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 Mar 
 
      
 
   I  was born into evil.  My mother, happy to get rid of the major discomfort on her body, birthed me unceremoniously on the hardpacked ground of the cellar, not wanting to foul her sheets or toweling.  She called me Mar, for I was the only of the ten children to give her stretch marks that marred her lovely fat body. 
 
    I grew up, not in poverty – though those who enter our part of the world, upon seeing our crumpled dirty buildings and questionable characters lying around, may have inadvertently formed this opinion.  It wasn’t poverty; it was just the way we lived.  My uncle Tag owned a bake and cook shop which supplied my mother and her brats with whatever we wanted.  Notice I didn’t say needed.  Evil only wants; it never needs, because it already has.  So, if it wasn’t poverty, what compelled us to live amongst the filth and darkness? 
 
    When you’re brought up around evil, you never question it.  It just is.  None of us ever went to school.  We never went to church.  Yes, there was a church.  It was an old building, set back into a dark alley surrounded by damp, mold-encrusted buildings, housing things that even the grownups never mentioned.  No one ever went there, not just because of the nasty things that roamed the street.  We didn’t risk the journey because we had no idea what a church was for. 
 
    If my siblings and I were abused, we never knew it.  We had no basis for comparison.  If you were beaten, so was every child and grownup around you.  You acknowledged the pain, bound your wounds with a dirty scrap of fabric, and moved on just like everyone else.  We had little contact with the outside world, and no one read.  We never knew there was a nicer side to life. 
 
    My mother’s name was Gert, not Gertrude.  Gertrude had two syllables, and that would be too hard for our community to utter.  She had a massive frame and stood a hand span short of the doorway.  Even though her height didn’t fill the expanse, her width did.  Gert had long hair that she kept loose and snarled.  If it had been washed regularly, it would have been blonde.  I can only remember it as being ashen and yellow.  My mother had large breasts and hips, which were used often by the men of our neighborhood.  Gert loved to lay with men.  She never craved any privacy, so we were educated early, and frequently, as to how many ways a man could have a woman.  No one was shocked, only irritated when it came between us and sleep.  For all of us slept on the floor of my mother’s room with, and like, dogs.  We curled up with mongrels for warmth, for our mother never let us have blankets, even in the winter when the soot-crusted snow coated our part of the world briefly until it soaked into the filth of the streets. 
 
    My brothers, sisters, and I worked in our uncle Tag’s cook and bake shop.  The girls decorated pastries – we had small nimble fingers – while the boys hacked heads off poultry and pounded the tough meat into eatable, sellable portions.  My uncle’s shop was at the edge of our world.  The front faced another part of town and serviced its cleaner customers.  The back faced our filth and, likewise, serviced our filthy customers. 
 
    Uncle Tag treated us with cool indifference when we behaved and with cruel beatings when we didn’t.  We felt a lot of his strap early in our lives because our mother never bothered to teach us how to behave.  We had to learn the hard way.  Sometimes Uncle Tag let customers take my older sisters upstairs for a price.  My sisters never hesitated.  They just took the hand of the man and climbed the stairs.  They knew that Uncle Tag’s belt was worse than what any of the customers did to them.  Uncle Tag never sent me up there.  I thought it was because it was rumored that he and his sister produced me.  The real reason was because I had a knack for making the flakey pastries known far beyond our evil streets. 
 
    My uncle was also the undertaker.  If you could call what he did with the dead undertaking.  Uncle Tag and my brothers would collect our dead and take them to the medical hospital and sell the bodies to the medical school.  What the school didn’t want, he dumped unceremoniously into the river on his way back.  For this service, he charged the heirs the same amount he sold the bodies for.  This wasn’t unscrupulous.  It was just evil. 
 
    Uncle Tag had outsiders work the front of the shop because they were clean and talked well beyond our guttural short sentences.  We were not allowed to talk to them and never were permitted up front when the shop was open.  Late at night, we were allowed in there to clean while my sisters took care of the men, who were let in after the legit business hours were long gone. 
 
      
 
    I can’t remember what age I was when I started to question our way of life.  I have a faint memory of coming home alone after dark, stumbling over the prostate bodies of the drunks, and pushing off the hands that grabbed me in the dark.  In the confusion of defending my young body, I ran down the wrong street and ended up in front of the church.  I stood there and stared at the large black outline.  I remember feeling quite ashamed of my appearance without knowing why.  I twisted my red curls around my fingers till my head hurt.  My brown eyes squinted as I tried to see through the stained-glass windows that were remarkably unbroken. 
 
    I moved through the dark to the door and tried to turn the knob.  I found the door not only locked, but a wax seal was stretched along the doorjamb to deter anyone from entering.  I sat down and cried.  I can’t remember why I cried.  I just know that my body was wracked with sobs, generated from my very soul. 
 
    A voice from the street cut through my despair.  “What are you doing?”  The man’s voice held authority and anger. 
 
    I was so shocked that someone was there that I didn’t move or speak until he grabbed my arm and jerked me to my feet.  I was surprised how clean he was.  Could he have followed me from the shop?  The fingernails that bit into my flesh were clean and his hands bore no calluses.  “You don’t belong here!” he growled. 
 
    I looked up, way up; the man was extremely tall.  His eyes shone, although there couldn’t have been any light in which to see them.  Still, I knew they were blue, and the way they flashed told me he was angry. 
 
    “I took a wrong turn, and it was too dark to find my way safely back,” I explained while I jerked my arm from his grasp.  “I’m afraid of the things that creep out of those buildings at night.” 
 
    “They only guard this street.  Here, let me guide you home, Mar.”  He took my hand firmly, raising it upwards until I had to stand on my toes.  He tucked it through the crook of his arm and we started forward. 
 
    “How do you know my name?” I questioned the tall shadow. 
 
    “I know everything here, for I own everything here.”  He paused a moment.  Into the darkness, he called, “Make way.  Make way for the Walker.” 
 
    I could hear slithering sounds as the inhabitants of those horrid houses retreated from our feet.  Every minute or two he would repeat, “Make way for the Walker,” and we would progress further from the church.  When we entered Main Street, he stopped calling, and I heard the raspy sound of slithering as the things in the dark reentered the street leading to the church. 
 
    “Now, Mar, you get home and never come here again,” he warned, “for the next time, I’ll let them have you!” 
 
    “What are they?” I asked.  “And why did you save me?” 
 
    “They are my guards, and you were saved because I like your pastries,” he said, his tone no longer serious.  He smiled, and I thought I saw his blue eyes turn red.  But maybe it was just the poor light fueling my imagination. 
 
    “Who are you?  Do I know you?” I asked, angry with myself for my voice shaking.  I never liked to appear weak, even with this man who made my skin itch and my stomach turn.  Just standing next to him, I felt like my soul was being invaded.  Not the same invasion I felt when I was alone at the church.  This was more… well… evil. 
 
    “I’m the Walker, and if you don’t want to feel your uncle’s strap, then you’ll not mention your encounter tonight.”  He adjusted the tall hat he wore on his raven-black hair.  He turned and walked back into the darkness, leaving me with the feeling of horror. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 The Church 
 
      
 
   Y ears later, I still ran when I crossed the street that led to the church.  I felt the Walker’s eyes bore into me even though I couldn’t see him.  I never asked anyone about the Walker and kept the incident to myself.  But I couldn’t help, night after night, replaying my evening with the Walker and my time at the church.  I felt that the “guards” weren’t guarding us from getting into the church as much as something from the church getting out. 
 
    After that time, I felt the need to be clean.  Water in our world wasn’t sanitary.  It was siphoned out of a river that was thick enough to stand upon.  Fortunately, the rain, after an hour of washing the soot out of our sky, was clean.  I would run out of the house stand on the broken pavement and let it wash the filth from my hair and the grime from my body.  I had pocketed some of my Uncle’s soap and scrubbed both me and my clothes. 
 
    A strange purity, which grew from inside of me, made me feel ill at ease with my mother.  Bile would rise in my throat when my uncle touched me.  He never touched me sexually.  No one did.  It wasn’t because I was ugly or marred in any way.  Ever since my night with the Walker, no one beat, abused, or more cruelly, no one talked to me.  I mended the rents and lengthened my frocks as I grew.  When I grew out of my handed-down dresses, new ones arrived at our doorstep.  Amazingly, the clothes only fit me.  One night, my sister Nell pulled one over her head, and before she got it buttoned up, she ripped it off, ran to the chamber pot, and threw up.  No one ever tried to wear my clothes again after that. 
 
    In my sixteenth year, my uncle moved me from my mother’s house to the shop.  He fired one of the shop assistants, and I replaced her out front.  Tag moved the pastry-making equipment out front so that the customers could watch me make the pastries.  I had to get used to the way the clean-siders talked.  I learned to answer back as elegantly as they asked.  One day, a wealthy client came to Tag’s shop instead of sending her housekeeper.  I felt her watching me.  She leaned over the counter and handed me a slip of paper before walking quickly out of the shop.  I opened the paper.  On it, were lines of pen scratching.  No one had taught me to read.  Baffled, I gave the paper to my uncle. 
 
    He read it to himself first before enlightening me, “It seems, Mar, that the lady would like you to leave my employ and go and work for her.”  He pinched my arm hard.  “You will never leave here!” he growled before he addressed all the clerks.  “No one will wait upon Lady Hedge or any of her household!”  No one questioned him.  After that, he moved me back into the kitchen.  And for the first time in my life, I regretted that I couldn’t read. 
 
    Life was so much simpler before I had found the church.  When my eyes were opened to what else life could bring, I became unsatisfied with what I had.  A raw hunger built, a hunger for bettering myself.  The hunger became pain.  Finally, the pain moved from my mind into my heart.  I resented those who had clean air to breathe and water in which to bathe.  I ignorantly shifted the blame.  The clean-siders were the reason I was still living in squalor. 
 
      
 
    Modesty aside, at eighteen, I became a beauty.  My hair hung down my back in ringlets and my skin was pale and clear.  It was mostly because I had little time to be out of doors, and in our world, the polluted skies let in little light.  My older sisters scowled at me because they looked ten years older than their due.  Some had already bore children before they were thirteen.  I had not been touched.  I had no facial lines from the forced smiles they had to use upstairs. 
 
    My sister Nell disappeared one night and never returned.  Optimism filled me when I thought Nell had escaped.  If she had found a better place to be, then there was hope for me.   
 
    Although, the night before her disappearance, we heard screaming from the room above, the one that the customers used.  My uncle pounded on the door, and when he entered, he cursed.  The customer left in a hurry without any of the cash he brought in with him. 
 
    Uncle Tag came down the stairs and assured us that all was well and to get back to work.  He closed the doors and put on his undertaker’s hat.  My brothers swore that it was Nell’s arm that slipped out from the bundle of the other bodies that Tag sold to the school that evening.  Uncle Tag denied everything, and my mother didn’t press him for an answer.  I sensed that she didn’t really care. 
 
    The next day, I slipped away to go and look for Nell.  I knew that she was too afraid of the clean side of town, and there was only one place to hide in our world.  I paused at the corner of the church street, fighting a war with myself.  The dread that the Walker put into me, battled my need to know if Nell had found refuge down the street.  I ran all the way to the church, being careful not to awaken the day-sleeping inhabitants of the houses. 
 
    When I reached the church, I didn’t bother with the sealed front door.  I ran around the building.  I found all the windows at ground level locked.  The back door was my only hope.  It was not sealed, but the porch leading up to it was so decayed that I had to find something to bridge the gap.  I found a castoff piece of wood and dragged it over to the church.  I pushed it over the expanse, hoping that it would hold my weight.  One careful step after another brought me to the back door. 
 
    I called into the keyhole, “Nell, are you in there?  The Walker won’t be pleased finding you here.  Come home.  Come home with me now.”  My hand touched the dull brass knob.  It seemed to tremble under my grasp, but I realize now that it had to have been the shaking of my hand.  The connection of my hand on the brass knob brought me the realization that I had been living in denial, and that my brothers were right.  Nell had been killed the night before, and my uncle sold her body to the medical school. 
 
    I leaned against the door and cried for the pity of it all.  I cried for the knowledge I didn’t want to have.  The longer I stayed there, in contact with the building, the more truth that flooded my mind.  One piece of information brought me to my feet.  “The door is not locked.” I straightened up and pulled open the door.  I stood there, still afraid of the Walker, but more afraid of not entering.  I needed to know what was in there that had awoken my curious mind. 
 
      
 
    The door opened into a dust-laden room.  There was rotting wood stacked along the brick wall.  I heard the scurrying of small feet.  My toes curled.  “Mice.”  The hardwood floor beneath my feet gave a little as I walked through the room.  I was careful to watch for broken boards.  Because I was concentrating on the floor, I didn’t notice that I exited the room and entered a dark passage.  The walls were cold and narrow, but there was a faint light ahead of me.  I followed the light and found myself in a large room.   
 
    For a moment, I thought I was hallucinating.  A vision stung my eyes.  I stumbled forward, my arms in front of me, until my fingertips touched cool glass.  It was no vision; it was a stained-glass window.  I took a few steps backward to study the colorful scene before me.  A woman and child were depicted in the window.  The woman’s eyes shined proudly as she held the infant boy securely.  The infant was wrapped in a cloth, and he appeared to be puzzled by the world around him.  The light behind the window reminded me it was midday.  I knew I shouldn’t tarry long. 
 
    I turned slowly and looked at the rest of the room.  It was blanketed by windows showing other scenes.  I quickly took them in.  They didn’t mean anything to me, so I gave them as much attention as I gave the inhabitants of my world.  The floor of the room was covered with crumbling benches.  It looked as if someone had, with much power, thrown them around, breaking them as if to say, “I hate this place!”  I didn’t agree with the destroyer.  I felt calm here.  I took a playful step and spun around and around.  The light from the windows danced along with me. 
 
    I stopped and staggered as a horrific scene assaulted my ignorant eyes.  There, up on the wall opposite the loving mother and child, someone had nailed a man to a cross of wood. He was hung there to bleed to death.  I ran towards the man to help him.  His eyes were open in agony.  I remembered stumbling up some steps.  I ran into a large marble table, and I pushed my way around it.  I called the him, “Hold on, I will help you.  Are you all right?”  Silence stopped my steps.  The light was dim, but as I got closer, I saw that I had mistaken a painted statue for a real man.  To me, it had looked so real. 
 
    He wasn’t real, but I still wept for him.  I don’t know why, but I felt that, somehow, I was at fault.  I reached up and touched the statue’s toes.  “I’m sorry, I don’t know why you’re up there, but I’m sorry.”  My words echoed through the building.  I started thinking about the Walker and thought that maybe he had something to do with this.  Was he trying to protect me from seeing this sight?  No, I didn’t think so.  For I had seen worse on the streets of my world. 
 
    I got up and walked back into the large room, seeking the peace I had felt before.  As I examined the rest of the room, my rage roiled to the surface.  Why had this beautiful place been kept away from me?  From us?  Why were we kept from all that was beautiful? 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 A Conversation with a Light 
 
      
 
   M y tour of the church stopped at the long marble altar.  I knelt to see the carved letters on the front of it, even though I knew that couldn’t read it.  I stuck my fingers in the crevices of each letter, trying to see if I could discern its meaning from the mere contact of my fingertips.  Alas, it was not to be.  A sadness overcame me, and I called out, “Help, oh help.” 
 
    My heart quickened as I felt a presence in the church with me.  The feeling that I was being watched was as strong as when I knew the Walker was viewing me. Although, instead of fearful, it was kinder.  I felt as if someone reached out and held me.  This presence pulled me to my feet.  I shook the dust from my dress.  I felt so dirty, but something in my head said it was okay.  There was no need to feel ashamed. 
 
    “Who are you?” I questioned the silence.  There was no response except the insistent tugging that felt as if a young child was pulling on my arm.  “Alright, lead me,” I said, letting this invisible force direct me out of the room and towards a staircase which descended into the dark. 
 
    I stopped, too frightened to take another step.  “I can’t go down there.  It’s dark and…” 
 
    A light floated up the stairs.  It stopped before me and slowly moved downward.  Mesmerized, I followed it.  With each step, I worried about the Walker finding me there.  But deep inside I knew that the Walker would not come here, any more than the presence here could leave the building. 
 
    I reached the bottom of the steps, where I expected it to be damp and wet with the filth from our streets.  There was no wetness.  There was no filth.  The floor was made of fitted stone.  The floor was very dusty but dry.  I found no footprints in the dust.  I must have been the first visitor for dozens of years. 
 
    The light had moved into the barred window of a room at the end of the cellar.  I walked faster, now excited by the prospect of a discovery.  A thick wooden door barred my entrance to the room. I pushed hard, but I felt no give to the door.  The light still shone brightly through the barred window at the top of the door.  Unfortunately, it was too high up for me to see into. 
 
    “Hello, is anyone there?” I called upward. 
 
    “Yes, Mar, I am here,” a tired male voice answered.  “Mar, I have waited a long time for you to come to me.” 
 
    “Who are you, and how do you know me?” I asked, trying hard to stop the quivering in my voice. 
 
    “You sat and cried upon my steps, did you not?” 
 
    “Yes, but that was so long ago.  I couldn’t get in, and the Walker found me!  Where were you?  I was so frightened of the things in the street, but the Walker found me and escorted me to safety.” 
 
    “I was here, where the Walker put me!” he growled.  “So, the Walker saved you.  I called to you every night, and you were his all this time.” 
 
    “I am not the Walker’s!  I am myself.  I live here, suffer here.  I’m as trapped here in my dark world as you are behind that door!”  I pounded on the door with such fury that my fists started to bleed. 
 
    “I’m only trapped here until you open the door,” the voice said impatiently. 
 
    I kicked the door to emphasize my point.  “I have pulled, pushed, and kicked, but the door will not open.” 
 
    “Not this door.  The door out front.  The one with the seal.  You must break the seal and open the door.  Then, and only then, I’ll be released,” the voice explained. 
 
    “But the Walker is out there!” I cried.  “He and the things that slither in the night.  He calls them his guard.  I shouldn’t have come here.” 
 
    “Why did you come, Mar?” the voice asked quietly. 
 
    “I came to find my sister Nell.  My brothers told me she was dead.  I think that I even heard her death cries, but I still had to know for certain,” I explained. 
 
    “Why here?” 
 
    “I came here because she wasn’t anyplace else.  Today, I remembered this place.  No, that’s a lie.  I never forgot this place.  I was just hoping she came here and was safe.”  I stopped briefly, but I had to continue, “This place isn’t safe to get to or to go from, but when I was here last, I knew it would be safe inside.  I don’t know how I knew.  I just did.” 
 
    “She’s not here, Mar.  Nell died after you heard her scream.  The man, whom she was with, hurt her beyond repair.  Your brothers were right.  Your uncle did sell her to the medical school.  He wasn’t even sad.  Mar, why, wasn’t he sad?” 
 
    “Because he doesn’t care.  No one cares.  I don’t know why I care?  I didn’t care until I came here the first time.”  I stopped twisting my hands when I realized the impact of what he had said to me.  “You knew about Nell.  You knew about Tag.  How do you know these things? You’re the Walker, aren’t you!” I accused the voice, backing away from the door.  I turned to run away, but his words stilled me. 
 
    “Mar!  I am not the Walker as you call him.  I don’t have a name.  Some people refer to me as Hope.  I can’t explain what I am, but I have always been here.  Not trapped, of course, but I existed out there along with the Walker.  We fought daily.  We were balanced.  I was full of energy, and, unfortunately, I got full of myself.  I let my pride get in the way, and I abandoned the people here.  My power was all but gone until you sat on those steps.”  The voice paused.  “Mar, the difference you felt when you left was because I called to you and guided you through life.” 
 
    “You made me miserable!  I saw what I was, and it sickened me!  You may have guided me, but you never let me escape.  Why should I let you out?” 
 
    “I can’t give you the reasons, but you better find them for yourself.  When you do, come back here at midnight, any night, and open the seal.” 
 
    I could tell the voice was tiring.  The light had dimmed, and I could barely see the door anymore. 
 
    “You better go now, before darkness descends and the Walker’s demons come out.” 
 
    “Before I go, tell me about why you killed that man up there?  Is that my fate if I let you out?” I asked cautiously. 
 
    “Mar, you must leave now.  Tonight, when you dream.  I’ll tell you about Him and the sacrifice He made for you.  Now go!  I’ll run interference with the Walker for a while, so he won’t know you’ve been here.  Go!” 
 
    The light went out in the room.  I followed my instincts and found my way back up the stairs and out the back door.  Much to my dismay, I saw the sun going down.  I started running.  I ran past the mildewed buildings as if death was chasing me.  As I turned the corner, I looked back. 
 
    The Walker stood in the middle of the street with his back to me.  He was watching a light that traveled between the buildings.  He shooed the slithering guards away as he pursued the light.  As I walked home to the shop, I could hear the Walker call, “Make way.  Make way for the Walker.” 
 
      
 
    My uncle Tag was waiting for me when I returned.  He didn’t talk to me; he just raised his fist and punched me in the face.  I picked myself up from where I had fallen and went upstairs to my room.  I shut the door, placing a chair under the knob, as I did every night.  I laid down, not bothering to bathe my swollen cheek.  My last thought, before sleep overcame me, was the look of immediate fear that crossed my uncle’s face after he hit me.  It was as if he knew there would be retribution. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 The Walker 
 
   I   
 
     woke the next morning with a headache and swollen cheek so enflamed that my right eye was swollen shut.  But my mind wasn’t on my physical self.  It was on the promised dream Hope had sent me.  The dream took me on a trip through history.  It showed me things I never thought possible.  The man on that cross was the same baby the mother was holding.  He wasn’t of my world but another.  He was sent to save everyone who believed in him. 
 
    I was angry because I knew nothing of this god, his spirit, or his son.  I knew nothing about Heaven or Hell.  Although, I thought, maybe, I was already living in Hell.  I was angry at Hope for being trapped and letting my world fall into evil.  Balance is what Hope said.  I surmised that he was good and the Walker evil.  Something had disrupted this balance, and because of this, evil had won.  The knowledge I was given showed me that the whole world beyond the front door of Tag’s shop wasn’t like the world in which I had lived my years.  It angered me that the people in the good world ignored us here.  Did no one remember that there was a church here?  What happened to the people of the church? 
 
    “The Walker happened,” I said as I scrubbed my face clean.  Somehow the Walker had gotten to the people.  The slimy things who haunted the street were the corrupted souls of the church! 
 
    I dressed and went downstairs to work.  Uncle Tag wasn’t there, and no one knew where he was.  My sisters told me that he wasn’t around to open up the shop for the late-night customers.  I saw this as an opportunity to escape.  I felt a new freedom as I opened the front door, walked out of the shop, and kept on walking.  And then I stopped.  I would have never come back if I hadn’t been given those dreams.  I knew, even if I left the shop and my world, that I would still carry the ugliness with me.  I cursed Hope and returned to the shop. 
 
    My mother was waiting for me in the baking room.  She had cleaned up a bit.  Gert walked over to me and lifted my face so she could see the damage.  She squeezed my chin. 
 
    “Tag is dead.  Don’t get any ideas, because I’m here to take over,” she announced. 
 
    “How did he die?” I asked, shaking my head loose from her grasp. 
 
    “They found him torn up in the street by the old church,” Gert informed me.  She pointed to my face.  “I have a feeling he died for this.  I should have known you had a protector.  Clothes showing up on my doorstep for you, your uncle never putting you into the trade…  I always wondered about that.  Who is he, my dear?” Gert asked. 
 
    “I don’t know what you’re talking about!”  I turned away, walked over to my table, and began making my pastries. 
 
    Gert went out front to size things up, which gave me time to think.  I knew that it wasn’t Hope that had killed Tag.  He was trapped behind the sealed door.  True, he had sent me the dreams, but Hope didn’t buy me dresses - how could he?  Hope had claimed that I was the Walker’s woman. 
 
    “No!” I cried.  I fought this revelation with all the logic I had, but eventually I concluded that he was right.  My protector was the Walker and I was Evil’s woman. 
 
    Why was I being protected by the Walker?  I shuddered to think of the  Walker laying side by side with me, or me carrying his child.  If only Hope didn’t haunt my mind, I probably would have been fine.  I wouldn’t have known better. 
 
    “Curse you, Hope!” 
 
      
 
    That night I dressed in my best dress and carried my handbag carefully.  The weight I carried in the purse made it dangerous to let it swing casually.  I took care in my footwear.  I had chosen a pair of stout boots that would guard my feet from the filth of the streets.  I left the store and headed directly to the church.  It was nearing midnight, and it was as dark as pitch.  Occasionally, the light from a house or brothel pierced the darkness.  But tonight, there were no lights to help me find my way. 
 
    As I approached what I knew was the street to the church, I stopped and called, “Walker, are you there?”  Hearing nothing, I advanced another yard into the street.  “Walker, I’m too scared to come any further!” 
 
    “What scares you here, Mar?” His voice was at my ear. 
 
    “Wa… Walker!  You startled me!”  I took a moment to calm myself before I spoke, “Now that you’re here...”  I reached out and touched his arm, repressing the shudder I felt inside.  “I need to know something.  Gert tells me that I have a protector.  Is it you?” 
 
    “Mar, has anyone hurt you?” His cold hand caressed my arm.  “Hold on.”  Something in his other hand started to glow.  He held it near my face.  “Tag should have never hit you!  Mar, he regretted it all night.  Strange that he should last so long.” 
 
    “Walker, hold the light to your face.  I want to see my protector.  I want to know if my fantasies live up to you,” I said, reaching up to touch his cheek. 
 
    “Is this what you wanted to see?” he asked as he lifted his hand to his face. 
 
    The light became brighter.  In it, I saw his blue eyes dance as I studied his face.  His hair was coal black with streaks of silver.  His chin was strong with a deep cleft centered in it.  The Walker’s mouth smiled, but it was a cruel expression.  His pointed teeth sparkled like ice. 
 
    “Yes, Walker.  Thank you.”  I turned around and slowly walked towards the church.  “Why me, Walker?” 
 
    He stepped over and kept pace with me. 
 
    “What do you want from me?” I asked him. 
 
    “Mar, what does any man want from a beautiful woman?”  He stumbled against something in the dark.  “Make way.  Make way for the Walker.” 
 
    “But you’re not a man, and you could have had me anytime.  Why the courtship?” 
 
    He stopped.  “You’re smart, Mar.  You were just another street slug until you happened upon the church.” 
 
    We were about halfway down the street.  Something grabbed my ankle.  “Walker!  Help me!” 
 
    “Walk with me, Mar.  Make way for the Walker!”  He commanded.  He turned and took my hand and secured it in the crook of his arm.  “You started to change after your visit to the church.  You became different, more of a challenge.  I saw a need to corrupt someone.  And that was you.”  He laughed at me.  He bent down so I could see the cruelty of his eyes.  “But you never knew you were being compromised until now.  Tell me, Mar, why have you come to me now?” 
 
    “I saw you yesterday.  You were here.  Why are you always here in the street?” I asked, moving us closer to the church. 
 
    “Yes, I was here yesterday.  I’m always here.  I have special business here.” 
 
    I needed to know if he had seen me leave the church, so I asked, “You were standing here, looking at something.  I waited for you to see me, but you never did.” 
 
    The Walker stopped.  Now both of his hands glowed.  He reached for my shoulders and said, “I saw you at the corner.  But I was too busy pursuing an old friend, Mar.” 
 
    His hands traveled down the front of my body and around back.  I knew I couldn’t stop my body from shaking.  I only hoped he would think of it as desire or virginal nervousness, instead of the revulsion I felt. 
 
    “Mar, you’re shy of me.  What did you expect when you came to me?  Cakes and tea?” 
 
    I looked around us.  “Walker, where is that old friend of yours?” I asked, pulling his hands closer to my body. 
 
    He stopped exploring and smiled.  “Mar, come with me, and we’ll find someplace more comfortable.”  He led me up the church’s steps.  “Maybe my old friend has room for us here?”  He laughed.  His hands pushed me down.  He stood over me and called into the church, “How does it feel, old man?  How does it feel for me to take your last hope?  I’m taking Mar the pure!” 
 
    “Who are you talking to?” I said, struggling to my feet. 
 
    He didn’t answer me.  The Walker was too distracted by his one-way conversation with the occupant of the church. 
 
    “Should I tell her of how you screwed up?  Would it humiliate you?  Yes, I think it would.”  The Walker’s eyes glowed red as he smiled his cruel smile.  “Mar, many years ago, this was a thriving community.  This church catered to the spiritual welfare of all.  Well, they did until they become too good for their less fortunate neighbors.  They acted high and mighty, and they turned the needy away from their door.  I waited outside and encouraged the people to feel bad.  I turned their hurt into anger.  It was so easy to form a mob of disenchanted lost ones.  They stormed the church and pulled the privileged people out.  I made clear to the church people how their religion had led them wrong.  I asked the poor souls if they wanted to die by the crowd or renounce their god?” 
 
    I stood still.  The story held me there more securely than if I had been chained. 
 
    “Mar, those people didn’t hesitate to save their own necks.  Soon they came over to my side.  I offered them eternal life for their devotion.  They accepted my terms, but I wanted one more thing.  I knew that, if Hope survived, I wouldn’t hold the people long.  I told the people to seal the church.  By their own hands, they melted the wax from their holy candles and sealed the door.  Hope called to them from within, but they laughed at him.  The people finished their job, and I gave them their reward.” 
 
    The Walker clapped his hands and spread them wide.  The street illuminated and the demons crawled forth. 
 
    “See how they worship me!” Walker screamed. 
 
    The blackened crawling flesh raised their bone-thin arms.  They fell forward and quivered in soundless agony. 
 
    I took my eyes off the horror before me.  I gripped my handbag tightly.  I swung the bag with all my strength.  The iron press, I had added to it before I left, made my purse a hammer.  I hit the doorjamb, the very first time, with enough force to crack the seal. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 The Cold Blue Flame 
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    he noise woke the Walker from his reverie. 
 
    “Mar, what are you doing?” He looked at me in disbelief, before he lunged to stop me.  But I had already connected again with the door with my iron-weighted purse.  The seal broke and fell.  Angry, the Walker struck me with incredible force.  My body flew forward to the ground in front of the door. 
 
    My ribs hurt and my breathing was strained, but my spirit was still strong.  I pushed myself up along the wall and faced my attacker. 
 
    “Walker, you have been alone for far too long.”  Looking into his eyes, I pulled at the handle of the door behind me.  The door gave easily.  “Hope, I release you from your prison.  May God save my soul!” 
 
    I felt a rush of air catch me as I fell forward.  I watched as a cold flame shot out from the door of the church.  The Walker stumbled back as the flame pushed him aside.  The flame grew larger and spread out from the church and into the street.  The ground beneath us began to shake.  The buildings that lined the street began to burn.  The demons of the Walker quickly were reduced to ash.  The bricks of the houses were burnt white before they came tumbling down. 
 
    The noise and the tremors brought the people of my world out of their homes.  They shielded their eyes from the intense light that emanated from the cold flames as they spread into the darkness of their world.  My old neighbors huddled together in disbelief while their streets and houses were purified by the flames.  The fire burnt the clothing from their bodies without harming them.  They cried when they saw their nakedness, not out of shame but from fear. 
 
    The flame, when it was finished, had reduced my world, including Uncle Tag’s shop, to rubble.  The bricks were cleaned from the years of neglect, and the timbers were freed from mold and the vile creatures that had nestled in them.  The materials lay in stacks as if the bricks and wood were ready for new construction.  The streets were cleaned of muck.  The river, which had lost its life as it moved through our world, was now free of the filth. The water from it was clean enough to drink. 
 
    Everything touched by evil was gone.  That was except for me and the Walker.  We were all that was left of the darkness.  I managed to stand, and as I did, I removed my clothes.  They no longer felt good on me.  They were Walker’s.  I walked over to where he stood and wordlessly handed everything to him. 
 
    “Look what you’ve done, Mar,” Walker said.  “Your people are stripped of everything.  They have no houses, no clothing, no food, nothing!” 
 
    “Walker, you’re wrong.  They have the one building block that will bring them great joy.  They have hope!  And with hope, all things are possible.” 
 
    I left him standing there and climbed the steps into the church.  Inside, I saw no one, but I knew Hope was there around me.  I found some long-discarded robes in a closet, along with fabrics that had been hoarded all those years ago.  I wrapped the robe around me.  I grabbed as much of the clean materials as I could hold on to and walked out of the church. 
 
    I stumbled on the steps.  Clean human hands caught me and set me right.  I saw my sisters and brothers staring dumbfounded at their state of undress.  I mutely handed them robes.  Once dressed, they took the rest from me and distributed them amongst the people who now gathered outside.  We clothed all we could with the robes, and when those were gone, we used the material.  Not one of the naked felt the need to have more than was their due. 
 
    A soft rain began to fall.  I urged them all to come into the church.  As they walked in, I kept my eyes on the Walker.  He just stood there in disbelief.  People walked around him on the way in.  No one seemed to know who he was.  Or what he was.  He no longer looked powerful.  He just looked like a man standing in the rain. 
 
    “Walker, are you coming in?” I asked. 
 
    “Mar, I’m not welcome in there,” he said as a wry smile formed on his lips. 
 
    “Walker, I don’t know much about this building or what exactly is its religion.  But what I do know comes from the man who is hanging on the cross in there.  He died so you could walk in there.  You just need to leave the past behind you.” 
 
    “Mar, don’t you hate me?” he asked, his gaze leveled with mine as he walked to the steps where I stood. 
 
    “Walker, I never hated you.  I feared you.  I hated the part of me that was evil, but I never could hate you,” I reassured him.  “I don’t know what makes you evil or gives you such pleasure at another’s misfortune.  Why you exist puzzles me as much as why someone’s child had to die so I could be delivered from evil.  Although, I will learn and live better just knowing that I have a choice between evil and good.”  I walked down the steps and grabbed his hand.  It felt warm to my touch.  He no longer had the feel of evil on him; he was just a man. 
 
    Turning from me he shuddered.  “Mar, you scare me now.  How can you ask me to come with you?  I can’t change instantly.  I have been evil for hundreds of years.  You want me to give up immortality for this god of yours?” 
 
    “Ours, Walker.  Think back before you became the Walker.  Who you were then, you can be now.  I refuse to believe that you were completely evil.  You protected me when I came here the first time.  You made sure I was brought up and kept safe from the others.  It wasn’t lust that drove you to kill Uncle Tag.  It was for love.  And I believe, where there is love, there is hope.” 
 
    I grabbed him and held him to me.  I didn’t need to see his face to see the tears that streamed from his long dry eyes.  I felt them. 
 
    “Walker, I just realized something.” 
 
    “What?” he asked, his voice low and soft. 
 
    “That you are Hope and Evil aren’t you?”  I grabbed his shoulders and brought his face closer to mine.  The light, from the rising sun behind me, gave his eyes an ethereal shine.  “I should have known when you wouldn’t show yourself to me in the cellar of the church.  I don’t understand.  How can you be two people at the same time?” 
 
    “Every person holds both good and evil in them, Mar.  Part of me got locked up in there when the people revolted.  The evil in me wanted no part of the good.  When I lost this balance, I became two.  I never regretted it until you showed up on those steps.  When you sat there and cried, you awakened the good part of me that I thought I had locked away in the church.  I wanted to protect you from the hell you were born into.  But I also wanted to protect you from me.” 
 
    “Are you mortal?” I asked, fearing the answer. 
 
    “Not now.  I was once.  I guess if I wasn’t so evil, my life would resume a normal course.  I might even die one day.”  The Walker reached out and put his arms around me. 
 
    His skin no longer repulsed me.  I couldn’t hide any longer the need I had to be with him, but I knew that I couldn’t live with evil.  That was a deal breaker. 
 
    “Are you afraid of being human?  Is this why you hold on to the evil?  Or is it the power?  Walker, can you let go of the power?” 
 
    “If I had you, I could be satisfied scraping my, our, way through life.  Do I have you, Mar?  Can you love me or do you love only Hope?  You have to love both of us.  I can’t be one or the other, not anymore.” 
 
    “Walker, I think I have loved you since you led me away from here the first time.  Even knowing what you were didn’t stop that.  But I can’t live my life in darkness and horror, and neither can my children.  I have seen what it’s like out there, and I know that, with God’s help, I can take myself and the others forward.  We can rebuild our world with goodness and light.  We can be strong when darkness comes again.  This time, we will repel it.  Will you stand beside me or against me?  I will love you either way, but I can’t live with evil anymore!” 
 
    I stepped back because I wanted to see his face.  I knew I was chancing so much, but I still had hope. 
 
    “I, the Walker, cast all my powers of evil away!”  He announced heavenward, “I’m asking for your forgiveness, Lord, for I have fallen far from grace.  I have lead others down with me.  I have murdered, and I have maimed.  I have kept this place ignorant of your love.  I have made it Hell.  If you can forgive me, please do it now.  Or strike me dead, and I will finish my eternity in Hell!” He shouted. 
 
    The Walker stood there waiting. 
 
    The heavens clouded overhead.  The sun disappeared behind black clouds.  The wind picked up, and my robe blew around me.  No more rain came.  Just a single bolt of lightning burst from the heavens hitting the Walker. 
 
    I ran and caught him as he fell.  The weight of his body forced mine to the ground.  I sat on the street and held the unconscious Walker.  His clothes had burned away.  His hands and feet briefly held familiar wounds put there to remind him of why he was forgiven.  When they were gone, the Walker awoke, human. 
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