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To Innocence Lost
…

 

 

 

Prologue

 

 

Vigilare—to guard, to look out, to keep an eye on
.

 

 

Perched atop the tallest building in downtown Vanguard,

Night has long since fallen.

My eyes pierce through the darkness, spanning the city below,

Is ‘this’ my calling?

 

‘This’ is what I do,

I sit. I watch. I wait. But, I don’t know why.

As autonomic as taking a breath, a divine assignment,

Too compelling to defy.

 

My sight, something unnatural,

One’s thoughts are not safe from me.

Take care evil ones,

You’ll answer, eventually.

 

I see everything,

Some things so beautiful I replay them in my mind.

While others so menacing,

I sometimes wish these eyes of mine were blind.

 

Who am I?

My steps, quick and light.

A ‘Vigilare,’ they tell me,

I am the keeper of the night.

 

 

 

Chapter 1

 

 

NIGHT FALLS OVER Vanguard Park as darkness cascades the heart of the city. Fall foliage has begun, causing a colorful array of leaves to float through the air as they make their descent to the cool ground below. Dim pole lights provide those of the aerobic persuasion a set of eyes as they walk off this evening’s dinner.

A woman jogs through the park at a casual pace, exchanging glances with the occasional passerby. She gives a wave to a group of Vanguard College students jogging at a healthy pace, determined to escape the ever-threatening
Freshman Fifteen
. But to the six-foot, sandy blonde-haired adonis with the six-pack abs and dimpled chin, she extends a smile, and a second look as her head naturally pivots behind her, curious as to whether the backside is as intriguing as the front. Scanning him from bottom to top, her face blushes coupled with quiet laughter as she meets his eyes, realizing he shares the same curiosity. His image disappearing from her sight as they continue in opposite directions. She is two-miles into her five-mile run as she veers off the beaten path onto a foreboding, unpopulated trail that leads to the forest surrounding the east side of the park.

Stay on the main path
, she hears her instinct kicking in. She ignores the warning, forging ahead.

Her feet keep time with the upbeat rhythm of a song playing at a high volume in the earpieces of her MP3 Player. Her breath forms faint clouds of moisture in the air as she mouths the words, attempting to distract her thoughts. Her head darts from side to side, scanning the darkness, fighting a feeling of discomfort as she realizes she is alone on the trail.

Oh, quit psyching yourself out already
.

She starts down a steep grade along the gravel path, picking up speed to push up the other side. Words once spoken to her in a distant self-defense class flood her memory, “Always be aware of your surroundings. Stay with the crowd.”

Spontaneously, her legs move at a full sprint keeping pace with her thoughts. She veers off the gravel path, and with the finesse of a deer, she launches into the woods, ducking and diving until she reaches a small clearing.

What the hell are you doing? Go back
, she orders herself, her eyes wide and scared.

Her stomach wound tight with nerves, she pulls the earpieces from her ears, her breath forming condensed mini-clouds, matching the strained rise and fall of her chest. Her heart knocks fast and furious at the little spot in the back of her throat.

“Who’s out there?” she demands, spinning fast circles, her eyes peer into the darkness, searching every angle.

Turn around. Go back. Run!

Her body does not obey her mind. She stands still as if preparing for something. The trees overhead seem to encroach on her as her internal feeling of darkness mimics that of the night, black and wicked. She crouches defensively.

“Well, what do we have here?” a male voice sounds behind her. She spins in his direction, backing away at the sight of the unruly man, flanked by two others smiling menacingly at her. The word CONGO tattooed and proudly displayed on the front of each man’s neck.

The woman turns to run, only to be stopped by a swift arm around her waist. “Where are you going, sweetheart?” the voice purrs tauntingly in her ear from behind, sending chills to the depths of her bones. The man jerks her around to face their leader, shoving her in his direction. He crushes her torso in his arms while gripping her hands behind her back.

Scream for help. Do something!
Once again, her body will not obey. Instead she simply whispers, “Let me go.”

The two men laugh, while the leader smiles looking down at her. “This is Congo Territory,” he says, while taking his free hand and pulling her hairband from her hair, allowing the auburn strands to fall around her face. “I run the Congo,” he adds, winding his hand in her hair. He jerks her head back exposing her neck. Her jugular vein throbs ferociously,
ga-gung...ga-gung...ga-gung
, matching her heart rate. She chokes back a cry as he runs his tongue the length of her neck, now hovering over her mouth. “Everything in the Congo belongs to me,” he teases with a smile before crushing her lips with his own.

She meets his mouth with her teeth, biting down for all she’s worth as she knees him forcefully between his legs. He yelps, snapping his head back from hers, his lip tinged with blood as he falls to the ground cupping his insulted manhood. The woman turns to run but is intercepted by his two goons, who wrestle her to the cold, grassy soil.

“Hold her down. Stupid bitch,” the man spews, spitting blood as he crawls to them, mounting her waist. She tries to kick and punch, but her attempts are muddled by his wingmen. One sits on her thighs, restraining her legs, as the other kneels at her head, her arms outstretched, his knees buried in each palm. The man sits atop her momentarily regaining his breath. He wipes at his mouth. Looking at the inside of his hand, he smiles disturbingly, winds up and blasts her across the face, leaving a smear of his blood along her cheekbone. The woman winces in pain, a quiet cry escapes her. “That’s your fault. I tried to be nice,” he taunts his hand harshly pulling at the waistband of her running pants, his skin in contact with hers. The woman’s body tenses, fear burns in her eyes. “Not so tough now, are we?” He smiles, the other men laugh, as he crouches over her, only inches separating his face from hers. “That’s the problem with you bitches. Always have to be put in your place.”

Don’t do it. Don’t do it,
she coaches before feeling her lips part, between them passes her own saliva, splatting onto the ugly, harsh face staring down at her. He sits upright, momentarily thrown off guard, swiping at his face. His teeth gritting together, his hand grips her neck, squeezing and shaking.

“You like it rough, baby?” he jeers. The woman struggles against the men, faint coughs muted by the hands squeezed mercilessly around her neck. Her face red, her body exhausted finally lies limp. Her eyes are dark green and helpless, as tears roll from each corner trickling down her temples.

“I’m gonna tear you up, then leave you to the wolves,” he says, leaving one hand on her neck and returning the other to the waistband of her running pants, pawing at the material. His wingmen tip their heads back and howl tauntingly. He bends his face to hers, the smell of his breath instantly making her nauseous. She purses her lips together, turning her head from him. He grabs a handful of her hair, yanking her head back into position, bearing down against her mouth with his teeth until he feels a warm spurt of blood.

“Returning the favor,” he says, sitting upright he grabs at the belt buckle on his jeans, quickly unfastening it, positioning himself between her thighs.

“Aw shit man, something ain’t right. This chick ain’t right,” the man at the woman’s head warns.

The blood released from her lip feels cool and tingly, the same sensation surging through her entire body. From the tips of her fingers to the ends of her toes her form quivers, electrified and powerful. She lies still, confused, her heart pounding with renewed force, aware of every surge of life blood pumped through her. With each beat, she is sure the life sustaining organ will explode from her chest.

What the hell is going on? What’s happening to me?

Her eyes are wide and searching with intent, as if designed specifically to do so. She breathes deeply through her nose, unsure if she could ever acquire enough air to fill her seemingly supersized lungs. Every sound amplified times ten, her ears flood with stimulation.

“Look at her eyes, bro!” the man at her head challenges.

The leader, forcefully hunched between her thighs, does as instructed, leaning forward, unimpressed at first, until his eyes stare into hers. Hers, once complacent, now sparkle like emeralds. She tries to blink, closing her eyes from his. She cannot. They remain wide and steadily searching, as if someone willed them unable to close. The leader tries to look away, move, shut his eyes—something, anything to break the stare. He cannot. Propelled by a far greater force, he remains there, his eyes giving into hers. Images flash in her mind, reflections of the man and the things he has done. The eyes are the windows to the soul. His soul is evil.

With the last image, they disengage. Her eyes close momentarily, releasing their hold on his. He flings himself off of her, staggering to his feet, wiping at his eyes, feeling as if the energy has drained from his body. The other two men follow suit, releasing her, quickly scrambling to their feet, backing away. Instinctively, she arches her back and springs to her feet, assuming a defensive martial arts position. Her hands in perfect form, suddenly aware of the power and lightness of her body, unsure of what to do with it exactly.

“This chick thinks she’s Bruce-fuckin’-Lee!” the disbelieving wingman who held her feet pops off, waving his arms and hands around mockingly accompanied by nervous laughter.

“Shut up, man. She ain’t right. Look at her!” the other wingman sputters, his head swiveling from side to side and behind him, in search of a clear getaway.

“You scared? You gonna cry?” he jeers, quivering his lip condescendingly at his partner. “Man-up, pussy.” The leader remains quiet, shocked, simply staring at her in disbelief.

“I ain’t scared of her. I ain’t scared of nothing,” the man replies, nervously
manning up
. Both wingmen pull out knives and lunge at her simultaneously.

With unparalleled quickness and accuracy, she steps into the men grabbing each one by the wrist, pulling them toward her as she spins them around. Cradling their backs into her chest, she bears down against their hands as the knives meet the flesh of their necks.
Whisht!
The knives sound as she quickly draws them across their throats, finishing with her arms outstretched from her sides. In her hands, she still holds each man’s wrist. Their fingers give way to release the weapons as the life fades from their bodies. Her ears hone in on the faint sounds of the blood-tinged blades tumbling end over end, until they find stillness in the grass. Her attention immediately returns to the leader who has taken off in a full-fledged run. Her body moves effortlessly through time and space. Her mind feels disconnected as if she is outside herself looking in, but the speed, the rush, feels astounding. Within seconds she catches up with him, lurching forward she pins him to the ground, straddling him as he had her moments earlier.
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