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Bonus Material: Prologue

REAPER I: THE BEGINNING

Amanda M. Holt

 

The first time that I turned into the Dark Thing, I was just as terrified of my transformation as I was of my attackers. 

That evening had begun normally enough. 

I had just left my workplace and, for the usual reason, had chosen to take a shortcut home by walking through Lincoln Park.

Cutting thought the park at night was something my mother would have scolded me for, but I was far too bold to heed her warnings. 

Instead, I brushed them off as mere motherly paranoia. 

She was always paranoid about one thing or another.

Always worried, usually without reason. 

Besides, it was the Suburbs for God’s sake. 

Nothing ever really happened there.

I didn’t share the same fears as my mother. 

I didn’t believe in things that went bump in the night. 

Nothing bad had ever happened to me in Lincoln Park, day or night, and this route was, after all, the quickest way home from my part time job at Bo’s Ice Cream Parlor.

Plus, I was in a hurry to get home because I was really looking forward to the episode of Buffy the Vampire Slayer that was playing that night. It was a repeat episode, but one of my favorites… Spike was in love with Buffy, little good that it did him, as she was still in love with Angel. 

I loved watching Spike suffer through his unrequited love.  Something about seeing that gorgeous bleached blond vampire lusting after a woman he couldn’t have made my fifteen year old pulse quicken.

I had never even been kissed by a boy.

I was innocent of many things.

In my innocence, I felt as long that as I stuck to the lit paths that cut Lincoln Park into its sections, I should be fine. I wouldn’t run into any wild animals, trip over any tree roots, or meet up with any of the homeless people who sought out refuge in the deeper shadows of the park.

I had traveled this path during both the daylight hours and autumn evenings numerous times without a single unpleasant incident. 

I probably could have walked my favorite path with my eyes closed.

From my point of view, it was a much better route home than walking the several blocks around the park to get to my neighborhood.

 So yes, I dared that night to cross Ol’ Lincoln, sticking to those well-lit paths as best I could.

My lucky stars had never led me astray before…

Nevertheless, on that cold October night, I would not be so lucky.

I heard the gruff voiced men well before I saw them. 

 Their intentions came to me in bits and pieces of conversation.

“Now there’s a sweet piece of ass if ever I saw one,” one of them hissed, in my general direction.  

“I’ve been craving a piece like that all night,” said another man, from the same place as his unseen companion.

Being the only piece of ass that I could see in Lincoln Park that night, I would have been stupid not to assume that he was talking about me.

 I began to walk faster, hoping that my footsteps would carry me further away from their voices. Put me out of sight before they could get any other vile ideas, make any other gross comments.

My quick breaths formed little puffs of mist in the cold night air.

Another rough voice drifted to me. 

“Man, I wanna tear that ass up.  Tear it to pieces.”

Another hoarse whisper from the shadows.

“I could eat that ass up in two bites!” A third voice growled.

I glanced nervously to the left of my field of vision, looking for the faces and bodies that belonged to the crude words. 

It was then that I saw the three of them walking toward me from the shadows of the park, blocking my way further along the path.

The short heavyset man was the first one I saw.

He wasn’t dressed for the brisk cold of the night, in a sleeveless shirt that showed a collection of tattoos. He was leering at me, his vicious smile splitting his face from ear to ear.

The dark skinned one of the three had hooded eyes that made me feel uncomfortable as his glance swept me from head to toe. He was tall, well built and moved with feline grace making me think that he must have been an athlete of some sort. 

He too was leering, a missing tooth in his smile.

The youngest one couldn’t have been much older than me.  He was as pale a ghastly white as the moon overhead. 

He smiled at me, but there was no humor in his smile, only a cruel hunger.

In hindsight, I realize that it was at the sight of those corrupt smiles that I probably should have run. 

Run as far and as fast away from those men as my slender young legs could have carried me. 

I was only fifteen—and even though they looked like a rough Motley Crew of men, I didn’t immediately have the sense that they were going to act on their obscene words. 

On the other hand, I should have known that my youth wasn’t something that would have swayed them from their perverted thoughts, their sick and twisted cause. 

If society’s warnings were anything to go by, my tender age would only have encouraged them to act out their lascivious ideas.

Sick perverts loved young girls, isn’t that what every mother—especially mine—liked to warn? 

It turned out, my mother was right. 

Hindsight being what it is, I know now that I should never have cut through the park after dark.

Not even in this nice part of town. 

Certainly not at night.

Not that night.

But instead, there I was in my pink polyester Bo’s Ice Cream Parlor uniform, my nametag, Samantha B. flashing in the late October moonlight like a beacon that could draw the men nearer.

The heavyset man in the middle of the group continued to leer at me as he twisted the hairs of his long goatee with a plump tattooed hand. 

“Hey, girly – you look lonely.” His stare was unmistakably set on me. The callousness of his words assured me he meant me. “Maybe you’re bored?”

“Maybe you’d like to play tonight?” The young one asked.

“Maybe you need a little company.” The dark-skinned one drawled.

There was no longer any doubt in my mind – they were talking about me. 

My heart began to pound more quickly in my chest. 

Adrenaline began to course through my body, making me tremble.

The fat one laughed. “What, cat got your tongue?”

“Maybe she’s deaf,” the young one supposed out loud.

The tall dark one smiled even wider. “She’s cute, for a mute.”

“Cute enough to fuck, though?” The young one asked.

“Aren’t they always?” The tattooed one began to advance toward me. “Come on boys. Time to do what we do best.”

I was frozen in place.

I couldn’t breathe, couldn’t move, couldn’t even think.

Were they really going to do what I thought they were going to do?

“Yup, time to fuck her and cut her.” The young one followed the fat one.

Oh shit.

It was even worse than it had seemed.

Fuck and cut? Fuck and cut? 

Fuck what?

Cut where?

“Same as the others,” the dark one agreed, joining his fellows.

It was then that I began to feel a strange crawling sensation under my skin, a tingling that started out subtle and barely noticed, but quickly became painful, almost burning. 

It started in my chest near where my heart had begun to pound.

It was unlike anything I had ever felt before. 

I felt as though something inside of me was about to catch fire.

Is this what it is like to be terrified? 

“What, you don’t talk to strangers, is that it?” The stained teeth in the fat one’s smile glistened at me in the darkness.

“I’m…I’m close to home now,” I managed to croak, trying to make it sound like a warning.

“Is that so?” If his proximity was anything to go by, the fat one was their leader. “You saying you don’t want to play with us? Because I sure would like to play with you.”

“Baby Boy, you wanna play with her too?” The dark skinned man asked his other companion.

“I like this one, Jason.” The youngest of the three, as pale as a phantom from a nightmare, seemed intrigued by what he saw in me  There was no mistaking the violence in his every move. “Looks like a waitress.  I haven’t fucked me a waitress in a long, long time.”

“Pussy is pussy. Good enough for me.” Jason shrugged.

 “So long as I get to stick my dick in some part of her,” said the fat one, approaching me from the left, closing in the distance between us. “She’ll do just fine.”

More hoarse words and the threat was set. 

They were poised to attack. 

The tension between us was thick and prickly.

As prickly as the sensation spreading through my body.

There would be a breaking point, I was sure of it. 

I knew that the moment I ran they would run after me. 

They would catch me, fuck me and cut me, just as they had said – I was sure of it.

I couldn’t think.

I just needed time to think! 

My fear caught breathlessly in my chest, holding me captive as my heart pounded like a bird trying to escape the trappings of my own ribcage.  I could hear my heartbeat, erratic and as loud as a tribal drum in my head, drowning out the meaning of their vile whispers.

All the while, that strange burning sensation continued to scorch my heart, my chest, my skin, covering me like a fiery shroud.

As the three men closed in on me, I began to retreat, walking as briskly backward as my quivering legs would allow. 

Why did my legs feel so weak, like rubber bands? 

Was this the best my fight or flight system could do?

Why was my skin burning so? 

I wanted to turn and run, but my fear wouldn’t let me take my eyes off the three of them…

I wouldn’t dare take my eyes off them.

How could this be happening to me? 

What had I done to them to deserve this?

Jason inclined his head toward the far man. “What do ya think, Gary?” 

“She’s not as hot as the last one we fucked and cut, but she’ll do just fine.”

There were those words again.

Dangerous and unmistakable.

Fucked and cut.

The whispered words fucked and cut made my steps falter.

I nearly stumbled. 

Now I was petrified. 

Truly afraid for my life. 

Fucked sounded bad enough. 

I knew what that meant, that it implied forced sex. 

At fifteen I barely knew what the mechanics of sex were—but I knew that their intentions were to rape me. 

As for cut, well cut was far worse a fate. 

Cut what? 

Cut where?

My skin continued to itch, continued to burn.

The gap between the Jason and Baby Boy was the widest. 

It was there I was going to attempt my escape. 

I tried to dash past Jason, but the dark skinned man intercepted me from the right, scaring me into the direction of his two cohorts.

“She’s not as young as the last one, either,” hissed Baby Boy, while closing in on my right.

His light colored eyes gleamed at me with a cold hatred. 

“Not as feisty, either.” Gary, the heaviest of my assailants made his move, his plump hand striking out of midair to grab me by the arm. 

He threw me to the ground with little effort on his part and I fell so hard that the wind was knocked out of me. 

“They rarely ever put up a fight.” Gary laughed as he attempted to straddle me. “It’s fucking pathetic. Even animals put up more fight than these little girls do.”

As I began to crab-crawl away from him backward, my pants dampened by the wet autumn leaves, I felt as though I were flush with blazing fever, my skin feeling as if it really were burning. The itch of it was maddening.

If I weren’t in the fight of my life – or flight of my life – I probably would have scratched myself to near death.

What was worse just then, the itching or the burning, it was hard to tell as they became one and the same, leaving me to feel as though an army of fire ants were biting all over my young body.

This trial by fire was unreal.

Between the men and the misery, how would I survive such torment?

My fear was disorienting and my situation seemed desperate enough.

Yet nothing could have prepared me for what happened next.

As the three men fell upon me they sealed not only my fate, but their own.

Six greedy male hands tore at my clothing.

Six hateful male hands held me to the cold wet ground.

Six ravenous male hands shredded the polyester pants from my hips, and ripped my white cotton panties from my virgin mound. 

Six perverted male hands and a cold October night brought out something dark and deadly within me.

Something unnatural and hungry for the blood of the corrupt...

“Somebody! Help! Rape!“ I finally cried out. 

Suddenly a tattooed hand struck me across my mouth, split my lip and drew blood, silencing me for the moment.

“Shut up, bitch!” Gary warned me. “Or I’ll fucking cut you right fucking now!”

The warm blood tasted like copper pennies on my tongue.

I struggled, but between the three of them they were able to hold me down. 

As I was restrained, I let out a shriek that could have raised the dead.

One of my assailants reached out to grab me by the ponytail of my long, dark hair, ripping my head back to shut me up. 

My groin began to burn and itch painfully, a sensation that became almost as bad as that across my chest, my abdomen. 

It felt like there was something inside of me trying to eat its way out of me through my bones, my organs, my very skin.

Something that wanted to let loose with a vengence...

The sensation was such that I felt like I was being consumed alive by fire and pain.

“Samantha B.” Gary tossed aside my nametag as though it were a piece of litter. “Samantha B, I’m gonna fuck you first, you see, because it’s my turn to go first, ain’t that right Jason?” 

“So you keep reminding us.” The dark man relented where he held both of my wrists.

My skin continued to itch and burn, becoming worse in my fingers than it was in my virgin mound, a spreading, burning, tingling itch beneath my fingernails. It felt as though my nailbeds themselves were pushing away from my body, growing, elongating.

There was a twitch and release of fiery pain beneath my fingernails and I knew instinctively that scratching, scraping, burrowing into something would be the only way to alleviate it.

This maddening, burning itch!

“What the fuck?” The youngest let go of my leg in revulsion.

Gary glowered at the youth. “Baby Boy, you useless fucking pussy – what’s the matter with you? Hold on to her!”

“She’s got this black shit on her leg.” The pale teenager told them. “Look! It’s like a scab, or leather or something.”

Jason released both of my wrists at once. “It’s on her hands, too. And her chest. What the – it’s moving!“

“It’s fucking spreading, man!” Baby Boy sounded disgusted, and began to back away.

Even in the dim light I looked down and saw a dark patch of something leather-like plastered against my bare leg from my foot to my groin, spreading up to my abdomen, covering my flat stomach. 

At first I thought it was just black top soil from the ground where they had been pinning me. 

However, dirt didn’t move of its own accord like this did.

I followed their stares to the patch of darkness that had appeared on the middle of my chest, itching and burning its way across my body. 

The itching, the burning was worse where the darkness had appeared and was thickening, covering me with its skin-like coating. 

While I was glad for its sudden appearance, its protection of my modesty, its abnormal nature and unknown origin horrified me.

What the hell is it? 

What is happening to me?

The young one’s pale face was marked with fear.

He was clambering to his feet, clearly distressed about what he was seeing.

“What’s happening to me?” I asked aloud, fearfully, as though these horrible men might know the answer. 

I was as terrified as they were of this strange transformation. 

Moreso.

The young one backed even further away as did the fat one, releasing my other leg in the process.

The fingertips of my left hand continued to itch and cramp and it worsened to the point that I whimpered in pain. I watched in horror as the nail beds did begin to darken and grow. 

The pain was so intense! 

The sight of the change, unbelievable!

Jason released my right hand out of disgust because it, too, had become affected.

Right before my eyes, my fingertips turned dark and gleamed as if I had dipped them in used motor oil. The darkness spread, covering my arms completely with the same black barrier of some organic looking material.

Points formed at the tip of my fingers.

First, as long and narrow as a cat’s claws, then as long as fork tines…and then longer, thicker, more lethal.

 In a matter of heartbeats they came to resemble butter knives. 

The points continued to increase in length.

I could barely believe my eyes. 

What’s
happening to me?

Baby Boy made a comment under his breath that sounded a bit like a prayer.

The first of the three to attempt an escape from their fate, he was on his feet and on the run, retreating into the shadows of the park.

The black stuff all but covered me and, thankfully, the painful itching was beginning to subside. 

My fingers looked like formidable weapons and the scaled texture of my skin was almost reptilian. I opened and closed my hands in front of me, wondering in awe at what my fingers had become—long black blades with thin, sharp edges. 

Well, at least the black stuff wasn’t itching anymore. 

And the men…at least the men weren’t touching me anymore.

The Dark Thing covered me in near entirety, save but for my face and hair. It was a second skin unto my own. I felt it creep up my neck as far as my jaw, my hairline, my ears. This entirely alien experience was—strangely enough—beginning to feel somehow natural, somehow right. 

Jason, who had been transfixed by the change, now stood and was soon on the run, heading in the direction from which they had come.

The fat man with the tattoos was the last to leave, but he ran as fast as his jiggling folds could accomodate.

They left me alone in the shadows, to the Dark Thing that was spreading its last few inches to cover my entire body, even the soles of my feet still within my shoes. 

As their footfalls subsided, I found myself in an unsettling quiet, my situation seeming quite absurd.

Some tough guys they were. 

How quickly they had run at the first sign of trouble! 

It was then that the fury came over me.

The rage.

The bloodlust.

How dare they attack me—ambush and surround me—me a fucking teenage girl.

How dare they!

How dare they!

They had harbored rape and other violence in their minds. 

Now, suddenly, I had revenge in mind.

I no longer felt shaky in the legs or otherwise weak of limb. 

I no longer felt like a victim.

As I stood, I felt strong—stronger, perhaps, than I had ever been in my life. 

I felt like chasing them down, one by one, and ending their miserable lives. 

I felt angry—angrier than I had ever been at anyone for any reason in my entire life.

How dare they try to violate me? How dare they?

How fucking dare they!

I saw the flicker of the fat man’s basketball jersey in the dim light. He was the straggler of the three and nearest me. Without any hesitation, I decided to act on my impulses. 

I began to chase him.

I ran with the cold autumn wind in my ears, feeling as though I had never run faster or with more certain footing in my entire life. The shadows of the park seemed of no concern somehow—my night vision was clearer, more accurate than it had been just minutes before. 

I could now see in the dark almost as well as I could see along the lit paths.

What’s happening to me? 

What is this Dark Thing?

I would, of course, have much time to deliberate over these questions later. 

For the moment, I didn’t need questions answered. I needed revenge! 

In fact, I wanted to do more than just exact revenge. I wanted…justice. 

Not only for me, but also for every other woman or girl they had assaulted. From the way that they had worked in sync as a pack, it was apparent they had done this to a woman before. 

So help me, it would be their last time if I had anything to do with it.

I wasn’t sure how I was going to do it exactly, but by God, I’d see them dead. 

The night air was cold against my unprotected face, but I ignored it as I chased down the brutes that had attacked me.

I gained distance on the fat man quickly, besting his uncoordinated paces with long strides of my own. My limbs felt augmented with a feeling, almost of invincibility, as my muscles worked in harmony to catch up to him.

Closing in on the fat man with only a few paces behind him, I jumped onto his back, forcing him to the ground with my momentum. He grunted as we fell to the wet gravel of the path, me on his back, him on his fat stomach.

Instinctively, I buried the strange claws that had formed at my fingertips deep into his throat. The talons were so sharp it was like slicing a hot knife through butter. 

I tore the flesh of his throat to the point I nearly severed his head with the blow. 

With my newly enhanced night vision, I saw the wide arcs of warm blood washing the ground, soaking the dead autumn leaves with each fresh spurt. His blood looked almost black in the

darkness of the night and from the warm liquid came wisps of steam that rose skyward in the cool night air. 

With his throat ripped, I knew he was a dead—or dying–man.

Somehow, I knew that I had done the right thing. 

Sudden and unexpected, I had the strangest vision—a collage of images of the women that he had attacked in the past, racing through my mind like leaves scattered by a windstorm.

How many women had there been? 

From the visions that swept through my mind, there were too many to count. 

Some raped, some just murdered in cold blood—others raped and murdered. 

More than twenty victims for sure.

There were even men and children among them.

I held my hands up before my eyes, marvelling at the dark red blood that glistened on the sharp edges of my new fingers. The blood, strangely enough, began to disappear, and somehow, I knew where it was going. 

It was seeping into me, feeding the Dark Thing, the strange exoskeleton that covered me, making it—and me—even stronger.

I found it disturbing that I didn’t feel the slightest amount of remorse. I had just killed a man and I didn’t feel remorse. I found that odd. I thought that I should have cared enough to want to stop with the blood or at most, the death of one criminal. 

Nevertheless, thinking of his many victims, something drove me on to pursue his companions.

It felt like a deep-seeded urge of some sort. 

A calling. 

Yes, it was a calling for the blood of these evil men that drove me on.

That and my fury is what drove me on.

My unchecked rage…

It seemed as though I could even smell them.

Intuitively, I seemed to know what direction my other two assailants were heading in. It wasn’t just a hunch or an educated guess. Rather, it was something of an intense gut feeling, coming from somewhere primitive and dark inside of me.

Suddenly, I trusted my instincts as I had never trusted them before. In a moment, I was on my feet and on the run again, a huntress, fueled by the need for evil blood, drawn by its scent. 

By its signature...

I veered left, heading in the direction my newfound instincts lead me. 

Can I hear him running
or am I just imagining things? 

No! It was heavy breathing that I heard…and footsteps. 

The footsteps of a guilty man. 

The tall black man.  

Jason.

I saw him crossing a lit path a hundred yards in front of me. He slowed his gait and turned his head toward me as though sensing danger. His eyes widened as he realized that I was pursuing him. They looked like twin white orbs beckoning me to the kill.

Yes, I was following him. 

Hunting him.

The fearful expression on his face made him look as though he were seeing a ghost, but it was he, not I, who would be dead.

“Holy fuck!” Jason yelled in terror. “Jesus fucking holy fuck!”

I tackled the tall man, but as we fell, my momentum carried us to the side.  As we hit the damp and unforgiving ground, he had a clear advantage and was atop me in an instant, straddling me, pulling back a fist to strike at me.

His advantage didn’t last long.

In a swift assault, I buried the nine inches of my newly extended fingers knuckle deep into his belly. He froze mid swing, too shocked to follow through. 

I left my hands there, buried deep in his soft center, letting my second skin feed from him, from the blood that pulsed from his bowels in a steady deluge.

“You crazy bitch,” Jason swore, trying desperately to pull my hands out of his bloodied belly, but to no avail.

We both knew I had won. 

He was a dead man talking shit. 

This was his last show of bravado before his curtains closed for good.

As the Dark Thing that covered me fed greedily from him, images of his victims filled my head, much as they had with his fat accomplice. The images were like flashes from the scenes of a movie, inside the recesses of my mind. 

I sat up, and with strength now superior to his, pushed him off me as he fell to the ground, clutching his abdomen.

“It troubles me to think of how many more girls there might have been,” I told him. “If I - that is, we - hadn’t stopped you tonight.” I said we, treating this mysterious Dark Thing as a second entity. 

I couldn’t have done these things, exacted justice without it.

Wherever it had come from, whatever it was, one thing was for certain. 

It was deadly.

A pool of dark blood was forming around the fallen man and his breathing all but stopped. He was finished. 

Over the pounding of my heartbeat in my ears, I could hear the footfalls of my third attacker, the young one. 

He wasn’t far away.

And…he had stopped running.

The fool wouldn’t even see me coming.

He must have felt safe in the street beyond the park, comforted by the lights and the people nearby. I rose from the side of his fallen companion and ran after Baby Boy, catching up to him with an uncanny, almost unfaltering sprint. 

I had never run so fast in my life as the Dark Thing helped me to make efficient use of my legs, arms, heart, lungs, conducting them like a symphony of anatomical instruments: blood, tendon, joints, and muscle.

Baby Boy was in a dark alley, a few hundred yards away, his back turned toward me. 

Then he was a car’s length away…then an arm’s length. 

He must have heard me coming because he turned to face me as I took the last few steps, closing in the distance between us.

Before I even saw his pale expression again, I lashed out at him clumsily, hungry for more bloodshed as my long unnatural new talons glanced off his neck, drawing blood in a shallow wound. 

This time, it was not a finishing blow.

“Did you really believe your actions would go unpunished?” I asked, furious with him, wanting to tear him to pieces, now that I had the ability. 

He clutched his neck with his hand, trying to staunch the blood flow. Crimson poured between his fingers as he backed away from me, young eyes wide with fear.

“Please don’t hurt me!” He cried.

Looking at my right hand, I willed my claws to grow shorter and was pleased to see that the second skin seemed to respond to my wishes. 

My fingernails were again as long as fork tines, then cat’s claws…then much like my own fingers.

“Your victims…did they beg for mercy?” I asked him, my smile one of pure menace. “Did their pleas fall on deaf ears?”

Two long slender spikes of the glistening black organic material were now, at my will, growing from the back of my hands, like scalpels at first, then as long as bread knives. 

They looked like features found on a carnivorous insect and I knew they would be as sharp as razors since I willed them to be that way. 

I seemed able to transform through my willpower, through imagination alone.

The Dark Thing seemed content to respond to my silent commands…

“Tell me,” I demanded, “Did they beg for their lives just as you’re doing now?” 

I willed the weapon of my left hand to grow strong and hard as I punched into the flesh of his shoulder, burrowing deep with the jagged spike, pinning him against the brick wall.

“Did they?” I demanded. 

A scream of agony was his only answer. 

I was pleased. 

As I twisted the spikes, torturing him, his shrieks of torment were like so much music… 

So much sweet, sweeping music.

The Dark Thing, sustained by my victim’s anguish, fed greedily on his readily available blood.

Images of his past conquests flooded my mind and I was surprised to see that, despite his young age, he had scores of victims. 

Even more victims than the other two who had fallen this night by my hand.

“Please…God…don’t…” His young face streaked with tears and his terrified eyes, he begged me not to kill him. 

I thought of his young age and then I thought of my own. 

Who was the greater evil at this point—him or me? 

I had killed two killers tonight.

I was about to kill another.

For all that he had done, to me – to countless others – did he deserve to die?

I felt so.

At the very core of my soul, there was a sense that it was the right thing to do.

There was no point in prolonging this drama. 

His screams might have drawn the attention of Good Samaritans who may have called the police.

With the further outpouring of his blood came the knowledge of his crimes and those terrible secrets filled me with fury. 

It was shocking. Baby Boy was only a few years older than I was, yet so many innocents had died at his hands.

So many.

“All of the things that you have done…they’re beyond evil.” I seethed, twisting the blade of my hand in his shoulder.

He howled with pain. “Please…”

“End of the show, fucker. It’s curtains for you.”

I pulled my left hand out of his shoulder and, crossing the two blades under his chin, much like a lethal pair of scissors, I drew my forearms apart and up cutting deep through his neck, turning him into a human Pez dispenser.

His remaining blood washed over me, covering my chest, my arms, feeding the Dark Thing whose hunger for the blood of the wicked seemed to know no limit, no boundaries on this, the night of its birth.

The young thug’s body fell against me and I let it drop to the concrete, unimpeded. 

I didn’t care who found this vermin first—the rats or the cops—it made no difference to me.

My work was done. 

I had done my part, had exacted revenge and answered the call of the Dark Thing—the call for the blood of the guilty.

Justice was served.

And it wouldn’t be for the last time.
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Shortly after the incident with the three men in the park, I came to decide that in a city as unforgiving as ours, it was time to start using my newfound abilities to affect change wherever I could. 

I had bested three men, had been transformed from victim to avenger to victor in a matter of minutes.  I knew that there were men out there just as vile as they were, men who were monsters with human faces.  

I was certain that I was given this Dark Thing for a reason.

As with all things in Creation, this power had a purpose.

A destiny.

Exactly what that purpose was remained a great mystery to me, but it was a mystery that I intended to seek out with every resource that a fifteen year old had at her disposal.

I started with the internet.

There was no mention anywhere on the World Wide Web of the vampiric pliable yet diamond hard black exoskeleton of organic scales that had covered my body, that could reconstitute and restructure itself at my silent command.  

There was no mention of any real or factual person ever being able to grow razor sharp talons out of their nail beds with a single thought.  

A Google search with the keywords talons vampiric living exoskeleton had only turned up snippets of paranormal fiction and entries on insects.

Another search redirected me to superhero and comic book websites.

What was the Dark Thing?

What was I supposed to do with it?

Fight crime? 

Right wrongs?

Exact justice as I had in the park, the night that I was attacked?

Was I to kill killers, then?

Be a vigilante?

It seemed as though the enigma was going to be shrouded in mystery until I stumbled across a resource or person who could give me some direction on my situation. 

In the mean time, while I waited for the answers to my countless questions, I couldn’t just sit idly by and do nothing when I must have been gifted with the Dark Thing for a reason.

It had come to me in my time of need.

I had the living exoskeleton to credit for my narrow escape from certain death.

Where had this Dark Thing come from?  

I had no idea.  

It had itched and burned its way through my skin to the surface of my body when I was being attacked by those three men.

So had it always lived within me, like a ticking time bomb, just waiting for a life-threatening situation to activate it?

Had it been laying within me, like a predator laying in wait for a suitable prey, waiting for an opportunity to present itself, so that it could feed on the blood of corrupt men?

Was it genetic?

Some kind of mutation?

An infection?

A possession of some kind, by an entity?

Was it something…alien?

Something terrestrial that lived inside of people?

Why had I never heard of such a thing before?

Why wasn’t it in movies, in books, in bedtime stories to keep children in curfew?

I had so many questions…and so few answers.

I was certain of one thing – it could be used as a weapon.  

A very lethal weapon, at that. 

If my first encounter with it was anything to go by, the Dark Thing seemed to serve little other purpose.  

Whatever it was, wherever it had come from, I was certain that it was meant for violence.

It had, after all, fed greedily on the blood of those three men in the park and seemed to draw me to areas like the ghettos, where I could be certain to find criminal activities.  

Where initially it had appeared only because those three men had attacked me, I soon learned that I could summon the Dark Thing at will, by merely wanting it to appear.

It didn’t hurt, burn, or itch to summon it forth – not like the first time, when it had first appeared.

That had been such agony!

I never wanted to experience anything like that ever again!

I cautiously began to experiment with summoning the Dark Thing forth.

I did this many times, though at first in the privacy of my bedroom, usually when my parents were away from the house, so as to avoid discovery.  

I marveled at it for hours on end, trying to understand how it functioned, what the possibilities and limitations of it were.   

Curiosity got the best of me as I experimented as much as I dared, learning to wield it as a weapon.  Interestingly enough, I seemed to be able to call it forth and control it at will for the most part, just by thinking about what I wanted it to do.  

I never tired of watching it spread over my exposed flesh, appearing on my skin first as a fine dark dust, no different perhaps than a cosmetic eye-shadow and then as a second skin that could be spider-web thin or armor-plate thick.  

At my silent command, it would cover my body with a thick, tough, leather-like hide, or I could wish it to contort to only the thinnest film covering me, so that the ridges of my fingerprints could even be seen through it.

I could turn the exoskeleton outside of my fingers into blades as long as swords and hone the second skin into a variety of different shapes and textures.  

I was pleased to find that it didn’t hurt, itch, or burn to transform now, as it had the first time it appeared. It just felt…weird when it moved, repositioned, or reconstituted itself, seeming to slither into place somehow while still being an inseparable part of me… 

Much to my delight, I could even cover my clothing with the second skin, creating an even thicker barrier between my flesh and the world.

Then there was the evening that I experimented with a Bic lighter, to see if I could feel heat through the Dark Thing. Surprisingly enough, the damned thing seemed to be fireproof as well!  As I held the lighter beneath my transformed arm, running the flame from wrist to elbow to test my theory, I felt only a small fraction of the heat of the lighter through the second skin, just enough to sense that there was a heat source there. 

So, it was fireproof.  

How useful would that be? 

I imagined it would come in handy in the event of a forest fire, or if I had to slay any dragons, which of course would never happen.

Then there was the day that I took a pair of scissors, a filleting knife and an Exacto knife to my room and locked the door to guard against any interruptions. I willed my belly to thicken with the second skin. I tried everything I could do to gouge, cut, stab or otherwise inflict injury to myself through the skin of the Dark Thing.  

I had no such luck in damaging the skin, which was fortunate for me.  

So, I was stab proof, too while wearing the second skin. 

Wonderful.  

It couldn’t burn.  

It couldn’t be cut.  

It had to be a weapon.  

At the very least, it was a shield.  

A shield that could cover my entire body…  

Was it meant to be some kind of suit of armor then?

The only thing that worried me now was bullets.  

I didn’t want to find out the hard way whether or not the Dark Thing was bullet proof.  I had a hunch that it might be, considering its durability, but I wasn’t going to push my luck by firing upon myself or daring a heat packing drug dealer to shoot me.

The secrets of the Dark Thing were new and for the most part unknown to me, which was also why I was going to start small, as far as my crime fighting endeavors were concerned.  

I didn’t want to bite off more than I could chew, not even with this strange and nebulous new gift and its remarkable abilities.

I would fight crime with this dark gift, prevent terrible things from happening to good people, just as a terrible thing had very nearly happened to me.  

 

It was a powerful gift that I was learning more about day by day.

A gift.  

A dark side.  

A Dark Thing that seemed to crave the blood that would make it stronger, the blood of guilty men, perhaps even guilty women.  I could feel the Dark Thing’s demand on me, making my skin crawl and even my teeth itch. 

I recognized it’s gnawing sensation as a sense of hunger.  

Yes, it seemed to crave the blood of the corrupt. 

Somehow, I knew this, just as I knew I had been right to attack those three men who had intended to rape and kill me.

Soon, I would have to answer the Dark Thing’s call.

Finally, about a week after the attack in the park, I felt I was ready to go out, hunting and see what I could feed it.  

The call was upon me, the urge strong.  

Where was I to go?

Somehow, the Dark Thing seemed to know.

My new instincts told me head south.

I boarded a south-bound transit bus that was destined for the direction that the Dark Thing was pushing me toward.  We went slowly through a bad part of town, an area rife with the criminal element—thugs, pimps, drug dealers, other baddies.  

I wondered if this was where the Dark Thing was leading me, but no – it was guiding me, by intuition, by instinct, toward a part of the city I’d never been to before.  

I trusted that it would not lead me astray.

Keeping a look out to stay oriented, mentally, while being drawn instinctively, I continued in the direction that my new intuition led me, riding the bus through the ghetto. The Dark Thing didn’t seem to want anything here either.

This was where drug dealers pushed their poison chasing the almighty American dollar in their twisted version of the American Dream – ‘get rich or die trying’.

It was ironic then that this was their mantra, since few dealers in this region got rich by selling their wares.

Many more seemed to die trying, according to the newspapers headlines, the television news ticker...

I wondered why the Dark Thing didn’t want me to stop there.  

Even from the safety of the bus, I could see, on street corners, questionable people – dealers, certainly.  Others still looking like thugs who reminded me a lot of the men who attacked me in Lincoln Park.  Some of those people standing in the shadows were carrying poorly concealed weapons.

I had heard once that guns didn’t kill people.

That people killed people.

This was a violent part of the city.  

I could taste the venomous quality of the place, like a taint of some kind on my tongue.

Why didn’t the Dark Thing want me to stop here?  

What was waiting further south?  

What could be worse than this?

What was more treacherous than these shady characters?

Settling into my seat, obeying its sense of direction, I let the Dark Thing and the bus, carry me on.

“I’ll see you later,” I told the gangsters under my breath, promising justice at a later date.

The bus carried me further and further, until we reached a residential area that put all of my senses on alert.  

I felt the Dark Thing humming beneath my skin in anticipation.  

It was almost buzzing with excitement, sending vibrations through my skin, through my very bones.  I felt its surge of adrenaline begin to course through my veins.

Again, I experienced the sensation – almost of invincibility – that I had the night I was attacked. 

The Dark Thing was augmenting my strength. 

This residential area seemed middle class to me, hardly enough to cause one alarm, yet here I was on the edge of my seat, peering out of the window trying to see what the Dark Thing had drawn me to.  

Here, all the houses seemed to look the same, as though built by the same contractor, their only differences being the shades of paint on similar bungalow constructs.  These cookie-cutter houses all had the same shape and were organized in neat, orderly rows.  

What does the Dark Thing want here, on Sergeant Avenue? I had to wonder.  

The place that it wanted me to go to was near here, walking distance, my strange new instincts told me… 

And so, I got off of the bus at the next stop. I began to make my way down the sidewalk, taking in my surroundings, watching to be sure that no one noticed me.

The people in this neighborhood seemed to take a lot of pride in their modest homes.  Many of the walkways adorned with decorative stones, or lined with shrubs.  Many others had flowerbeds full of nothing but topsoil.  The flowerbeds likely teemed with blooms during the summer months, but were now bare, in preparation for the long, cold winter.  

It really was unsettling, somehow, the way the houses all looked alike.  

Row upon row of bungalow clones.  

If not for the numbers on the houses, I imagined that it would be easy to get lost here.

The Dark Thing urged me to take a left, at Carter Street and so I did, cutting across Sergeant Avenue to get to the other side. I was getting closer to our destination and the closer I got, the clearer my intuitions became.  

Suddenly, I saw the house that the Dark Thing was guiding me toward.  

It was yet another bungalow clone, much like the others that lined Carter Street. 

This one was white, with blue trim and blue shutters.  In the middle of the yard was a collection of dead leaves raked neatly into a pile, the rake discarded nearby, like a task forgotten.  

Brass numbers marked the front of the house, house number sixty-five.  

It wasn’t much different from the other homes on this street, yet something about it did stick out like a sore thumb – the way that it made my skin tingle, my senses heighten, the way that it made the Dark Thing gnaw at me with its growing hunger.

What exactly does the Dark Thing want with this place? I wondered as I steadied my nerves for whatever lay ahead.

Obeying its insistent urges, I allowed the second skin to spread around my clothes in a thin layer, arming me with its protection, its strength, its seemingly impenetrable armor.  

My muscles felt strong, certain, beneath my skin.  

My body was made taut somehow, ready for anything.  

Made fearless by the Dark Thing’s influence, I wasn’t too worried about being discovered, as I walked up the sidewalk, heading for the front door.  

The streetlights didn’t quite reach this house and everyone seemed to be in their homes, no one out walking dogs on the sidewalk or otherwise milling about the quiet neighborhood.  

It was early November – you couldn’t blame them for wanting to stay indoors.  

There was frost expected in the weather report, after all.

The Dark Thing urged me up the walk to the front door, to the Welcome mat that lay at its entrance.  

It couldn’t be this easy, I thought, as I lifted the mat and discovered a dusty key.  

Apparently, it was going to be that easy to gain entrance to the house.  I tried the key in the door and found it to be a perfect fit.  Would there be an alarm system to contend with?  I hadn’t thought of that… 

As I turned the key, the lock obeyed and I was soon turning the doorknob to open wide the front door.  

The hallway beyond was dark, but I could see just fine, my night vision uncannily accurate.

The Dark Thing seemed to have imparted the strange new night vision as a gift to me too, ever since it first appeared, the night I was attacked. 

It was a trait that would come in handy for moments like these. I could wander around strangers’ homes like a cat burglar in the night.

Seeing no one in the hall, I slipped inside and gently closed the door behind me.  

There was someone here, instinct told me, but not within hearing distance of my footsteps.    

I thought it best to be cautious, anyway and so I kept close to one wall, listening carefully for any signs of life in the house.  I could hear Trent Reznor, singer from the Nine Inch Nails loudly crooning something about fucking someone like an animal and the clattering of something that sounded like fingertips on a computer keyboard.  

The noises were coming from beneath my feet and were the only sounds I could discern in the small bungalow home.

I didn’t know the floor plan, but the Dark Thing seemed confident of the layout of the house, leading my gaze to a doorway just a few meters down the hall from the front entrance.  

A basement door, it was certain, conveying the message to me by instinct alone.

I walked with soft footfalls to that door and put my hand on its cold brass knob.  I took a deep breath, trying to steady my nerves.  I could barely resist the Dark Thing’s yearning for me to rush down the stairs and attack the unseen person or persons below.  

What exactly am I walking into?

It was better not to rush into the unknown.  I willed the Dark Thing to arm me in an even thicker layer, starting at the tips of my fingers, spreading up over my hands, wrist, arms, crossing my breasts with its impenetrable second skin.  

I also willed it to cover my clothes in entirety – even my fall jacket - and as it did, I felt lifted off the ground ever so slightly as it coated even the soles of my shoes. 

Fully protected now, I carefully turned the doorknob and, willing the Dark Thing to cover my face and hair in entirety, I opened the basement door. 

The basement stairwell light was on.  

Shit.  

There was no way I was going to be able to descend those stairs without a risk of whoever was down there seeing me.

The framed cross-stitched Home Sweet Home picture hanging over the stairs drew my attention.  

I saw my reflection in the glass of the hanging craft and was, for a moment, taken aback.  

The Dark Thing was covering my entire face this time and it looked so strange to me – seeing myself there, my face darkened by its organic second skin. There was a slightly reptilian pattern of scales in the skin of my lips, cheeks, nose and forehead. I looked a bit like the gargoyle I had seen in a brochure my mother had brought back from Paris.

My eyes were completely black, with no white sclera, no colored iris – just pure black lenses that gleamed in the dim light. My hair, too, was covered in the Dark Thing, clumped in bunches of darkness that looked much like dreadlocks, which I supposed was more efficient a barrier of protection than covering every single hair individually.

I looked like an alien of some kind.  

A creature of darkness.  

Something from a horror movie.

I was sure it was the perfect guise for scaring the shit out of any criminal I would come across.  

The music stopped downstairs and then started again, pulling me out of my reverie.

Whoever was downstairs typing at their keyboard so I was certain that they would be oblivious to my descent anyway. From the speed and consistency of their typing, they seemed very preoccupied and would likely be startled by my intrusion no matter what my appearance.  

Now, I hoped that there was only that one person to contend with.

I descended the basement stairs slowly, though another Nine Inch Nails song was playing loudly enough to cover any creaks made on the wooden steps.  

As I crouched to survey the basement, my eyes could hardly bear and believe the sight before me.

It took a minute to register exactly what I was seeing – though the Dark Thing gave no indication of surprise.  

It had somehow known what to expect all along, yet had not conveyed to me anything but a sense of urgent need to get to this location.

Immediately I noticed that in the large room was the queen-sized bed in the middle with the shackles and chains at both its head and its foot.  The bed was in a state of disarray, the white sheets messy and spattered with what appeared to be blood and other stains.  

A single brown teddy bear sat alone at the center of the bed, a prop of some kind, its cute button eyes bearing witness to the horrors that had unfolded here.

I felt my eyes widen as I took it all in.  

There were three small cages, one empty, two with a small child housed inside their locked panels. The cages were a foot apart and no larger than dog kennels, which had likely been their original purpose. 

The captive children were so tiny. 

It was so wrong for them to be here.

The one on the left was a blond boy, the one on the right, a cocoa skinned girl.  

Their faces were turned away from me and I shuddered to think of what their little eyes had seen here, in this basement that was their prison.  

The kids couldn’t have been more than three years old…

I surveyed the rest of the room quickly, seeing the video recording equipment, the various implements of torture hanging on a rack on the wall, nearest the bed.  

The open door to the walk-in closet had a rack of child-sized costumes in a multitude of styles and materials.  

The sole adult in the room was a balding heavy-set man seated in front of the computer his back to me.  From my position on the stairs, I could see that he was manipulating a photo of the blond haired boy with some kind of computer graphics software.  

I didn’t want to believe what the image on the screen was showing me.

An image of an act so terrible, I had to look away.

How many photos had there been in this room, of children forced into these sick acts?  

How much innocent blood and tears had been spilled on that bed, for the sake of this man’s perversion?  

The perversion of others who made use of the photos for their own sick purposes.

The Dark Thing didn’t want to wait for a confrontation with the man.  

It wanted justice.  

More than justice, it wanted this man’s blood.  

It had made its decision before we had even reached this house of terrors.

Now, I made mine.  

I understood the Dark Thing’s wishes.

There would be no day in court for this monster.  

No sentencing hearing, no insanity plea and no treatment or rehabilitation program. 

No time off of a jail sentence for good behavior. 

Only the dark hand of true justice.

I descended the rest of the stairs, feeling stronger and more determined with each new step.  The Dark Thing’s raw hunger for his blood drove me on, adding intensity to my sense of purpose.

I walked past the unmade bed, past the camcorder on its tripod, past the closet of costumes, willing my hands to grow claws as long as knife blades.  With my newly lengthened fingers, my hands would fit perfectly around his throat and so, they did. 

The balding man was so engrossed in his sick labors that he didn’t even notice – didn’t even sense – me standing there behind him, reaching my hands around each side of his throat.  

In a frenzy, I dug my claws into his fat flesh, burying them into each side of his larynx.

I burrowed deep and true.

The Dark Thing fed off the man’s surprise, as surely as it fed on his blood, its satisfaction growing with every weakening beat of his heart.  His only sound of protest was a wet gurgle as his throat filled with blood. 

The fat man flailed, grabbing at my hands, trying to pry my talons from his corrupt flesh.  

In this unnatural form, I was far stronger than him and getting stronger by the second.  Every drop of blood that fell on the leather-like surface of my dark second skin was soaked up by the Dark Thing, devoured completely, adding to our power.

Just as had happened with my other victims, images of the pervert’s crimes washed through my mind while his blood quenched the savage hunger of the Dark Thing.  

Little boys and little girls… 

I closed my eyes against the imagery, but the man’s memories wouldn’t budge, wouldn’t leave me alone.

Little boys and girls…

There had been many of them, over the years, tortured in this room and photographed, their images traded and sold so that afterward, their little bodies could be disposed of in the City’s garbage dumps when he and his circle of pornographers tired of their tiny broken spirits.

Looking down at the pedophile from above, I saw his brown eyes bulge in their sockets.  

He couldn’t believe what he was seeing in the reflection of his computer screen – but then, who would?  

I certainly didn’t look human.  

Not anymore.

In the reflection of the monitor was a monster of one kind facing a monster of an entirely different variety.

I reminded myself, then and there, that his evil by far surpassed that of anything I might do to him.  

I could barely suffer the idea of letting him live any longer.  

I wanted the images of his deeds out of my head since they were sickening to me.  

They were a poisonous lot that filled me with hatred for this awful bastard.

He made more horrified gurgling sounds as I decided the feeding was over and tore out his throat, severing his carotid arteries. Twin arcs of blood splashed across the air, landing on the computer screen and soaking the orange shag carpet of the floor with heavy crimson droplets.  

The fat man grabbed at his throat with his hands, trying to stop the blood flow.  

It was too late! 

I had cut too deep, had shredded his neck.

His injuries were fatal.  

I felt eyes upon me and turned to see the blond haired boy and dark skinned girl watching me intently, their eyes wide with horror, their breathing distressed around the gags in their tiny mouths.  

Considering the children, who had already been through enough, I tore the top sheet from the bed and covered the dying man with it.

I had a few decisions left to make.  

What to do about the children? 

About the fat man’s body?  

I saw the large key ring hanging on a nail in the wall near the cages – holding what were likely the keys to the children’s cages.  

I could let them go, here and now, I thought.  

But no.  The police were the best suited to care for the children, to return them to their parents and free them from this Hell that had been their prison for so long.  

Now, as for his body…well, I supposed the police were the best suited to handle that, too. 

Either them or the city coroner…

Seeing the phone line next to the computer, I decided to use the dying man’s own telephone to call the police.  

I willed my fingers to return to their natural proportions, though not uncovering so much as to leave the fingerprints of my bare skin.

I had never dialed nine-one-one before and, after punching the three digits into the cordless phone, I was surprised to hear a list of options. 

“If this is a fire emergency, press one.  If this is a police emergency, press two.  If you need medical assistance, press three.  If you do not have a touch tone phone, please stay on the line and –“

I interrupted the recording by pressing two, for a police emergency.

The line began to ring.

“Hello, nine-one-one, what is your emergency?” Came the nasal voice of the female telephone operator.

“Hello.  I’m calling to report a very dead man and two children who’ve been to Hell and back in the basement of the white and blue house at sixty-five Carter Street.” 

There.  

Quick and to the point.

“Your name?”

“It doesn’t matter.” I told her, wondering if she was tracing the phone call, as they did on the police shows on television. “Just send the police as soon as you can, please.  I can’t bear the thought of these children being in those cages much longer.  They’ve been through enough.”

“Is this some kind of prank?” The woman demanded, suddenly, as though she didn’t believe me. 

She had to believe me!  

I couldn’t take care of the kids myself and I couldn’t exactly stick around to talk to the police…

“No – I’ve just killed the man who was keeping them hostage.  Forgive me for putting the phone down, but I have to leave before the police get here.”

“What makes you think that the man is dead?” 

The Dark Thing seemed to sense that she was stalling for time, which probably meant that the police were on their way.

“Because I tore his throat out and bled him like the pig he is – that’s how I know.” I was losing patience. Not to mention losing valuable time to get away before the police arrived.  The Dark Thing was encouraging me to hurry. “Goodbye.”

“Wait—“ I hung up on her before she could get another word out.

I turned to the children. 

“I’m sorry for leaving you like this, kids, but the police will be here soon to take you back to your parents.  It’s over now.  That bad man can’t hurt you anymore.”

It bothered me, how they looked as terrified of me as they had no doubt been of him.

I willed the Dark Thing to fade from my face, knowing that my black eyes and reptilian skin weren’t helping things much, where their fears were concerned.

I tried to give them the most reassuring smile I could manage. 

“I promise you – you’ll be safe at home, in no time.”   

They didn’t look reassured.  

They looked frightened.

Oh well.  

I had tried my best.

Without further ado, I left the way that I had come, willing the Dark Thing back into its dwelling place beneath my skin.  I paused at the door briefly and took the key from the lock, where I had left it, deciding to keep it as a trophy, a souvenir of what had happened this night.  

My work done, the door left open, my heart pounding – but the Dark Thing sated, if only for now – I walked back to the bus stop as quickly as I dared, though not too quickly to avoid drawing attention to myself. 

An elderly lady with soft brown skin and even softer brown eyes was sitting on the bench at my stop, waiting for bus fifty-eight, the only bus that came down Sergeant Avenue.

“Do you know what time the next bus comes?” I asked her, politely.

“Oh, any time now.” She extended her hand to me, a package of mints in it. “Would you like a mint, dear?”

“Sure.” I accepted the Mentos from the package she offered.  I was delighted to find that the mint took the copper taste out of my mouth – the taste that seemed to accompany my transformations into the Dark Thing.  The copper taste was probably from the slightest trace of my victim’s blood, I suspected. After all, the Dark Thing did seem to devour every drop of blood that touched it. “Thank you.”

“So where are you coming from? I haven’t seen you around here before.”

“I was babysitting,” I lied. It was more like baby-saving, I thought to myself, with a bit of amusement. “This is a nice neighborhood.  I noticed that almost everyone grows flowers or trees in their yards.”

“Yes, people around here take great pride in their homes. I’m Luisa Mendez.”

Oh shit.  What to say?  I said the first thing that came to my mind. “Avril Lavigne.”

“So, Avril, are in high school yet?”

“Yes.” I told her. “Grade ten.”

“What do you plan on doing, once you’re done with school?”

The sound of sirens approaching made me smile.  “Actually, lately I’ve been thinking of becoming a police officer.” 

Which, of course, I had—even more, since the night of my attack.  

That night had changed me, in so many ways... 

I saw the white, red and blue lights of two squad cars approaching us at high speed, from where they had turned unto Sergeant Avenue and I found myself smiling with satisfaction.  The police had responded quicker than I had expected.  I hadn’t known they would get here so quickly, but the Dark Thing had seemed to know.  

Somehow, it had known.

“Oh, dios mio, what has happened now?” The nice elderly lady asked, of the approaching cars and their flashing lights. “The street gangs to the North of us, no doubt.” 

I watched the cars with her, in silence.  

They slowed as they passed by us and I saw the cops in the second car glance at us briefly.  They would never in a million years suspect me of the murder – me, a fifteen year old girl sitting next to an elderly woman at a bus stop eating Mentos.  

Yet I couldn’t mince words, not even with myself. 

It was murder that I had committed, compelled by the Dark Thing inside of me, compelled by a need to correct a grave injustice. 

Murder no matter what my reason, my justification and ultimately, my choice to commit.  

The nice Hispanic lady looked horrified, as the squad cars turned off unto Carter Street. 

While I was impressed by their quick response to the call I had put into 9-1-1, I figured that it was a good thing I hadn’t lingered at the dead man’s home.  

“I know people on that street.” Luisa’s voice was concerned. “I hope that they’re all right.”

“I’m sure they are.”  

A bar of lights above a large vehicle a few blocks away heralded the slow, steady arrival of the bus that would take me back in the direction of my home.  

When the bus finally stopped in front of us, I gestured for her to board first. 

“Nice meeting you, Luisa.” 

“Nice meeting you, dear.”

I boarded after her and took my seat beyond the few other passengers, at the back of the bus.  

As we rode past Carter Street, I saw the two squad cars parked outside of house sixty-five, their bright lights flashing off the walls of the blue and white house.  The officers were already somewhere in the house, the front door of which I had left wide open for their easy access.

In that moment especially, I envied those police officers, envied their access to the criminals of the City.  

How many evils did they encounter daily? 

How many resources were at their disposal to help them track and detain criminals?

Thinking of how I intended to right some of the many wrongs going on in the City, I decided that being a police officer might be one of the easiest ways to affect those changes.

It was a great way to learn all that I could about the criminal element that plagued out City.

It was then that I decided, with certainty.

In a few years’ time, I was going to become a cop.

 

-2-

 

The Dark Thing inside of me seemed to need to feed on corrupt blood and that, in part, is why I found the prospect of becoming a police officer to be an attractive one.  I would have access to many resources that could keep the Dark Thing in its supply of guilty blood and make the world a safer place for the innocent, at the same time.

The Dark Thing, I knew, would be a benefit to society.

There would be no escape for criminals of even the worst sort.  

What I couldn’t accomplish as a police officer legitimately carrying out good deeds in the legal system, I could accomplish as a vigilante acting alone with my dark gift to guide and empower me.

That first night, the night of my attack, I had walked home half-naked, holding my torn top closed with both hands.  I had been able to make the organic second skin of the Dark Thing disappear merely by hoping that it would fade away.  

Much to my amazement, it had obeyed and left without a trace, retracting itself back into my body, the very site from which it had come.

For that, I was glad—I could hardly go home with black claws coming out of my fingertips, after all.  

Nevertheless, I had ended up on my parents’ doorstep with my clothes torn, bruises forming where I had been slapped in the face, not to mention, grabbed and restrained.  

My mother and father had of course wanted to know what had happened. To avoid a scolding, I didn’t tell them about cutting through Lincoln Park.  Instead, I told them that someone attacked me on my way home, a block from our house and that I had gotten away by kicking my single attacker in the face.  

Of course, the truth was quite a different story.

All three of my attackers had died at my hands.

My vengeful exoskeleton covered hands.

After an interview with a police officer, they took me to the doctor, who reassured them that I was okay, that there was nothing broken but my split lip and of course those few small abrasions from where their hands had treated me roughly. 

My hymen was intact – I was still a virgin. 

My parents wanted me to quit my job at Bo’s Ice Cream Parlor, but we compromised. 

I could keep the job, but one of them would now pick me up and drop me off, to and from work.

They especially warned to stay away from the park now, after dark. There had been three grisly murders in that area the night I was attacked and the killer was still at large.  

The police had no leads, save but for the account of one eye witness, who claimed that the murders were the work of a demon, with blades for fingers and burning black coals for eyes…

Given that the eyewitness was a transient old man living in the park, with a history of drug and alcohol abuse, his account of the murders was somewhat less than credible.  His claim that the cold-blooded killer was a demon made his story less than credible, still. 

However, the tabloids had loved it and ran the story as front page news.

The police were less than impressed, what with their lack of a real lead and all…

When, at the age of sixteen, I told my family that I wanted to be a police officer, they had mixed reactions. 

My adoptive father, Paul, initially thought that I should go to law school, if I wanted to play any role in the justice system. 

My brother, Darren, younger than me by twelve years, thought it would be cool if I became a cop, since he wanted to be one too. Then again, he was only four and still had full respect for law enforcement officers back then.

As for my mother, Lillian – Lil to her friends – she was completely horrified by the prospect of me becoming a police officer. Since she was always fearful for me, this news was of course nothing new. My mother was constantly terrified for me and had been my entire life. 

I finally had a nuance of her support when I decided to start taking Tae Kwon Do, three to four times a week, at the martial arts training and fitness center near our home.  Mom was of course worried that I might injure myself or someone else in pursuing the sport, but she was even more worried that someone would attack me again – and so, taking martial arts lessons was the lesser of the two evils, in her eyes.

I, for one, enjoyed my Tae Kwon Do lessons.  

It was definitely a challenging sport and I was passionate about learning the different patterns, strikes and kicks that could be done.  I thoroughly enjoyed the hand-to-hand one-on-one sparring that we did under the watchful eye of our Master, who was always ready with guidance of one kind or another.  

Master Kim pushed us hard, but I pushed myself even harder.  

I think he recognized my dedication to the sport and I believe that I was one of his favorite students, because of it. My dedication and enthusiasm didn’t matter to my mother because I’d often come home with bruises from sparring against someone more skilled than I, which would also upset her.

She was oft to say, “Samantha Lian Bennet, I fear for you – really, I do.”

Despite her many fears, I left Master Kim’s two years later with a black belt and graduated from high school at the top of my class, still intent on becoming a police officer.  

I applied to the City’s police academy immediately after graduation, but they rejected me because of my young age and lack of what they referred to as life experience. 

Their career counselor told me not to be surprised, since applicants under twenty had to fight tooth and nail to be taken seriously, due to their lack of life experience. I was told that those who actually made it past the testing and interviews were put on a waiting list until they were twenty-one, anyway. 

It seemed like sheer ageism to me.  

If they only knew how well I could fight tooth and nail – or talon and blade, for that matter – I was certain that they would have felt differently about their decision…

So, I went to college, which had been my back up plan anyway, taking Criminology, much to my mother’s disdain.  

She had been hoping that I would give up on my law enforcement goals.  Paul still had hoped that I would go into law school if I wanted to be part of the justice system, but a lifetime perusing thick legal texts wasn’t really for me and the idea of spending day after day in court bored me.  

While I excelled at school, I was not passionate about it.  

My true passion remained elsewhere, in my excursions with the Dark Thing…

How many nights had I snuck out of my bedroom and hit the shadows of the City, answering the call of the Dark Thing?

Its hunger for evil blood seemed insatiable.

Together, we made quite the team…

We punished, we avenged, we retaliated against the malevolent denizens of society.

Together, we were unstoppable.

At twenty-one, I finally moved out of home upon securing a job as a bartender.  

Three years of college had been enough of a post-secondary education for me, for the moment.

I was out to get that life experience that the police academy had been so intent on and I figured that bartending was a great place to begin.

Surely I’d find my share of low lifes there, connections to the underworld that I sought to exploit for blood to feed the Dark Thing. 

Surely bartending could help me learn of ways to liberate our fine City from the criminals who plagued it, tainted it.  

When I told my parents that I was ready to move out of home, my mother had quite the fit.  

“You’re leaving me, just like your birth father did,” she sobbed to me one night, after perhaps one too many glasses of red wine.

I didn’t know what to say.

My mother hadn’t brought up the topic of my birth father since I was a child, since before she met and married Paul Bennet, the man to whom I could attribute my last name and sound upbringing.  

Before Paul, Mom had spoken of my birth father often, frequently reminding me that he had left her all alone in the world as a single parent to raise me. 

A single parent who had the support of a great family who helped her in every way that they could with the raising of little Samantha, but a single mother all the same.  

“He told me that he loved me,” she reminded me. “But you don’t leave the ones you love.  You don’t just leave them behind!”

Sometimes I do think about my birth father. The rambling man my mother claims left her after their last intimate encounter together.  This, I had learned from the tale she had told me as a young teen about how my birth father had loved her and left her, all in one night.

Sometimes, I wondered if I had inherited the Dark Thing by way of genetics, of birthright. 

I wondered if my biological father was the one that had given me this gift. 

I had never seen such supernatural phenomenon from my mother.  

Although, I did keep the Dark Thing a secret from her, so perhaps it was possible that she kept it a secret from me as well.  I had dropped a lot of hints around her though.  Subtle hints that anyone who shared my predicament would have picked up on and responded to. 

I wondered which it was – a gift from my mother, who didn’t seem the type, or my birth father, who I had never known?

I used to wonder a lot about my father, when I was a child.  

What was he like?  

Who was he?  

Why did he leave my mother, pregnant with me, to raise his child alone?  

What was he running from?  

Why was he hiding from us?  

What was he hiding from us?

Where the Hell was he?

Now I wondered if maybe he was the one who had left me the Dark Thing as a legacy and if that was the case, why hadn’t he warned my mother that his child might have shared his supernatural traits? 

Again, if that was the case, how many people were there out there like me and why wasn’t it common knowledge?  

With a head full of questions and no answers presenting themselves of their own volition, I moved out of my parents’ home and into a small apartment over Charlie Friday’s, the bar where I worked.  

For three hundred dollars a month, heat and water included in the price, I occupied the bachelorette suite and was free of my mother’s fears – unless she called me on my cell, or I went home to visit, of course.

She didn’t like that I lived downtown and she liked my mode of transportation even less.

The first big purchase I made with my bartending tips was a used motorcycle – a six year old Buel Blast 500. The horrified look on her face had somehow made me more satisfied with buying it.

You’d think my mother would at least have been relieved that I wasn’t riding the bus anymore with the freaks and weirdos as she would say.  

If only she had known what a weird freak her daughter had turned out to be...

Mother didn’t like my job either.  

She was afraid that I was going to waste my life away working as a bartender.  

She worried constantly that I was going to starve on my low wages, even though I made great tips. With a fit but curvy body like mine, dressing like a ho bag pretty much guaranteed a full tip jar, night after night.

Mother worried that because I liked my job, I was going to be a bartender forever, even though I reminded her, time and again, that the job was just my pit stop while I waited to get into the police academy.

Which in her eyes was the worse of the two fates, of course.

I liked working as a bartender – there were times, in fact, that I loved it.  

The quick-paced social atmosphere, the good natured regulars, the anthropological and sociological quirks, Charlie Friday himself – there were many things to like.  

However, there were also some things that I did not like, such as the long thankless shifts on my feet.  There were also the drunken idiots to consider, with their heckling when they outdrank their welcome. The occasional bar brawl. 

Then there were the young customers who would get in with their fake identity cards and spend a good portion of the evening testing their limits – and ours. 

Thanks to the college crowd, I was well-versed in how to remove vomit from stainless steel, tile and porcelain. 

We’d cut those kids off and kick them out and even then, we’d still end up having to call an ambulance every once in a while, because one of them would get carried away with their reckless abandonment. 

By power drinking in the parking lot with liquor stashed in the trunk of a friend’s car, more than a few of them ended up with bouts of alcohol poisoning.

Many a time at the end of another long night I’d end up sweeping the broken glass from the floor of Charlie Friday’s, cleaning up the puke in the bathrooms, wondering to myself – should I be doing something else while I wait to become a cop?  

Nevertheless, remembering the decent pay and the life experience I was accumulating, I decided it best to stay put.

I applied to the police academy for the last time during the fall of my twenty-second birthday.  I took the Civil Service exam and then the Police Officer’s exam with hundreds of other hopefuls, had my fingerprints taken and submitted the information for my character check.  

I took the psychological exam and attended an oral psychological exam the same day as my medical.  I attended a physical fitness exam of continuous physical exertion and passed that demanding obstacle course in the required time.    

I had done everything asked of a potential candidate.  

Now I had to wait.     

A few months later, I was sent notice, through the mail, that I was on the Police Officer’s list!

However, I couldn’t celebrate just yet… 

The letter reminded me that it could be up to four years before they accepted me in training as a police officer—if I was selected at all. 

Being on the eligibility list was not an offer or guarantee of employment. They also told me that roughly one out of every eight candidates on the Police Officer’s list actually became hired recruits.

Now, I had to sit back and wait for the call telling me I was the lucky one out of eight.   

I had been bartending for just under two years and didn’t expect to hear back from them for some time.  

As fate would have it, one day in April, just after my twenty-third birthday I checked my mail box at the post office and was surprised to find a letter from the police academy. 

It was an acceptance letter, slating me for training in September of that year.

“It’s about fucking time,” I had said, to no one in particular and left the post office with my prize in hand.  

I should have been more thrilled – and in a way, I was – but I was also frustrated with the long wait that I had endured.

At work that night, I told Charlie Friday the good news.

“Aww, we’re gonna miss you, kid.” The big bald proprietor gave me a brief hug. “Congratulations.  When are you done here?”

 “Not until September,” I told him.

“Great,” he laughed. “I can work you like a slave for half a year yet!”  

“Gee, thanks.” I replied glumly, returning to my post behind the bar.  

It was one of our quietest nights – a Tuesday – but I got the feeling that something was about to happen.  

The Dark Thing was restless inside of me, to the point that it was making me feel anxious and jumpy, but I couldn’t make sense yet of what it wanted.

Lizabeth, one of our regulars, came up to the bar and sat down, right in front of me.  

I had seen the bleached blond woman come into the bar many times, usually in the company of a sleazy-looking man in his early thirties.  

I had never seen her wearing shades like this, at night.

I realized she wore the shades to cover her black eye.

Sleazy boyfriend.  Black eye. Sunglasses.  

It was quite the cliché.

“What can I get you?” I asked her, a sinking feeling in my stomach.

The Dark Thing’s hunger pulled at me intently.

It had a great thirst tonight.

A thirst it wanted to quench.

Who was tonight’s unfortunate soul?

It wasn’t Lizabeth… I could sense that much.

“Jack and Ginger,” she replied over the music, implying a Jack Daniels and Ginger Ale.

I prepared her the drink and dared to ask the question, “Liz, don’t you usually come in here with that guy, Jimmy?”

I remembered his name because the Dark Thing had taken an interest in him, just as it had taken an interest in many of the shady characters that came through our bar.  

Some of those interests, I acted on.  

Some I didn’t…which seemed to frustrate the Dark Thing at times, but if I acted on all of its compulsions, I would never have a moments rest or live a semblance of a normal life.

“Not tonight,” Lizabeth replied. “Actually, not ever again.”

“Why’s that?”

“I finally worked up the guts to break up with him.”

“Gave you a hard time, did he?”

“A hard time?” She gave a humorless laugh and lowered her glasses so I could see her black eye. “He’s the one who gave me this.  Last night.”

“The fucker.” I handed her the beverage.

“If I ever see him again, I swear I’ll…I’ll make him pay for it.”

 “Has he ever been rough with you before?”

Lizabeth laughed another cold laugh. “Rough? That’s all he’s ever been to me.  That’s why I left the son of a bitch.” 

“Well at least he’s out of your life now.”

“So I hope.” She took a sip of her drink. “That asshole scares the shit out of me.”

I got the feeling that I should follow this woman home, a feeling brought on by the Dark Thing’s subtle encouragement.  

She left the bar stool in search of the video lottery terminals and as she played away at the video games, I kept an eye on her for the rest of her stay.  

When she was finally ready to leave, the Dark Thing stirred intently within me, urging me to leave with her.

She left through the back door and I gave her about a minute’s head start before I left through that same door, after her.

“Aw shit,” I called to Charlie, “I think I left my oven on at home.  I’ll be right back.”

I didn’t want to shit where I eat as the saying goes, by engaging in risky activities in such near proximity to my place of work or life, but the Dark Thing was insistent that I let its darkness spread over my body, my face, my hair.  

There was no one around.

It was safe to do it.

And so – I did.

Armed, I followed her through the shadows of the back alley and saw Jimmy long before she did.  

He was hiding, waiting for her, at a break between the buildings, in the darkness there.  

“Out whoring around already, eh Lizzy?” He asked, holding something plastic in his outstretched hand.

“Jimmy, what—” He was upon her in an instant and I saw him deploy his weapon – a taser. 

The sizzle of an electrical charge cut through the air.

As she fell to the ground, spasming from the electroshock, I advanced upon him, growing fine points out of the tips of my fingers.  

“Nobody says no to Jimmy Blair.” He spat at her. “No one makes a fool of Jimmy Blair. No one-” He was halfway through his sermon when I tapped him on the shoulder. “Wha—”

He turned toward me, eyes widening with shock.

“Jimmy Blair shouldn’t hit girls.” I grabbed him by the throat, lifting him off his feet with the Dark Thing’s supernatural strength. “Jimmy Blair should know better.”

I wanted to scratch the surface of his skin, to see why the Dark Thing wanted him so.

The fine points at the tips of my fingers drew a small amount of his blood – small, but enough for the Dark Thing to show me his crimes and the plans he had made for the tasered woman who lay at our feet. 

Through his blood letting, the Dark Thing showed me the tortures that he had planned for her.

The fresh grave dug out at his uncle’s cabin, next to an older one, the shallow grave of Sarah Andrews, the last girl who had dared to tell Jimmy Blair no.

At my will, the Dark Thing jutted thick probes of razor sharp exoskeleton into his neck, a multitude of them, sucking the corrupt blood from his body as I held him there, his feet barely touching the ground.

Lizabeth stirred on the ground, regaining consciousness.  

I had to finish him off, quickly and so, upon crushing his throat, I willed the Dark Thing to contort into a thick rope around his neck. With a sharp twist, I snapped it. 

Willing the cord back into my second skin, I dropped his body and left at a full run before Lizabeth regained complete consciousness…

I heard Lizabeth scream long after I retreated around the block, willing the Dark Thing to sink back into my body, dormant.  

I went back into the bar, through the rear entrance, no trace of the Dark Thing on my skin or in my hair.

Wherever the Dark Thing had come from, whatever it was, at times like these, I was grateful for its presence, its power, its ability to identify the wolves amongst the sheep…

“I knew I left the oven on,” I said to Charlie, before taking my place back behind the bar. 

I was taking drink orders from a group of rowdy construction workers when Lizabeth ran through the rear door, crying, “He’s dead! Oh my God, somebody – help me! He’s dead! Jimmy’s dead!”

A few minutes later, with the cops on their way and Charlie Friday checking out the crime scene for himself, I was pouring Lizabeth a shot of Jack Daniel’s straight up when I decided to engage her in conversation. 

“Well… He can’t hurt you anymore,” I told her, knowing better than she did what he’d had in store for her that night.

“I know,” she sobbed. “I know.”

“Did you get a look at the person who… killed him?”

“It’s going to sound strange.” 

“Try me.”

She tossed back the whisky shot and grimaced. 

“I think it was a woman—a woman with black dreadlocks, wearing a monster mask and skin-tight black leather.  Head to toe black leather.”

“That is strange,” I agreed, pouring her another shot.

“But I’m glad she was there.” She shuddered. “I just know he was gonna kill me this time.  He threatened me before, you now that?”

“No, I didn’t know that.” I handed her the next shot. “Why didn’t you go to the police?”

“The cops?” Lizabeth gave a miserable laugh. “What were they gonna do?  His dad’s a judge, for fuck’s sake.”

A judge.  

No wonder the guy had thought that he could get away with murder.  

He already had, once and without his father’s help, at that.  

Poor Sarah Andrews…  

For the sake of the family that was likely still looking for her, hoping that she might come home one day, I was going to have to make yet another anonymous call to the police.  

A call describing to them where and how to find yet another body, with yet another hapless victim’s name for their records.

Sarah Andrews.  

At least her family might be able to find some peace in bringing her home, to a final resting place in her family’s own burial plot, rather than the few feet of dirt out at Jimmy Blaire’s uncle’s cabin.  

At least they would finally know what had happened to her…

Sarah Andrews.  

One more reason for me to become a cop.
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