Chapter 2

I really hated the rain. The only reason that I even tolerated it was because of the flowers. They would all die out if not for the rain, after all. And I did love flowers; all the red and whites and yellows just made my head spin with their loveliness! If only I could go out right then and see my garden, how my daisies, and roses and petunias were glistening with the thousand tiny drops of water all over them. But, alas, it was raining and I couldn’t go out to see them. Oh, this was a frustrating dilemma! I wanted to see my flowers in the rain so badly, yet I couldn’t go out in the rain. Would I ever get to see my lovely flowers in the rain? The thought saddened me, but I quickly regained my hopeful demeanor. How silly of me! I could just ask Zack to go out and bring them in for a moment. It was so simple I giggled to myself.


“Zack, dear?” I called out from my chair in front of the window. I heard his familiar footsteps moving down the hall. Most people couldn’t hear him coming towards them, even if he a foot away. This was something that I never understood. Even when I first met him his footsteps seemed very familiar to me, like I heard them all my life. People called Zack “stealthy” and “sneaky” and all other sorts of silly words, but I couldn’t see any of them fitting Zack’s description. He was just so big. His demeanor was also anything but sneaky. He was outgoing, well liked, and, in my opinion, very attractive. We were dating, though, so one could argue that that was a biased statement. It wasn’t biased.


I heard Zack right behind me, his breathing giving him away. It was slight, but it was definitely there. He was trying to surprise me again, like he ever succeeded at it. I spoke up innocently, “Oh, there you are Zack. Could you do something for me?” He wrapped his arms around me carefully from behind. I could always tell he had to strain himself to be gentle, what with being so big and all. It made my heart flutter a little to feel the effort he took for my sake.


“Yeah, Juliet?” he asked gently in my ear. I felt very warm suddenly, my head swimming with strong emotion. Oh, he always did this to me! The world came alive to me very quickly and then it was spinning. I could make out every rain drop on the window; hear each individual impact on the glass. The colors in the room were suddenly glowing. Everything was wonderful and perfect for an instant. Then I lost focus. The colors dulled and I couldn’t hear the rain any longer. I found myself unable to think straight. I was used to this by now. Every time I had these strong emotions, this happened. I was tired of it all.

So this time I fought the confusion.


My mind struggled against its own twisted currents of thought, like one of those fish that swim upstream. I pushed it harder, trying to focus again on the wonderful emotions I had a moment before. My mind was getting very exhausted, but I didn’t stop for it. I would win this time. I pushed again, and the colors began to return. The warmth was flowing back through me, but it soon grew too hot. It wasn’t my entire body either; just by back. It was that stupid birthmark! It felt like it was on fire! Oh, this was so strange. I gave up with a sigh and let my head slip back into un-focus.


“What’s the matter?” I faintly heard Zack ask me. I must have looked bad. I managed to give a weak reply that I can’t remember. I felt a bead of sweat fall from my head to my lap. After a while, my head returned to normal and I straightened up in my chair. Zack still had his arms around me, and he felt concerned. I managed to keep my emotions at bay this time, so his concern didn’t cause my head to spin.


Zack let go of me and moved to stand in front of the window. He combed his longish brown hair out of his face and turned to look at me. His eyes were a strange shade of blue that I hadn’t seen in anyone else’s. They had an oddly long feel to them. His pupils were slightly more vertical than normal pupils. Like a snake’s or a cat’s. I hated snakes, so I preferred to think of them as cat eyes. Zack had a thick build, but wasn’t overly large. He was athletic; captain of the football team. He made quick, almost imperceptible, movements. His eyes were gently looking me over, looking for something. I couldn’t tell if he found what he was searching for. I felt very uncomfortable suddenly. I rose from my seat and joined him at the window.


“Zack, I would like to see some flowers from the rain,” I said cheerfully, hoping to quell some of his fears about my well being.


“Well, why don’t you go out and get them?” he asked me strangely. Oh, now I felt like a fool!


“Well, if I go out I would get wet, and I hate the rain!” I defended. I felt very silly, acting like this.


Zack sighed, “You really are the strangest girl I‘ve ever met. You don’t need to be afraid of the rain, Juliet. It won’t hurt you. You’re acting like Boden, for God’s sake.” He said the last part quickly and then abruptly shut his mouth. It was like he said something that he shouldn’t have. I was confused about the statement. I assumed he was talking about Terri Boden. This was strange, considering that I didn’t think that Terri was afraid of anything. He was even bigger than Zack was.  I think this made Zack a little jealous of him, since Zack never seemed to like Terri. Personally, I’d take my Zack over that Frankenstein any day. Zack looked out the window quickly. I wasn’t one to pressure him for answers, but he didn’t seem to be taking any chances.


Right as he turned to look out the window, I saw something very odd. It was a girl alone out in the rain. She was running very quickly, faster than I was used to seeing people run. There was something weird to the way she was running, as well. It was off balance, like she was about to trip. I realized a moment later that it was a desperate run, one that people only reserved for life and death situations. The next thing that I noticed was who the girl was. Her name was Vixen Riker. A very odd girl she was, too. We had the same last name, but I couldn’t see how I was possibly related to someone like her. I think we were distant cousins or something like that. She would always give me this weird look when ever I would walk past her in the hall at school. She was a really hateful human being, and I thought I was better off just to stay away from her. She was creepy too. She was one of those Goth kids and never talked to anyone. With all that black she wore, it was no wonder that she always seemed so negative! She should’ve worn some white occasionally, or maybe some yellow. Yeah, I think Yellow would suit her just fine…


Zack’s cell phone was ringing. My eyes snapped back into focus and fell on his vibrating pocket. He looked slowly from Vixen in the rain, to his pocket, and then very briefly to me. In that one instant that his eyes fell on me, I had the strangest feeling that there was some connection to everything. Not just the phone and Vixen, or the phone and me, but everything. The rain, the flowers, the girl desperately running alone through the rain, Terri Boden, Zack Therian, the shadows dancing through my vision, the light around the edges of my world, the hope inside me that he would never leave, and me; me right in the middle of everything, the events that had occurred and had yet to occur flashing before my eyes, just out of sight, just out of my mind. I tried to reach for the visions of all these things, and fell just short of my goal as I reached out my hand. All gone. Nothing. There was definitely something, but I just couldn’t see it. My head hurt to much, and my birthmark made my back feel like it was on fire. There was only one thing that I was sure of, in the middle of that twisting sea of chaotic nostalgia and uncertain futures, and that was I was not alone. There was someone at my side.


Oh, I’m just so silly sometimes, I thought to myself, wanting to reach up and slap my forehead. How could I imagine all those crazy things, just in one instant? I was such an oddest person sometimes! Just one Goth kid and a cell phone and I could invent the strangest stories and feelings. I think I needed to lie down. Yes, that would help me clear my head.


Zack answered his cell phone. There were words exchanged that I convinced myself didn’t matter. I focused my attention on the retched rain that was falling outside. Then Zack raised his voice, making it very hard for me to ignore him. He sounded angry, like whoever was on the other side of the phone was saying all the wrong things, things that Zack was afraid of most. There I was being silly again! Zack wasn’t scared of anything as far as I knew. Why did I think such things?


“She just ran away?” Zack yelled, his temper clearly at its peak, “She wakes up and you don’t bother explaining anything? No, scratch that, you’re the one who let this happen in the first place! You’re the one that’s supposed to keep them away! Isn’t that why Doctor Frankenstein gave you those gloves to begin with? Dammit, Boden Kind, why did they ever think that a mud clod could handle this kind of job?” There was a long pause here, and Zack didn’t look happy to have to cut his rant short, whatever it was he even was mad about. Then he continued, a new expression on his face that I couldn’t read, “Yeah, I keep the stuff in my car. I’m prepared to handle this unlike you, Boden Kind. Yeah, I’m on it. But let me say this, I’m not happy that I have to clean up your mess! Next time, you take care of your half of the job, and I’ll take care of my half! Hello? Dammit Boden!” Zack almost threw his phone down in anger before he slipped back into his pocket and gave me a quick look.


His expression and tone became a great deal softer when he spoke next, “Juliet, stay here.” He turned to leave my house.


“Excuse me?” I asked incredulously. What was I, his pet? “Where are you going that I can’t come?” It wasn’t an unreasonable or clingy answer. We did go everywhere together, after all. I wanted some answers about what was happening here. He was definitely talking to Terri Boden just then, but I didn’t understand the conversation. Maybe because it was so one-sided. 


“Nowhere that you need to be concerned with,” he answered curtly, almost a hiss. He was being so different today! I refused to let him get away from me.


“You are not leaving this house without me!” I almost shouted. I was being very different, too. He glared at me, straight in the eye, and that’s when I knew I had won. He could act so tough around me for too long before he lost some of his edge. His next argument was targeting my well-being.


“It’s too dangerous and you don’t need to be involved. You can sit this little adventure out.” His cat eyes flicked away from mine for a moment.


“If it’s too dangerous for me, then you certainly aren’t doing this alone! I don’t know what’s gong on, but I know it’s about me just as much as it’s about you. I may not be able to help, but I will not just ‘sit this one out’ because you think I’m so fragile! Nothing will break me as long as you’re around, and nothing will even come close to breaking you while I’m around. I promise you that!” I had no idea where any of that came from. The words just spilled out of me like a faucet, my voice pouring over Zack like a river. It was fiercer than I was ever used to me sounding, almost another person, but I believed everything of what I said and I wouldn’t take any of it back. He wasn’t going to leave without me.


Zack deliberated on my words for a minute, all the while his eyes racing about the room, clearly a sign of short time. He spoke, “Do you love me?”


Easy. “Enough to follow you to ends of the earth and jump off with you.” Dramatic, I know. So dramatic it was just plain silly. But true, nonetheless.


His vertical eyes flashed once at me before he answered, “Then you will stay behind me at all times.”

***


I didn’t care what was happening; he was driving way to fast in the rain. Had he never heard of hydroplaning? Zack never lost control of the car even once, though, while we swept around the corners of the town. Normally, the tiny streets would be filled with people on a Friday night, but it was not the case today. There only a handful out with umbrellas because of the rain. All except for one, who was running to God knows where, away from some invisible danger that I had yet to be informed of. All I knew was that we were supposed to find Vixen Riker and bring her back with us. Somehow, there was something dreadfully dangerous involved. If not for the death-defying car ride, I would have gotten bored.

As it stood, I was far from bored.


Every time we took a turn, I felt like the car would go up on two wheels. It was absolutely ridiculous. The speed transformed every bump into a ramp that sent us flying into the air. I would say that I felt my stomach turn several times, but it never really stopped turning since I got in the car. I would have asked Zack to roll down a window, but his eyes were intense as he scanned the blurs that rushed past for any sign of Vixen. I didn’t want to be a nuisance either, after having forced my way into this little excursion. He was really pushing my limits, love or not. I began to curse Vixen for being a track runner. She would be able to run for long periods of time without stopping, and do it very fast. That little detail was really making my day. Oh, this was so frustrating!


I saw something out of the corner of my eye. Zack saw it before me, because the next thing I noticed was my head almost flying into the dashboard. I would have been thankful for the seatbelt if it didn’t feel like it was chocking me as it held me back. I fell back into my seat gasping for air and rubbing my sore body. Zack was already focused on something else. I would have assumed it was the flash of dark movement if I wasn’t distracted by the pain. Zack’s eyes were everywhere at once. He was looking for something desperately, almost like he was afraid of what would happen if he didn’t find it soon enough.  We sat there for a few minutes, not making any movements whatsoever. I barely breathed. Zack didn’t seem like he was breathing either, but at least he didn’t look too perturbed by it. Eventually, he decided whatever was there wasn’t there anymore, because he put the car in drive and we continued on. Zack had me really freaked out by now. Well, more so than before. Zack looked genuinely worried about what had just taken place. During the wait in the car for something to appear, I had heard him say only thing, a word that I wasn’t sure to forget. He said it so quietly, like it wasn’t meant to come out, but like every other quiet thing he did, I heard it crystal clear. Intunecate. I had no idea what it meant. I wasn’t often scared, especially with Zack Therian around, but that word chilled me to the bone, its sound sucking every bit of warmth from me. Whatever it was, I never wanted to meet it.


We found her in the park a half-hour later. She was sitting on a bench by the baseball field. She wasn’t even under trees. She just sat there in the rain looking down to the muddy earth at her feet. She was soaked completely through, which I guess would be obvious. I couldn’t understand why anyone would want to sit out in this dreadful rain for so long. She wasn’t breathing hard, so she probably had been here for a while since her flight of desperation. I thought briefly that she might have been running from an Intunecate, but I shivered and dispelled the though from my mind. This was all way too creepy. We got out of the car after parking and approached her slowly, unsure of how likely to run she was at the sight of us. I had faith that Zack could catch her. I walked silently behind Zack through the rain, sincerely wishing for an umbrella. My clothes were getting as wet as Vixen’s. She glanced weakly up to us and then put her head back down. Zack stood in front of her.


“What happened?” he asked bluntly, “Why were you running?” I had a feeling that Zack already knew the answer to his question and hoped that it didn’t entail Intunecate. Vixen didn’t say anything. She sat motionless on the bench, her eyes down. Her silence was very…frustrating. Then I thought of how scared she must’ve been. If she had gone through any thing like I had gone through today, then she was probably just as confused, just as worried, just as worn out. I stepped around Zack’s bulky form, and looked down at her, water flowing off her hair. Over her red streak, it almost looked like blood. Maybe it was. I didn’t think she was injured physically, though. She seemed to be mentally drained.


I spoke to her, “Vixen…let us take you home.” Convincing, I know. But it was all I could think of right then. It must have been enough, because I got a reaction. She looked up at me through the rain and stared at me, eye to eye. When our eyes met, I felt this very surreal sensation. The eyes seemed more familiar to me than they should have, considering that I usually avoided her. They were dark and highly reflective. The deeper I looked into them, the more I could see my own blue eyes looking back at me. There was something very strange in them; some emotion that I couldn’t quite put my finger on. Was she trying to read my expression? Or was she just confused? She gave me the answer.


“You do realize I hate you, don’t you Juliet?” she said bluntly, like it was just some normal thing to say. Okay, that wasn’t the reaction I was looking for, but it was a reaction nonetheless. I tried not to let that get to me and I held her gaze. Usually I would back down after I was treated like that. I mean, who says that to you after you run around trying to help them?


“I’ve given you no reason to hate me, Vixen,” I said, “so why do you?”


She broke our staring match and looked away with a snort. I didn’t know if that meant I won or not. Either way,  she looked back again quickly, “And you don’t hate me?” 


Yet again, I was taken aback by her response. I just didn’t understand this girl. And I certainly didn’t hate her. I didn’t think I was capable of hating anyone. I’m not sure if it was the repulsiveness of her personality that made her think that or if it was something I had accidentally done to her. I was hurt she thought that. I looked at her intensely and gave my answer to her question, whether it was meant to be rhetorical or not. “No.”


Zack took over at this point, obviously not liking the direction of our conversation. He stepped back in front of me and I thought for a moment that we might be making Vixen feel crowded by continuously moving closer to her. Zack offered her his hand, “Listen, come with us and we can explain today a little better for you. I know it’s been confusing and a lot of it didn’t make any sense, but-” Zack was cut off at this point.


“I don’t need you to explain anything, you ass!” Vixen hissed suddenly. Her eyes were on Zack, burning holes through him, “I don’t want you near me and I don’t want to talk about what happened!”


Zack actually took a step back from Vixen at the sight of her outburst. She had succeeded in startling Zack without even raising her voice. And she hardly needed to. Her voice seemed to be a razor, the edges of it stabbing at my ears. Zack actually looked like he had been cut. Vixen’s voice was almost evil. Her face frightened me even more. It was contorted into a mask of something between insanity and bloodlust. Zack had somehow broken whatever mental restraints she had put up to keep this back. Needless to say, if Zack was taken aback, then I was practically wetting myself.


Then Vixen’s face contorted again. Her evil face was replaced by one of pain and confusion. She let her head fall into her hands and held it there with her eyes covered by her palms. For some unexplainable reason me body lurched forward and fell to her, my arm draping around her shoulders. It felt like committing suicide for a moment. But she didn’t attack me. She just sat there rocking back and forth, her face covered and the rest of her embraced by me. For some reason I couldn’t stand sitting there while I saw her like that. I had felt urges to reach out and help injured animals before, but this seemed different than that. She was a person, granted a dark and hateful person, but a person all the same.


“What’s wrong?” I asked softly in her ear, “What’s happening to you?”


She didn’t answer for awhile. I was content to wait. I wasn’t even aware of the dreadful rain that was falling, except for the sound of it all around me and the way it sped up Zack’s breathing. Vixen probably didn’t notice it either. Her body had a violent tremor and was convulsing wildly. Her heart beat was rapid and her breathing was shaking. None of these caught my attention like her back, though. It felt like it was overheating through her shirt. I dared a glance to her back. Just above the neck line of her shirt there was a strange black pattern. The pattern wasn’t just strange; it was familiar. It twisted in frightening shapes and lines and wove a complex form into her skin. The mark looked like it belonged in some ancient ritual, not on a high-schooler’s back. I could only see the top part of the pattern, but that was enough to freak me out. It wasn’t that I though that I was hugging some Satanist. That wasn’t what scared me.

That very mark was also on my back.


From the day I was born I had it, or at least, that’s what my parents told me. Mine was supposed to be some kind of wicked birthmark, some deformity so rare it would never happen to anyone but me. Yet, here I was looking at it on someone else’s back. Vixen had always dressed so thickly that I could never get a look at it. I made to same attempt to keep mine hidden. People might think that it was some weird cultist tattoo, and that would be a really frustrating situation to be caught in. I had just caught Vixen in that situation, but didn’t dare say anything right then. She had enough on her mind without me busting on her about some birthmark. Besides, I felt lucky to even be as close as I was to her right then. 


“My head…” Vixen started slowly, her voice different than before, “…I can’t think straight or see clearly. When I try…it gets even more blurry.” I lifted her slowly not trying to think about her mark. Our mark.


Zack spoke, his confidence restored, “Get her in my car. We’ll get her out of here.” Vixen allowed herself to be led to the car and laid down in the back seat. Zack offered me shotgun, but I declined. I thought it would be better if I sat with Vixen. He shrugged and got in the car.


The car was quiet for a while. I had no clue where we were going, but it was good to out of the rain. I had faith that Zack would take us to the right place. My only real concerns right then were Vixen and the threat of Intunecate, whatever they were. Vixen got better and, sadly, more herself as we got further into the trip. She slid her hand out of mine and sat up in her seat, already looking dissatisfied with her situation. She shot an odd look at me when she thought I wasn’t looking. I wasn’t sure what to make of what was happening to us both. We were tied together somehow. The mark was proof of that. And her problems with thinking straight; they were definitely tied to me as well. Just before we had left my house I had the same problem. When I got overcome with emotion, I lost my ability to see clearly and think logically. Vixen had definitely suffered an emotional outburst before she lost her head. I sighed audibly. This was all so frustrating.


“That thing,” Vixen said suddenly. Zack didn’t turn to look at her, but I could tell most of his attention was focused on her. She continued, “That thing that attacked me while I was with Terri. I take it you know about that.” Zack nodded without looking back. Vixen looked at him angrily, “Are you like Terri Boden?” Zack roared with laughter and we both jumped at the sound. A roar was exactly what it was. What she had just asked might as well have been the funniest thing anyone had ever said. But at the same time, I could feel an edge to his laughter. There was no humor to his roar.

“No.” he answered, though I already assumed as much. That was also all he would say about that.


Vixen went on, “Is it dead? Can it even die? Are there more of them?” I didn’t expect Zack to answer all of them, but he did.


“No, yes, and, unfortunately, yes,” he said. He then turned and looked at her, “You don’t have to worry about them following you, though. They can’t find you with Juliet right next to you.” He turned back quickly, looking as if he had said too much again. He was doing that pretty often today. It didn’t make a difference to me, considering that I didn’t even know what happen to Vixen earlier. I did know that I didn’t like how cryptic he was being. Why was she safe around me? Was I supposed to fight the suckers off if they attacked? I felt more like crawling into bed and sleeping for the rest of the day as it was.


Vixen was silent for another moment and then asked last question, “What are they?”


“Intunecate,” I responded automatically, not even aware I had spoken until it was too late. Zack turned to look at me with the most surprise I had ever seen on his face. It was more than just surprise; it was utter horror. Whatever Intunecate were, I wasn’t ever supposed to know about them. Vixen gave me a look of equal surprise. I think she was a bit angry that I knew more about the situation than her. She focused her next question on me, hoping that I would be easier to get answers out of.


“What is an Intunecate?” she asked quickly, as if her moment of truth were trying to outrun her.


To my great relief, Zack answered the question for me, “Singularly, it is called an Intunecat. More than one are called Intunecate. They are clumps of negative emotion that become conscious of themselves through dark arts,” he paused to look back at me, unsure of how to proceed. He probably wouldn’t have explained anything if he knew that this was all new to me. I only knew the name.


“Dark arts?” Vixen snorted, “What is that? Magic?”


Zack glared back at her, information easily slipping from him now that he was angry, “What, you don’t know? I figured you would know all about them, Vixen. It’s you they’re after, by the way. You’re just oozing with negativity, after all.”


Vixen had had enough of the cryptic messages, “What the hell are you talking about? Where the hell are we going?” Her evil face was returning. The whole car seemed to be shaking with her anger. As it ruined out, it wasn’t Vixen causing the turbulence. It was Intunecate.


One of the tires blew out and we skidded uncontrollably around the road before lurching to a stop in the middle of it. I felt a cold chill rise up in me as fear began to take control. Outside the window beside Vixen was a man’s head. A very pale man’s head. His skin was chalk white, but the rest of him pitch-black. His eyes scared me the most. They were all black, no pupils or anything. I screamed and the car shook. The windows busted open, glass raining down on us. All I could see were white hands reaching in to grab at Vixen. There seemed to be more hands than I could count, all of them ghost-white and grabbing. A few of them touched me and I was overcome with a sense of absolute fear and sorrow. These things were radiating malice and despair. I couldn’t take being around them. I rolled forward in my seat and threw up. Luckily, Zack was quicker to action than I was. He practically ripped his door off its hinges and grabbed both Vixen and I, pulling us out of the car. The next thing I remember was rain. It was all around us in the open air, cold and wet. The chill of the Intunecate still racked me with tremors, though. It was much colder than the rain.


Zack was standing over me, Vixen draped over one of his shoulders. His cat eyes were darting around the abandoned car. A single Intunecat poked his head out from around the car, its black eyes piercing through me line an ice-pick. I felt needle points of numbness in the back of my head. More Intunecate followed the first one out from the car, all assembling themselves in a tight circle around us. Upon closer inspection of their black and white forms I noticed that they were opaque in some places of their bodies. Some Intunecate were completely transparent, while others were solid looking. There were about a dozen of them. I counted them as they formed their circle. They didn’t move very quickly as they floated into alignment around us. I guessed they didn’t feel a need to rush the process. I couldn’t read their expressions, either. They all wore the same blank look on their pale faces. They all looked very indifferent, yet they all had those hateful emotions raging off their bodies. They were all like engines of negativity, their bodies churning out mix of sorrow, hate, and fear. Especially fear.


This situation had gone beyond frustrating; it was a nightmare. Zack couldn’t watch all of them at once now that they had us surrounded. Plus, he would have to fight while Vixen was on his shoulder. I thought she had passed out until I noticed that she was clutching her head painfully again. She was having another brain attack, and she was having it at the worst possible time. I looked worriedly to Zack, who spoke quickly to me without looking away from the Intunecate, “Juliet,” he started, “can you get to the trunk of the car?” I shook my head. We were clearly surrounded. He went on, “They don’t have physical forms. You’ll be able to pass straight through them. They won’t attack you, either. You’re not the one they’re after. Can you reach the trunk or not?” I wondered what the Intunecate could possibly do to hurt us if I would really pass straight through them. From the look on Zack’s face, I assumed there were a lot of things. I nodded anyway. “Good,” he actually smiled at this, “Grab the white case out of the back. Get going and I’ll hold them off.” The Intunecate were closing in on us, but Zack held his ground. I just stood looking at him, wishing that this wasn’t happening. Then he glared at me with the kind of look that screams, “WHAT ARE YOU WAITING FOR, STUPID?” I nodded and ran forward.


I cringed as I ran head-first into an Intunecat and passed straight through, just as Zack said. He had failed to mention was the after effect, though. I fell on my knees on the outside of the circle of Intunecate and puked again, retching out everything in my stomach. I never felt so sick in my entire life. Whatever those things were made of, it wasn’t agreeing with me. It wasn’t really disagreeing, either. It was more of an aggravated assault on my insides. I got up and staggered forward to the car. As I reached the trunk, I dared a glance back to see how Zack was fairing. My glance turned to a stare of disbelief as I saw Zack tearing the crowd of Intunecate to pieces. He tore at the pale phantoms with his bare hands, leaving visible rip marks on their bodies. The creatures didn’t bleed, thankfully; there would have been a lot of it. I hate the sight of blood. Instead, the things would spew black mist when they were struck and recoil backwards. Unfortunately, the mist would condense back fill in the rip marks or re-grow a lost arm or leg. Zack was fighting a losing battle and he needed me to turn the tide. The white case was right where he said it would be in the trunk. I pulled out the narrow case and fumbled with it. It wasn’t all that heavy, but I felt an odd static feeling when I lifted it. The case was made out of some kind of smooth wooden stuff. I couldn’t see any of the normal rings that are found on wooden products and the surface appeared to be totally flawless and splinter-free. Well, splinters were one less thing to worry about. All I had to deal with now were the ghosts trying to kill us. I ran back to Zack, the case in hand.


It occurred to me as I approached him that if I passed straight through the Intunecate, he shouldn’t have been able to tear them to pieces. Shouldn’t his hands have passed uselessly through them as well? Granted, his tearing them to pieces made no difference, but it was still unusual to me. Before I could reach him, he yelled to me, “Don’t come to close!” He was clearly starting to energy, with twelve opponents and the weight of an extra human being on his shoulder. I stopped twenty yards away from him, awaiting his next orders. 

“Open up the case and take out the rapier!” he screamed, slashing through another Intunecat with his left hand. His fingers were bent into claws, his nails distinguishably longer than I was used to seeing them. They must have had a growth spurt in the past hour. I knelt and began to open the case, wondering what exactly a rapier was. I found out a moment later that it was a sword. It had a white hilt, with a wiry pattern of metal twisting around the handle. It swept out in an arch to create a loop that looked to protect the hand of the wielder. The blade of this sword was thin and extended up to be a little over three feet long. The blade of the sword looked to be very slight, but the tip was wickedly sharp. The wiry pattern around the hilt looked to form a familiar shape. It was like a flower blossom. It seemed odd that Zack would fight with such a dainty looking weapon. He was strong enough to carry something five times heavier than this thing. I just shrugged off the idea, though. Whatever he did to kill these things was fine by me, just as long as he killed them. I picked up the thin sword, or rapier, and nearly dropped it. It gave me that weird static feeling again, but only much stronger this time.

I reared back to throw the sword to him, but he called out to me, “No!” very quickly. I didn’t know what he wanted from me. Wasn’t he going to kill these things with it? Then I saw his blue eyes look to me. They blazed like fire at me and looked more like the eyes of a jungle cat than a house cat. He said only one word, “Yours.”

He had to be joking.

There was no way I could attack these things with a sword. Just being around them made me wanna puke again. Plus, I had never used a weapon in my life. I’d never even fist-fought before. How did he expect me to start now? There was absolutely no way I could fight with the Intunecate. I thought I would pass through them anyway. At least he had a way of touching them. I had nothing. I was just…me. Not a chance.

Then I saw Zack fall. The Intunecate were overwhelming him. He fell to one knee first and then they all swarmed him at once. His arms flailed furiously, moving so fast I couldn’t even make out all his movements. It was in vain, though. Once they were on him, he couldn’t get to his feet again. Vixen was torn from his shoulder and thrown to the side. Several of the more solid looking Intunecate held Zack down as the rest floated over to Vixen. They surrounded her and reached down to her. They seemed fully absorbed in what they were doing. Without thinking I ran over to Vixen and lashed out at the nearest Intunecat. The rapier passed through smoothly, without even getting the Intunecat’s attention. Just as I thought, I was useless. My heart sank and I attack twice more with the same result. Vixen may have only had seconds left to live and here I was hacking away at nothing.

Zack yelled out from his place on the ground, “Think happy thoughts!” His remark managed to be both cliché and unhelpful. No, seriously. How the heck was I supposed to think happy thoughts right then? I closed my eyes and bit my lip, trying to decide what to do. I trusted Zack with my life, but this was all so outrageous. I didn’t know if it would work, but it was the only suggestion I had. I cleared my mind of everything around me; my fear, my anxiety, my urgency, and my doubt. I wrapped my head around stuff I liked most. There were flowers and sunlight and Zack was there too. He was smiling at me, his eyes soft and warm. Everything was warm. I felt the heat in my fingertips and in the handle of the rapier. I opened my eyes to the glum, rainy scene before me, but the warmth remained. I looked to Vixen and Zack, both on the ground and both equally helpless. I was the only one. I wasn’t much, but I was it. There was only me and, for once, that seemed to be enough.

I swung the rapier at the Intunecat. I felt the blade sink into the creature’s body and out the other side. The Intunecat shrieked and shriveled at the blow and then fell. The rest of them turned away from Vixen to look at me. I officially had their attention. I took one step at the next one…

And fell to my knees. My head throbbed with pain and my eyes lost focus. I was having a brain attack like Vixen, and like her, it was at the worst possible time. I clutched my head, fighting to reclaim the warmth from before, but my mind pushed me back just as hard as I fought. I grimaced and looked up at the Intunecate around me. There were so many…and I felt so tired. They didn’t attack me though. They kept their distance and stared at me, unsure how to proceed. They waited a minute and then decided I didn’t have any fight left in me. They floated back over to Vixen’s body as she rolled around clutching her head the same way I clutched my own. I reached out to her, trying to touch her one last time before they would descend on her and… I didn’t know what they’d do. I don’t think I wanted to know. I just didn’t want it to happen. They reached down and prepared to do something unspeakable to Vixen.

Or, at least, they tried to. A huge bear-like creature prevented them from doing whatever they were doing. They were all bowled over in an instant by the large mass of the creature. I blinked through my tear-filled eyes to watch the creature crush the Intunecate with its raw power. My head began to clear a little bit and then I realized that the creature was none other than Terri Boden, my oversized classmate. He wore a pair of snow white gloves and a completely dry shirt. His face was totally calm and composed as he wailed on the Intunecate, throwing them into the ground and each other. He threw his gloved fists at them, their bodies bursting into clouds of mist at his forceful touch. He ran over to Zack and swept the Intunecate off of him. Zack got to his feet and shook the excess water from himself like an oversized dog. He nodded to Boden, who nodded back. I guessed that was all the thanks that Boden was going to receive from Zack.

Zack got straight to the point with Boden, “I’m guessing that we were easy to find with all this negative activity?” Boden nodded silently, watching the Intunecate reform from his assault. Zack continued, “Did you bring her bow?” Boden nodded again, this time tightening his gloves.

Boden looked over to Zack, “I see you gave her the sword.” Zack nodded, but Boden wasn’t asking a question. “I can see that it did no good. Do you forget that the Restraints are still in place?” Zack didn’t nod, but this was a question. Boden went on, “We can not kill them without the girls’ putere.”

Zack snorted, “What are you suggesting; that we throw away eighteen years of works just because of a few specters?”

“Specters that will give us no peace until we remove their Restraints,” Boden answered. “The Intunecate will not give up and leave.”

“They won’t be able to get to Vixen’s putere with the Restraints in place,” Zack argued. “They may not have access to their powers, but neither do the Intunecate.”

“When they realize that Vixen’s putere is unattainable, they will kill her. Just because Juliet is in no danger doesn’t mean that I should forsake Vixen.” Boden’s voice was always level, but at the last part he seemed agitated. Almost like he was hiding his anger. Zack was silent after that, but he looked very upset.

An Intunecat reformed next to Zack, but he sliced through it half mindedly and looked back to Boden, “You can take off Vixen’s then, but I will not remove Juliet’s. You hear me?”

Boden nodded, “She should be enough. With her putere, she can dismantle them.” Boden walked away from Zack, briskly turning two Intunecate into mist as he went. I got to my feet, dropping the rapier, and made my way over to Zack as he swatted away another Intunecat’s head as it formed. With both Boden and Zack here, the ghosts were easy to manage. Zack looked at me softly. “How’s your head?” he asked.

“A bit better,” I answered. “What’s Boden going to do?”

Zack gave me a grave look, “Something that I hope we don’t all regret later.” His answer was cryptic, unhelpful, worrisome, and, let’s not forget, frustrating. All the things I had grown tired of today all rolled into one neat phrase. It wasn’t even a complete sentence! I wanted to slap him, but I was way too tired. I just wrapped my arms around him and dug my face into his chest, wanting everything to go away; the rain, the Intunecate, Terri Boden, the rapier. Everything. I wanted it to be just me and Zack again. I felt Zack’s arms wrap around me and I burrowed deeper into his chest. Why did this all have to happen? What had I done to deserve this?

I miserably peeked out of Zack’s chest to watch Boden pick Vixen up off the ground. She was still holding her head and shaking violently. Boden was a big brute, but he seemed to handle her gently enough. He swept his hand under her shirt and onto her back, speaking very softly, “Time to wake up.” His hand rested on her back as it lit up brightly. There was a warm, orange glow on everything as he continued talking to Vixen, “It’s okay to feel lonely. You can feel sad. You can hate the Intunecate. You can hate me and Therian and Juliet, too. But you have to wake up now.” The glowing stopped and Boden lowered Vixen to the ground. She seemed to stop shaking and her hands fell away from her head. Her brain attack had stopped. She looked at Boden awkwardly, unsure what to do. Boden reached behind his back and pulled out a long, black bow that had been hidden by his bulky form. He also pulled out a quiver full of arrows that had mangled looking black feathers on them. First a sword and now this? I was just waiting for a medieval catapult to roll down the road past us. I watched as he handed the weapon to her. She took it gingerly, not sure if she should be grateful or confused.

Then Boden embraced her. It was like watching a grizzly bear crush a small child. Like a bear-hug. He was whispering something to her, but I could still make it out over the rain. He said, “Hate them. Let it flow through you like a river and burn you like fire. They’ve made your life hell and they’re not sorry. They’ve changed everything and messed it all up. Hate them. Hate them. Hate them.” It was a really creepy chant he was doing. He was always monotone, too. I couldn’t tell what Boden was feeling as he chanted away in Vixen’s ear, telling her to hate the Intunecate. I wanted to hate them, but I couldn’t bring myself to. It just wasn’t in me.

Vixen could. She threw Boden off of her. I’m not lying. She actually threw him away from her. She reached for an arrow and put into her bow, aiming at the first Intunecat she saw. The arrow nailed it in the head and the creature shrieked as it crumpled into itself. The Intunecat imploded and then exploded into a mass of shrieking mist that dissolved into the air. The Intunecat  wasn’t dead; it had been unmade. The remaining ten Intunecate reformed and looked at Vixen hungrily. She looked possessed, definitely unlike herself. Her eyes were unsettling. The pupils were dilated, like she was in a dark room, and they glared back at the Intunecate angrily. I didn’t know what putere was, but I had a feeling that the Intunecate were about to get a lot more of it than they wanted. There were ten of them left, but a moment later the air was filled with unbearable shrieking. I dug my face deeper into Zack’s chest to escape the sound, but I could go deep enough. The sound would haunt my dreams for the rest of my life.

Vixen breathed heavily and stared at the ground. Boden went to approach her, but she lashed out her hand and caught him in the in ribs. I heard a sickening crunch that didn’t sound like bone and looked away from Zack’s chest to see Boden holding his side painfully. Vixen was string another arrow into place on her bow. She hadn’t had her fill of fighting yet. I saw in her eyes that she was still possessed, not herself. She prepared to fire on Boden, to kill him. Then Zack was away from me. In an instant he was behind Vixen, holding her arms in place. He looked to have a secure grip on her, but she flung him away in an instant. I gasped as she fired on Zack, but Zack cocked his head to the side, and the arrow flew past. Before Zack could recover Vixen had turned and notched another arrow. She let it fly at Boden, who sat crippled on the wet ground. He attempted to dodge the arrow but it caught him on his shoulder. His should burst into fire and dust and I thought I heard dynamite going off as Vixen’s arrow exploded. Boden may have very well been dead, but Vixen prepared to fire another arrow at his body. Zack leapt forward and swept Boden’s body away just as the arrow was released. The ground where Boden was laying exploded into a thousand different pieces. What was the matter with her? I ran towards Vixen desperately. I don’t know what I thought I could do. I just moved without thinking. She turned to me then, arrow notched. The sight horrified me beyond words, but I kept on running at her. She didn’t fire. She had plenty of time to, but she didn’t. I reached her and threw my arms around her, tears already streaming down my face, mixing with sweat and rain water.

Vixen’s body was stiff and cold. I couldn’t detect even an ounce of body heat. She stood with her hands held tightly to her bow and arrow. She was shaking again, more violently than when she was having the brain attack. I cried into her chest now, holding on to her as tight as I could. I kept yelling at her, “Stop it! Just stop it!” She didn’t react to anything I said, but she didn’t throw me off either. She just stood there, motionless. I’m not certain what I was feeling for Vixen, but right then I was just as worried for her as I was for Zack and more worried for her than I was for myself. I wasn’t going to run away, and if she killed me, then that would be my fault for being an idiot. Right then, I didn’t feel like an idiot. I felt like a sister, like a friend to this hateful girl that I had never really spoken to. She had always been around me growing up, but I never felt as close to her as I did right then. I looked up into her face, and saw that her pupils were contracting back to normal. Her breathing was slowing and her shaking was subsiding.

“Vixen…” I whispered, digging my face into her again. Her bow clattered to the ground, and her hands rose up and around my body. She was holding me as tight as I held her.

“Juliet,” she reassured me and ran her hand through my sopping hair. She was back. Right then, I felt all the worry wash out of me, all the frustration leave me. I was just Juliet Riker, and she was just Vixen Riker. We were tied by some unknown destiny, some unexplainable force, but I didn’t know that. I just knew that we were sisters, in one way or another.

The rain flowed down by back and to the earth below me. It was cold, contrasting Vixen’s warm touch. I hated the cold, and struggled for the warmth, but my eyes lost focus, and my head got blurry. For once, I didn’t care. It made no difference. All I could feel were Vixen in my embrace and the rain on my back. I loved Vixen as my sister.

And I hated the rain.
