*Chapter 1*


I walked silently beside Kyle down the hallway of the Science Department. He was talking to me about some party he was at over the weekend; the same old, same old.  Some girl he’d hooked up with, how smashed he was at the time. I didn’t respond to any of it, and he really didn’t expect me to. We had this routine going for the past few months of school since we had most of our classes together: the bell rings, we leave class, he talks, I listen, we get to the next class, the bell rings. It had been the same monotonous cycle since we had started the year. In truth, I had grown to like. My life seemed to work in a routine, and I had gotten used to the rhythm of it. I liked to be organized, predictable. It made things flow easier when I was used to them. Even things that I didn’t necessarily like all that much. It would just be one more thing to have to adjust to. If I could make do with them now, chances were I would be able to deal with them later as well. I wasn’t really a big fan of change.


“She’s cool, but I really don’t see us, like…together and stuff,” Kyle was saying, “What do you think, Vix?” Ah, questions. It was true that I would never respond in words, but just like everything else, I had worked out a routine for simple responses as well. A sideways glance meant yes, while a sigh meant no. No response at all simply meant that I didn’t care. I usually graced people with the latter. In this case I had actually been paying attention to most of what he had been saying, so I responded with a slight sigh. Any relationship based on the frequency of sexual contact probably wasn’t one that was meant to last. Not that I had a great deal of experience to base that idea on, or anything, but I had heard Kyle prattle on about his past relationships enough to understand what the problem was. 


Kyle sighed in response to that, “That’s what I thought you’d say. Well, we’ll see. You know me well enough to realize that I’m going to disregard your opinion and try it anyway.” Kyle laughed a little at that. I cracked a smile at it for a brief instant, my lesser instincts giving away my amusement despite my efforts to keep them it bay. It was a small victory for him every time he got me to smile. He adamantly believed that there was a normal person in me somewhere trying to get out. Whatever made him believe something like that I’d never know. He smiled a little arrogantly at me, “Well, well, well; there’s the happy Vix. She doesn’t come around very much, does she? Always hiding behind her dark clothes and blank expressions. You’d think she was just like any other Goth kid.”


Why couldn’t he just believe that?


Kyle was interrupted by the door to his right opening very suddenly. Kyle almost ran into the swinging door as he walked, and after I saw who walked through it, there wasn’t a doubt in my mind that Kyle would be sprawled out on the floor had he been hit by it. It was Terri Boden, the most intimidating human being I had ever laid eyes on. Easily over six feet tall, he was best described as having the features of grizzly bear. A grizzly bear whose diet included wolverines and other grizzly bears. His facial features were literally chiseled into his head. If people could be carved out of solid stone, Terri would be one of them. His emotions ranged from serious to very serious. His poker face could probably make him a millionaire if he actually played games. Terri Boden didn’t play any games at all. For some unfathomable reason, he hadn’t joined any teams at the school, and I was sure that every coach at the school had begged him to. This was especially strange to me; even I ran track. Albeit, I only ran track because it was the only sport that didn’t require me to make contact with other people.


All movements and noise seemed to stop whenever Terri entered the building. This was a normal reaction to anything Terri did. Terri paid the change of atmosphere no mind, as usual, and continued his walk to class. Terri had a knack for being the oddball, not a great deal unlike me. He rarely spoke to anyone, and when he did you would swear that a grizzly bear was roaring. It was a noise people found unsettling and as a result he wasn’t called on much in class. When he did speak, though, I thought I could detect a hint of strain in his voice. It was like he was trying to sound scary and keep people away from him. I wished that I had a similar ability sometimes. 


Terri happened to attract extra interest from me today, though. My attention shifted from Kyle’s continued ramblings to Terri’s hair and clothing. They were a normal brown and grey, respectively. They were interesting because of what they were not, however. I had noticed when the door opened that it was raining heavily. Not many people usually took the time examine Terri, probably because they were afraid of the consequences of staring. If they did, they would probably find it interesting that Terri was never wet. Not ever. I had noticed this detail around the begging of this year and found it odd that I hadn’t noticed it before. I had spent my life growing up in the same town with this kid, gigantic or not. I put this detail to the test every chance that I got, and every time it passed. Not a dark spot on his grey shirt, not a drop form his hair. There was no shelter between this building and the cafeteria, where he had come from, and he carried no umbrella with him.


I smiled unwittingly at the thought of Terri’s giant figure carrying an umbrella. Kyle snapped me back to reality in an instant, “There she is again! I didn’t even say anything that time, so it’s easy to see you’re not listening.” He laughed again. I beat my instincts this time and restrained a small grin. Kyle looked at me triumphantly anyway, as if he knew I was smiling inwardly. It was really starting to bug me how well he was getting to know me. Change was never something I dealt with well, after all.


At that instant I saw something out of my peripheral vision. In the hallway, something dark had flashed between a group of students. Not like a shadow or some quickly moving figure. Something that was so dark that it was out of place. Like night in the day time. A moonless night. Too dark for even me to like. Almost ghastly. I shivered a little bit for no reason. I shifted my vision back to walking forward, but not quickly enough for Kyle not to notice. He glanced over in the direction the flash of movement had come from, but the look on his face told me that there was nothing there. He gave me a weird look that he probably thought I couldn’t see and went back to walking as well. My attention was only half on him at that moment, though. Terri had stopped ahead of us in the hall and was staring intently toward the flash of dark movement. His whole body was facing the direction of the movement. His gaze held something in it that I wasn’t used to, something grave. Something…bad. He went back to walking as well, but not before he shot an almost imperceptible glance towards me. I couldn’t be sure at the time, but the glance was definitely a look of questioning and even worry.


Kyle went right on talking, but I was long past hearing him at this point. Terri Boden was worried about something. This was more than unsettling to me; I was completely and illogically frightened.

***


Track practice was canceled, of course. It was pouring outside. I preferred it this way. There was no one around and I was free to run all I wanted without the restraint of company to hold me back. I had changed out of my heavy black boots and black chained clothing, what Kyle referred to as my “Goth Uniform” and changed into lighter running attire. Black, of course.


The lack of people around me also allowed me to wear one of my more revealing tops. It was comfier, but there was no way I would be caught dead in anything that showed that much of my back. It wasn’t revealing in a sexual way, but an ugly black mark appeared just over the opening of the neck of the tank-top. It wasn’t a tattoo, and it certainly wasn’t a birthmark. My parents told me it was a scar from where I’d had surgery as a child. They said as I’d grown the scar had grown more…complex. That word hardly gave this mark justice. This was an intricate pattern, and seemed like it belonged more in a witch’s ritual than it did plastered to my back. I didn’t really care what people thought about me, but I already had enough trouble as it was with the way I dressed. And acted. People didn’t need to start thinking that I was full on satanic. Some already assumed that much, of course, but I didn’t see any reason to make those people think they were correct. I let them think what they wanted to think. They must’ve not heard what assuming does to you and me. Mainly to them.


The rain felt good against my bare skin as I ran through the rain. I could feel the icy impact of every rain drop that my body intercepted in mid-fall. It was like a thousand separate points of cold that opened my mind to the clarity of the world around me. Like the light-headed feeling that occurred when you stuck your head under an ice-cold shower. This was my whole body, though, so the effect seemed that much greater to me. It spurred me on; I ran faster. I don’t know how long I ran, but when I stopped for a break, I couldn’t tell how much of the moisture on me was sweat and how much was rainwater. I preferred to think that the rainwater had washed away most of my sweat. I hated sweat, and I didn’t have to deal with it all that often. As of right then I wasn’t physically winded, but my mind was a little worn out.


It happened whenever I came up here in the rain. I would open up my mind to the serenity of the rain, of being alone. I would feel a strange sensation trickle into the back of my head and then down my spine into the rest of me. I would feel strangely cold and then hot and then cold again. Back and forth. It all happened in about a few minutes. Then, my head would get very blurry and my vision would lose that sharp clarity that it had gained from the cold rain. I would get confused in a moment and be unable to think clearly. That is why I stopped for a break right then and sat down under the awning that covered the small water station at the track. I didn’t need water. I just wanted to get out of the rain for a moment. It had suddenly lost its serene edge.


I took a few deep breaths and reclined my head back to rest on the concrete structure. After a while my head cleared a little I got up and looked around. I stretched my legs out a little bit and rolled my head around. Large puddles had formed around me on the ground around the water station. The rain had collected into the natural indents in the ground and now rippled off the surface of the fresh puddles. I glanced over into one of them. My reflection was a little foreign to me. I didn’t spend a lot of time in front of a mirror after all. What seemed different to me was that I looked different than what I was used to. I had never actually seen myself out in the rain without my Goth uniform. My hair was out at full length since it was held down by the weight of the rainwater. It was pitch-black save for my lone strip of deep red that I had dyed on the front. My skin was very mildly tanned. I had tried for a while to make myself paler by wearing thick layers of clothing that covered my entire body, but I eventually gave up. My skin didn’t seem to be affected by anything I did. I thought sometimes that if I went to tan that I would get any darker either. I wasn’t willing to take that chance. My eyes were dark and obscured from the light by my heavy black hair, but they were still highly reflective. I could see a point of light in each of them from the little light around me. The sight of my head in the puddle was surrounded by the grey of the rainy sky over head. It made a vibrant back drop for my profile. Vibrant grey. I liked it.


A lot.


And I certainly wasn’t one to spend a great deal of time admiring my own reflection. This image of me seemed to stand out. I almost looked…pretty. Well, that probably wasn’t the right word for me. I was striking. Yeah, that sounded good. Not too strong, not too mild. Unimpressive yet unforgettable. I even smiled briefly. I don’t know why I liked the way I looked all of a sudden, but something had come over me. Something like nostalgia. That couldn’t have been it, though; this was, after all, the first time I had seen myself like this. I shook off the strange feeling and let only the good remain. I felt good enough to start running again as well.


I stepped out into the rain and let the icy drops hit me again. The clarity was starting to come back again. The trees looked a little greener, the touch of the rain drops more precise, the wind more chilled and alive. Even the grey sky looked more…vibrant. I was really starting to like the idea of vibrant grey. I noticed something else, too. I was being watched. I hadn’t noticed it before because my senses were so caught up with running. But now, here nest to the water station, I could feel the presence of eyes on me with my heightened senses. There was someone around the corner of the building just out of sight. I felt nauseous suddenly. Was this a trick of some kind? It wouldn’t be the first. It could have easily been Juliet or one of the Moss sisters. The thought of them made me angry, but I quickly scooted them to the side of my mind. It could just as easily have been some demented stalker who delighted in taking advantage of Goth girls. I doubted that highly. I didn’t think myself all that appealing, striking or not. Whoever it was, I certainly wasn’t going to wait around for them to make the first move.


I stepped quietly toward the corner of the building, unaware of whether or not my stalker knew I knew he or she was there. They were about to find out if they didn’t already know, and if they did…well, I guess I would be the one who would be in for the surprise. I scooted around the corner and…

Nothing.

Not a soul. Maybe my senses weren’t as sharp as I would have liked them to be. I worried for a moment if I were going a little crazy out here in the rain, but I was distracted by footsteps from in the distance. I turned to see my science teacher, Mr. Phillip Marshall, walking towards the track under an umbrella that he carried as he sloshed through the mud under his feet. He was looking intently at me. I felt strange for a moment, an emotion passing through me too fast to tell what it was. I knew it was bad, though. And strong. It didn’t matter; I knew Mr. Marshall. He was a really down to earth guy. One of the few, in fact, that didn’t treat me any differently than other students. I began to walk towards him, since he was obviously coming up here to talk to me.


I didn’t get to move even an inch before a hand reached out and caught my shoulder. I turned, startled, to find Terri Boden standing next to me. His face was dark, and fixed on the teacher who was walking towards us. I opened my mouth to ask him how he got so close to me without my noticing, but he shot me a look of such gravity that I chocked on the words. He said quickly, “Don’t go with him.” His voice was devoid of the roar that was normally there, proving me right in my theory. I hardly had time to think about it right then, though, as I couldn’t seem to get over the sound that was in his voice. He was worried. Absolutely, one-hundred percent worried and uncertain. He didn’t even try to hide it. Again, I became illogically frightened.


Mr. Marshall approached us normally enough. He shot a quick look at Terri who still stood with his hand on my shoulder. He had it anchored there like, well, an anchor. He didn’t want me going anywhere. Mr. Marshall turned his full attention to me a moment later.


“Young lady, you shouldn’t be up here in the rain,” he said, though rather harshly and unemotional. It definitely didn’t sound like him. I had no idea what was going on. From the grip Terri had on my shoulder, I could tell he did. I glanced quickly back to Terri and he didn’t respond. He kept glaring at Mr. Marshall. I looked back to Mr. Marshall.


He spoke again, but impatient this time, “It is a school offense for you to be up here, young lady,” he growled, “You must come to the office with me immediately.” Mr. Marshall had never in his life referred to me as “young lady.” It was more than unsettling; it was just plain creepy.


I realized I was being illogical. This was clearly Mr. Marshall standing in front of me. Why was I so scared? I struggled for a moment against Terri’s grip and broke free. If I went with Mr. Marshall, I was sure to find out why he was acting so strange. I took one step and Terri threw his arm out in front of me, barring my path. I apparently wasn’t going anywhere.


Mr. Marshall threw a look of pure malice at Terri, “Young man, you will remove yourself from my sight before you regret your actions.” I wasn’t sure what I was more surprised by: the fact that Marshall was talking like that or the fact that Marshall was talking like that to Terri. None of this was making any sense.


Terri abruptly took one step forward and punched Mr. Marshall in the face. The teacher’s glasses went flying and he sprawled out on the wet ground, motionless. I was so shocked that I didn’t move. Had Terri really just done that? Was Mr. Marshall dead? What was happening here, right in front of me? Terri turned briefly to me and said, “Run.” I failed to comply. I couldn’t get my body to get over the shock of what was going in my head. As I stood there, dumbfounded, I saw why I should have been running away.


Mr. Marshall was smoking. Not cigarette smoking, but like on fire smoking. Black fumes were rising up from his limp body as the rain drenched him. Were Terri’s punches so strong that they set people on fire, too? No, that was stupid. But then, what was happening? The fumes over my science teacher’s body collected into a dense cloud that swirled around sporadically. They were taking the shape of something and they were doing it quickly. Terri was beside me pulling on a pair of white gloves. An odd fashion statement, I thought stupidly. I gathered my senses again. Something very wild and different was happening in front of me. I had no idea what it was.


The black fumes collected and formed what can only be described as a man. Not human by a long shot, but a man was the only thing it was similar to. It had arms and a head and all that, but the features were all wrong. His skin was beyond white. It was as if someone had bleached his skin to remove any hint of color. His skin wasn’t visible in a lot of places either. He wore an outfit so dark I almost had to squint to look at it. Darkness so intense that it was similar to staring into the sun. Everything about him was that shade of intense black, save for his ridiculously white skin, which only added to the dark color because of the contrast. The man’s hair was long and had no style about it. It seemed to shoot off in different directions and tangle about itself. His eyes were the worst, though. He had no pupils. His eyes were completely black. No white, no anything. Just black. I’d heard that eyes were the window to the soul. It was clear to me that when I looked into this thing’s eyes, there was nothing behind them.


The thing acted before Terri did. It flew into him and knocked him aside. It actually knocked Terri out of its way. It came straight for me. I tried to run, but stumbled backwards awkwardly. The thing was hovering over me. I realized from the way that it moved that this was the thing that I saw in the hallway earlier that day. The black that shone out like it was light. It reached down its hand and touched me. My arm felt like it would freeze off. But suddenly that crystal clarity was flowing through my head again. I felt the sensation in my body as well. The creature in front of me looked very focused in what it was doing. I got some of my senses back in those few moments of clarity and swatted at the thing. My hands went straight through it. I wasn’t sure if it was the shock of trying to hit a ghost that caused it, but my head began to loose focus and I lost my ability to think. I was confused and felt very tired.


The creature looked aggravated. It spoke, its voice like a harsh whisper, “Where is the putere? I know that it is here! Why will it not flow outward?” I, of course, couldn’t answer his question, but he did get a response. From Terri.


Terri found a way to grab hold of the thing and pull it away from me. The creature writhed uselessly under Terri’s grip as it tried to escape, but now the creature’s strength seemed to have been lost in the wake of Terri’s rage. He slid his white gloved hands up to the thing’s head and then proceeded to push them together. I looked away quickly from the scene, my head still spinning. I really didn’t need to see that thing get its head crushed, no matter how not-human it was. I looked back what seemed like an hour later to see the black fumes all around Terri like the thing had dissolved. Terri was breathing hard, but was already removing the gloves he had donned before the fight had started. It sounded like he cursed under his breath and then shot a look over to me. I wanted to ask him what that thing was. I wanted to ask what was going on. Was Mr. Marshall going to be okay? Was I? What the hell was happening to me?


Terri answered simply all my unspoken questions, “From now on, things around you are going to…change.”


I cringed at the thought and spoke for the first time that day. “Damn,” I said quietly. I then fainted.


Did I mention that I hate change?

