Awakening

By Dylan Birtolo


Two weeks of frustrated searching had been in vain. Richard walked out of the front doors of yet another office building, fresh from his fifth interview. They asked many of the same questions as every previous interviewer had. Each potential employer wanted to know why he had been honorably discharged from the military and what the cause of his medical condition was. Each interview also ended quite abruptly after that line of questioning. Unexplainable, recurrent blackouts tended to be a hurdle that most employers were not willing to overcome.

Richard took of his tie and unbuttoned the top two buttons of his shirt. He got into his black pick up truck and rested his head back against the cushions with his eyes closed. His shoulders were so large that he barely fit into the seat. He ran his hand over his scalp, scraping the stubble that was growing. He reached forward and turned the key in the ignition, making the truck roar to life. Rather than heading straight home, he took a small detour to a nearby national park. As he turned off the paved road and onto the gravel, his arms visibly relaxed. The tall trees stretched out to each other far above his vehicle and shielded him from the light of the sun.


When he reached the lot, it was almost empty – only two other cars were parked. Richard parked and got out, walking along the border of the woods. He was making his way to a trail that wound down to the lake when some movement caught his eye. He turned towards the trees and squinted, trying to make out what it was.


Through the trees, almost obscured by a thick trunk, Richard saw a flash of color. A woman rushed from one tree to another. She was wearing a long green dress that partially blended in with her surroundings, but the long blond hair that reflected the light was unmistakable. It appeared almost white as it reflected what little light reached it.

“Alyssa?” he questioned with his feet still rooted.


He saw the flash again, this time slightly further away. The woman looked over her shoulder and paused. Richard’s breath caught in his throat and the color drained slightly from his face. When their eyes met, the woman quickly turned away and ran deeper into the woods.

“Alyssa!” Richard roared, rushing into the trees. 


The branches snapped and scratched at him in his reckless dash. His suit tore in several places. A branch snagged his coat, halting his advance. Richard shrugged out of the jacket rather than trying to free himself. Another flash ahead spurred him on. It was further away and moving faster than he was.


“Come back!” he called out, blundering forward.


Eventually the branches became too much for him and twisted around his ankles. He fell flat on his face and tried to kick himself free. Tears began to flow down his cheeks as he tried to scramble forward. He let out a scream that was part rage and part sorrow. The world around him slowly turned into blackness, and he fell into it, embracing the nothingness it offered.


When he awoke, he was lying in a grassy field near the lake. He was on his back and staring at the sky. It had gotten darker now that the sun was almost completely set. His suit had been ripped well beyond the possibility of repair. Richard sat up quickly and looked around, but he saw no movement. He brought his knees up to his chest and held them, resting his chin on the top and closing his eyes.


A soft hiss, like a whispering wind through long grasses, caught his attention. In one sudden movement, Richard jumped to his feet and squared his shoulders, looking for the source of the noise. His right hand was held behind his body while his left was in front, both of them tightened into fists. He rose on the balls of his feet and moved his head slowly.


From the shadows at the tree line, four figures came forward. In the fading light it was hard to make them out. Two of them seemed as if they grew from the shadows themselves, extending until they took on a human shape and could walk forward of their own volition. Richard took a step back, keeping his attention focused in front of him.


“You should come with us,” one of the figures spoke. The voice was barely more than a whisper. “You are one of us. We can teach you, give you answers, and show you your power.”


Richard’s hand went to his belt. He cursed when he realized the clothes he was wearing. All of his firearms were safely locked in his room. “Who are you? What are you?”


“He is strong. He’s not afraid,” one of the women said over her shoulder. She was standing on his far left. Before Richard had a chance to say anything, she turned to look at him. “But we can make you stronger; show you things that you never thought possible. Don’t you feel the power inside you - coursing through your veins and crying to be set free?”


“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”


The intruders stopped their advance, about ten feet away from Richard. The same woman continued to speak. “I know that you’re lying. I can see it in your eyes. You feel the hunger, the lust, and the strength. We can teach you to accept it and control it.”


“You’re insane.”


“Join us.”


“Who the hell are you?” Richard screamed.


“We are your brothers and sisters,” one of the middle shadow creatures said. “We are the Shadows, like you will be.”


“We will come back. You’re not ready yet, but soon you will be,” the woman on his far left continued as if her companion hadn’t spoken. “In the meantime, do not listen to the Arm. They will lie to you, and they will use you.”

“Who…”


“You’ll see that we’re right, in time. Until then, you might want to keep your temper, especially at home. I don’t think your family would appreciate you like we would.” With those final words, all four of the figures turned and walked back underneath the trees.

Richard’s eyes narrowed and he called out to the retreating forms. “What are you talking about? What do you know about my family? Come back here!”


He followed them into the woods where they disappeared, trying to track them. It proved a useless endeavor. The trails that he followed ended abruptly. Two of the characters didn’t even leave a trail at all. With a sigh and a shake of his head, Richard began to search for a way back to his truck. By the time he found it, night had wrapped the land in its dark embrace. Before driving home, he pulled out the spare change of clothes from the truck and put them on. He stuffed the ruined suit behind the driver’s seat.


Richard drove home in a mild trance. When he reached the driveway to his parents’ house, he almost drove past it. The tires of his truck squealed slightly as he pressed on the brakes and turned the wheel hard. Fully out of his trance, Richard navigated the twisting driveway, waiting to come around the final turn and see the house he had lived in most of his life.


The house was large: three rows of windows looked out at him with empty stares. Only some of the windows on the ground floor were lit, but shades made it impossible to see inside. The second floor had two large balconies lined with twisted iron rails – one for each bedroom on this side. The main entrance was a double door made of red oak with iron handles. It added a touch of color that drew the eye from the white siding. 

A car that Richard didn’t recognize was parked directly in front of the main entrance. He gave it a passing glance as he pulled into the three-car garage. The other two spots were occupied by a silver Lexus sedan and a deep blue Porsche with the top down. Both cars were spotless and shined as if freshly waxed. As Richard went through the door that connected the garage to the rest of the house, he could hear his parents talking to another person. The voices were too far away to distinguish any words. When the door shut behind him, the conversation stopped and the sound of foot falls on the hardwood floors grew steadily closer.

His parents met him in the main entryway, coming through the brocaded arch that led into the library. Alan was an older man with most of his hair fading to white. He had broad shoulders and was tall, standing a full head over his wife and almost as tall as his son. Mary was thin but healthy, and the lines on her face were testaments to her age rather than a harsh life. Her dark auburn hair hung free and lightly touched her shoulders. She smiled when she saw Richard. He could feel the warmth of that expression across the room.

A young man stood just behind Mary. He was dressed in a collared shirt with pressed slacks and stood just barely taller than Richard’s mother. His light hair was thinning, but he walked with a straight spine and his chest slightly puffed out. His chin looked as if it was perpetually raised a few degrees.


“Richard, I’d like you to meet Trevor McAllister.” Mary stepped aside to allow the young man to come forward.


He did so and stuck out his hand. “Thank you, Mrs. Gherson. Richard, it’s a pleasure to meet you.”


Richard’s hand went out slowly but gripped tightly. He said nothing in response. The man in front of him shifted and coughed lightly.


“Yes, well, I was wondering if I might have a few minutes of your time. Your parents have been very gracious hosts. I came to talk to you about a job opportunity.”


“We’ll let you two talk,” Mary said as she grabbed her husband’s hand and pulled him towards the kitchen. “Just don’t be too long. Dinner will be ready soon.”


The two men waited for the couple to leave before continuing their conversation. Once the parents were out of the room, Richard spoke up before Trevor had a chance.


“What kind of job are we talking about?”


“I am here on behalf of an organization that believes your unique talents could be put to use. You just got out of the military after a few years of service with the marines, isn’t that right?” Richard tensed up and said nothing in response. “Honorably discharged for medical reasons, if I remember correctly.”


Trevor held up his hand and waved it in a dismissive gesture. “I am not here because of that. The point is that you have training; training that we could put to use for a good cause. You have proved yourself more than competent in terms of combat skills and have also demonstrated a clear ability to follow orders. In short, you are a good soldier – and we need soldiers.”


“Who are you recruiting for?”


“The organization that I work for is simply known as The Arm.” Richard’s eyebrow raised, but if Trevor noticed, he gave no indication. “One of our principle tenets is the protection of civilians and their present way of life. I’m afraid that I can’t reveal more details to you at the moment. This is neither the time nor the place. But, if you would like to put your training to use for a good cause protecting your fellow man, then meet with me and my associates at this address.”


With a quick flick of his wrist, he pulled a business card out of his shirt pocket. “Meet me here at eight tomorrow evening if you might be interested. I will be more than willing to give you details at that time.”


Richard looked at the business card in his hand. It had Trevor’s name on it and an address on the far side of town. Beneath that was a slogan that read “Protecting the world they know.” When he looked up, Trevor had his hand extended once again. Richard took it and shook.


“Very good. I will hope to see you tomorrow. Please say good evening to your parents.”


With those words, Trevor walked out of the house, leaving Richard staring at the card with a furrowed brow. He tucked it into the pocket of his jeans and went upstairs. When he got to his room, he immediately made his way over to the king-sized bed. On the mantle above it was a picture placed face-down. He picked it up and looked at it. There were two people in the picture, standing with their arms around each other. One was Richard, with much more hair and a smile that even he barely recognized. The other looked exactly like the woman in the forest. She stood in his arms and rested her head against his chest. She had a smile that easily matched his in its intensity. Her long straight blond hair was so light it appeared almost white in the photograph. The picture didn’t show it, but he could easily remember the shine in her eyes and could hear her laughter. With a gentle touch, Richard ran his fingers across her cheek.


“Alyssa,” he whispered to the picture, “I thought I saw…”


He stopped before finishing the sentence. In a quick motion, he took the picture and slammed it face-down on the mantle. He closed his eyes tightly and shook his head. When he turned around to leave the room, his jaw was flexed and his hands were tightly balled up. He reached out and touched a newspaper clipping pinned to the wall next to the door. It was an obituary for Alyssa Bradford.
#

The next night found Richard circling around the city block containing the building listed on Trevor’s card. He was looking on both sides of the street for a place to park. Finding a suitable spot a block away, Richard maneuvered the truck close to the curb. As he got out, he checked the business card one final time and then walked back to the building that he had passed.


The office was in a large suite of buildings occupying the entire city block. Most of the suites had glass doors and large glass walls facing the street. At this hour, most windows were dark or only had security lighting on behind them. Two of the businesses were open: a martial arts dojo, complete with a class practicing throwing each other on padded floors, and a deli that radiated the aroma of freshly baked bread. The latter had a wooden sign out front proclaiming that a Philly Cheese Steak sub was the special of the day.


Richard walked on until he reached the suite number on the card. Looking through the glass door, he found the front office to be fairly empty. There was a single desk with a receptionist sitting behind it reading something in her lap. The walls were plain and white. The only decoration on the door was a set of blocked letters and numbers: “Suite 136”. There was a door behind the receptionist that led to a hallway, but it was impossible to see down it from Richard’s current vantage point.


As he opened the door, the receptionist looked up from her reading and smiled. She had an earpiece in her right ear.


“How may I help you, sir?” she asked. Her voice was light and almost bouncy.


“I’m here to see Trevor McAllister. He gave me this card.” Richard put the card on the edge of the desk and slid it forward to the woman.


“You must be Mr. Gherson. I’ll let Mr. McAllister know you’re here.”


Richard turned around and only half paid attention to her as she used her phone. The walls were so bare it gave the office a spooky atmosphere, as if something was missing. All of the walls were meticulously cleaned and painted a bright white that shone in the fluorescent illumination. Richard took a couple of short shuffling steps towards the entrance. He stopped when he saw her.


A woman walked by the windows and glanced in. Her face was slightly paler, but otherwise she looked exactly the same as she did in the photograph by Richard’s bed. Their eyes didn’t meet, but she quickly turned away and walked back the direction she had come. Her hair streamed out behind her, flowing like liquid silver.


“Alyssa,” Richard whispered, taking a quick step towards the door. He stopped suddenly when he felt a hand on his shoulder.


“Richard, I’m glad to see that you accepted my invitation.” Trevor had walked up, as well dressed as the previous night. He turned Richard around gently and shook his hand. “Have you decided to learn more about what it is we do here?”


Richard opened his mouth as if to say something, but no sound came out. He looked over his shoulder at the now-empty street. Letting go of Trevor’s hand, he took a small retreating step towards the exit.


“Mr. Gherson, I need to inform you that this is a one time opportunity. You do want the interview, don’t you?”


Richard slowly turned his head to face his interviewer. He inhaled slowly, filling his chest, and nodded.


“Good. Come into my office.” He turned around and led Richard into the hallway beyond the receptionist. They went to the first door on the right, and entered a small office – barely more than seven feet on a side. There was a single desk with a chair behind it and a second chair on the opposite side. A computer was on the desk as well as neatly stacked piles of paper, but otherwise the room was empty. It looked Spartan and barely used – much like the front entrance and the hallway.


Once the interview began, Richard was mostly silent, giving short factual answers. His voice was distant, and more than once he turned to look over his shoulder. The interview was unusual in that most of the questions did not center on Richard’s past experience. Instead, Trevor probed more into Richard’s character, asking theoretical questions that dealt with morality. After several minutes in this direction, Trevor asked about Richard’s training and military experience – where he was trained and how long he served before the blackouts started occurring.


“That’s about all I have to ask. I think you’d fit in well here. We have the perfect opportunity for you.” There was a brief pause. “Do you have any questions for me?”


“I’m still not clear on what exactly it is that you do here.”


“As I told you briefly, we dedicate ourselves to protecting the lives and well beings of civilians.”


“Are you part of the government?”


Trevor chuckled. “Not at all. We are a private organization. The government is not completely aware of our activities.”


“How is that legal?”

“I assure you, Richard, we comply with the law on all counts and file our taxes, too. But there are things out there that threaten the well being of all people. Things that most people aren’t even aware of but that a few select people have decided to fight against.”


Richard scoffed. “Werewolf hunters? Or is it vampires and ghosts?”


“It will be easier if I show you. Come with me.”


Richard narrowed his eyes and tilted his head slightly to the side while he considered the offer. Trevor stood up from his chair and walked over to the door. After a few drawn out seconds, Richard followed his escort. They went deeper into the complex until they came to a stairway. Taking it down brought them to a garage. Trevor led Richard to a Honda Accord. The car beeped as he unlocked the doors. Richard got into the passenger’s side and buckled the seat belt.


“Where are we going?”


“The zoo.”


Richard paused momentarily but didn’t ask any follow up questions as they navigated their way out of the parking garage and through the city streets. It only took about five minutes, and then they were parked on the side of the road across from a zoo. The entire complex was surrounded by a tall stone wall. The only entrance was a black gate that had bars about one inch thick in diameter. Trevor walked directly up to the gate and pulled out a key from his pocket. The gate clicked open, and the two of them walked through. A single guard ran up to them from the small guardhouse, but he stopped and waved to Trevor once he recognized the man. Trevor waved back.


“A friend,” was the only explanation that Trevor offered.


They made their way to the lion pen. Most of the creatures were asleep, but a few opened their eyes lazily as the humans approached. Before Richard had a chance to ask anything, Trevor climbed on top of the fence and jumped into the pen. Richard reached out to grab him but was too slow.


“I’ll get help!” he shouted and started to turn.


“No need,” Trevor said as he walked forward to the large cats. Those who were awake stood up and walked towards the human with low growls. 


Richard stood there unable to move his feet. He leaned forward, his fingers curled around the fence. The lions, one by one, came up and nuzzled Trevor affectionately in the shoulder. Trevor rested his hand on the neck of one and leaned forward, whispering into the creature’s ear. In response, the lion rolled over, exposing his belly to the sky.


Trevor looked up at Richard, whose mouth was hanging open. “You are blessed, Richard, just like me. And just like others who would use their gifts to destroy normal humans. They need us to protect them. It is our purpose.”


Trevor stopped talking and closed his eyes. His body shimmered, becoming slightly translucent. Richard held his breath as he watched. The man who had been standing there disappeared, and a lion stood in his place. The creature looked up at Richard with the same eyes as Trevor. Richard let go of the fence and fell backwards, connecting solidly with the ground. He pushed off with his feet, sliding away from the fence. One of the cats jumped over the fence, landing near Richard’s prone form. The lion sat down, closed his eyes, and Trevor was suddenly sitting cross-legged in place of the wild beast.


“This,” Richard’s words were slow as he tried to talk. “This can’t be. What… what are you?”


“The same as you, my brother. Come and take your place with us. We will give you purpose.” He extended his hand out to Richard, but Richard didn’t take it.


“No. This can’t be real,” he shook his head.


Bursting into motion, Richard pushed himself up off the ground and immediately lurched into a run. He didn’t look back to see if he was followed; he just sprinted back the way he came. When he saw the iron gate, he pushed his legs harder. It was still unlocked, and Richard burst through it with his shoulder.


The streets were a blur as he continued to run. He knew the way back to his truck and ran the few miles to it without stopping. His hand shook as he took out the keys and unlocked the door. He started the truck even before the door was completely shut behind him and took off so fast that his tires screeched. He was lucky enough not to pass any police on his way home.


Once he pulled into the driveway, he turned off the truck without pulling into the garage. He took several deep breaths while resting his forehead on the steering wheel. His eyes were closed as he tried to bring his breathing under control. With a final deep breath, he opened the door and walked up to the front entrance of the house. He stopped and sobered himself just before putting his hand on the handle. The door was slightly ajar. Listening closely gave him no clues. Richard reached to his side and cursed himself under his breath. Unarmed, he slowly opened the door.


“Come in, Richard. We see you at the door.”


Richard did as he was bid, opening up the door the entire way and stepping through it. What he saw inside made his face blanch. Both of his parents stood with their hands tied behind their backs and tape over their mouths. His father appeared as if he had struggled – several bruises and cuts decorated his face. His right eye was swollen so much that Richard doubted he could see out of it. His mother’s cheek was bright red and streaks of tears showed on both sides of her face.


Three intruders were in the house. One man stood behind his mother and held a knife in between his fingertips. A second man was behind Alan with a handgun pointing at the back of his captive’s head. The third intruder appeared unarmed and stood in front of the others. She looked Richard squarely in the eye and had her hands on her hips in small fists. She held up her hand with the palm facing Richard when he entered.


“Stop right there. I don’t want you coming any closer.”


“Who are you? What are you doing here?” Richard hissed through clenched teeth. His fists were so tight that what little nails he had were biting into his palm. “Let them go.”


“We know that you were with the Arm today. I told you not to listen to them. There could be consequences.” She paused and looked over her shoulder. With a small nod the man with the knife brought it up under Mary’s throat, pulling up enough to make her eyes go wide. “We want you to come with us.”


Richard held his hands out to the side, spreading open his hands. “Let’s go. Just set my parents free.”


“Not yet. One of us will stay here, to make sure you cooperate.” The woman walked forward and waved to the man with the gun. He stepped around and joined her. “You will appreciate this in the end, once you join us.”


“Go to hell.”


“Steven, show him we’re serious.”


The man with the knife dragged it across Mary’s white throat, drawing a thin red line across its side. Richard screamed out in rage. He disappeared from view and changed into a large black bear. The beast stood on his hind legs and with one powerful swat, sent the women flying into the wall. She slumped down it, lying in a limp heap where the wall met the floor.


The gunman brought his weapon around and fired it into the furry monster. The weapon was too weak to cause any serious damage. Richard fell forward, dropping his front paws onto the man’s relatively fragile shoulders. Bones cracked as the man fell down under that massive weight. He didn’t have time to scream before the bear clamped his powerful jaws around his neck.


The only surviving invader pushed his captive forward, out of his way. The knife sliced deep into the side of her neck as she fell; far enough to cut into the carotid artery. Mary fell to the floor, her life pumping out of her. Her husband struggled to free himself, but the bonds were too strong. He knelt at her side, frantically jerking his arms in an attempt to free his wrists.

The stranger tossed his weapon at Richard, but the knife harmlessly bounced off. Richard settled his gaze on the single quarry left. A combination of blood and saliva drooled from his lips. The ground shook as he moved forward into a lumbering charge. Before he got there, the man transformed into a puma. He lunged past Richard, swiping at the bear’s legs as he passed.


Richard tried to spin, digging large gouges in the floor with his nails as he slid across it. The predatory cat jumped on his back and dug his claws in, holding on as Richard jerked around and roared in pain. Richard ran forward, trying to get the beast off of his back. He reared up and struck the wall with his backside. The panther slid off his back as if he was liquid. The bear reared up again and brought his full weight down on the beast with a sickening crunch.


Richard stood over his last victim, panting slightly and still drooling. Alan stood up and walked over to him. He reached out a hand, and put it against the bear’s hindquarters. Richard spun around and swiped with his claws. He never registered the target before he struck. The force of the blow made Alan spin a full two times before he fell on the floor.


The rage instantly faded from his eyes. Within a matter of seconds, the animal disappeared and Richard stood once again in his human form. He collapsed to his knees, tears flowing before he struck the wood. He crawled over to his father and pulled the body closer to his mother. Able to wrap an arm around each of his parents, he held onto them tightly and lost himself in his sorrow.

Several minutes later, someone walked up to the open doorway. Trevor stood there, looking over the carnage with a critical gaze. When Richard looked up to him, Trevor merely shook his head from side to side. He frowned and his shoulders slumped.


“I’m sorry, Richard. Tell me, are you okay?”


“Trevor?”


“It wasn’t supposed to happen this way.”


The comment shook Richard out of his sorrow. “What do you mean?”


“We thought it would be a good experience to allow the Shadows to reveal what they were like, but it went too far.”

“Too far?” Richard asked, laying his parents down gently on the floor so he could stand up and storm over to Trevor. “Are my parents just a casualty of war to you?”


“Careful, Richard. You don’t have control yet. You are ruled by your emotions. I have something to show you.”


Trevor turned halfway so that he was not completely blocking the doorway. Just behind him, in the driveway, stood Alyssa in a bright red dress that came down to her knees. She stood there and looked up at Richard with a weak smile. When she opened up her mouth to speak, Trevor held up a hand. She immediately shut her mouth and bowed her head slightly.


“That will be all,” he said.


Alyssa closed her eyes and slowed her breathing. Richard reached out to her but then took a step back as she disappeared and a falcon took her place. The bird flapped her powerful wings and took off into the night sky, quickly becoming lost in the darkness. Richard took a step forward, hand reaching for her, but Trevor held him back with a hand against his chest.


“She is with us.”

“What have you done to her?” Richard snapped, forcefully pulling his attention back to the person in front of him.


“Nothing. She never died. She is part of the Arm of her own free will. She, like you, has learned to follow orders.”


“I won’t follow your orders.”

“Richard, I will not make this offer again. You could do a lot of good if you signed on with the Arm.”


“I’ve seen your good,” he snarled.

“The Shadows will come back.”


“As you said, I’m a soldier. I’ll kill them all - every single one.” He turned around and took a step back towards his parents. He stopped and looked over his shoulder. “And if you get in my way, I’ll kill you too.”
