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This novel is dedicated to my niece, Jordan Arianna Sealy





CHAPTER 1


Holland Manning’s hand wandered to the nape of her neck. She cringed as she touched the area where her newly shorn hair came to a point. She felt utterly naked—completely vulnerable with short hair. Hair that once hung to her shoulders now abruptly stopped at her jawline on one side. The other side had been raggedly hacked at the top of her ear.


She’d asked for a layered cut—an asymmetrical bob.


“No problem,” the stylist had reassured her when Holland gave her a picture of singer, Rihanna. The stylist did a hack job. A first-grader using a pair of safety scissors could have done a better job than that so-called professional.


Staring in the mirror, Holland winced as she analyzed her reflection. She tried to focus on her good points. Her skin was smooth and flawless, showing no signs of her long battle with acne. And with her braces finally off, straight teeth were a major improvement. Sadly, neither of these enhancements could deflect attention away from her scraggly hair. Allowing her hair to be hideously butchered like this was total self-sabotage.


Holland zoomed in on her nose, which had always been a problem area, and her nostrils seemed more pronounced, flaring unattractively. Her chin looked particularly elongated and pointy.


Oh, God! Angst-ridden, she closed her eyes. She envisioned streamlined nostrils and at least an inch of chin surgically removed.


Chaela Vasquez and lots of other girls at school had gone under the knife to enhance their looks. If Holland’s mom could afford it, she’d get some work done on her nose. Not a full nose job—more like a mini-procedure. A few tiny snips to her nostrils would make a huge difference.


Glancing in the mirror, she turned her face to a different angle. There was no improvement; she still looked gross! Getting her hair cut was the worst decision she’d ever made. This horrendous style magnified her poorest features. Heartsick, she fought the urge to cry. There was no time for tears; summer break would be over in less than a month, and she needed to come up with a solution.


Frustrated, she grabbed the swath of hair that hung limply in her face. This piece of hair held no purpose. She grabbed a pair of scissors and considered cutting it. With lots of gel and hairspray, perhaps she could give herself a mini-mohawk. Bad idea. Creative hairstyling was not one of her strengths. Imagining a far shoddier hair disaster, she put down the scissors, and released the handful of hair.


Trying to blend in with the popular girls . . . the cool kids with perfect hair and impeccable fashion sense, Holland had attempted to step up her game, but now she wished she’d never bothered. She should have been content staying under the radar. Now, with such a noticeably bad hair cut, she could count on lots of negative attention.


Holland wouldn’t be able to handle kids pointing fingers and laughing at her. To become the butt of cruel jokes would totally destroy her.


Her best friend, Naomi, was taunted every day. For some unknown reason, she never went to her parents or asked any authority figure at school to intervene. She bravely endured the heckling and jeering and withstood all the cruel pranks that were played on her. Now Naomi’s off the hook. Somehow, her parents found out what was going on, and had her transferred to an all girls’ academy.


It was painful to think about how cruelly Naomi was treated at school. No one should have to live like that. Thankfully, Naomi’s new school had a zero tolerance for bullying.


Holland returned her attention to the mirror. Hoping to find some redeeming qualities, she scrutinized her hair once again. Nothing had changed, and it was terrifying to imagine how Chaela Vasquez and her groupies would react to her on the first day of school. God, I wish I could crawl into a hole and hide there forever.


All of her problems would be solved if she could go to the academy with Naomi. But that was out of the question; her mom could barely afford their regular monthly bills. Private school tuition was out of the question. Maybe she’d consider the idea of homeschooling me—at least until my hair grows back.


Way to go, loser, she chided herself as she imagined her heartthrob, Jarrett Sloan’s, appalled expression when he took a glance at her stupid hair.


Holland noticed her mother, Phoebe, standing in the doorway, observing her. Her expression was hard to read, but Holland could feel her emotions: a mixture of pity and concern. To no avail, Phoebe had tried to talk Holland out of cutting her hair.


“I thought I’d look edgy,” Holland said in an apologetic tone.


“It’s not that bad, Holland,” Phoebe replied, wearing a weak smile that failed to reassure. “It’s not like you lost a limb. It’s only hair . . . it’ll grow back.” Her words were followed with a headshake, which Holland interpreted as an unspoken, ‘I told you so.’


“Do you know any hair-growing spells? Something that works really fast?” Holland giggled as if she was joking, but the desperation in her voice spoke volumes.


“Well . . . I suppose I could do some research. Or I could ask one of my coven sisters,” Phoebe said as she turned to go to her work area that was once the family dining room.


Her mother belonged to an online witch’s coven. She spent more money than she should on occult paraphernalia. Their modest home was overrun with candles, weird herbs, crystals, vintage jewelry, and all sorts of witchery tools. She’d recently launched a website, offering love and money attraction spells. Business was not exactly booming, but Holland’s mother was confident that word of mouth buzz would eventually direct traffic to her site.


For as long as Holland could remember, her mother had dabbled in the occult, boasting that she and her daughter were the last descendants of a long line of witches. Holland had never taken Phoebe’s claims seriously. There was no proof that either of them had any special powers.


Last year, her mother was into astrology and numerology. Before that, she was reading auras and tealeaves. Her mother was such an embarrassment with her various New Age interests, and lately she’d been getting a lot worse. Her interest in witchcraft was becoming an obsession—an expensive obsession. Phoebe was spending so much money on the tools of her trade, she was neglecting important bills.


Still, in her desperation to get her hair back, Holland was willing to try anything—even one of her mother’s half-baked spells.


While Phoebe researched spells, Holland mixed a potion of her own: L’Oreal, copper-blonde hair color. Grabbing the long hank of dark brown hair that hung in her eyes and down to her cheek, she squirted the contents of the plastic squeeze bottle.


The end result was streaked hair that didn’t look too bad. After flat-ironing the front of her hair and applying gobs of gel to closely cropped parts on the back and the right side, she miraculously ended up with spiked hair that looked sort of awesome.


Impressed with the results, she beamed at her reflection.


After a couple more approving glances in the mirror, she galloped off to show her mother her stunning hairdo.


In the dining–slash–work room, Holland was greeted by the sight of Phoebe sitting cross-legged on the dark tile floor. The table and chairs were pushed against the wall. She sat in the center of a chalk-drawn circle.


It was on the tip of Holland’s tongue to blurt out that she didn’t need the spell anymore, but Phoebe was already mumbling a chant—something repetitive and indecipherable. Her eyes were closed while four white candles burned inside the circle.


Holland gave a little sigh.


Geeze, Mom! This is seriously overkill, she wanted to say, but her mother was so deep into the spell, she didn’t have the heart to tell her that she no longer required her witchcraft services.


In a moment of panic, Holland’s eyes darted to the curtains. She was instantly relieved to find them closed. The neighbors didn’t need to witness this embarrassing spectacle. They’d be freaked out if they could see her mother right now.


It was bad enough that whenever Phoebe went out to the grocery store, the dry cleaners, or wherever, she’d walk up to total strangers and pass out her card, attempting to drum up business. It was so embarrassing the way people recoiled after her mother announced that she was a witch, and she could cast love and money spells. People sort of automatically assumed that being a witch was synonymous with being a devil worshipper.


She hoped that her mother’s witchcraft obsession would end soon. Holland would be ridiculed endlessly if the kids at school found out that Phoebe was a witch for hire.


Holland gazed at Phoebe again, and decided that it was only fair to respect her efforts. She was, after all, acting on her daughter’s behalf. Giving her mother some space and privacy, Holland quietly slipped out of the front door.


At the end of the block, she veered off the main street, and zipped onto the dirt path, taking the shortcut to Naomi’s house.


Naomi and Holland used to share the same social status at school: unimportant and invisible. Holland and Naomi had both always been more interested in having their noses stuck in a book than keeping abreast of the latest fashion trends. They were both on the D list as far as popularity went. But at some point during ninth grade, Naomi had dropped down to the F list. For no apparent reason other than the fact that she was a super smart, straight-A student, she had become a target for bullies.


With Naomi going to a new school, Holland would be utterly alone. It was clearly time for her to make an attempt to fit in with other students—the cool crowd. Though she hated to admit it, Holland was seriously considering dumbing down this year.





CHAPTER 2


Jerked from sleep and unearthed from his resting place by an invisible force, he grudgingly gave in to awareness. Back among the living, his clothing in tatters, he was disoriented and hungry. A ghastly sight, he stumbled out of the woods.


Shielding his eyes from the blinding bright sun with a dirt-encrusted arm, he took a few faltering steps. Limbs stiffened from lack of movement, he could barely stand upright. Acting on instinct, the haggard boy staggered back into the woods, intent on obscuring himself from view. Leaning against the trunk of a tree, he gazed down at his feet. The scars were troubling and mystifying.


A sharp and agonizing hunger pang drew his attention away from the mystery of the wounds. Bent over and clutching his stomach, it seemed that his very soul was crying out for sustenance.


From the corner of his eye, he saw something move through the grass. His stiff muscles did not deter him. Swift as lightning, he dove downward. Clawing at the ground viciously, he captured a small squirrel before it could scamper up the tree.


Ravenous, his teeth ripped through fur and skin. Biting into a live animal was disturbing. With blood dripping from his lips and down the front of his ragged shirt, he glanced around the woodsy environment. A million questions filled his mind as he ravaged his meal.


His hunger satiated for the moment, he dropped the squirrel’s carcass and looked at his bloody hands in disgust. Filled with self-loathing, he wiped the blood onto the soiled fabric of his ragged pants.


Sitting with his back pressed against the sturdy tree trunk, his wandering eyes took in the surroundings, and then his gaze settled on a hole in the earth—his former grave. A flash of memory: dirt hitting his prone body. Panic. Terror. Darkness. And finally, acceptance and peace.


How long was I in the ground? He dragged red-stained fingers along his jawline as he frantically searched his memory for answers.


In his mind’s eye, he saw a boat—a sailboat overcrowded with anxious people. Haitian people—hoping to find a better life in America.


He’d boarded the boat with a satchel filled with extra clothing, slung over his shoulders. He remembered his mother’s voice calling to him, “Safe travels, Jonas!”


The boat was cursed and all the passengers were doomed. Ah, Mother, you had no idea that you were sending me on a voyage to hell.


Vivid memories began to resurface. Before the hurricane, he had been receiving a good education, paid for by a charitable organization. He’d been taught English in his school, and he spoke the language fluently. His mother yearned for him to one day attend college and become a man of importance, preferably a physician. But like everything around him, his school had been demolished.


In America, he was supposed to continue his high school education, go to college, and eventually provide a better life for his family back in Haiti.


Jonas worried about his mother and little sisters having to carry the five-gallon bucket of water from the water depot to their crumbling home. Did his mother know that the money she’d borrowed for his passage to the United States had been wasted?


Of course, she knew. By now, relatives in America had informed her that Jonas had never arrived. Lenders back in Haiti would be demanding repayment. Harassing and threatening his mother.


I’m so sorry, Mother.


It was best that she believed that Jonas’s body was at the bottom of the ocean. The truth of his fate would destroy her. What mother could endure the knowledge that her child had been changed into something unnatural—a soulless monster.


A bird fluttered overhead, reminding Jonas of his persistent hunger. As if preparing to snatch the bird from the sky, he stiffened in a predatory manner, his grasping hands reaching upward. But the bird was out of his reach. Back in Haiti, he’d suffered through long stretches without food and very little water, but this kind of hunger was unlike anything he’d ever experienced. Being impoverished and living on the garbage-strewn streets of Port-au-Prince was better than eternal damnation.


For what purpose had he been awakened? He looked around, wondering what had happened to the others from the boat. Were they still under the influence of the poison or had they been buried, too?


Yearning companionship, he looked around. Aside from the hole that he’d crawled out of, the earth was undisturbed. There was no one else here in the woods. He was utterly alone. Disappointment crumpled his strong features. Woefully, he dropped his forehead on his dirt-caked arm. Why had he been pulled from sleep to wander alone in this strange land? He was doomed. Surviving from one moment to the next, scavenging for food. What had he ever done in his young life to deserve this wretched existence?
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The shortcut to Naomi’s house was peaceful. No traffic. No people. Lots of trees and birds chirping . . . like a mini-oasis away from normal life. Walking along the dirt path, she lapsed into a quick fantasy about her dream boy, Jarrett Sloane. In her fantasy, Jarrett had finally noticed her. His eyes were smoldering with passion when he told her that he thought she was hot.


Practically swooning at the inner vision of Jarrett undressing her with his eyes, Holland found herself blushing at the very thought. Her gaze dropped downward and she noticed a set of strange footprints.


A confused frown formed on her face. They weren’t shoe prints; they were prints of bare feet. All five toes were visible, but oddly, the soles of the feet had deeply grooved, bizarre etchings that reminded Holland of Egyptian hieroglyphics, only these etchings looked sinister. They looked otherworldly. No human being had a cluster of intricate drawings etched into the bottom of his feet.


Bending over, she looked closer at the markings. She didn’t know what to make of them. Using her phone, she took a picture of what appeared to be alien footprints. This was the kind of mystery that her mom and her coven sisters would enjoy researching and trying to solve.


With more pressing matters on her mind, Holland took off running, eager to show Naomi her haircut.


She rang Naomi’s bell and Naomi stood in her doorframe, gaping at Holland.


The way she was gawking was a little off-putting. Maybe she wasn’t as hot as she’d thought. Self-consciously, Holland pushed her hair away from her eyes. “What do you think?”


“Wow.”


“Wow, what?” Holland nervously bit her bottom lip.


“You cut your hair! That’s like . . . so drastic.”


“What do you think?” Holland asked anxiously.


“It looks amazing. I mean . . . seriously. You look like a totally different person.”


Holland flashed a relieved smile. “I’m trying to get Jarrett’s attention. I hope this works.”


Naomi looked her over with appraising eyes. “Your hair is great, but you need a little more pizzazz.”


Holland’s smile vanished. “I do?”


“Yeah, you need some flashy jewelry. Smokey eye makeup. Dark lipstick and fingernails.”


Holland frowned at her suggestions. “I’m not into makeup. It’s so fake, and it’s not who I am.”


“You’re glamming up your image, so why stop with a haircut? Why not go all out?”


“I’m not into fashion trends and neither are you,” Holland tersely pointed out. “No offense but you’re a bookworm. When did you become a beauty expert?”


“I’ve been playing around with makeup. And fashion,” Naomi added sheepishly. “Do you want a makeover?”


Holland almost laughed in Naomi’s face. But Naomi looked so serious, she respectfully held back her giggles. She’d known Naomi since third grade and Naomi was a science geek. In all their years of friendship, Holland had never known Naomi to even mention makeup.


“Come on, it’ll be fun,” Naomi encouraged.


Merely humoring her, Holland followed Naomi through the family room and up the stairs. Moments later, Naomi pulled a plastic container from under her bed.


Holland was stunned when Naomi popped the lid, revealing a huge assortment of makeup and beauty products. “What are you doing with all this stuff?”


“I’ve been thinking . . . like . . . instead of college, I might go to a beauty school. A career as a makeup artist would be hot. I could work with celebrities. Work on movie sets and TV shows.”


“What happened to being a microbiologist?”


Naomi shrugged. “Changed my mind.”


“Why?”


“My parents had to take out a second mortgage on the house to pay tuition to private school. They may not be able to afford college.”


“You’re like a genius . . . you’ll get a scholarship.”


“I hope.”


With her grades, Naomi would definitely get a full scholarship. She had to know that. Figuring that Naomi was secretly experimenting with makeup to revamp her look before starting the new school, Holland tactfully dropped the subject.


Oddly, as close and Naomi and Holland were, they’d never discussed Naomi’s innermost feelings about being bullied.


Back in ninth grade, Holland had watched in horror from her lunch table as mean girl, Chaela Vasquez, pretended to accidentally spill chocolate milk on Naomi’s white sweater. The laughter in the school cafeteria was raucous and deafening. While chocolate milk saturated her sweater and drizzled down her beige skirt, Naomi continued filling her lunch tray as if nothing had happened.


Amidst spiteful boos and catcalls, Naomi was expressionless as she crossed the cafeteria and then joined Holland at the lunch table they shared, acting as though nothing had happened.


“Naomi, don’t you think you should report Chaela to the principal?” Holland had whispered.


“No, I’m fine,” Naomi had said in a disturbingly calm voice.


“I have a hoodie in my locker,” Holland persisted, staring in horror at the brown stains on her friend’s sweater.


“I don’t want your hoodie,” Naomi said sharply.


Naomi had gone throughout the rest of the day wearing that soiled sweater—like a martyr. Kids made fun of her, saying that her sweater was covered with poop stains. Someone started a rumor that Naomi had had a diarrhea explosion during lunch. It was a God-awful day.


And that’s when Naomi had first put up the wall of silence. That’s when the two friends had begun their unspoken agreement not to discuss what was happening to Naomi.


Toward the end of tenth grade, Holland decided that Naomi needed an intervention. Naomi’s way of handling being bullied clearly hadn’t been working. She acted aloof and above it all, but deep inside, she had to be hurting. Finally breaking her silence, Holland told Phoebe about Naomi’s troubles.


Holland had expected her mom to have a secret meeting with the school counselor or Naomi’s parents, but of course, Phoebe had another idea. She worked a spell of protection for Naomi. She burned white candles and spoke some mumble jumble, explaining later that she had surrounded Naomi in peaceful white light. Holland’s mother had been certain that Chaela and the mean girls wouldn’t bother Naomi anymore.


Soon after the spell was cast, Naomi announced that she was transferring to a new school. Merely a coincidence, Holland had told herself.


With Naomi off to a new school, Holland wouldn’t have a friend in a world. Naomi brushed an assortment of colors on Holland’s eyelids; Holland’s mind was filling up with fearful thoughts. Psychoanalyzing herself, she was forced to admit that a part of her feared that Naomi’s departure at school would put a target on her back.


She cringed at the thought of getting picked on every day. In retrospect, languishing on the D list wasn’t so bad. Obscurity was preferable to being ridiculed and scorned on a daily basis.


Naomi snapped Holland out of her reverie. “Open your eyes,” she said, and held out a hand mirror.


Braced for a frightening clown face, Holland hesitantly opened her eyes. “Is that really me! Oh, my God! I don’t even recognize myself,” she said in an awestruck voice.


Naomi smiled at her handiwork.


“How’d you learn to do this? It’s perfect. Like makeup artistry.”


“YouTube videos,” Naomi said, matter-of-fact. “Ready for your nails?”


Unable to tear her eyes away from the mirror, Holland nodded. “I had no idea that makeup could change my whole identity. I’m like . . . really pretty,” Holland blurted.


“Yeah, makeup does wonders,” Naomi replied. She sorted through bottles of nail polish. “What color? Pewter or dark chocolate?”


Holland glanced away from her reflection long enough to look at the nail polish, and selected pewter.


With her lips pinched in concentration, Naomi painted Holland’s nails. After she finished, she added some fancy, black squiggly lines in the middle of each nail.


Holland was impressed. “Wow! What’s come over you, Naomi? How do you suddenly know all these beauty tricks?”


“Fashion magazines and how-to videos.” Naomi finished the manicure with a clear topcoat, and then clicked on a small fan.


Cautious not to smudge her nails, Holland held her hands in front of the fan. “Wouldn’t it be fabulous if you and I went on a double date with Jarrett and one of his teammates?”


“That’ll never happen, Holland. At least not in this lifetime,” Naomi said solemnly.


“Why not? I heard that Jarrett and Chaela Vasquez broke up.”


“Where’d you hear that?”


“I snooped on his Facebook page. He changed his status to single.”


“Jarrett and Chaela are always breaking up. Don’t get your hopes up, Holland.”


“But Chaela has a new boyfriend. She has a new profile pic of her and a boy, Willow Hill. ”


“I guess anything’s possible,” Naomi conceded. “You and Jarrett would make a cute couple.”


“And what about you and one of his friends? We could double date . . . wouldn’t that be fun, Naomi?”


“Even if I got asked out on a date, which is highly unlikely, my parents wouldn’t allow it. You know how they are. I can’t date until I’m eighteen.”


Holland gave a solemn head nod. Naomi’s parents were super strict.


“Let’s do something about those jeans,” Naomi said, changing the subject.


“What do you mean?” Holland asked skeptically.


Naomi held up a razor. “Let’s give your jeans a more current look.”


Holland frowned. “These are my fave jeans. They’re really comfortable—nice and worn in the knees.”


“Holland, your wardrobe is tired; it needs a remix. I can jazz up those jeans with a few rips and some pulled threads.”


“Okaaay!” Holland said with a sigh, and then stood perfectly still while Naomi made stylish slashes in the front of her faded jeans.





CHAPTER 3


The hunger intensified with the darkening sky. Jonas immediately imagined a steaming bowl of lambi a la Creole, but instead of salivating at the thought of such a delicious meal, he felt nauseous. Unfortunately, none of his favorite dishes could satisfy this new hunger.


He heard footsteps in the distance. His heightened sense of hearing was a painful reminder of what he’d become. Undead. Yes, that was the term. Undead . . . trapped between life and death.


Jonas sifted through the rubble of his memory and recalled the elaborate ceremony that had taken place before the boat’s departure. The ceremony honoring Met Agwe (the god of the sea) was tradition among some Haitian people; it guaranteed that all passengers on the boat would arrive at the destination safely.


Glorious weather promised a peaceful journey. Everyone was smiling and happy. And though a few people were dressed in casual, everyday clothes, most were wearing their Sunday best.


People were crammed together. Some were seated on a hard, wooden bench. Others sat on overturned buckets, crates—any available spot. Most of the passengers used their knapsacks for a cushion and were packed together on the floor of the boat. Feeling optimistic, the passengers kicked off their shoes, making themselves as comfortable as possible for the eight hundred-mile journey.


After a few hours at sea, the sky suddenly darkened. Howling winds and mountainous waves warned that an unforeseen storm was brewing. In the midst of a raging sea, the man-made boat became rocky and unstable.


“Met Agwe must be fed,” the captain shouted frantically.


Jonas wrinkled his forehead in confusion and turned toward an older man sitting next to him. Dressed comfortably in an old blue T-shirt, embossed with the cracked and faded Pepsi logo, the man had seemed to be a cheerful type, with his mouth turned up into a perpetual smile. But now his lips were sloped downward as he peered at Jonas through world-weary eyes.


“A human sacrifice has to be made,” the man explained grimly.


“I don’t understand.”


“Captain Henri will choose someone. After the sea is fed, our journey will be much smoother.”


Jonas scowled. “Does the captain intend to throw someone into the water?”


The man nodded solemnly.


“You can’t be serious; you’re making a joke,” Jonas said in disbelief.


“I’m very serious. Lower your voice,” he whispered sternly. Not wanting to draw attention to himself, the man didn’t allow his eyes to wander. Looking down, he concentrated on the leathery hands that were clasped upon his lap.


Jonas followed suit, dropping his gaze and folding his own hands.


Captain Henri paced slowly, the heels of his boots clacking against the wooden floorboard. A rotund man with scarred, pockmarked skin, the captain’s narrowed eyes roved ominously over the shuddering passengers as he assessed the various choices.


Acting as guards, the captain’s two-man crew stood at the ready, prepared to seize the misfortunate person that the captain selected.


As the vessel rocked unsteadily in the turbulent Caribbean water, a chorus of weeping and moaning erupted in the crowded boat, as no one wanted to be cast into the dark, shark-infested water.


“Quiet down! This boat will capsize and sink if we don’t feed Met Agwe!” Captain Henri shouted impatiently. He then pointed to a woman that was wearing a red straw hat and a red dress with white lace around the neckline and the hem.


The woman’s eyes became wide with alarm. Recoiling, she frowned and shook her head rapidly.


Among the passengers, tongues clicked in sympathy for the unlucky woman.


“What a pity,” a few people murmured.


“It is a shame, but the sea must be fed,” others rationalized.


Jonas made eye contact with the man wearing the Pepsi shirt. “This is outrageous. We can’t allow that woman to be thrown off the boat,” Jonas said in an astonished voice that beseeched his new friend to join him in coming to the woman’s aid.


With a dark, sun-weathered hand that resembled worn leather, the man gave Jonas a comforting pat on his shoulder. “There’s nothing we can do. It’s out of our hands, son.” He then made a hasty sign of the cross, and lowered his head as if in prayer.


Using a soft, cajoling tone, Captain Henri spoke to the unfortunate woman. “I’m a reasonable person, and I have to be fair. All these people have paid the price for a seat on my boat,” he said, waving a thick hand through the air. “But you have not paid one dollar.”


She cursed and insulted Captain Henri in rapid patois. Shouting in outrage, she sprang to her feet so quickly, her straw hat was knocked askew. “You made private arrangements with me,” she cried out, her eyes filled with fiery anger. “You told me that I could pay after I find work in America.”


The murmurings from the crowd took on a less sympathetic tone upon realizing that the woman who was to be sacrificed had not paid her fare. Looking upon the woman with self-righteous indignation, some spoke of the hardships that they had endured to pay for the voyage. Others disclosed that their families would be harassed by the lenders they’d borrowed from if they didn’t get to America and earn enough money to pay back the loan.


In a lulling voice, Captain Henri appealed to the woman’s sense of reason. “You must understand, this boat will sink if Met Agwe is not fed. I’m sorry; I have no choice. Come now . . .” He reached out his hand, as if expecting the woman to comply in quiet resignation.


“No!” she bellowed. “You can’t do this to me! I don’t want to die! Someone, help me!”


Captain Henri mopped his sweat-drenched brow and then beckoned his henchmen. Both men were odd sorts. One had a long, scraggly beard; the other wore a patch over his right eye.


Though it took all of his resolve not to defend a helpless woman, Jonas feared he’d be expected to exchange places with the ill-fated woman if he spoke up for her or attempted to come to her aid.


Filled with shame, Jonas turned a deaf ear to the woman’s desperate plea and briefly closed his eyes. Then, stealing a guilty glance at the melee that was unfolding, Jonas witnessed the guards taking hold of the struggling woman. Two men roughly grabbed her by each arm.


Boring her eyes into Jonas’s, the woman pleaded. “Help me.”


Jonas looked away from her and focused on his bare feet.


“Coward,” the woman shouted, drawing Jonas’s gaze away from his feet to her angry face.


Forgive me. With an apologetic expression, Jonas looked the doomed woman in the eye.


She sneered at him, twisting her lips in hatred. Then, quick as a snake, she stuck her hand inside the satchel that was slung over her shoulder.


Assuming that she was reaching for a pistol, Jonas and the other terrified passengers ducked for cover. But instead of being riddled with gunshots, the travelers that were within the woman’s reach were sprinkled with a grainy, white powder.


Screaming out a bitter incantation in rapid-fire, patois, the woman shook out the contents of her satchel, vengefully hexing the boat before the guards cast her into the abyss of the raging water.


Before settling on the floor of the boat, the mysterious powder swirled about through the air, causing a cacophony of choking and gasping among the passengers.


Blood trickled from the noses of those that had inhaled the powder. One by one, people were slumping over—gagging and vomiting before succumbing to death.


The captain demanded that the dead be removed immediately. “They’re bewitched! Throw them overboard before they wake up!”


Jonas had heard tales of the undead, but had always considered it Haitian legend. He’d never personally encountered anyone that had been awakened by magic, and didn’t believe it possible for someone to return from the dead.


For a brief moment, Jonas was frozen in his seat—immobilized by the ensuing chaos that surrounded him. The man in the Pepsi shirt elbowed Jonas. “Gather yourself together, son; you have to pitch in.”


“I can’t.” Jonas shuddered at the thought of feeding people to the sharks.


“My name is Emille. I’m your friend,” the man said. “As a friend, I must inform you that you will be thrown into the water as the second live offering if you don’t do what Captain Henri demands.”


Jonas obediently jumped to his feet and began pitching in.


Women wailed and lamented as Jonas and the other male survivors shouldered the grim responsibility of burying the dead at sea. Tracking barefoot through the poisonous powder, Jonas dutifully assisted in picking up dead bodies and tossing them to the sharks.


Jonas and the other men worked without pause for what seemed like hours. It was a gruesome task. Flinging human beings into the sea was the most despicable act of his young life. When his work was finally over, Jonas walked numbly to his seat.


Twenty-nine passengers had dwindled down to thirteen. Depressed, confused, and ashamed, Jonas buried his face in his hands and discreetly wiped moisture from his eyes.


His tears stopped falling when he became distracted by a burning sensation on the soles of his feet. He pulled a foot upon his thigh, bent over and examined the bottom of his right foot. He scowled at the strange markings that had formed. His left foot bore identical marks.


Jonas looked around the boat and noticed other men and women frowning in bewilderment as they inspected the bottoms of their feet. All those that had the misfortune of being barefoot bore mysterious scars.


Captain Henri and his cronies were all wearing boots and were unscathed by the poisonous powder.


“Why are we marked like this?” Jonas queried Emille, speaking in a hushed voice.


“Don’t let the captain find out,” the man cautioned. “Put your shoes on. When you arrive in America, tell your family that you need to see a doctor. American medicine is very powerful.” He patted Jonas’s hand. “Everything will be all right, son.”


But everything had not been all right.


[image: diagram]


Slumping miserably against a tree trunk, Jonas groaned at the recollection of the ordeal on the boat. Ravenous hunger demanded that he let go of painful memories, gather his wits and hunt for supper.


But clawing and killing was vile, a behavior that was more animal than human. Yet, he was neither. He was a cursed soul. An evil abomination.


His senses, reflexes, and strength had been sharpened beyond reason. Sounds that should have been inaudible were disturbingly noisy. He could hear everything . . . insects crawling; even the soft slither of worms produced an audible sound.


Sniffing the air, an inestimable mixture of smells swirled about. Breathing in and out, Jonas found that when he concentrated, he was able to differentiate between plant life, insects, birds, and beasts. Flaring his nostrils, he inhaled and recognized the smell of a raccoon. Following the scent, Jonas’s dark brown eyes zoomed in on the animal, which was approximately fifteen yards away and contentedly feasting.


With his keen night vision, Jonas quickly discerned that the raccoon was eating a fallen bird. Jonas’s mouth watered involuntarily. With a devastating sense of gloom, he accepted that the raccoon would be his next meal.


As he repositioned his body, readying himself to attack, it occurred to him to fight the urge to feed. It anguished him to take the life of another living thing.


It had been distressful feeling the squirrel’s heart beating in rapid fear before he’d taken the killing bite.


Determinedly, Jonas vowed to starve himself before killing again. He refused to go through life like a ferocious animal, mauling and mangling helpless creatures so that he could survive. Starvation would bring death. Perhaps a permanent death this time. And, ultimately, peace.


Immense loneliness rivaled his urge to feed. He yearned for the familiarity of home and for the comfort of his family. The family he’d never see again. Even if he managed the impossible and made it back to Haiti, his mother and sisters wouldn’t welcome him. They’d fear him—shun him. And rightfully so. He was an atrocity . . . a monster. A mutant form of life that was sustained by flesh and blood.


In a fog of grief, Jonas collapsed onto a bed of twigs and dried leaves.


Collecting himself, he sat up and stretched his leaden muscles, and then searched for shelter—a resting place where he could conceal himself until death claimed him.


Approaching footsteps alerted him, halting his movement. Motionless, he was intent on blending in with the night.


Then he caught a tantalizing scent. Seized with an overpowering urge to feed, his earlier pledge to starve himself was instantly forgotten.


Instinctively, Jonas bent at the waist. Like an animal, he was preparing to lunge. The scent grew stronger—a unique blend that was indisputably human, but unlike anything he’d ever smelled.


Instead of pouncing and mercilessly ripping into flesh, he controlled himself and watched with intense fascination. Under the cover of night, Jonas hid in the bushes and observed the source of the delicious smell. A girl walked along the dirt path. She appeared to be close to his age, approximately fifteen or sixteen. He breathed in her fragrance and became pleasantly lightheaded.


Suddenly, the girl stopped walking. She looked down at the ground, studying it, as if trying to find something. Jonas was tempted to come out of his hiding place to offer assistance. But he didn’t trust his ability to control the insatiable hunger that plagued him. And even if he could subdue his ravenous appetite, surely his bedraggled appearance would frighten the girl away. He dared not budge.


The girl looked up at the sky. Soft moonlight illuminated her face. She was beautiful. Jonas was irresistibly drawn to her. The warm sensation that flooded through him was proof that he was not completely soulless.





CHAPTER 4


The sun had gone down by the time Holland left Naomi’s house. The path that led home was now dark and foreboding. The average person would have taken a more populated route, but Holland wasn’t afraid. Desolate places stirred her imagination. Shadows cast by trees and low-hanging branches created interesting designs, reminding her of abstract art. As she scanned the shadowy designs on the ground, she remembered the weird footprints from earlier. She squinted as her eyes swept over the dismal path.


She gazed up at the sky. The sliver of moonlight that glinted through the trees didn’t provide much illumination, and she couldn’t find any trace of those bizarre imprints. But there was proof on her cell phone.


Off the path now, bright streetlights and the roaring sound of traffic announced her return to civilization. Thanks to the beauty makeover, Holland felt ultra feminine. She stood taller. Prouder.


Wondering if others would notice her transformation, she headed in the opposite direction of home. High school kids usually hung out at the Wal-Mart shopping plaza. Going to Wal-Mart to pick up some makeup essentials was a good excuse to get noticed.
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