of the city, naked, except for the cross around his neck. He hadn’t told anyone about his blackouts, except his doctor, who could not determine a physiological reason. He suggested that Garrett seek the assistance of a psychiatrist, but Garrett balked at the suggestion. I ain’t crazy, he remembered thinking as he marched out of the doctor’s office in a huff.

Garrett dried his face and walked out of his restroom, almost in a daze, his breathing heavy, and looked around his bedroom for the clothing he had worn the night before. He hoped to search the pockets for some clue about what had transpired, but he could not find them. He half-expected to see a balled-up pair of slacks and a blood-stained shirt in a corner somewhere in the room, but aside from a half-empty cup of tea on his nightstand, the room was immaculate.

No pants.

No shirt.

No shoes.

He raced over to the closet, tore open the door and stepped into the bedroom-sized walk-in closet. Everything in the closet was arranged neatly, by color and style, with blazers on the left and slacks on the right, from light to dark. Directly in front of him was a wall full of shoes and every pair was accounted for.

He peeled back the hangers and looked closely at all of his blue shirts. The one he’d had on was not there.

Maybe I took it to the cleaners? He tried to wrap himself in that thought, but it didn’t feel right.

He stepped out of the closet and gazed around the room. Everything was in perfect order, but something didn’t feel right. Even the colorful floral arrangement, which was centered on a round table near the fireplace, looked undisturbed. Then, he noticed something out of place on the table. A lone half-sheet of white paper was on the table. It looked as if it had been deliberately left for him. He looked at the table again and moved closer. He took small, carefully timed steps as if the paper would lunge at him if he moved too quickly. Once close enough, he looked oddly at the unfamiliar handwriting and the unusual word, which was etched across the paper:

covenant

He raised his eyebrows in confusion and rubbed his hands over his bald head.

What does that mean?

It was not unusual for him to find odd objects after one of his spells. In the past he had found clothing that wasn’t his, jewelry that he had never seen and on one occasion, he found a lock of jet-black, silky-smooth hair on the floor next to his car keys. Each time he found something unfamiliar, he’d throw it away. He never tried to figure out where the objects came from.

Something powerful at his core had always told him that he didn’t want to know.

However, this time was different. This time he wanted to know; this time, he had to know. He knew that he could no longer ignore that something with him was terribly wrong. He could no longer deny his bizarre disappearances or the strange appearance of mysterious objects or his bruised flesh. The mystery of this blackout was beginning to take its toll on him. He could feel a headache creeping up like a slow-moving fog.

Again, he searched his memory, but he simply could not recall anything after he ran out of the church. He knew that he must have gone to the restroom because he wouldn’t have gotten into his car while bleeding, but he couldn’t remember.

He rubbed the paper between his index finger and thumb, hoping that it would jar his memory, but it didn’t.

He jumped when he heard the ringing of his cell phone. Immediately, he looked toward his nightstand—the phone’s usual resting place—but it was not there. He listened more closely, but the sound eluded him. He darted quickly through the room, trying to get closer to the sound, when he finally figured out that the ringing was coming from under his bed. He dropped to his knees, raised the bed skirt and peered under it. He grabbed the phone right before his voice mail picked up.

“Hello?” he said. As soon as the word left his mouth, he realized that he sounded out of breath.

“Baby, what’s going on?” the exasperated voice on the other end of the phone inquired. “Are you okay?”

“Yeah, yeah, I’m fine,” Garrett said as he got up from the floor and sat his naked ass on the bed. Gabriel’s voice on the other end of the phone was full of concern and worry.

“Where are you?”

“I’m at home. Why?”

“Are you okay?”

“I’m fine, why? Wassup?”

“Where have you been?”

“What do you mean?”

“Baby, I’ve been calling you for hours. You were supposed to pick me up from the airport last night,” the voice stated dryly. “I’m at your gate. Buzz me in.”

Shit.

Garrett hung up the phone and walked over to the control panel on the wall near the intercom system and hit the “open” button so that the gate would roll back. He searched for something to put on and went over to his chest of drawers and pulled out a pair of warm-ups and a “wife beater.” Hurriedly, he raced downstairs, all the while his mind searching for answers that would not come. He wasn’t sure what he was going to tell Gabriel and he only had a few seconds to come up with something believable.

Garrett anxiously opened the door as Gabriel was about to knock.

“Hey,” Gabriel said as he walked in, his face bent with curiosity. Garrett pushed the door shut and gave him a small hug that was uncharacteristic of their usual embrace.

Gabriel pushed away.

“I’ve been calling you all night. I was worried as hell about you. I thought you had been in an accident or something. I called the hospitals and even the jail. What’s going on? And what happened to your eye?” His voice was strained as if the worry had scarred his throat.

“Oh, some kid in the hospital didn’t want a shot so he punched me.” Garrett laughed nervously as he rubbed the tender spot. “Baby, I’m sorry. I don’t know how I forgot.” Garrett rubbed his hand over his head hoping the motion would somehow prod his vacant memory.

“What do you mean, you don’t know what happened? I spoke to you before I got on the plane in New York and everything was fine. How could you forget?” Gabriel’s worry turned to anger.

“I got busy at the hospital.” Garrett could offer no reasonable explanation and his default excuse was always work. “We had a couple of serious emergencies.”

“I called the hospital and they told me you weren’t there.”

Shit.

“Well, I don’t know who you spoke to, but I was there most of the night; by the time I left I was so exhausted I came home and passed out.”

By the expression on Gabriel’s face, Garrett could tell that he was not buying into his lie.

“Let me get this straight, you were so busy at the hospital that you couldn’t find thirty seconds to call me and tell me to take a cab? Hell, I waited for you for over an hour.”

“You know how wrapped up I get in the emergency room. We had three people seriously injured in a car accident on Connecticut Avenue and a kid who fell off a balcony at George Washington University—it was a crazy night.”

“And the kid.”

“Huh? What kid?”

“The kid who hit you in the eye.”

“Oh yeah, the kid,” Garrett said as he laughed nervously and rubbed his eye.

“Okay, something doesn’t feel right. What’s really going on?”

“Baby, there’s nothing going on. I’m sorry. I don’t know what else to say.” Gabriel looked into Garrett’s eyes, but the weight of his stare unnerved him and Garrett turned away. “You want some coffee or tea?” he said as he moved toward the kitchen.

Gabriel followed him into the kitchen as Garrett searched every dark corner of his mind for some detail, or image or word that might provide some clue as to what had happened to him. When he arrived at church the previous day, it was a little after six in the evening. Now, it was after nine in the morning and he couldn’t recall anything that had happened to him in the last fifteen hours.

“Baby, I’ll make it up to you—I promise. Am I forgiven?” Garrett said with a disarming smile as he pulled his mug from underneath the pot. Garrett sensed that Gabriel was more relieved that nothing dire had happened to Garrett than he was angry so Garrett played on that sentiment. “I’ll do anything that you want me to,” he said in a sing-song voice.

“You’re lucky I don’t feel like arguing. I’m simply glad you’re okay. So, yes, you’re forgiven, but you better start thinking of something very special for stranding me and having me worry my ass all night about you.”

“I will, baby, I promise.” Gabriel walked slowly over to Garrett and kissed his lips. Instantly, he felt the heat.

“I left a notepad here the other night. I need it to finish this boring-ass story that’s due today,” Gabriel said as he pulled away.

“I haven’t seen a pad.”

“I left it upstairs. I’ll get it.” Gabriel turned and walked toward the stairs. When he disappeared around the corner a thought flashed across Garrett’s mind: the bloody sheets. Immediately, he darted around the corner, hoping he could halt Gabriel’s forward march. He saw Gabriel midway up the stairs, moving quickly.

“Gabriel!” Garrett called out.

“Yeah, babes?”

“I think your pad is down here.”

Gabriel stopped. “Really? Okay. Well, I’ve got to pee anyway.”

Garrett raced up the stairs and when Gabriel walked into the master suite, he immediately noticed the pile of sheets on the floor.

“A little early for cleaning?” he asked with a bit of spice.

“Nah, I wanted to get it done before I went in to work,” Garrett said. Gabriel eyed him momentarily and walked into the restroom.

While Gabriel peed, Garrett shifted nervously from one foot to the other, hoping he could get out of this situation unscathed. He guessed that Gabriel’s investigative instinct wouldn’t let this pass. All of the signs pointed toward something being terribly awry.

When Gabriel stepped out of the restroom, he walked over to the sliding glass door, opened it, stepped onto the balcony and retrieved the pad from the table overlooking the swimming pool. When he retrieved the pad, he shot Garrett a most curious look.

“Well, I’ve got to get to work. Call me later,” Gabriel said as he walked out without making eye contact.

“Alright, baby, I’ll call you later this afternoon,” Garrett called out as Gabriel exited the room.

Garrett exhaled and tried to compose himself when he heard the front door open and close. He knew exactly what Gabriel was thinking; his disappearance, the sheet-less bed that gave the appearance that he was covering up something—Gabriel must’ve thought he was having sex with someone else. He’d have his chance to fix things with Gabriel, but right now he had to focus on getting his memory back.

Half a day had gone by and he couldn’t explain anything. All he knew was that he had woken up naked, with blood covering his hands and a scar above his eye.

At that moment, an eerie presence seemed to move subtly through the room. He couldn’t see it, but it was there, like a bad omen.

Then, he noticed something.

He looked toward the fireplace at the huge gold-jeweled crucifix that hung above it. It usually served as a source of inspiration and when times were particularly rough—like now—he’d kneel before it and pray.

But not this time.

It hung upside-down.

He gasped.
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