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INTRODUCTION

The trailblazing continues.

Dark Dreams: A Collection of Horror and Suspense by Black Writers was the first book of its kind: an anthology of original, creepy short fiction, following no particular theme, written exclusively by black writers. Published in trade paperback in the fall of 2004, the book sold well, garnered wonderful reviews and, best of all, opened a lot of people’s eyes to the fact that black writers are as capable of bringing chills and thrills to the page as anyone else.

But as good as it was, one book could not possibly express the breadth of the collective imagination of our community’s dark dreamers.

So, like the little girl cried in Poltergeist II: They’re back!

Here, in Voices from the Other Side: Dark Dreams II, I’ve been fortunate enough to entice back to the stage many of the favorite writers from the first collection. Tananarive Due is back with a suspenseful, disturbing tale of innocence lost in “Upstairs.” In “The Share,” Terence Taylor pens a startling, original story of love and heartbreak that takes place in an otherworldly Brooklyn apartment. L. R. Giles returns with “Wilson’s Pawn & Loan,” a wicked account of a man who inherits a family business that isn’t quite what it appears to be. “The Light of Cree,” the entry from Chesya Burke, chronicles the experience of a girl who comes into her womanhood—and her special power. Speaking of power, Linda Addison returns with “Milez to Go,” a sequel to her story from the first collection, “The Power,” in which she introduced us to two adorable and gifted girls, now all grown up and caught in another dangerous, extrasensory adventure.

Rickey Windell George, known for his visions of “extreme horror,” is back, too. His harrowing story, “Good ’Nough to Eat,” flips black-male sexual stereotypes upside down—and tears them inside out. Further exploring the themes of the outer limits of sexuality and the supernatural we have “Lord of All That Glitters” and “Sucker” by Anthony Beal and B. Gordon Doyle, respectively. And L. A. Banks delivers an unforgettable tale of primal lust and sensuality in the world of werewolves in “Natural Instinct.”

Other returning writers transport us to other places—or even other times—in their stories. Christopher Chambers casts us onto a slave ship in “Leviathan” to face a legendary creature of the deep. In “Breath of Life,” Lawana Holland-Moore takes us into the world of a mystic in Senegambia who is charged with the responsibility of protecting his village from an ancient evil. Patricia E. Canterbury, back here with “The Arrangements,” takes you into a mysterious realm of ageless women and their strange, lovingly tended garden.

But we’ve got some new players on the team, too. Eric Jerome Dickey, one of the reigning kings of contemporary African-American fiction, takes a stroll on the dark side in “Harlem,” a story of insanity, deception and desire. Michael Boatman, an actor perhaps best known for his roles in Spin City and Arli$$, demonstrates in the unsettling “Our Kind of People” that he’s packing some literary chops, too. In “Black Frontiers,” Maurice Broaddus takes us to the Old West, to face myths and monsters. Brian Egeston serves up a delicious dose of macabre humor in “Smoked Butt.”

Once again, we’ve got chills and thrills galore. Have fun.

But keep your night-light on, just in case . . .




Harlem

Eric Jerome Dickey

One

People called me Harlem.

I dubbed myself after that dangerous neighborhood that I’d never seen.

A place not everybody knew about.

A place most people didn’t want to know about.

I read life is rough in Harlem and a black man isn’t expected to live to see twenty-five. Before twenty-five, a brother is almost guaranteed death, by either drugs or violence. Usually at the hand of another black man. Statistics of Harlem.

So that name fit me perfectly, described me to the hilt.

I was twenty-three.

The clock was ticking.

Another reason I took that label was because one of the nurses at the hospital, Daphane, was from there. She was the first one that was nice to me. She never forced my medication on me. Always brought me some books to read. Snuck me in some extra dessert after hours. Plus she told me what was going on on the other side of the double-locked doors. On the outside. Liking her helped me like being Harlem. She understood where I was coming from.

Daphane. She looked a few weeks shy of twenty but claimed she was around twenty-four. She came here right after I was boxed up and shipped here. A sweet, cute, caramel-flavored, thin sister who always gave a sincere smile back at me when I sent an earnest smile toward her oval face and light brown eyes. She’d always wink and speak when I passed by her on my way to therapy. Whether I was handcuffed or not. My fat-assed, cigarette-smelling, Grizzly Adams–bearded, Bozo-bald counselor never smiled. He talked down to me in a slick sort of way. I hate that Doc Brewster with a passion. First chance I got he would be my next one eighty-seven.

All the rooms were white. White walls. In the corner, a white, twin-sized bed with white sheets sat next to a white porcelain sink that had white fixtures. Like they were trying to make this hellish place seem like it was somebody’s Ku Klux heaven. Nothing up in here but southern white nurses in white uniforms. Me decked out in a white hospital prisoner uniform.

Daphane and Phyllis were the only women of color in this joint. Heaven and hell.


Two

Again, I just woke up in a heated sweat, calling out for them to stop. In my nightmare, my little arms struggled with the police as they pulled me away from the paramedics. As I woke, my eyes stung from the salty blood. It took me a few minutes to realize that I was a grown man and not still that terrified child. That it wasn’t still that day my soul died.

I kept having the same nightmares. If you were religious, you could call them a recurring set of visions. So I called them nightmares. My mother beating me. My father beating my mother. Me finding my father’s body after my mother stabbed him in his sleep. Me crying daddy’s gagging on his own blood as he tried to find strength to pull the steak knives out of his neck, back and chest. Me running into the front room and finding my mother’s faceless body after she put a shotgun under her chin and pulled the trigger. Me sitting at my father’s feet and looking him in the face as he took his last breath. Me getting his cigarettes off the kitchen table and putting them next to his dead body, just in case he wanted to take a smoke. Me balling up into a psychological knot and being quiet, not speaking a word to anybody for almost two years. Me living the life of the Unwanted. Molestations. Me being shipped from place to place to place like unclaimed luggage. Me trying to kill two sets of argumentative, abusive foster parents. More beatings. More molestations. By then I was what they called an “incorrigible” twelve-year-old.

The dreams didn’t bother me at first, because I kept my secrets to myself. All I did was read. Closed myself off from the world with newspapers, Shakespeare, Iceberg Slim. But reading let me escape only until my eyes got tired. My mind stayed awake and reminded me of what I had done. I knew I was to blame for it all.

The cigarettes.

When I became violent, they said visions like these were the reason. That I was reenacting what I had seen. I could’ve told them that. They said I had shit pent up and repressed inside and that was the only way I knew how to release it.


Three

Today, Doc was trying to get inside my head and find out why I killed the people at the inconvenience store. That was the day I got caught. Silent alarm. I made it barely two miles on foot. Police helicopter chased me. It was live on three news channels simultaneously. Had higher ratings than Seinfeld. They showed me running, jumping fences and whizzing through brush. Great stride. I should’ve run track or something. They played the tape of me shooting the guy.

Damn, I looked good on tape. Great profile.

That was my fifteen minutes of fame.

Should’ve been an actor.

“Why did you kill those people in the Seven-Eleven?”

“One.” I flipped my middle finger. I had to sound harsh and remind Brewster. “I killed only one. Damn, why you always exaggerating? I only wounded the others.”

“But you killed eight others. Three women. Four men. One child.”

“That’s between me and you.” I chuckled. “Patient-client confidentiality. And I already know the 187 count.”

“It’s between me and you.”

Daphane cleared her throat. “Why did you shoot him? The Caucasian man at the Seven-Eleven. He wasn’t bothering you. He was only twenty-four. He had a family. A pregnant wife.”

“So I heard. He was smoking a cigarette.”

Brewster asked, “You killed because of a cigarette?”

Daphane asked, “Why?”

“Dunno. I was just in one of those moods, I guess.”

Brewster asked, “How did you feel when you shot him?”

“What do you mean? I felt like I needed to reload.”

“What Doctor Brewster is asking is,” Daphane said, again clearing her throat, “did you feel any remorse for shooting an innocent man?”

“Nope. He tried to keep me from getting away. That’s a no-no. Plus, his arrogant ass didn’t want Habib or Abdul or whomever to give up the money. And like I said, he shouldn’t’ve been smoking. Cigarettes kill.”

Heard the 7-Eleven guy’s wife of three weeks had a nervous breakdown when they told her. Miscarried on the spot. She was too screwed up to come to the trial to watch me get ruled insane, then to watch me giggle and blow kisses when they took me away.

Why did they think I was crazy? I was sane. Their idealistic view of the wretched world made them crazy.


Four

Iappreciated solitude and darkness. They both echoed what was inside me. So at night, I wanted to stay awake so I could appreciate myself by myself. But no matter how hard I tried, I wouldn’t. The medication left me weak, wore me down.


Five

They said jacked-up memories were trapped in my mind and had to be released if I was going to survive, if I was going to make it back to their version of sane. If I was to get normal again. I never talked about them: my insignificant black secrets. They stayed in me, sheltered from the rest of the nonchalant world. Now I was supposed to “let them out to play.” From the darkness into the light. From “slavery to freedom.” Why did they use racist terms like those to try to persuade me? Were those psychological clichés supposed to be so damn appealing to my blackness?


Six

I had very few memories, and no positive memories of my mother or father. Not one, and I always hated that. I wanted to celebrate Mother’s Day with her, Father’s Day with him, birthdays with both. But the jacked-up memories had me trapped. Hey, they happened, right? Reality was a real mutha, for ya.

“Daphane, hand me the green folder on Harlem’s parents.”

“Yes, Doctor Brewster.”

“You want to talk some more about your mother, Harlem?”

“My mother? Let’s see, where should I start? Alcoholic. Liar. Alcoholic. Child abuser. Alcoholic. Selfish. Alcoholic. User. Alcoholic. Chain smoker. Did I mention alcoholic?”

Daphane rubbed her neck, then sighed. “Yes, you did.”

I heard Brewster’s frustrated breathing. I started to nod off.

“Harlem, can you hear me?”

“Yeah, Doc. Unfortunately, I’m still with you.”

“I’m going to take you back.”

“Been there, done that. But go right ahead. I’m ready for another depressing déjà jacked-up vu. My day was going too good anyway. And we can’t have that, can we?”

“Start counting backwards . . .”

“From a hundred. Why can’t I count up to a hundred?”

“If you wish, you—”

“It was a joke, Doc. Yeah, yeah. Don’t matter. I know the routine,” I said. “Daphane?”

“I’m right here,” Daphane said. I loved her smiling voice.

“Thanks, Daph. One hundred. Ninety-nine. Ninety-eight.”

I drifted to another horizon, went to a place where I was asleep and awake at the same time. I was here and there.

“What do you see?” Daphane asked. “Look around.”

“Lots of trees. Daffodils, and bumblebees looking for food. Close-cut grass. Sunshine. Lots of nice sunshine. Warm. It’s . . . damn . . . it’s beautiful.”

“Anybody there?”

“Me.”

“How old?”

“Maybe five. I believe about five, because I don’t have a memory of school. I’m in South Memphis. Ain’t it funny how black people always live in south something or on the south side? You want to find the ghetto, go south, young man!”

“Tell me everything,” Doctor Brewster interjected.

“Clock-watching MF. Brewster, you a punk.”

“Harlem,” Daphane said, her voice having that nice smile. “Pretty please?”

“Sorry, Daphane.”

“Tell Doctor Brewster what happened.”

I exhaled. “Okay. Anyway. I’m five. My mother. We never bonded. When I was fresh out the vagina, she dropped me off with some old Mississippi folks who lived down the street, and didn’t make it back until I was six years and some change. I guess she forgot, or maybe something more important came up at the racetrack. Maybe she just couldn’t hang. I wasn’t a terribly atrocious child, so I know it wasn’t because of my looks. I wasn’t too dark, which was fashionably incorrect according to some stupid black folks back then. Nobody wanted a black-ass baby that looked like it came from deep, deeeep, deeeeeep ju-ju country in Africa.

“Anyway, I’m mind-rambling again.”

“That’s okay,” Brewster said. “Let your thoughts flow.”

“Sorry. I’ll try to stay focused.”

“Try not to get upset, okay?” Daphane said.

“Okay, Daphane.”


Seven

Doc Brewster was trying this hypno bullshit on me.

I was supposed to regress, go way back into my past, and see what else has me so jacked up that I behaved the way I did now. He kept calling me Ronnie, and they knew how I felt about that name. If I didn’t have these thick leather straps on my arms, I’d choke the life out of him. But I couldn’t, because the whatever shot they just gave me left me too weak. I was fading.

“Ronnie?”

“My name is Harlem. Can’t you remember? Harlem. H-A-R-L-E-M. Harlem.”

“Right, right. I apologize, Harlem. I’m sorry. I was reading off your charts.”

“That’s alright. I’m sorry for going off in front of you, Daphane.”

Daphane smiled. “That’s okay, Harlem. Don’t be too mean today, okay? I had a rough night last night. Just do what Doctor Brewster asks, and I’ll sit down with you and we’ll look at yesterday’s newspaper.”

“You save me the business section and the funny papers?”

“Yeah. I’ve already circled your investments. One of the stocks you picked out went up a whole point from yesterday.”

“Thanks, Daphane. I appreciate it.”

“When is it?” Doctor Brewster asked. “Can you see yourself?”

“I can’t really tell. It’s kind of foggy.” My head dropped. Closed my eyes. “I hear voices. Screams.”

“What do you see?”

“Magnolia trees. Four-leaf clovers. Weeping willows. Dandelions. Children my age. We’re young and happy. Then all of a sudden I’m not. Shit is happening.”

“Why?”

“Because of hell.”

“Hell?”

“Yeah. Hell showed up.”

“Explain.”

“That’s irrelevant. When it happened, it didn’t seem that important. It wasn’t obvious to me. My naïveté. My ignorance.”

“My drunken father stormed across the playground and snatched me away. He beat me in front of all the other children. I didn’t know why. I couldn’t ask because he was too busy hitting me. My substitute teacher, Miss Bailey, tried to stop him but got pushed to the ground.”

“Why is your daddy beating you?” Brewster asked.

“Yesterday,” I started, but my throat tightened with fear.

My eyes watered. My voice sounded like that of a child. “Yesterday evening, he sent me to the store to get him a pack of cigarettes. I brought back the wrong brand. He wanted Kool. I brought back Salem.”

My daddy walked away. Left me on the ground. Kids laughed and pointed at me. I wished I was bigger so I could hurt him back. I wished him dead.

The memory played over and over in my mind. Each time my daddy hit me, I twitched in my chair. I felt each slap, every kick. I convulsed in pain, almost as if I was in an electric chair.

By the time Daddy got back home, the school had called my mother. They argued and fought. That night, they both died. The cigarettes.


Eight

An everlasting Pine-Sol smell. Echoing words. Rubber soles screeching on the saintly floor, walking in from the hollow hallway. Electronic doors being buzzed open and closed. The rattling of medication bottles as somebody walked by pushing a wobbly cart. Keys jingled like Christmas bells, then my door opened. Somebody from the outside world came into my hell. I smelled sweet perfume, the fragrance of my only friend.

“Harlem?”

I didn’t move.

“You asleep?”

“Nope. Just checking my eyelids for cracks.”

“I brought you the newspaper. Sorry, I didn’t get it to you earlier, but I had the last two days off.”

“Away from this beautiful place? What were you doing? Giving up the poonie?”

“You are so nasty. Here’s your paper. I’ll read it to you.”

“Thanks, Daphane. Could you loosen up this strap so I can get some more circulation in my hand?”

“I can’t untie you, Harlem,” she said sternly. “You know that’s against regulations. I could lose my job.”

“Please? I’ll be a good boy, baby.”

She unstrapped the leather bindings on my wrist, and my hand was free. With one hand loose, I could easily knock her out of the way and set myself free in a matter of seconds. The doors to this place are a joke, and the security’s no threat to a brother as big as me. I flexed my wrist and pulled Daphane to me.

I kissed her on the ear and whispered, “Thanks.”

I would hate it if she lost her job. If she was fired, I’d have nobody who understood me. The loneliness would kill me.

She giggled and slapped the side of my head. “I told you I’m married, so quit flirting with me.”

“Let’s run away together.”

“Tomorrow.”

“But tomorrow, my sweet, tomorrow never comes. It’s always today.”

“I know. Tomorrow never happens. Some people have no tomorrow.”

“So live for today.”

“Shut up.”

She kissed my cheek, then we made small talk as she massaged my arm, restarting the circulation. I told her it felt better, then she put the restraint back on. This time it was more comfortable. She sat in front of me on a stiff plastic chair and read the stock market reports to me. She always educated me on what trends to look out for and where to put my money, if I ever got out and got any money. She wanted me to get cased and go straight. Most of the time I didn’t understand what she was talking about, but I liked to hear her talk that smart talk.

She’d invested some of her own money. Overtime money that she kept stashed from her dumb-ass, cheapskate husband, just in case. She had made close to eight thousand dollars over the last six months. I was very interested in what she did. I encouraged her, and she encouraged me. Through me, she was gaining more autonomy in her life. Through her, I maintained a freaking life. If I weren’t so messed up inside my head, I’d want to love her forever and a day. I know I could, if she’d let me.

“You know I love you, don’t you?”

“Shut up with that nonsense,” she said, then flipped her hand at me. “Your medication must be kicking in.”

After we joked a little, she read me the entertainment section, then the comic strips. “The Family Circus” always cracked me up. But it made me sad, too, because it makes me wish I had a family. People who cared. I bet the people in the cartoon strip had relatives to turn to when they got to the end of the road.

“How’s your sister?”

“Fine,” Daphane said. “I showed her the picture you gave me. She wanted to know what a fine-ass brother like you was doing locked down in a shit hole like this.”

I laughed. “Couldn’t afford Club Med.”

“Who are you?” Daphane asked sincerely.

I smiled. “Harlem.”

“No. I mean, who are you?”

“I’m the sum of all of my experiences. I’m the culmination of a series of events that have allowed me to arrive at this moment. Even, quite possibly, driven me to this moment. I have controlled some, but most have led me. There is no other identical to what I have become. None. I am me.”

“Har de har har.” She smiled, then gave me a serious look. “Harlem, really. Who are you?”

I closed my eyes and cried. Daphane wiped the tears from my face.

I whispered a frustrated, “I don’t know.”

For years I had been shipped from place to place, had wandered from place to place, and I’d never found me. In one session, Brewster told me to look inside myself to find me. I did. Nothing was there.


Nine

Brewster had started to work my last nerve. This nowhere session had run a little over thirty minutes. Daphane didn’t come in today, so he brought along Phyllis, the funny-shaped sister with the atrocious, rough skin that made her look like a nappy-headed Gila monster. Her ugliness could run the T-Rex out of Jurassic Park. She put me in a mood.

“Harlem,” Brewster said in that monotonic, patronizing voice I fucking hate, “tell me about the girl. After we talk about it, I’ll let you get your rest.”

“She was a woman. A woman.”

“I apologize. Tell me about the woman.”

“Why you always apologizing?”

“I’m sorry. I thought I offended you.”

“Doc,” I said, exhaling. “You’re a spineless, punk-ass piece of shit. Now, you want me to apologize?”

“Do you want to apologize?”

“Punk you.”

Phyllis just watched and listened. They wanted to know about Patricia. I hate it when they bring that shit up, which is why they don’t do it too often.

“Patricia was your first girlfriend?” Phyllis asked, her brittle voice equally as patronizing.

“Yes. I was fourteen; she was fifteen. Right before I dropped out. I was a virgin; she wasn’t.”

“Did that bother you?” Brewster was scribbling as he talked. “Her, eh, experience?”

“It bothered me that she fucked Charles.”

Phyllis said, “She made love to another—”

“No, she fucked him. She loved me.”

Brewster cleared his throat, probably as a signal for Elephant Woman to shut up, then said to me, “And he’s your best friend?”

“Was my best friend.”

“So you tried to kill them?”

“I didn’t try. If I wanted to, I could’ve. That’s why I did what I did and walked away. Every time the bastard takes a step, his limp’ll remind him of me. Every time that bitch sees her face, or what little I left, she’ll see me.”

Phyllis cleared her throat. Shifted. “Then you raped Charles’s girlfriend?”

“It wasn’t rape. He went inside my woman, so I went inside his. Eye for an eye. Retribution. It’s in the good book. Look it up sometime, why don’tcha?”

Brewster repeated, “Retribution?”

“She came over to visit. I always knew Greta wanted me, especially after we found out Charles and Patricia had fucked us over. The first time, yeah, I held her down, tore her shit off and took some from her. Not much, just some. I’d been violated, and I wanted to pass it on. You know, keep it going like a chain letter. She shouldn’t’ve met me up at the park after it got dark. Hey, two days later, she came back and gave it to me. So she must’ve liked it. So it wasn’t rape. Next question.”

“She killed herself after that,” Phyllis said.

“Why’re you giving me old information, huh?”

“You forced yourself on her, right?”

“Don’t even try to Perry Mason me, bitch.”

Her notes dropped from her lap when she jumped up. “Who’re you calling a bitch?”

“Who answered?”

Phyllis’s rookie ass exploded. I must’ve struck a nerve. As Brewster struggled to get control of the session, she growled herself calm. When the room quieted, after she’d picked up all the junk she’d dropped, after Brewster had taken out his handkerchief and wiped his sweaty forehead dry, I smirked a dark, Jack Nicholson-ish “Gotcha.”

Phyllis jumped up again. First her face convulsed, then her mouth dropped open. Nothing came out. Either that, or it was at a pitch so high, only dogs like her could hear it. She stormed over her dropped stuff and left. Couldn’t hang. Brewster stood and called her name a few times before he glanced at me. He shook his head and massaged his beard before he slowly picked up her stuff, then marched out a couple of seconds later. He knew he might as well go because I never said shit to his smoke-smelling ass unless somebody else was in the room. And if he wanted an easy session, that somebody had better be my Daphane.

Session’s over for today.


Ten

Three days went by. No Brewster, no Daphane. No ugly-ass Phyllis. Just some skinny, short-haired, nameless, young Hispanic-looking intern guy dropping off food and giving me medication. Then again, he might be Chinese. Anyway, he gave me the bland crap they called food. He didn’t actually give me my medication; he just watched me take it and made sure I swallowed it. He’d check back a few minutes later to make sure I didn’t throw it back up after he left. He’d speak politely, but I never looked up or said anything back to him. I think his name was Billy. Or Jesus. Or Wang. Or Epstein. Maybe Bubba. Anyway, I didn’t give him a problem either.


Eleven

On the fourth day, Daphane came in carrying a food tray. No newspaper. No smile. Shades. Blue long-sleeved sweater over her milky-white uniform.

I grinned. “You been on vacation again?”

She removed her glasses, and I saw her blackened eye.

Daphane said, “No. Sick leave.”

Her husband had hit her again. She wouldn’t show me, but I think she had body bruises. All the beauty that lived and radiated in her speech had been killed. She sounded like one of them. In killing the life in her, he’d killed the life in me.

She told me it wasn’t the first time he’d hit her. I told her it wouldn’t be the last. She didn’t answer.

“He went through my stuff and found out about the extra money, and when I wouldn’t give it to him, he went off. I told him I was saving for our future. He didn’t give a shit. I couldn’t come to work looking the way I looked at first. You know, too many questions and looks and whispers. But I can’t afford to be off. They frown on absences. Especially us nurses.”

Daphane sat in her favorite plastic chair and watched me eat. They unstrapped me three days ago, so now I could walk around the room unsupervised. There was nothing life-threatening in this cell, so I wasn’t no threat to myself or to anybody in here. Daphane came in unescorted because they knew I’d never touch her in a bad way. Outside of her and the food guy, everybody else came in paired or tripled up.

“Other than that time, have you ever hit a woman?” Daphane asked.

“Yep. Girl I used to do named Cassie.”

“That’s awful,” she said.

“But she hit me first. Don’t dish it out if you can’t take it.”

“That didn’t make it right.”

“That made it a left hook.”

Daphane kept on watching me pig out. When I’d look up at her, she’d grin. All you could hear was the sound of my plastic fork scraping against the Styrofoam container.

Daphane quieted for a moment. She said in her fragile tone, “I probably won’t see you anymore, Harlem.”

My heart stopped beating. “You’re not transferring out are you?”

“When I get home, I’m going to kill my husband. I’ll kill him, or he’ll kill me. One of us has to die.”

“Daph—”

She fingered her eye and cringed. “I told myself if a man ever hit me like that, I’d kill him. He’s been beating me off and on for over a year. He slapped me real hard in front of my friends, and now they won’t call or come around anymore. My family won’t help. I’ve let him get away with too much, too long.”

“Just leave him.”

“Where would I go?”

I couldn’t answer. My heart wanted to say go with me, then I remembered where I was.

Daphane walked to the door and looked back. “Our secret.”

I shook my head. “Don’t. It ain’t worth it. Do like Cassie did and go to one of those shelter things for women.”

She walked over and kneeled by me. “When you killed that man, the one on the film. The Seven-Eleven man. When you shot him, it didn’t look so hard. Was it?”

“That was different. That was me.”

“What did you feel when you looked him in the eyes, when he begged you to just leave? Powerful? Free? What?”

“Nothing.”

“Then I can do it to the man who brought me my pain and feel that same nothing.”

“Don’t.”

“If I don’t, then who will? Remember what you said your father did to you on the playground? Remember what you felt? The humiliation. The shame. The need for revenge.”

“Don’t. When I get out, I’ll take care of it for you.”

“You’re here for at least another year. Maybe two. I can’t wait for you that long. I could be dead by then.”

“If I cooperated with Doc, made all the sessions real easy, played the game, I could be out in six months.”

“That’s a big if. And like I said”—she touched her face again—“I could be dead in six months.”

“Help me get out.”

“How would I do that?”

“Make it look like I escaped. I could do it late at night, when you’re not on shift, when they got those whacked rent-a-cops watching the place. I could take them out real easy.”

“No.”

“If they catch me, I’m crazy. I’ll just come back here, and you can read me the funny papers.”

“That was nice of you.” She smiled. “Thanks for the offer.”

“I can’t let you do that.”

“You can’t stop me.”

“Well, what if I just told them what you’re planning to do?”

“They won’t believe you. Don’t forget, they think you’re crazy. You’re the patient. I’m the nurse.”

She kissed me on my lips, wiped away the lipstick, then walked out and locked the door behind her. From the other side, I heard her call back, “Take care of yourself, Harlem.”

The sounds of her shoes screeching against the concrete quickly faded.


Twelve

Brewster and Phyllis finally came in for my afternoon session. Gila Face looked like she’d grown a foot of cheap hair. Either that, or she’d joined the Hair Club for Women.

“How’re you doing, Weaverella? Waiting for that prince to come along and snatch that fake-ass horsehair out of your head? It probably looked better on Trigger. But then again, Trigger looks better.”

She flipped me off with her eyes and continued scribbling nothing. Her hand shook, and a pulsating vein popped up in her neck every time I spoke. Today I decided to make my voice sound like the dark, cartoon Batman. Deep and sinister, shopping for a victim of the night.

“Where’s Daphane?”

Brewster cleared his throat. “Gone for the day. She took ill. Phyllis is sitting in for her. Will you be polite to her? If you don’t mind, Harlem.”

“Phyllis, the woman of my dreams. Oh, how I think of thee, Phyllis—right before I puke. Quick! Douse me with thy overwhelming atrociousness, you hideous canker. Infect me with thine—”

“Shutupshutupshutthehellup!” Phyllis’s eyes watered. She rubbed her forehead, then fidgeted with her ear. Jumped up and sat back down. “Why do you dislike me? What have I done to you? I’m trying to help your crazy—”

“I’m Not crazy. Never call me crazy. Never.”

“I’ll call you what I like.” She smirked under her tears. “Mr. Certifiable.”

“Phyllis,” Brewster said in a controlling voice. “Please.”

“Let her go, Doc. I’m from the old school. I’ll rank on her ass until she ends up in one of these beautiful suites. By the way, I’ve been meaning to talk to you about the room service. Can I get a room with a Jacuzzi?”

I decided to cooperate, because if they came back each day, I could get information on Daphane.

Today we talked about when I was in juvenile hall. Then about when I broke out and beat that old Asian man so I could get his car. Then about . . .


Thirteen

Daphane showed up four days later, just in time for my session with Brewster. After the pleasing session, they walked out. But Daphane doubled back a couple of minutes later. Before the door closed good, I asked, “Did you eighty-six your old man?”

“No.” She looked at me for a minute, shifted side to side on the scarred heels of her nurse shoes as she pulled at her lips, then whispered a pissed, “I need your help.”

“I’ll do anything for you, Daphane. You know how much I love you.”

Daphane needed a gun. I gave her the name of a friend, Teryl, who I did some time with. He could hook her up real cheap. Something untraceable. Daphane said her husband was too big and she wouldn’t want the chance of him getting at her. Since she wasn’t a big woman and definitely not that strong, I told her to get a .380 automatic. Small. Easy to hide. Easy to use. Especially from close range. It could hold six plus one in the chamber. I told her to go pick up some hollow points, because when they hit you, whatever they hit explodes. Pinhole going in; Grand Canyon hole going out. Left you hollow. Internal injuries like a mugger-guggah. You could shoot somebody in the little toe, and they’d die from the pain. At least, they’d wish they were dead.

“Is that what you used at the Seven-Eleven?” Daphane asked.

“Yeah. That’s how I know.”

She smiled. “Good.”

“Have you thought about it?”

“Yes.”

She knew that after it was done, she didn’t want to go to jail and she didn’t want to die. Just to be free.

Daphane pulled some folded papers out of her pockets. “Look. Tell me what you think.”

“What are these?”

“Maps. All the back roads are highlighted.”

She wanted to run away to Canada or maybe try to make it to Mexico. As far as Los Cabos. Then she could start her life over.

She whispered, “I want you to go with me, Harlem. Would you?”

I didn’t hesitate. “Yeah.”

She told me how to get out, where the easy-out doors were, how to make it across the grassy hills unseen. The guards changed shifts at four, eight, and twelve. After midnight, only one guard patrolled inside. One old guy outside. The first five minutes of the shift were used to make rounds and check out the building, making sure everything was locked. They went from east to west on the patrol. If I let them go by, then went west to east, I’d be out in three minutes. They wouldn’t know until sunrise.

“I’ll be two miles down the road,” she said. “Parked in my Mustang, with my lights off. How long would it take you to get there?”

“Dunno.” My voice showed excitement from the possibility of my being free. “I haven’t been any farther than this room. I’m stiff. Out of shape. Done put on a few pounds. Maybe twenty, twenty-five minutes.”

“I’ll wait until twelve thirty-five. Then I’m gone. With or without you.”

“How am I supposed to get out of this door?”

“Don’t worry about it. Just be ready.”

This time Daphane kissed me like she was my woman. It was short, but deep and intense. She wiped the lipstick from my face, then swiped at her mouth, smiled and swayed to the door.

She winked. “See you on the outside.”

I sat there, my heart beating fast, a man in love.


Fourteen

Iwalked around the room most of the evening. The babbling voices of other patients echoed in the halls. Screams. Curses. I think somebody got unruly and the orderlies had to subdue him or her. My joints were stiffer than I hoped. I stretched for twenty minutes. At eight o’clock, I used the bathroom to lighten my load, then took a nap.


Fifteen

Keys rattled, then my door clicked open at eleven fifty-eight. Lights from the hall cast a long shadow across my dark room. The ceiling light clicked on. The Hispanic-looking orderly, what’s-his-face, came in with a cup of water and some pills. I pretended I was asleep until he called my name. I sat up and looked at him. He wasn’t Hispanic. A light-skinned black man with sleepy, slanted eyes. Never even noticed that mutt before. Name tag read “Kevin.”

He watched to make sure I took my pills, then headed back for the door. Right before he put his hand on the still-cracked door, it hit me. My last medication was at eight. Always at eight. This was how Daphane arranged it. Must’ve changed my charts.

Before he could get the door opened, I grabbed him from behind. I cupped the back of his head with the palm of my right hand and shoved his head deep into the wall. The wall wasn’t hard enough to crack his cranium, but was sturdy enough to leave him KO’d. Kevin didn’t even have time to scream. He looked so peaceful. Sweet dreams.


Sixteen

Two minutes past midnight. Keys jingled when the security guard whistled his way past my door.

Three minutes past midnight. I headed in the opposite direction of the whistles, and ducked into a closet when I heard an orderly squeaking down the hall. I walked by the nurses’ station. The nurse on duty was so busy yacking and laughing on the phone that I just strolled by like I knew where I was going.

Four minutes past midnight. Concrete, waxed floors glistened in the moonlight as I crept through a side fire-escape door. One that had a freshly busted alarm. The one Daphane told me about. Down two flights of noisy, metal stairs in a musty, dusty stairwell. At the bottom, the exit door was already cracked open, held open by a thick stick.

The old security guard was right outside the door, about twenty yards away in my direct route to the fence I had to jump. His head bobbed. He was sleeping, with a Walkman on and a cup of java at his feet. I walked over to him and stood close enough to spit in his eyes. He didn’t wake up. I could hear B. B. King crying from his headset. No cigarettes were in his pocket. Besides, he was old. Probably got a nice family at home waiting. I let him live. After I got over the fence, I looked back. He was still asleep. I waved good-bye to everybody and nobody.


Seventeen

Imade it over the grassy hill and to the trees in two minutes. I was already tired. Sweating. Cicadas buzzed their songs in the trees. When I stumbled through a thick patch of mosquitoes, several stuck to my skin. I gagged on a couple that flew into my open mouth and took a tour down my throat. My stiff legs were starting to cramp up. I looked at the sky. The stars were so pretty. Big Dipper. Little Dipper. Star of freedom. Half moon. Planes passed by at different altitudes, going in different directions. My side stitched, but I kept moving. I started wheezing. Asthma was kicking in. It was damn humid tonight. I’d forgotten how humid it got on the outside. Felt like it was over ninety degrees tonight. Damn southern heat. I slowed down, splashed through a few pools of water that smelled like the Mississippi and muddied my bare feet, but I kept moving. My guess was it was about twelve twenty.


Eighteen

Twelve forty-five. Police sirens wailed past me, lighting up the streets. An ambulance followed. When I heard them approach, before they rolled up over the hilly road, I ducked back into the trees. When they faded, I took back to the streets and resumed my running-walking. From the woods echoed the love calls of crickets. My body was alive with pain. Sweat dripped into my eyes. Burned. Reminded me of my dreams. My armpits were soaked, shirt sweat-stuck to my back. Plus the medication wasn’t helping. I stopped long enough to put my fingers down my throat and try to bring the poison back out. Didn’t work. With my body temperature up so high, it made me jittery, anxious. I had to be almost three miles up the road and still didn’t see Daphane.


Nineteen

Twelve fifty-one. The high beams of a slow-moving car came over the hill, heading the same way I was heading. I ducked back into the woods until I could see it was a faded red ’66 Mustang. It passed by. Daphane. I whistled and waved her down.

She busted a U-turn without slowing, kicked up pebbles and a dirt cloud on her side before she whipped back to my side. I hopped into the back seat and slid down as deep as I could. No words.

She burned rubber before the door closed. A helicopter passed over with its spotlight directed into the woods closer to the asylum. Dumb bastards didn’t know I was off the property. The gossiping nurse didn’t see me. The narcoleptic guard probably lied and said he’d been awake the whole night and nobody came out his way.


Twenty

We traveled far enough down the road to get that safe, got-away feeling. When I sat up, I felt tiny, sharp objects on the backseat. Glass. I looked around and saw the passenger window was broken out. More glass was splattered across the front seat next to a brick. She handed me the brick, and I dropped it into the backseat.

“It took me longer because I locked my keys in the car. I tried using a clothes hanger, but it took too long. Guess I panicked. Plus, I didn’t know if you were going to get out, and if you did, I didn’t want to leave you hanging.”

Daphane was dressed in Levi’s, a black cotton T-shirt and driving gloves. She looked strange, different. Like Daphane, but not like Daphane. Then I realized it was because I’d never seen her in anything but a white uniform. Her hair was down. She looked funny. Maybe not funny, but just normal. Not the sterile way she looked at the crazy house. She looked beautiful. Like a woman.

My all-white uniform now was muddy, moist and musty. Swamp muck squished between my toes. After it filled itself with my blood, I killed a mosquito on my arm.

Daphane smiled.

I asked, “Did you do your husband?”

“No.” She smirked. “But look.”

She reached into her purse and handed me a .380 that had the serial numbers filed off it.

“Your friend said hello.”

“Good.”

She handed me the box of hollow points. I loaded the automatic. Six in the clip. One in the chamber.

“Where’s your husband?”

“Home. I had sex with him before I snuck out, so he’s sound asleep.”

I didn’t say anything.

“What’s wrong, Harlem?”

“Did you enjoy it?”

“No.” She frowned. “I just did what I had to do. I didn’t want him suspicious.”

“I understand.”

“But I want to make love to you.”

“For real?”

“Tonight. Can I? If you don’t mind.”

“I’d like that.” I blushed. “Yeah.”

“Lord knows, I can’t wait. But, first we do this. Business before pleasure.”

“How far to your house?”

“Ten minutes.”

“Good. I’ll do him.”

“Make it quick. Like you did at Seven-Eleven.”

“But I want to make a stop first.”


Twenty-One

Brewster lived less than six miles up the road. A big, two-story, wooden house with no fence. Just a short, rocky driveway leading from the street to his house. Again, no streetlights. Darkness and solitude.

My trade-off with Daphane was this: I’d kill her husband, but not until she’d gone away long enough to establish an alibi. I wanted her to drive to a friend’s house and call him. Make sure her friend picked up the phone and heard his voice. I showed her how to pull out the wires to her distributor cap so she’d have car problems. Get the friend to drive her back home. They’d both find the body. Then I’d lay low until she got the insurance money, and we’d meet a few days later.

But first, I wanted Brewster. Kill him, take a shower, get me some clothes. Money, if he had it lying around. Maybe wash myself down and make love to Daphane in his house.


Twenty-Two

Iwalked around outside the house and scouted, making sure he was alone. Brewster was in his study, in his pajamas, looking down over the tops of his wire-rimmed glasses, reading over my files. Ain’t that a bitch. When I rang the doorbell, Daphane stuck her pretty face up to the peephole and smiled.

Before the door opened good, I was on him. It was funny, because he was so in shock to see me, to see us together, he didn’t even move or make a sound while I put my dirty hands around his fat throat. As I wrung his neck, he fell, kicked and gargled, turned red, then faded. When he croaked, I got on my knees and closed his bugged-out eyes. I hated the way he looked at me. Now he would never look at me again.

“Harlem,” Daphane said. She sounded disturbed, and that put me off for a moment. I hated for her to see me like this. But this was the plan. Our Bonnie and Clyde scheme. She was in too deep to turn back. I love her, but if she flipped out, I’d have to get rid of her. After we made love a couple of times, of course. I want to be free forever, and dead weight won’t help.

When I looked up, Daphane was standing over me with the .380 pointed at my face. “So that’s how you do it, eh, Harlem? That easy, huh?”

“Why you pointing the gun at me?”

“What did you feel when you killed him?”

“Daph—”

“What did you feel? Answer me!”

“Nothing. Don’t trip. I love you, baby. I told you I was going to do him. You brought me here. I told you I’d kill your husband if you—”

“You already killed my husband.”

“What are you talking about?” I asked. I wanted to make a move to her, but she had me trapped. Her finger was on the trigger. Point-blank range.

“You killed my husband.”

I looked down at the man turning cold. “Brewster’s your man?”

As she softly shook her head, tears rolled down her cheeks, but her face wasn’t crying. She choked on her words, “Seven-Eleven. Cigarettes.”

“Your husband? The white man?”

“Yes, my husband. He went to the store for me. That was my fault. This is for him.”

“I thought your husband beat you?”

Her face told me the answer. She had set me up.

A car pulled into the driveway. Its high beams brightened the front room, shined right in my face. I felt relief, because I hoped it might be somebody coming to take me back to my room. The lights died. Seconds later, the doorknob turned and the front door creaked open. Phyllis walked in, dressed just like Daphane. Driving gloves. Nobody wore driving gloves in this kinda heat. They had them on so no fingerprints would be left behind.

I could hear the sounds of a car that needed a tune-up real bad—maybe some new fuel injectors—chugging out front. I slyly looked around and tried to find an out. Too far from a window. Nowhere to dive for cover. Nothing around me to pick up and throw. I glanced back down at blue-faced Brewster before I scowled up at the tag team. We’d both been had.

Daphane kept her distance, and her eyes on me, as she handed the gun to a grinning Phyllis. Daphane looked like she was in so much pain.

“I can’t kill you, Harlem,” Daphane said, and wiped her face. “If I shot you and I felt nothing, I’d be just like you. Nothing. But I can watch you die.”

I grimaced at stone-faced Phyllis. She tilted the gun and held it sideways like the hoodlums did in the hood movies.

Phyllis said, “I guess you ain’t got nothing to say now, huh? What’s all that smack you said about me? Atrocious. Canker. C’mon, Ronnie, say something. Ronnie Certifiable.”

“My name is Harlem!”

“Ronnieronnieronnieronnieronnieronnieronnie!”

“Harlem! H-A-R-L-E-M!”

My adrenaline rushed, clogged my head with memories of Ronnie, and before I knew it, I charged at Phyllis. Daphane screamed. Her legs collapsed, and she fell hard to the floor and shrieked, just as I got close enough to grab at the gun. Phyllis didn’t even blink. Not the slightest jerk. She broadened her smile. Her finger tensed and pulled the trigger.


Twenty-Three

People used to call me Harlem.

When they found my body, and the gun inside Brewster’s hand, they couldn’t figure out how, but they said we killed each other. Somehow, they figured, he’d emptied the clip, but I killed him before I died. They said it was possible, because I was crazy. Some sort of psycho strength and determination. I don’t think they really cared.

Oh, the Mustang was Brewster’s, too. Daphane stole it right before she picked me up. Easy. She had taken Brewster’s keys out of his office and had them duplicated. She broke out the window and handed me the smutty brick to get my prints on it. She had planned to kill me in the car later. But since I had this passion for Brewster and insisted on a detour, I made it easier for her. Gila Face was trailing us the whole time with her lights off.

Cops figured I was going to use Brewster’s car for a getaway. Said that maybe after I had broken out the window, Brewster heard the noise, grabbed the gun and came to the door. That was when I went after him and the struggle began. After they saw the gun was a throwaway, they figured that maybe Brewster took it from me while we fought.

I made the front page.

Fifteen more minutes of fame.

Good profile.

Should’ve been an actor.

Or model or something.

What was that? Where’s Daphane at? Standing over her husband’s grave, crying, smiling and laughing while she smoked a Kool down to the filter. If you asked me, I think she was already crazy. Because when Phyllis shot me, Daphane felt nothing. After all we shared, after all the love I had for her, she felt less than zero. Seven shots. Nothing. She didn’t even twitch while I twitched. That shit hurt, both physically and psychologically.

Daphane built a shrine for her husband in her bedroom. Kept that door locked, and nobody went in there but her. Pictures were everywhere. Newspaper clippings from when he died. She wore his clothes, sometimes put on her wedding dress, played Nat King Cole, danced and talked to him and heard him answer. She was a New York minute from a total breakdown.

When Phyllis heard me die, when I wheezed out my last breath, she jumped up and down in joy and danced the butterfly over my bleeding chest.

Didn’t matter; she was still ugly.

And she couldn’t dance, either.
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1858, Futa Toro, Senegambia

 


Forward is the only way, and it is often without a clear path, Oumar thought as he smoothed out a small piece of paper. He was focused as he wrote an inscription upon it, his script careful and deliberate. He carefully folded the paper before gently tucking it into a small brown leather pouch. After saying a prayer over the pouch, he handed it to the woman who sat across from him, her eyes downcast in a face that was worried and drawn.

“You have suffered so much already. This should help you,” he said as she started to thank him profusely. “Allah be with you.” The woman’s dark brown hands were shaking as she quickly tied the pouch around her waist and hurried out.

He could hear the sound of women outside pounding millet with large wooden pestles, the rhythmic thumps complemented by their singing. Perhaps things are finally returning to normal, he thought. Picking up his reed pen, Oumar dipped it into the ink and started to write again. He looked up as one of the students from his Qu’ranic school came to the doorway.

“Excuse me, Teacher,” the small boy said, swatting away a pesky fly that had landed on his face. “The almami and the council of elders want to see you.”

“Thank you,” said Oumar. The boy ran off to join his friends as Oumar carefully set aside the prayer sheets and papers he had been creating, their white surfaces covered with the black ink of his precise writing and geomantic drawings filled with graphs and symbols. After he rolled up the reed mat he had been sitting on, Oumar looked around his simple dwelling, with its thatched roof and mud-brick walls. A bowl of millet couscous with groundnut-leaf sauce sat waiting, as did a calabash of milk left for him by the woman for whom he’d made the gris-gris talisman earlier. Small wooden boards with verses from the Qu’ran that he had prepared for his students were neatly stacked against a wall, and he thought about his lessons and how school had been interrupted lately. An ornately carved wooden chest in the corner caught his eye, and he sighed as he looked at it.

This was inevitable. He stood up and straightened his robes and the fabric that hung loosely about his shoulders.

I am the only one now.

 


 



“Oumar Ba, we are sure that you know why you are here,” the almami said. A reed-thin Toucouleur noble whose Arab heritage was evident by his features and light red-brown skin, Dényanké was leader of their village. Although he was the foremost person to take action on behalf of it, the elders actually governed and were consulted on all major matters. They scrutinized Oumar as he entered the room and took a seat before them. They sat silently with folded arms, their embroidered robes neatly falling in deep folds around them. Many had been friends of his father and grandfather, and he could see that all of their eyes registered doubt.

They must have faith. They must.

“Do you believe that you can overcome it?” Dényanké asked.

“What are our options? What other hope do we have for ourselves? For them?” Oumar said as he waved his hands toward the people gathered outside the doorway, straining to hear. “This thing is an abomination. It is an upset to baraka and an affront to Allah. It is not intent on contributing to the breath of life if all it will bring is death. I suppose that is why I must go after it. Who else can?”

“You are right,” one of the elders said sadly. “There is no one else left but you now.”

Dényanké’s face looked grim as Oumar got up to leave. “May Allah be with you—and all of us.”

Oumar walked back to his home, followed by children and villagers shouting out to him in support. As he stepped inside, he found his apprentice, Bayo, sitting there writing. Startled by all of the noise, Bayo looked past him at the crowd of people as he quickly put his work aside.

“Teacher, I hope you do not mind my presence right now. I thought I’d take care of some things while I had the chance,” he said. “I take it the Council made its decision.”

“Yes, and I am asking you to come with me. I will need you, starting with your help in getting prepared for the journey.”

Oumar and Bayo went around his home, gathering supplies for the trip. Oumar walked over to the wooden chest—its golden accents gleaming—and opened it, fingering the papers and contents inside. His fingers tingled as he touched the cover of a well-worn copy of the Qu’ran that had been handwritten by his grandfather.

This is it, my ancestors. All you have taught me has led to this.

May Allah watch over us all.

 


 



As Oumar prepared to leave the village with Bayo, he looked ahead into the distance. He walked slowly, with his head held high, but his soul was heavy, with the weight of the entire village’s expectations pinned on him and him alone. In hindsight, Oumar thought that perhaps his statement may have been too cocky, too bold, too presumptuous.

For hours and hours they walked through the countryside, stopping only to rest and eat a little dried mutton from their bags and ripe mangoes from the trees. He squinted as the sun started to lower in the sky, causing the baobabs, with their twisted, gnarled branches, to cast dark shadows across the ground. He thought of the griots—the keepers of oral history, legend and song—who were often entombed within the baobabs’ hollow cores. He could feel the essence of those old trees as they passed, each one strongly pulsing with the heartbeat of the land, reminding him of the millet-pounding of the women.

The only person who had been willing to go with him on this hunt for the rogue djinn was Bayo, whose tall, lanky frame looked as if it had been swallowed by his long white tunic and loose slacks. Only his eyes were visible beneath the white fabric wound around his head and face, and they nervously darted from side to side. As the men made their way through the dry savannah grasses and sand, Bayo’s fear was almost palpable. The young man shifted the leather satchel on his shoulder before turning to look at his mentor.

“Are we really going to do what you said when we find it?” he asked, brushing against the billowing white fabric of Oumar’s voluminous outer robes.

“Yes. We shall talk,” Oumar said.

“Talk? What if it will not reason? If it is capable of that. Then what?”

“If there is no reason—no compromise—then we will resort to our original plan. As for right now, all we can do is continue to wait.”

Bayo didn’t look too convinced as he joined Oumar—who squatted in the thick, peach-colored sand—and prepared to begin his prayers. When they finished, Oumar sat with his hands folded in his lap. His calm demeanor was in sharp contrast to how he actually felt: a little anxious about coming face-to-face with the scourge of their small village.

Oumar thought more about his task as he walked. A djinn. Not an angel, yet not a demon. Moving with the whirlwinds and whims of the desert sands, they could be mischievous one moment and spiteful the next. Yet, this one was different. It was unusual for a djinn to create the kind of havoc that had been unleashed on Oumar’s village.

Too many times now had screams awakened him during the night, everyone shrieking at once as they rushed out to find chaos in the aftermath. The other villagers ran around frantically as women whirled in place, howling with grief as they clutched their children close to them. Even grown men cried out in horror as the corpses and body parts of loved ones, friends and neighbors were found scattered across the ground like petals. Oumar knew this carnage meant only one thing: It had returned.

Oumar winced just thinking about it. In the light of morning, he would reflect upon how the attacks seemed to happen so fast that even he was unable to feel or predict their coming. That was something that had never happened before. Amid the grief-stricken cries and wails from bereaved relatives, the dead—who had been mutilated and torn into pieces during the night—were properly put to rest, leaving those left behind with a choice they did not want to have.

“What will we do?” they all asked him as one by one they came to him for some form of protection—anything to comfort them against this unknown. “What can we do?”

Oumar contemplated everything he knew, reflecting upon the fact that he had probably been in training for a time like this all of his life, although he had hoped it wouldn’t come to something like this. For years he had studied the mysticism of his Tijaniyya Sufi sect at Qu’ranic school under the disciplined tutelage of his father and grandfather, both powerful marabouts and leaders in their faith. With them both now gone, it was up to him to help his people.

He knew he was only one in a long line of Toucouleur marabouts and female seers. His ancestors had been among the first to help spread Islam in their region, yet even so, some of the ancient mystical ways still remained as well. So far he had shown the village only a sampling of the special things that he could do, but this time would be the ultimate test.

Oumar had been told the stories of the Unseen One and had believed them to be just children’s bogeyman tales until his grandfather brought him the scrolls. Oumar had gasped as he looked upon the ancient records, written in a fading hand, that documented how their village had been preyed upon for centuries. That which had once been, but a story he now knew to be very real. Oumar felt it was his duty to try to defend his village the best way he knew how.

He was now ready to negotiate with it—or to battle it once and for all.

“Bayo, while we still have some light, let us do as we planned.” The apprentice opened the satchel and handed him the paper shirts, drawings and amulets from within.

“Teacher, are you wearing the amulet that I made for you as well?” Bayo asked eagerly, as Oumar reached up and fingered the small bone-and-leather pendant around his neck that he had been wearing lately. “I made it myself, and I was hoping you still had it on.”

“I am, thank you. I’ll take whatever extra protection I can get,” Oumar said as they both rushed to put everything on under their robes. The two of them worked quickly to prepare the area around them as well, arranging the papers under the sand in a circle. The two of them surveyed their work, pleased.

As he and Bayo sat in the center and waited, the sun finally dipped even lower, throwing a spectrum of color over the dry, yellow-tan brush that stretched as far as they could see. Oumar could see the gleaming silver ribbon of the river in the distance as they sat in expectation.

“How do you know it will come?” Bayo asked with a hint of resignation.

“It will come because it is tired. It will come because it is time.”

“And you are certain of this?” Bayo asked again with a long sigh as the last orange glow of the sun started to dissipate along the horizon.

“It will. Quiet now.”

In the silence that followed, Oumar closed his eyes and relaxed, allowing himself to meditate and to concentrate on everything around him. With a flash of white, he felt his mind open up. He felt weightless in the void as it filtered all of the stimuli. He allowed himself to be open to the universe—including to its more unsavory occupants. A faint, thin smell came to him. The rank scent was growing stronger and stronger.

It is coming.

It was immense, and almost stifling in its anger and animosity, as it came rushing toward them with startling speed. Oumar could feel it—ancient, unstable, unsure of its intent. Almost as soon as he picked up on these impressions, the presence was before them.

Its voice, a low and guttural growl, came to him within his head before he actually saw it. He opened his eyes to see Bayo still sitting beside him. The djinn’s attention shifted.

“You have no quarrel with him, Old One,” Oumar politely told it in a calm, even voice. Bayo looked up, fear filling his face, but did as instructed beforehand by trying to remain calm.

Oumar could now see the djinn clearly with the disappearance of the sun. Tall, yet thin of build, the Old One was appearing to him as a man. Gaunt, with long, razor-sharp fingernails, it turned its milky, luminescent eyes upon them. The dust had started to settle around the djinn as it stopped moving, but its bloodied gray robes flowed around it in undulating tattered rags, as if still propelled by the whirlwind. Its forearms were covered with blood and thick, crusting gore. Oumar watched in barely contained disgust as the djinn licked blood away from its ashen lips, exposing sharp, fanged teeth.

“I see you are not surprised by my appearance,” the Old One said, its voice now a series of rumbles like that of a storm passing.

“With all due respect, I am not here to comment on your looks. I am here to discuss, to negotiate with you.”

“You? Negotiate with me? That is laughable,” the Old One said in contempt as its milky eyes looked at Oumar. “It will not happen. I am owed as much for what was done to me so long ago.”

“So long ago that it has faded into memory? Old One, let it blow away like this dust we now stand upon. You must let go of your past and your need for revenge. Be absolved. Move forward, and contribute to the universal energy once more. There is no need to continue down this wicked path.”

“Never again. This is of my choosing.”

“This is your wish?”

“It is,” it said, taking a step towards them.

“Not one step more,” Bayo said, pointing toward the ground for emphasis. “Not one step.”

“Oh, he speaks, I see?”

“Bayo? You can see it?” Oumar said, his pride in his apprentice’s awareness swelling just as the djinn moved swiftly, creating a strong breeze that shifted the dirt around it, exposing a paper mat with inscriptions. Angered, it turned and stood before Oumar. Oumar blanched at the djinn’s discovery of his ruse.

It whirled around, its teeth bared. “How dare you try to trick me and bind me!”

Oumar stepped back, shocked that it did not work. How could that be? The djinn used this surprise to its advantage, advancing upon him with one hand raised, its claws menacing.

“Now my teacher! Now!” Bayo shouted, distracting the djinn for a moment, just long enough for Oumar to get his bearings and start to recite supplications to Allah. At that moment, the djinn paused on another of the geomantic papers that had been hidden under the sand.

The djinn screeched—a deafening, piercing howl—and its body lurched forward, before jerking backwards again, as if pulled by marionette strings. Despite its convulsions, Oumar’s body started to chill and prickle all over as he felt the djinn building up the strength to combat all of their work by draining energy from the space around it. It looked at Oumar one more time before sneering and moving toward Bayo.

“No!” Oumar yelled as the djinn rapidly closed in on his apprentice. Bayo screamed, his eyes closed, as the djinn approached. It took one swipe at the young man, who cried out in pain as the djinn’s talons cut into his flesh, tearing through his clothes and paper shirt, before it abruptly disappeared. Oumar turned around, looking for what he sensed was still there.

Where did it go? I can feel its essence, but where could it have gone?

Oumar caught his breath and turned to look at Bayo. He was surprised to see his apprentice standing before him with a large rock in his hands. Confusion spread across Oumar’s face. “Bayo! What are you doing?”

Bayo’s face was contorted with a delirious, feverish pleasure.

Oh, no.

Oumar’s eyes widened with comprehension, and his hands flew to the amulet around his neck. The amulet! He had been deceived. Bayo had learned from him a little too well—including how to block Oumar’s abilities when it came to this djinn. His mind raced as he thought of the village and its people . . . how they would be picked off one by one . . .

Everything around him blurred in his panic as Bayo suddenly brought the stone down upon him. He felt blood streaming from the side of his head, and once again he started to recite the supplications, repeating them over and over again, hoping the effect of the powerful words would help him. Oumar’s voice sounded slurred and thick to himself as he began to lose consciousness. As his eyes started to close, he could see the djinn reappear beside Bayo, its sharp teeth curving into a smile as it raised one of its clawlike hands again. Oumar felt searing pain as it started to rip into him.

“I knew you would come,” Bayo said to it, smiling as Oumar’s body crumpled forward to the ground.

“I knew my master would come for me.”
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